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THE ENCHANTED BOOKSTORE LEGENDS are about
Lyra McCauley, a woman destined to become one of five strong women in her
family who possess unique magical abilities and serve as Scribes in
Dragonspeir. The Scribes span a long history, dating from 1,200 to present day.
Each Scribe is expected to journey through Dragonspeir, both the good and evil
factions, then draft a written account. Each book contains magic with vast
implications. 


Lyra was first introduced to Dragonspeir as a young girl,
when she met the high sorcerer, Cullen Drake, through a gift of one of those
enchanted books. Using its magic, he escorted her into the parallel world of
Dragonspeir. Years later, she lost that volume and forgot the world and Cullen.
These legends begin where he finds her again—she is thirty-five, standing in his
enchanted bookstore, and Dragonspeir needs her.  


When Lyra reopens that enchanted book, she confronts a
series of quests where she is expected to save the good Alliance from
destruction by the evil Black Dragon. While
learning about her role, Lyra and Cullen fall in love. He is 220 years old and
kept alive by Dragonspeir magic. Cullen will die if Dragonspeir is taken over
by the evil faction…Lyra becomes the Scribe. 
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Seeking a Scribe: Enchanted Bookstore
Legend One


 


An epic fantasy romance novel by Marsha A. Moore


 


Lyra
McCauley is a writer and loves fantasy novels, but until she opens a selection
from bookstore owner Cullen Drake, she has no idea he’s a wizard character who
lives a double life inside that volume…or the story’s magic will compel her
from the edge of depression to adventure, danger, and love. 


His gift to
Lyra, the Book of Dragonspeir, was actually her copy, misplaced years
ago. Lost in her pain following divorce and death, she fails to recognize him
as her childhood playmate from the fantasyland. Friendship builds anew.
Attraction sparks. But Lyra doubts whether a wizard is capable of love. She’s
torn—should she protect her fragile heart or risk new love? 


Opening the
book’s cover, she confronts a quest: save Dragonspeir from destruction by the
Black Dragon before he utilizes power of August’s red moon to expand his
strength and overthrow the opposing Imperial Dragon. Lyra accepts the
challenge, fearing Cullen will perish if evil wins. Along with magical animal
guides, Cullen helps her through many perils, but ultimately Lyra must use her
own power…and time is running out.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter One: Licorice Memories


 


 


The smell of anise greeted
Lyra as she opened the door to Drake’s bookstore. It took her back to happy
childhood memories. Licorice-shoe-string-rewards for following her parents’
requests to stay on the dock while they secured the family’s pleasure boat to
its trailer. The aroma brought a fleeting remembrance of times long gone, a
treasure now that her folks had recently passed. At ease with the familiar
scent, she settled into browsing through rows of antique bookcases.


The shop owner stuck his head
around a set of shelves. “Do you like tea?”


“Yes, I do.” Before she could
finish speaking, he disappeared. “Is that the wonderful smell?” she called out.


Kitchenware clinked in the
back room. Receiving no answer, Lyra followed the noises, scanning collections
as she walked. This bookshop appeared established, but surely she would have
remembered it from her last visit to the Lake Huron village five years ago.
Books were her passion, especially fantasy. She paused in front of that section
and studied its titles.


The owner appeared, holding a
pewter tray with a teapot, two cups, sugar jar, spoons, and napkins, which he
laid on the corner of an old library table. She watched him carefully pour the
tea and hand her a cup. He was about her age, mid thirties or a bit older, and
handsome. His medium brown hair, peppered with gray at the temples, grazed his
shoulders in wavy layers, and his beard was trimmed into a neat goatee. He wore
long shorts, a knit golf shirt, and sandals—typical casual attire for this
island resort community.


She set down her bag from the
drugstore and accepted his offer with a smile. “Thanks. My name’s Lyra.” She
blew across the hot surface of the tea to cool it and then inhaled the
anise-scented steam. She closed her eyes to fully enjoy the memory. “Ah!”


“Afternoons of boating and
licorice with your parents? Right?” he asked.


Her mouth dropped open. How
did he know that?


He slurped from his cup. “Go
ahead, take a sip. My folks gave me the same reward for taking my kid sister
along on bicycle rides.”


Forgetting all about the tea,
she asked, “How do you know my childhood memory?”


“Taste it.” His lips curled
into a sly grin as he took another gulp.


She cautiously took a tiny
sip, just enough to wet her lips and the tip of her tongue. The flavor flooded
her mouth, and her mind swam with wonderful memories. The taste transformed
into that of gigantic popcorn balls the sheriff’s wife down the street made for
Halloween trick-or-treaters, accompanied by images of Lyra’s costume—a red,
fringed gypsy skirt borrowed from Mom. Next came a pumpkin flavor and vision of
holding a cold piece of “punky-pie” in her five-year-old hand. Another swallow
returned her experience back to anise. “What is this? How did you know?”


“Let me introduce myself.”
His grin spread into a smile as his eyes met hers. He took a step closer. “I’m Cullen,
Cullen Drake, and I know many things. What I don’t know is what sort of books
you like to read.”


His keen interest caused heat
to rise in her cheeks. “Well, actually I have several favorites, all fantasy
and magical realism. You have a number of authors I like in this section.” She
turned to refer to the shelves behind her, but found non-fiction hunting guides
instead. “This case held classic fantasy a moment ago!”


Cullen put down his cup. “It moved.
It’s over here, and I have just what you want.” He slid an old-fashioned
library ladder along its track, set the locking device, and climbed straight up
to the top shelf.


Lyra followed, walking
between four comfortable leather club chairs grouped on a Persian rug. A
portrait of a young girl and a man wearing a cloak caught her attention.
Something seemed familiar in the child’s smile.


The noise of books sliding on
shelves distracted her. She moved to the base of his ladder and glanced up. The
ceiling of embossed tin panels decorated with Victorian teardrop chandeliers
and paper Chinese dragons made a unique combination, to be sure.


But Lyra was more curious
about the strange happenings in the store and its owner. He was certainly odd,
although not the bookish, geeky sort who usually ran bookshops she frequented.
He had an athletic frame and strong legs.


“Can’t find it!” he exclaimed
and quickly descended. His brow furrowed, he dusted off his hands on his
shorts. “I’ve got to find that volume for you. If you don’t mind me saying,
there’s a sadness about you. The book will make you happier than you’ve been
since those days of licorice shoe strings.”


“After magical tea and
shifting bookcases, I almost believe you.” She laughed to cover her concerns.
Even four months after it was final, she worried that the loneliness she felt
after her divorce blazed like a beacon on her forehead. But, Cullen knew so
much—it startled her…actually, intrigued her. Her ex didn’t ever see inside
her, didn’t want to. This man read her as though he knew her. Did he? He seemed
so familiar.


“Once I find that book, I
promise, you’ll be pleased.” He stroked his goatee. “Hmm. Where did I last see
it?” The twinkle in his gray-blue eyes captivated Lyra. “Will you be here for
the week? I can look for it and call you later.”


“I’m staying the rest of the
summer with my elderly Aunt Jean. She owns a lovely cottage at the end of
Walnut overlooking Lake Huron. I thought I’d keep her company and give her time
away from her nurse during my teaching break. While I’m here, I plan to write
my novel.”


“Great! You’re a writer? What
do you teach?”


“Yes, and I teach American
Literature at Southern University in Florida. Seems like you already would’ve
known that since you jumped into my childhood memories,” she stammered,
attempting some humor. Taking a long draught of the tea, her mind filled with
memories of her pet dachshund wiggling next to her, displacing a row of dolls.
Another part of her past he knew—impossible! Her forehead beaded with sweat.


“No, only thoughts associated
with a lot of emotion, like the happiness of snuggling with your dog.”


“How?” she exclaimed, shaking
her head. “I don’t understand.” Her mind swam, trying to grasp what happened.
She desperately needed some fresh air. With trembling hands, she set the cup
down.


“I realize it must seem odd,
but the book I’m looking for will help explain.” He leaned closer with a smile
that somehow reassured her. “This is Saturday. If you can come by next
Wednesday morning, I think I should have it for you by then…if you’d like.” He
paused and looked into her eyes, waiting for a reply.


“Yes…I’m curious.” In spite
of the confusion, she found herself agreeing. “Wednesday will work.”


“Fine. Let me take down your
number in case I can’t find it.” He walked to the counter and located a notepad
and pen. She dictated her number and full name, which he repeated, “Lyra
McCauley, a lovely Celtic name for a pretty lady.”


“I think I need to go now.
Thanks for the tea.” With shaking fingers, she collected her shopping bag and
headed toward the door.


He escorted her out and
offered his hand to shake, the corners of his goatee lifting into an inviting
grin. “Enjoy the rest of your weekend.”


Lyra smiled and looked into
his eyes, trying to discern his unusual clairvoyant gift. “You too.” The
initial touch of his palm against hers sent electrical shivers along her arm.
She jerked, yet didn’t let go, fascinated by the strong emotions flashing
through her mind—attraction, excitement, and acceptance. After an awkwardly long
pause, she dropped his hand, half-stumbled over the threshold into the
sunshine, and took a long, deep breath.


She ambled to an outdoor café
a couple blocks farther down Tenth Street while her mind buzzed with questions.
How did he know those things about her? She dropped onto a seat at an empty
table, shaded by an umbrella. He was fascinating and frightening at the same
time…and familiar. Her divorce and loss of her parents left her lonely. He
intrigued her.


“May I get you something to
drink while you look over the menu?” The waitress interrupted with a bright
young voice, a college student working a summer job.


Startled back to reality,
Lyra murmured, “Just water, please.” Alone in a crowd of lunch goers, her
thoughts returned to the bookstore and many unanswered questions.


The waitress placed a glass
of water in front of her.


Lyra almost hated to drink
and remove the sweet aftertaste of anise from her tongue.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Two: The Patina of Life


 


 


Her mind occupied, Lyra missed
the trolley car at the stop. Instead of waiting for the next, she decided to
walk the mile to Aunt Jean’s. Maybe fresh air and exercise would help her sort
through the strange happenings at the bookstore.


The cool breeze off the lake
rippled through pine boughs. Maple leaves turned and exposed their silvery
undersides. Dappled light danced on the sidewalks and soothed her nerves. On
either side of the narrow street stood the same cottages she remembered from
years of visits. Passed from one generation to the next, they took on new lives
with brighter paint, new porches, and vivid beds of perennials dotted with
charming garden art.


Turning the corner onto
Walnut Street, she waved to a neighbor, a good friend of the family. Maybe a
bit of familiar conversation would help clear her thoughts.


“Well, hello, Lyra! Nice to
see you again!” the lady called from across her picket-fenced yard.


“Hello to you, Mrs. Kendall!”
Lyra opened the white-washed gate, and a barking collie ran up to greet her.
She bent to rub the dog’s ears. “And hello to you too, Buddy.”


“It’s been at least five
years since you were last here. How’ve you been? I’ve missed you.”


She gently hugged the elderly
woman. “I just got in yesterday. Still don’t have my legs about me after that
long drive. I’ve missed you too. So much has happened since last time.”


“Your hair’s lovely, long
like this, all layered and wavy.” She ran her hand along the length of hair
down Lyra’s back, then motioned to the covered porch. “Come sit a spell and
visit with me, if you have time.”


Lyra checked her watch. “I’ve
got to relieve Aunt Jean’s nurse in half an hour. I can stay until then. I’m
here for July and part of August to help since there are no other family left.”
Taking a seat on the far end of the couch, she saved the closer end for the
frail woman. 


Buddy obediently lay at his
mistress’ feet, head resting on his paws.


Mrs. Kendall looked so much
older now, more deeply wrinkled, stooped in posture, and although her white
hair still shone in a braided bun, her eyes no longer held their usual glint.
What aged her? It’d only been five years.


“I’ve heard she’s not
accepting her treatments well. It’s too bad that her cancer returned after ten
years. It’s sad that we must suffer, just when we have time to enjoy life. My
dear Harvey passed a year ago last October…seems like just last month.” Her
voice crackled. “I don’t think I’ll ever feel right without him.”


Lyra reached over and took
hold of her hand. “Life’s hard all the way along. I’m sorry about Mr. Kendall.
It’s difficult. I know.”


“Jean hasn’t been about much
since her surgery in April. I help out with some casseroles for her now and
then. Most all my friends around here have died, and now their children only come
to use the properties on vacations. Awfully lonely.”


“Thanks for helping, Mrs.
Kendall.” She gave the old lady’s hand a squeeze and then released it. “I’m
grateful I have time to spend here now, although for the wrong reason—Jeff and
I divorced this spring.” Lyra briefly pulled at a hangnail before disciplining
her nervous habit, folding her arms across her stomach.


“Aw, I sure don’t like to
hear that, Lyra. I thought you two were a fine pair.”


“I thought so too.” It was
hard to admit. Guilt and failure still screamed in her mind.


“You sure do look slim, but
worry will do that to a body. I’ve known you since you were a little girl with
golden ringlets, chasing butterflies in my garden. You’re the daughter I never
had, and I always wanted a good life for you. Are there any children? You
didn’t have any last time you were here.”


“No, no children.” Lyra
sighed, feeling even more alone saying that aloud. How could she explain what
happened when she didn’t understand herself? Tears welled into her eyes.


The older lady placed a thin
hand on Lyra’s knee. “Well, you can sure visit with me anytime you need
company.” Her eyes sparkled with a hint of her former self, possibly now that
someone needed her.


Lyra leaned forward, rubbed
Buddy’s coat, and rose. “I should to be going. Thanks for your kind offer. I’ll
take you up on it when the nurse is there. Take care, Mrs. Kendall.”


“You too, dear. Say hello to
Jean for me.”


“I will.” She stepped off the
porch and let herself out the gate. Walking the half block to her aunt’s house
at the end of the street, she reflected upon the suffering around her—illness,
grief, loneliness. Mrs. Kendall was right; there needed to be more happiness
and fewer hard times.


The familiar property looked
sad and neglected—like Lyra’s life after her divorce. Winter’s grime still
covered the front porch, flower beds tangled in disarray. She resolved to tidy
things up. She hoped Aunt Jean would feel well enough to watch and chat while
the work went on. Maybe, it would be Lyra’s first step toward a new and happier
life. Was there any chance being with Cullen might make her happy? How could
she even think that about a man she’d just met? His strange behavior confused
her…but having a man actually want to know her was tempting.


 


***


The tall, skinny nurse
scurried back and forth from kitchen to family room, laying out medications,
propping Aunt Jean up with a pillow, taking last vital signs, marking charts,
writing directions for meals. Shoulder length mousy brown hair floated behind her.
Nancy made Lyra dizzy with this fussy manner, which prompted her to do a few
errands in town until close to time for the woman to clock out. How would she
ever write with this woman in the house?


The nurse set steely gray
eyes squarely on her, took a deep breath, and began a long string of
directions. “Now here are all the meal suggestions that’ll help her feel
comfortable digesting, and be sure to take her pulse and temperature at these
hours as well as making sure she gets plenty of fluids, but if you have any
questions, here’s my cell number, and a page with all the emergency numbers for
the hospital, her doctor, and the ambulance, just in case, and be sure to try
and get her up on her feet for an hour tomorrow before I come back at noon
because she needs some exercise.” Nancy never inhaled for a second breath.


With great relief, Lyra shut
the door after the nurse left. How did Aunt Jean endure all that long-winded
conversation? She returned beside the couch where her aunt lay and asked, “How
do you feel?”


“Better now that the
Energizer Bunny’s gone,” she said with as much of a laugh as her thin, weak
frame would allow. “I’m glad you’re here, Lyra. Thank you for coming.”


Lyra chuckled. “No problem. I
have nothing to keep me home now. It’ll be a good summer, spending time with
you, getting some writing done, and seeing the places around the island I loved
as a kid.”


She smiled. “I know, dear.
You have time for me due to bad happenstance. But, I’m glad I’m not putting you
out and can at least be company for you.”


“You’re great company, Aunt
Jean. By the way, do you know of a bookstore called Drake’s in town on Tenth
near Elm? I don’t remember it being here last time.”


“Drake’s? No, I only know of
The Book Nook over on Oak. Was it a new place?”


“Didn’t seem to be. All the
furnishings were ages old, even one of those library ladders that move around
the room on a track. And the collection was impressive too.” She left out the
part about moving shelves and magical tea. Her aunt already had enough to worry
about without thinking her niece was unstable.


“Well, I can’t be sure about
anything around this island since I’ve stayed inside too much the past few
months.” That wasn’t the answer Lyra hoped for. The old lady shifted
uncomfortably on the pillows behind her. “At least my cottage has a nice view
where I can watch the boats.”


Lyra smiled. “Tomorrow I’m
going to wash down the porches. Once the front is cleaned, I’ll have you come
out and sit there to tell me how to care for your flower beds.”


“Oh, you’re a dear. I’d love
that.” Her blue eyes gleamed from under droopy folds of skin with a hint of her
former, healthier self.


“I’m going to unpack more
things and then start our dinner. Anything you want in particular?”


“Whatever isn’t on that list
of Nancy’s, I’ll have!” She chuckled. “It’s all bland.”


Jean’s laughter warmed her
heart. Lyra grinned as she headed up the stairs. “I’ll see what I can do.”


She stayed in the larger
guest room because it included a tiny alcove with a desk set against a bay
window. She always liked to sit there in the ladderback chair and let her mind
float along the water while writing ideas streamed into place.


She set about unpacking her
supplies and books. Rustling through her briefcase, she located notebooks,
index cards, pencils, and pens. These found a home alongside her laptop and
printer, already positioned on the black enameled desk. She moved to the
oversized, brown tweed chair, angled into the corner, and reached into various
tote bags nearby. They were filled with books she couldn’t travel without:
references, much-loved familiar fiction, new reads to entertain her on quiet
evenings.


The last book she pulled from
the totes was her journal. She took a deep breath and opened it. Darkness from
her divorce proceedings loomed out. She snapped the cover shut.


Staring into the lake, her
thoughts returned to Cullen. The magic in his store remained a mystery, but
something about his eyes seemed familiar. Where had she known him? After
leaving the shop, this question lodged in the back of her mind. No matter how
many times she posed it, no answer came. Whatever the connection, his warmth
tempered her concerns about the strange events and, best of all, eased those
awful memories of battles with her ex.


She reopened the journal to a
blank page toward the back and wrote about what happened in Drake’s Bookstore.


After a simple dinner, she
helped Jean to bed in her suite on the first floor, added years ago when her
husband was still living.


Then, Lyra selected a novel
to read through the evening. Her aunt had outfitted the guest room for comfort.
A cozy, flowered duvet invited her to snuggle in. She smiled at Little Bear
watching her from the dresser, the teddy she had always played with during her
childhood visits to Aunt Jean’s.


She tried to concentrate on
reading, but her mind drifted…back to the bookshop, its owner, and the volume
that promised to make her happier than she’d been since childhood. After the
hardships of the last year, that seemed like a dream. Could any book make that
much difference? Could Cullen? Was she foolish to hope?


 


***


Lyra awoke twisted in the
sheet with the book poking her in the back. She stumbled to her feet, washed,
and hurried downstairs to prepare breakfast for her aunt.


After breakfast, she hosed
and scrubbed silt off both porches, lowered the front swing from its winter
storage position, and assisted Jean outside to oversee the rest of the job. “I
found some planters in the garage. Shall I get some annuals for them?”


Wearing a flowered housedress
with a bright kerchief covering her bald head, the older lady seemed to enjoy
the day from her perch on the swing, keeping it gliding with her slippered
foot. “That would be nice. How about geraniums—red ones? I like those against
the blue house.”


“Sounds great. Tell me what
to do with the flowers in this bed. How do you want these daisies staked up?”
The sweet organic smell of warm, moist soil brought a smile to Lyra’s face. She
sighed. The earth seemed so real in her hands, grounding her after months of turmoil.


“Use that set of stakes with
a circular cage and work in the stems. Careful now, they’ll break.” Her aunt
loved directing the work so much that she didn’t even notice Nancy drive up.


It swelled Lyra’s heart to
bring Jean some pleasure.


“I wanted you to get out, but
didn’t expect to see you wearing a posy frock, hanging over a porch railing,
and barking out orders!” The nurse beamed.


“Blame my niece. She got me
going. Girl can’t seem to figure out an aster from a lily—been in Florida too
long.” She clung to the rail, smiling.


It was good to see happiness
on her aunt’s face again. The yard tidy and the nurse back in charge meant one
thing to Lyra—time to buy geraniums. Stores on the island stayed open on
Sundays for the weekend tourist trade and usually closed on Monday. Good thing
for her too.


 


***


Lyra took the long way to the
greenhouse in order to drive past the bookstore. She slowed her silver Subaru
sport wagon along Tenth, looked to the right, and—there was a hardware store
exactly where the bookshop stood yesterday. She glanced back to the road,
slammed on her brakes, and narrowly escaped hitting the car in front of her.
She turned down the next street, to be certain she hadn’t made a mistake. No,
not there either. Did she imagine going into the store? Was her mind that
rattled from her recent losses?


After taking a few deep
breaths to steady herself, she drove toward the greenhouse. As she pulled up to
the stoplight on the corner of Elm and Main, her mouth dropped open—the sign above
the building that should have housed a barber shop read “Drake’s Bookstore.”


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Three: Appearances Deceive


 


 


Lyra swerved the car into a
parallel parking spot across the intersection, intending to rush into the store
and demand an explanation. After she closed the car door, the reflection in its
window showed her appearance: hair in a lumpy ponytail; flower stems clinging
to its length; faded T-shirt smudged with dirt. Perfect garden center attire,
but not how she wanted Cullen to see her, just in case there was any hope of a
more than a friendship.


Reluctantly, she reopened the
door, preparing to crawl back in. She looked at the store again for any clue.
Tessa Wilson, who lived next to Mrs. Kendall during summers, emerged from the
bookstore. That proved the store was real, but Lyra wanted to find out more.


“Tessa! Hi!” she called out,
waving as the middle-aged woman walked past. “It’s me, Lyra!”


Initially caught off guard,
recognition soon hit. “Lyra! Hello. Good to see you.” She scurried closer. “Are
you here for a week or the whole summer?”


“All of July and most of
August, to take care of Aunt Jean. How’ve you been?”


“Good, crazy-busy as always.
We’ll have to share some lemonade and gossip sometime.” As a cloud passed
overhead, she raised her sunglasses into the sleek dark bob which made her look
every inch the business analyst she was.


“That would be great.” Before
she could ask about the bookshop, Tessa stepped back and attempted to move on,
but Lyra needed some gossip now. She pursued a step closer to her neighbor with
a string of questions. “I saw you come from Drake’s Bookstore. Is that new?
Does it have a good collection? What’s the owner like?”


“Um, it’s just your ordinary
quaint indie bookstore. Cullen, the owner, is friendly to chat with. I often
buy from him. I like the personal feeling rather than ordering online. I’m sure
you’ll like the shop. Go check it out.”


“I will.” Lyra’s pulse raced
when she finally got to the most important question. She raised her voice to
carry across the increased distance. “Has it always been there?”


Tessa lowered her sunglasses.
“He’s been there about four years. Need to run. Have a conference call. Catch
you later.” She hurried along to her own car.


Strange. Tessa didn’t seem to
find anything odd. The way that woman liked gossip, she would have dished. But,
the shop changed locations for Lyra, or maybe her memory suffered from that
long twenty-four hour drive. This was as odd as Cullen’s unusual tea. Lyra sunk
back into her driver’s seat and headed for the greenhouse.


Back at home, she set out
geraniums, red like Jean had asked for. Sadly, her aunt felt too ill to see the
new flowers. After Lyra cleaned up and made them dinner, she settled into
recording what happened at Drake’s Bookstore today to keep track of what she
couldn’t explain.


 


***


Monday dawned quietly, and
Lyra stayed at home to organize her book outline. After struggling for an hour
to create a midpoint turn in the plot, she cast the writing aside. With a
paperback in hand, she settled into a cozy cushioned chair on the back porch,
feet propped upon a hassock.


Within minutes, her gaze
drifted and followed boats on the lake, while her mind focused on the unusual
bookshop. She needed more details to decide whether or not its magic was real.
If only Cullen would call and say he found that book.


To quell her restlessness,
she headed out for a long walk to the community pier. The exercise of the
mile-long trek soothed her. At the far end of the wooden dock, she sat on a
bench engraved with a paid tribute to a deceased loved one. She welcomed
stillness into her mind, needing deep relaxation like this after the stresses
of last spring.


Several tourists and
fishermen surrounded her. A weather-beaten old man sat on an upturned bucket,
pole in hand, humming a soft melody. Cries of gulls embellished his tune while
a toddler tossed handfuls of bread to encourage their chorus.


She focused on the lapping
waves. A deep breath of sea air filled her nose with its unique blend of
minerals and fish. The sounds and smells lulled her into a peaceful state.


Her cell phone rang and
abruptly ended her meditation. She flipped it open. A Michigan exchange. Her
pulse quickened. She answered with a high-pitched, expectant tone.


“Hi. Lyra? This is Cullen
Drake from Drake’s Bookstore. I’ve located the book I told you about. Can you
stop by yet today for it?”


“Oh, I wish I could. I’m
sorry. I can’t since my aunt’s nurse leaves soon. How about tomorrow morning?”
Lyra paused, unsure if she should ask how the store changed locations. “And
will the store be on Elm and Main, or somewhere else?” Silence followed. She
held her breath.


Finally, he cleared his
throat. “I didn’t realize you were having difficulties locating the store. Um,
I don’t know where it will be tomorrow. I realize how strange this must seem,
but I’ll help you understand when you’re here. Truly, there are answers which
will make sense. I apologize for the inconvenience. I really hope you’ll come.”


“Yes…around nine,” she
stammered.


They exchanged goodbyes, and
Lyra stared at the phone as if she’d heard something impossible. He knew the
store changed locations, but Tessa hadn’t seemed to notice. Did it actually
move? But more than that, his voice echoed in her mind; she’d heard that exact
cadence and tone before. She had to know more about that man.


Her phone alarm rang. Time to
start home and take over for Nancy. She jumped off the bench. Shoving her cell
phone into her shorts pocket, she rounded a corner of the old bait shop, and
narrowly avoided smacking into the wide chest of a tall man. She uttered a
brief apology as she realigned herself to pass him.


He smiled and tipped the bill
of his baseball cap, worn over straight, black hair which hung past his
shoulders.


Determined to pay better
attention, she sprint-walked home, dodging sightseers and thinking of things
she wanted to write in her journal. Tomorrow couldn’t come soon enough.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Four: The Pretentious Cicada


 


 


Out in the crisp morning air,
Lyra slipped a cardigan over her tank top. She rose early and tried three
outfits before deciding on a blue-flowered short skirt and gold sandals.
Goosebumps lifted along her bare legs, either from the air, which felt chilly
to a Floridian, or from apprehension about visiting the bookstore.


She was giddy with
anticipation. Was she foolish to hope any of the enchantments were real? She
loved the idea of magic, but could it exist outside daydreams and childhood
illusions? She once believed. That hope vanished after grieving the deaths of her
parents, being beaten by a failing marriage, watching the suffering of her
aunt. A tingle in her spine awakened her to possibilities…of magic, wonder, and
happiness. And also to danger and fear.


She paused at the corner of
Elm and Main. The store wasn’t there. No surprise. Strolling down a side
street, aromas of pastries and fresh-brewed coffee from the bakery tempted her.
With difficulty, she side-stepped inviting outdoor tables and turned onto Pine.
There, across from a favorite store, stood Drake’s. As she hurried past the
familiar window of the perfumery, an ad caught her attention. It featured this
month’s special scent, jasmine.


Lyra took a long breath and
crossed the street, examining the building for any clues that might explain its
magic. Although in a different location, the store front looked the same, brown
with blue trim. A large window, partitioned from the inside by a royal blue
curtain, presented familiar books on and around an antique table. Compasses,
sextants, and other nautical instruments from days past accented the display,
not unusual for shops on the quaint island.


Like a schoolgirl nervous
with a crush, her palms perspired. She grasped the latch of the heavy wooden
and leaded glass door. Cool and smooth under her damp hand, she slowly pushed.


Before her eyes adjusted to
the interior light, Cullen called out, “Good day to you, Lyra! Come in. I’ll be
with you in a minute.” Then, he addressed another customer. “May I suggest a
title for you, ma’am?”


While busy with the other
patron, Lyra browsed her way closer to them and sneaked a few glances at the
shop owner. He was even more handsome than she remembered. His blue eyes
twinkled, and the tiny bit of gray at his temples gave just the right accent to
his medium brown hair. His broad shoulders narrowed to a slim waist. He was
dressed neatly, as before, in casual shorts and shirt. A single item of jewelry
caught her attention—a massive silver ring festooned with a dragon having blue
topaz eyes. Was it magic?


“No, I think this will be
fine, but thank you,” the customer replied.


Lyra sniffed the air for
traces of the wonderful anise tea, but smelled delicate jasmine instead. The
scent didn’t seem to affect her. She examined the store. The floor of polished
oak boards remained, but the Persian area rugs and runners covered new sitting
areas. Brown leather chairs had traded places with old wooden ones and
bookcases were completely rearranged.


Cullen rang up the sale,
walked the lady out, turned the sign over to indicate the store was closed, and
bolted the door. Lyra quivered at the thought of being locked in, but the look
in Cullen’s eyes reassured her. He reminded her of someone from long ago who
she cared for. But who?


He appeared as though he was
about to speak, but a tiny voice from somewhere on the counter spoke up before
him. “She’s pretty.”


“Yes, she really is,
Sheridan,” Cullen replied.


This compliment made Lyra’s
cheeks warm. “Who’s there?” she asked, leaning forward, looking behind the
case. “Aren’t we alone?”


“Me! In the iron cage right
under your nose! Pretty, but no smarts, Cullen.”


Lyra spotted an ornate metal
cage, no larger than a box of tea bags. Beneath the bars of the domed lid sat
an insect, looking up at her with enormous striped, compound eyes. “A locust!
It talks!” She jumped back.


“Cicada if you please,
madam.”


Lyra stood frozen,
speechless. Her heart raced.


Cullen quickly came around
the counter to her side and rested his hand upon her arm. “You’re shaking.
Don’t be afraid of Sheridan. He brings me luck and a long life.”


The feel of his touch sent
pleasant shivers over her body. She swallowed hard, remembered why she came,
and determined herself to stay—bug or no bug. “I see. Does he talk to all
customers? I think he’d scare them off.” She leaned forward and timidly
inspected the insect more closely.


He took her hand in his,
leading her to the counter. “No, he only speaks to me and now to you. He won’t
hurt you. You can get closer.”


His fingers were strong and
slightly rough against her skin. His cologne smelled woodsy with hints of
spice. She breathed deeply, enjoying how his natural musky scent mingled with
the fragrance.


“I assure you, I don’t bite.
Although, you’re so damn pretty, a nibble might be yummy,” the cicada said.


“Why does he speak to me and
not other customers?” she asked Cullen, not accepting the idea of questioning
an insect.


“Let me get the book I told
you about. It will help answer your questions. I apologize; I’ve kept you
wondering too long.” He headed for the backroom and left her alone, feeling
uncomfortable with the arrogant talking locust. 


She stepped away from the
counter and folded her arms across her stomach.


“Betcha don’t know when you
met him, do you?” the insect goaded her.


“Um, just three days ago.”


“Wrong! You don’t know yet,
do you? How innocent you are!”


Lyra looked toward the drape
covering the doorway to the back, hoping to see Cullen return with the book.
She sighed. “Okay, tell me.”


“Can’t. You’ll learn soon.”
Sheridan snickered. “Be glad I’m in this cage, or I’d have a taste of your
earlobes.”


 


***


With one hand Cullen caught
Lyra’s waist and extracted her from the folds of the curtain leading to the
work area. Her waist was narrow under his hands. His face brushed her hair. It smelled
so sweet. “Slow down!” He restrained a chuckle at her fright. “Sheridan means
no harm. He’s just excited to talk to someone other than me.” Thankfully, his
touch seemed to comfort her; she no longer trembled.


Leaning closer, she
whispered, “Maybe. But can we look at the book here?”


Standing this close, a tremor
of electricity ran through his body —not any type of magic he recognized.
Twenty-five years ago, he thought she was the chosen one, but after decades
passed, he didn’t believe he’d find her again. Something about her was always
unique, but even more so this time. True, he had met a ten-year-old child, and
now she was a woman. Unlike before, an unexpected quality drew him to her.
“Certainly. You’re welcome anywhere in my store.”


She raised her eyes to look
into his. They were the same hue of crystal blue he had etched into his memory
long ago. But now he felt drawn to those eyes like never before with her or any
woman. They implored him to explain wonders she didn’t understand, beseeched
him to keep her safe from unknown dangers lying ahead, and trusted him to take
her on a journey which would bring her happiness again. Her thoughts, fueled by
strong emotions, channeled instantly to him—a connection he’d never known
before.


He touched her face. The
softness of her skin thrilled him. Her eyes held steady on his. Unable to
resist, he brushed his lips across hers. Surprisingly sweet and soft. Pure
temptation. He moved his arm around her, gently resting it on her back.


She tilted her head back, and
her silky hair swept against his hand.


He shivered at the sensation.
This was not supposed to happen. His assignment was to keep her safe, so she
could complete the quest. Blood rushed into his head, making him lightheaded.
He licked her lips, tasting their softness and warmth with the tip of his
tongue. No woman ever felt like this in his arms. How could he perform his duty
while so distracted?


Knowing he must keep a clear
mind to explain the book, he released her.


A voice from the front of the
store called out, “You two are very quiet back there. Am I missing some good
action?”


They laughed at Sheridan. It
was good to see Lyra relax. She had been so tense…and so had he. Cullen
motioned to a tall stool. “Have a seat, and let me tell you about this book.”
Once she was comfortable, he picked up the volume, held it in front of her, and
continued, “This belonged to you as a girl. Please, follow my instructions
exactly. Here, hold it, but do not open it yet.”


Lyra accepted the volume, and
as soon as it lay in her hands, she squealed with delight, “My favorite book!
I’ve looked everywhere for this.” She ran her fingers over the cover, simple
red leather with gilded lettering, now faded and worn beyond recognition.
“Where did you find this? Thank you so much!”


“You’re very welcome.” His
pulse raced. Would the book’s magic against her hands be enough? Would she even
remember him? The success of her quest required she trust him as she had
before. Now, holding her and touching her, it surprised him to find another
reason he wanted her with him.


Then, she raised her gaze to
meet his, her pale blue eyes opened wide.


His heart leapt. She
recognized him. This nullified his first concern, that her troubled adult life
would prevent her from ever remembering him and the enchantment. He hoped she
wouldn’t be angry with him for his forwardness. His breath grew shallow.


Her smile faded, and her
mouth dropped open.


Unable to read her
expression, Cullen stared at the bewildered lady and twisted the ring on his
finger, waiting. Had he betrayed her childhood friendship with him by stealing
a kiss?


At last she spoke. “I…I
remember you from when I was ten. I read this book while I was in the hospital,
seriously ill with flu. You were a character in the story, a wizard, and we
played pretend games in a magical land. Am I right?”


He fidgeted, shifting his
weight from foot-to-foot. She gave no judgment, only recounted facts. What was
her opinion? If only she’d display an emotion, he could read her mind, but she
remained expressionless and unaffected. “Yes, that is true.”


She swallowed hard. “You’re
only slightly older, even though twenty-five years have passed. How?”


“The book will explain
everything.” He stroked his goatee and wished she’d give some reaction other
than blank shock.


Furrows indented along her
forehead and she demanded, “Are you real, or am I imagining you? I’m not a
child now. Don’t deceive me!” Finally, an emotion, but not the one he wanted.


“I’m quite real. Your
neighbors know me. I’m a human of this world, altered by magic. Please don’t be
angry. I only want to share that magic with you, to bring you happiness once
again. But, I’ll understand if you dislike me now.”


She scrutinized his face.


Under her penetrating gaze,
heat spread across his cheeks. If he could take her hand or pull her into his
arms and make her like him again he would, but she must reach that decision, or
not, on her own. A long couple of minutes passed. Sweat broke along his brow.


Her fingers fidgeted with a
corner of the book’s cover, although her eyes never left him. She must accept
him before she opened it. Otherwise, what lay inside could frighten her
away…from the quest and from him. He gulped. The stakes were high.


Finally, she replied, in a
matter-of-fact tone, “You were my friend when I had no playmates.” Then, her
voice softened, and she took his hand. “My parents joked that the book made me
well. They didn’t know it was really you who did it.” Moisture welled in her
eyes.


He released a long sigh and
drew her into a snug embrace. “I promise, I will make you happy again, my
Adalyra.”


She pulled back slightly.
Tiny rivulets streamed down her cheeks. Between gasps for breath, she said, “I
wished I’d never lost this book and you.”


He wiped her tears away and said,
“It’s time for you to open your favorite book.”


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Five: Gateway to Dragonspeir


 


 


Cullen stepped beside her and
placed an arm around her shoulder. Glad for this, Lyra leaned into his side.
She trembled and hoped he didn’t notice.


The book lay in her hands,
and he reached over to slowly open its cover, turning to the first page. “Don’t
be afraid. You’ve been here before, although you may not remember at first.”


On that page was an ink
drawing with a haiku inscribed beneath it.


Rise from the ashes!


Phoenix fly and sing magic


of peace and rebirth.


Before her eyes, the sketch
transformed into a color painting, revealing exotic flowering trees and bushes.
In the center a Phoenix set into motion, hovering with the back of its massive
wingspan on display. The head and torso resembled a pheasant in colors of
blue-violet, gradating through mauve to gold. Fiery tips extended from the
graceful, peacock-like tail feathers.


Lyra gasped. 


The bird fluttered its blue
wings, and sparks fell from the tail plumage as it turned to face her. The
shimmering fowl mesmerized her with its beauty. Gradually, the illustration
became more detailed, like a photograph. 


Cullen’s arm tightened around
her.


She glanced up from the book.
Two sets of shelves in the backroom parted to reveal the exact scene from the
page, turned to reality at a distance of fifteen feet from them. Lyra’s head
and whole body jerked upright. She drew in a quick breath to scream, but no
words formed. Pushing herself tighter into Cullen, she peeked out at the
spectacle in front of her. Unfortunately, his arm remained firm behind her and
prevented retreat.


The majestic Phoenix gently
flapped its wings and watched the couple. It lifted its head and sang with a
sweet voice, like an angelic choir. Imbued with magic of nirvana, it eased
Lyra’s fears. Then, the bird withdrew into the forest beyond.


Instinctively, Lyra rose from
her seat. Cullen placed the book inside a pack he slung over his shoulder, took
her hand, and led her toward the fantasyland between the bookcases.


Like a child initially
dreading the chilly water in a swimming pool, she hesitated at its edge.
Gingerly, she placed one foot into the glowing realm. “Oh my!” she exclaimed,
startled as tingles vibrated softly across her toes, exposed in the sandals.


Seeing her reluctance, Cullen
stepped fully within, turned and smiled at her. “Join me, Lyra, like you used
to.” Once inside the other world, his clothing changed from island casual to
that of a handsome wizard. He now wore a flowing, white poet’s shirt, tucked
into black pants. His sleeves were rolled up, revealing leather wristlets. A
cobalt blue cloak, lined with silver satin bearing stars, fastened at his
throat with a blue topaz clasp, which matched his ring. He placed a black boot
near the threshold and held out a hand to her.


His smile melted her
uncertainties. She crossed over, accepted his embrace, and he held her tight
while pleasant tingling coursed over her entire body. Was it the magic or his
touch? Or both? It hadn’t felt this intense as a child.


Once her body acclimated,
Lyra stepped away from his protection. She assumed the Phoenix meant for them
to follow. Its song carried a long distance, so she took a moment to explore.
Cullen stood nearby and allowed her to look around, smiling as she marveled
over discoveries.


The sky glowed a soft shade
of periwinkle. A heady fragrance drew her to one bushy vine covered with waxy
green leaves and violet flowers—the origin of the jasmine she smelled inside
the store. She examined first one plant and then another. Many bushes bore
fuzzy pink spikes, which stood upright, their ‘fur’ soft like a pussy willow’s
catkins. The plant purred while she stroked its fuzz. Another variety held
clusters of bell-shaped, white flowers that nodded among purple, strap-like
leaves. When she touched a cluster, the bells tinkled and sparkling dust
floated down from their centers. She laughed, carefree and young again, her
problems lifted. She had loved coming here as a girl, seeing all the strange
plants.


The trees were equally
unusual. Most held bright flowers. The weeping seafoam-colored spikes of one
followed her as she walked beneath it.


“Don’t stand too long there
or the pluch tree will grow fond of you and cling. It’s not
dangerous, but annoying because it’s relentless.”


She wasted no time and moved
away as two branches dipped toward her. “Everything’s exotic and amazing. I’d
forgotten the details.”


He directed her along a path
through the wood, following the music of the Phoenix. Soon the trail circled
around an immense, twisted tree, rooted ahead of a crossroads, a location where
multiple forks split from the main route. The tree trunk spread more than a
yard in diameter, the main branches wider than her waist. Rather than rustling,
its leaves flapped in the breeze, like thick pieces of leather.


“Hold up here, Lyra.” He
faced the ancient tree and bowed slightly, motioning her to do the same.
“Sagacious Cranewort, we request passage and advice.” He didn’t need to tell
her to stop since the roots of the tree rose up and formed a barricade,
preventing passage.


She bowed awkwardly,
attempting to keep an eye on the commanding tree.


The aged tree sputtered and
coughed to clear his voice, before bellowing, “Sire Drake, who have you brought
into the realm of Dragonspeir, Alliance of the Imperial Dragon?”


“This is Adalyra McCauley,”
he said, still bowed.


“Is she the Scribe we seek?”
he demanded in a gruff tone, limbs creaking and popping as they strained.


A Scribe? Her? She turned to
the side to get a better view of Cranewort, and she shuddered.


Its limbs rearranged and
twisted closer to examine her. Roused from their roosts by his movement, white
birds lifted into flight. An oversized crane flew past her.


“Yes, she is, my dear
Gatekeeper,” Cullen answered humbly.


Cranewort thundered, “Time is
nearly expired! Violet haze now rides our blue horizon with the invasion of the
evil crimson forces.” The ancient one extended a long branch, like a gnarly
finger. Indigo lined the distant sky. “Behold the warning, where the evil red
creeps over the Alliance blue. Your choice must be correct, Sire. We have no
time remaining for error. All in Dragonspeir depend on your judgment for their
safety.” The eyes of the tree drew close, deepening the craggy fissures in his
brow.


Rising to emphasize his
conviction, Cullen stated in a loud, clear voice, “I couldn’t be more certain.
I’ve known her for over twenty-five years. She has my trust.”


“I will watch and expect what
you speak to be truth,” the tree growled, then let out a reluctant sigh. “Very
well. You may proceed down the leftmost path to catch up to the Lady of Peace.
She bears instruction for you.” Then, the ponderous branches and roots
crackled, realigning into their original forms. Mustering some measure of good
will, he added, “May luck be yours, Adalyra. I will meditate on your safe
quest.”


They walked through more
forest, staying to the outer left trail. Curiosity burned in Lyra’s mind, but
she didn’t want to risk Cranewort’s reproach. When they cleared what she
supposed was the limit of his earshot, questions streamed from her. “Cullen,
what’s going on? What is the danger? How am I involved?”


“Your questions will be
answered best by the Phoenix, the Lady of Peace.’


Lyra exclaimed, “I remember
now! She’s one of the four Guardians, right? I met her before, but don’t think
I know all of them.”


He smiled at her. “Yes, along
with the Unicorn and Tortoise, and the Imperial Dragon, who rules supreme. Glad
to see you remembering. I didn’t know if you would.”


“Who is Cranewort? I think
I’d recall a fierce tree like that.”


He laughed and took her hand.
“That’s because as a little girl you charmed our formidable Gatekeeper. He
lowered his branches for you to climb upon and, once, even fashioned his new,
supple branches into a swing for his darling child. Honey was always in his
voice, not the grittiness he just barked.”


“Oh! The magical swing! Yes,
of course.” She chuckled and he joined in. From their laughter, happiness
filled her heart. As a girl, she remembered loving Cullen—a crush. He still
seemed amazing, though no longer as an idol, but as someone closer and more
real. But what did reality mean to a wizard?


“Hold tight to my hand as we
pass through this swampland. There are a few dangers ahead.” He led them along
the trail.


Quietly, she scanned from
side to side for any movement. All seemed unusually still. What lay out there?
Her throat and lungs tightened. Suddenly, the Phoenix no longer sang. She
grasped his hand tighter and asked, “Why can’t I hear her singing? Is she
gone?” Her mouth moved to form the words, yet her voice failed to sound. She
shuddered. Clutching Cullen’s arm, she urgently attempted once again to speak.
“What is happening?”


He leaned into her, looked
her directly in the eyes, and nodded, mouthing the words, “A charm.” He waved
his free hand ahead and proceeded.


He apparently expected this
strangeness, so she relaxed…somewhat. The surroundings stood dead calm, no
movement, no noise. On one side of the trail lay woods. Trees on the perimeter
appeared lifeless, while deep within where less breeze could penetrate,
treetops swayed and animals darted.


Burgundy-bladed rushes lined
the opposite side, emerging from dark, slimy ooze. Not one blade moved. Olive
toads sat motionless upon moss. Coils of immobile snakes glistened atop piles
of organic debris. Foreboding silence hung in the air. When she and Cullen
passed, hundreds of pairs of eyes glinted at her with recognition, sending a
chill along Lyra’s spine.


Staying the path, they
rounded the middle of the bog, his hand tight on hers. Lyra’s heart pounded.
Her ribs clamped down, making her breath shallow.


Cullen’s sweaty palm pressed
against her cold hand; his nervousness alarmed her. He looked back and gave an
encouraging half smile, as if to say, “We’re almost clear.”


The swamp narrowed, nearing
the edge of this inauspicious bottomland. She breathed more freely.


Abruptly, a figure of a man bolted
from the mire directly beside them. His motion released the spell that subdued
the swamp. Everything thrust into motion at once. Snakes slithered in all
directions underfoot.


Lyra jumped back, yet Cullen
never let go of her hand. After one snake slipped over her bare toes, she
screamed. Insects buzzed and whirred in a frenzy, colliding with her as if in a
mad dash to get where they were going before being bewitched again.


The wild man stepped closer,
if he was a man. Although he appeared human, nothing else seemed normal.
Bluish-gray skin blended with his long hair, a matted tangle of wiggling
tendrils. He wore no clothing, covered only by seaweed around his genitals.
This being had not appeared before in her favorite childhood book.


In the distance the Phoenix
sang sweetly, calling to Lyra. If only she could get away from this gruesome
company.


Then, the man extended his
arm, fist closed. Turning his hand over, he opened his palm and a small bottle
appeared. “Take!” he grunted with a deep, guttural tone.


Lyra trembled. Maybe Cullen
would comply with his request.


The man persisted, forcing
his hand toward her. “Take! Adalyra! Take!” His blackened, thick fingernails
curved like claws. She grimaced in disgust.


Cullen put his arm around her
and gently but firmly pushed her a step closer. “We may need that later. Accept
it.”


She resisted, her back
pressed against Cullen’s arm. At this distance, the swamp man’s pungent odor
made her stomach want to retch—decay and body odor.


“Take!” the man insisted,
moving yet nearer. “Potion I made for you—dark magic—kills enemies—for you
tastes good, is safe. Take!”


Understanding he meant to
help, she accepted the bottle, but took care not to touch his hand.


He grunted and submerged back
into the black slime.


Cullen stored the bottle in
his pack and wrapped an arm around her. “I could feel your fear. You were
brave, my lady.”


Lyra still trembled and
wanted to be away from this miasma. The putrid stench unnerved her. “Let’s move
on, please.”


“Yes.” He led the way down
the path.


Before they reached the edge,
eerie stagnation again spread across the bog. The wild man must have recast his
spell. Lyra picked up her pace and walked ahead of Cullen until they reached
the border of a small meadow that was unaffected by the bog’s magic. Songbirds
flitted and tweeted amidst swaying flower stems. Strangely, the Phoenix did not
sing. At the entrance to the clearing Lyra stopped.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Six: The Fire Guardian


 


 


Ahead stood a congregation—thousands
of humans and creatures, all shapes and size.


Cullen placed a reassuring
hand at Lyra’s elbow and whispered, “The Meadow of Peace. We’re among friends;
most you met before. This assemblage is to greet and assist you.” His breath at
her ear made Lyra shiver, remembering his kiss. They watched as residents
gathered at the center of the Meadow.


There the Phoenix hovered,
with her majestic tail dripping sparks into a bonfire below. At least a
thousand villagers formed a circle around the Lady. Some appeared to be
craftsmen or farmers, the men dressed in clean but worn, wide trousers and
tunics of coarse linen. The women dressed in long, loose skirts and sleeveless
blouses of similar fabric. Some noticed Lyra and Cullen, which brought a wave
of whispers and glances in their direction.


A few dozen nodded and smiled
as if they knew her. Those people dressed in finer fabrics, adorned with
braided trims and tooled belts. Her memory strained, darting from face to face.


A herd of deer, numbering at
least a hundred, mixed among the humans. The coat of each was a different shade
of blue, and silver tipped their antlers. One royal buck assumed the position
of their leader. He held his muscled chest proudly and carried the largest rack
in the herd, encased in silver velvet.


Amidst his points perched a
great owl, apparently half asleep with eyes closed. The variety and beauty of
these magical animals intrigued Lyra, and her eyes riveted on their slightest motions.
As the buck turned to look at her, the owl’s huge ice blue eyes snapped open
and jarred her memory—Cullen’s assistant, Kenzo, the silver tiger owl.


Then the chase of dozens of
gray squirrels commanded her attention. They chattered and cavorted, tails
fluffed. Colored light outlined their bodies, boasting the strengths of their
magical auras.


A flock of sleek navy
swallows glided serenely across the Meadow. Bluebirds sailed overhead and then
dove to land. Each flower face turned toward the Lady. At times a bluebird
upset the seat of a blossom sprite who shot out with a puff of glimmering
magic, scolding the bird as she flew to another floret.


The Phoenix surveyed her
followers. She acknowledged Lyra and Cullen, lowering her wings and head in a
shallow bow.


“She beckons us to enter her
circle,” Cullen said.


As they moved toward the
outer assemblage, an unexpected visitor arrived—a tawny fox. A flurry of
squawking, squealing, and pounding hooves greeted him. The couple held up,
waiting for the commotion to settle.


The Lady called out in a
firm, but soothing, voice, “Silence! Be stilled! No harm shall come to anyone
while in my circle of friends.” Her tone and message instantly quieted her
followers, as though imbued with magic.


She dipped a wing toward the
fox.“Sire Tama is my invited guest. Honor his presence and do not turn away. He
is here as an aide to our cause and does not uphold the intent of evil as some
of you would believe.”


He smiled a wry grin and
extended the long outer hairs of his coat, lit by his rust-colored aura to
display great power. This gesture made Lyra think he was a show-off, but the
squirrels scampered away as if frightened.


“Sire Drake, our Imperial
Sorcerer, present your guest to the Council of The Lady of Peace. Everyone,
please give welcome to a most special lady.”


Lyra stayed beside Cullen as
they stepped inside the circle. She looked cautiously at all the creatures.


“I present to both the Lady
of Peace and her council, Adalyra McCauley,” he replied, bowing first to the
Phoenix and then to Lyra.


All followed his lead and
bowed. Lyra swallowed hard, unsure what to say. “Thank you for the kind
welcome. I don’t know what is expected of me, but—” 


A whoosh of silver and white
striped wings interrupted and startled her. She leaned into Cullen’s side.


The enormous four foot
wingspan caused many to step back. Once landed, the tiger owl stated, “On
behalf of this council, I accept the goodwill of your visit, Adalyra, and also
of yours, Sire Tama.” He winked at Lyra and made a low and graceful bow to
each, his wings grazing the ground. Upon folding them into his sides, he
ruffled the tips of his feathers very slightly, almost indiscernibly. However,
Lyra saw pinpoint shots of magic whip at the fox, who yelped, not seeing them
coming. “Oh, pardon me, Sire. I must fold in more carefully.”


Under watch of the Phoenix,
the fox could only cast a beady-eyed glare and snarl at the owl.


Cullen muffled a snicker.
“Thank you, Kenzo.”


“Sire Kenzo, if you please,”
replied the owl, slowly blinking one eye at him and then the other.


“Yes, of course, we are in
council…Sire Kenzo it is.”


Lyra worked to restrain a
grin at the cheeky owl, especially after she noticed the Phoenix’s glare.


“I expect you all will work
together to assist Adalyra. Cooperation is paramount,” the Lady stated,
gnashing her beak at them. She then flew around the inner circle, dangling her
fiery tail feathers inches above the heads of Cullen, Kenzo, and Tama, who each
shook in genuine fear of her touch.


Cullen raised an open palm to
the Guardian. “You have my word, I will mitigate any unrest.”


“Yes, we will put aside our
differences for the quest. You have my word, Lady,” the great owl whimpered,
despite being three times her size.


The fox chimed in. “And mine
too.” His fur now close to his body, he looked surprisingly small and meek.


“Thank you for your support,
Sires,” the Phoenix replied.


Lyra shifted from foot to
foot, growing ill-at-ease with all this formality when curiosity burned in her
mind. Timidly, she addressed the Phoenix. “Lady, may I ask a question?”


“Ah, Lyra.” Her tone
softened. “Pardon my interruptions. Yes, I have much to explain to you. But
first, what is your question?”


“What is my task? Cranewort
mentioned I’m to be a Scribe who saves Dragonspeir. I don’t understand.”


“That is correct. You were
chosen as a young girl. Our world is in danger of destruction by the Black
Dragon. You must seek him out, learn his dark magic, and journal your quest
into a book that will exist in your world. Only when it is completed, and a single
human reads your book, will the dark forces be limited.”


Lyra drew a sharp inhale.
“How am I to find the Black Dragon and learn his ways?”


“I have appointed Sires
Cullen, Kenzo, and Tama to be your guides, with occasional assistance from other
council members or allies. You will travel across Dragonspeir to the lair of
the Black Dragon in the dark forest we call Silva Nocens.”


“How long do I have?
Cranewort said time was running out.”


“You will have only until the
eve of the red moon. That one night the crimson evil of Dragonspeir reflects
into your world from the moon’s face and the Black Dragon’s powers can
strengthen. Presently he is nearly able to overthrow our Imperial Dragon and
his Alliance, bringing a complete end to the good of this land and its hundreds
of thousands of residents.”


“The red moon is in August,
correct?”


“Yes, that is correct. I
shall not see you again until you have succeeded, for I represent beauty and
peace, not war. My three fellow Guardians will guide you from this point. Each
will bestow upon you a tool to aid your quest. As the Fire Guardian, I have a
gift for you.” The Lady hovered low and a small glass sphere, about the size of
a golf ball, appeared from between her extreme feather tips. “This contains one
of my tail flames. Call my name to initiate its glow, and it will guide you
along a safe path.”Wrapped in silver wire, a loop at the top threaded onto a
satin cord, which she grasped within her beak and carefully draped over Lyra’s
head.


“Thank you for your gift,
Lady.” After the words of the bird’s title left her mouth, the orb lit. Lyra
jumped and watched as it focused a pointed beam toward a path beyond the
Meadow.


“Wrap your palm over the
glass to darken its illumination. Yes, like that. You are indeed our new
Scribe, capable of drawing upon the magic in my sphere. Behold how the magic of
the Guardians has now accepted you.” The Phoenix bowed so low her beak grazed
the ground at Lyra’s feet.


As directed, Lyra looked down
upon herself. “Oh my! This dress is lovely.” Instead of her skirt and tank top,
she now wore a long cerulean gown. Above a shimmering, flared skirt, the bodice
fit close, laced with golden cords.


“I was honored to meet you
when you visited as a child. Now I present you and your magic to the Council of
The Lady of Peace. You are ready to begin your quest.” The Phoenix twirled
slowly as first and then faster, until she took the form of a fireball.


“Where will I find the other Guardians
if I need help?” Lyra called out. She panicked, still having many questions.


Cullen stepped close and took
her hand.


The voice of the Phoenix
emanated from the blaze. “Look for the Unicorn, Lyra.” Then she took flight up
into the sky and out of sight.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Seven: The Screeching Forest


 


 


The bonfire quickly faded to
embers. Afraid and overwhelmed, tears welled in Lyra’s eyes. Would she be able
to complete the quest as they all expected? Did she want to take on the
dangerous task? She could be killed. She hoped no one noticed her fear since
the residents were depending on her.


Cullen placed an arm around
her shoulder and drew her towards him. He whispered, “I can read your fear.
I’ll be at your side through it all. I promise you. My job is to keep you
safe.”


She nodded and blinked back
tears, but wished to let them spill out onto his shoulder, and would have, had
others not been watching.


“We’ll find a moment to talk
alone.” He kissed her forehead, his lips trailing softly along her temple. “You
look lovely.” He released her and bent down to his satchel.


She craved his gentleness and
warmth. Since her marriage began to fail, she’d longed for those qualities in a
man. This added another intense emotion to her confusion, releasing a stream down
one cheek. She quickly wiped it away before anyone could see, but knew Cullen
felt it happen.


He stood, took her hand, and
gave it a squeeze while he studied her face.


Kenzo landed beside them. “It
gladdens my heart to have you back with us, Lady Lyra. Do you remember when I
taught you to fly? We had such fun making a game of it, even if you only
levitated a few feet. But you probably don’t wish to play games with an owl
since you’ve grown into a woman.” He nodded toward her, and his long ears
twitched. The left one was festooned with a pair of dangling silver earrings.
“And you’re a beauty too. No wonder Cullen stays close.”


“I loved our game.” Lyra
laughed.


Cullen chuckled. “Vying for my
lady’s attention you feathery smooth talker. My assistant had better get busy
with his tasks or feel my magic on his wings.”


“I can fly faster than your
powers,” the owl retorted.


In an instant, the wizard
raised a hand holding a blue fireball.


Kenzo jerked up into the air.
“Just kidding, Master. I had better get to my chores.” He called out to the
group, “Let’s organize our journey. I’d like Bero to accompany us because he’s
strong enough to carry Cullen and Lyra.”


Leader of the herd, the
sturdy royal blue buck trotted up. “Count me in, but I think you only wish a
safe sleeping roost,” he snorted and pounded the ground with a massive hoof.


“An added benefit, no doubt,”
cracked the owl. “Any others we need to come along?”


“I can make use of a couple
talented squirrels,” said Tama.


“For a midnight snack later?”
Kenzo teased, gaining roars of laughter from Bero.


“No, I gave my word. I need
them to climb into small spaces for spying. If I wish a snack, I’d prefer fowl
instead.” He licked his pink tongue over his canines and laughed when Kenzo’s
great ears pricked so high the earrings jangled.


“Those fool things are only
good for alerting an enemy you’re nearby and frightened,” Tama quipped.


“My medal for courage, given
to me by the Imperial Dragon himself. But, you knew that and are only jealous.”


Cullen interjected. “Okay,
enough! Two squirrels. Kenzo, find them. I have already motioned for my
favorite sprites to join.” He opened his satchel, and in fluttered three
turquoise fairies. “Thank you all for agreeing to help.”


Sprays of blue glitter shot
from the bag in response, along with a chorus of high-pitched voices. “With
pleasure, Master…Honored to serve you…Glad to help.” 


Lyra looked inside with
amusement at the tiny fairies.


Kenzo sailed up with two
squirrels in chase. “Here we are—Tis and Taz, our best climbers.”


The squirrels chattered and
hid behind the owl’s outstretched wings, peeking at Tama.


Lyra pulled Cullen aside and
asked, “My aunt will need me later today. What time is it? Can I leave at some
point?”


“Yes, you will need to leave
here.” After he studied his watch, he told her it was one o’clock. “Time passes
differently here. You will arrive on time.”


“Will this world be safe if I
leave it?”


“You can resume the quest
whenever you return. Like the Phoenix said, our deadline is the time of the red
moon. That’s when your quest will save Dragonspeir by blocking the efforts of
the Black Dragon.” He smiled at her and pulled a short metal rod from a pocket
of his bag.


Lyra followed his actions
intently, testing her memory by predicting what he would do next.


He waved the fingers of his
other hand along its surface. “Prolato!” The rod instantly lengthened
into an ornately wrought staff of six feet, topped with a faceted quartz orb
and a large sapphire. “Do you recall what to do? Like you used to do for me?”
He handed it to her.


She remembered all but the
incantation. She placed both hands upon its shaft and twirled, counterclockwise
once while he recited the invocation, then clockwise repeatedly. Recollection
brought a smile to her lips. His wizardry still amazed her.


With her first rotation,
Cullen declared, “Illustro!” Myriad refracted rays of light danced from
the sphere across the company, quieting them, and drawing their attention. “We will
leave now, down the path shown to us by the phoenix flame.” He reclaimed his
staff and motioned toward the inky horizon.


“Head out!” boomed Bero. He
turned his great rack and marched down the trail, followed closely by Kenzo and
the squirrels. Tama joined up with Cullen and Lyra at the rear.


 


***


Within the band, Lyra felt
safe even though the sky grew darker as they traveled. The initial leg of the
journey took them through fields of brightly-colored flowers. On either side of
the path, blossom heads turned to watch them pass. Lyra noticed the blue
varieties emitted tiny jets of sparkling magic scented with delicate lavender,
tea olive, and heliotrope.


Upon reaching the edge of the
wood, the group halted for a short rest beside a stream. Cullen released the
sprites from his pack. They flew off among the flowers, drinking nectar. Then
he extended his staff over the water, proclaiming, “Purgo es aqua.” The
water shimmered.


Lyra assumed this removed
traces of anything harmful since the others eagerly slaked their thirsts with
loud gulps. Her mouth and throat were dry, and she knelt at the edge of a slow
pool. Leaning over the water, she caught fragmented reflections of herself. A
golden haze surrounded her. She glanced back at Cullen and asked, “Why am I
glowing?”


“That’s your aura, an outward
sign of the magic you possess. Most in the Alliance show silver, white, gold,
or blue.”


As she looked again, his
image appeared behind hers. He placed a hand on her bare shoulder, exposed by
the low neckline of her dress. She smiled at him in the water mirror. His shone
brighter, of a cobalt blue hue. Then, the water commingled their auras into one
brilliant glow. Lyra gasped at its beauty. “What does this mean?”


“The Stream of Omens speaks
to us, revealing what is meant to be. That our powers, shown by our auras, are
capable of joining, supporting, and strengthening each other.” He bent lower to
nuzzle her neck.


“Does it tell the truth?” She
tilted her head away, to encourage him. The slight stubble of his beard tickled
her skin, leaving a trail of tingling flesh.


He murmured in her ear, “Some
believe so. It has proved correct for me thus far.”


She assumed the prediction of
the stream meant he’d be uniquely able to help her on the quest. Did it also
indicate he’d become her partner in life? Only in this world or both? She
wondered if a wizard could feel love. “What will happen to you if Dragonspeir
is destroyed? Are you of this world or mine?”


“You are of this world too,
Lyra.”


“But…your magic?”


He wiped his forehead with
the back of his hand. “I honestly don’t know how much of my magic is my own and
how much is powered by the Imperial Alliance of this world.”


“So, if we fail, you may
die?”


A splash of water from Taz
chasing Tis startled them and broke the reflection. 


The wizard reached in front
of her, presenting a pewter cup. “Be assured, I will find a way to protect
you.”


She gladly accepted and
quenched her thirst. While he followed suit, Lyra stood and examined nearby
flowers where the three fairies played.


They darted back and forth to
the wizard, whispering in his ear.


He nodded and pointed in
various directions.


Lyra couldn’t decide what he
directed them to do.


One whorl of blossoms somehow
noticed her presence and cast sprays of sparkles toward her. The vanilla scent
wafted around her nose and drew her closer. Tempted, she reached her hand out
to touch the flower, and fifty or so tiny clusters pulled closed before her
fingers grazed their petals. When she withdrew, they reopened. If she leaned
away, the whorl squirted its perfume far in her direction. Lyra laughed at its
game.


“It seeks your attention,”
Cullen chuckled. With a pocketknife he cut the elusive stem. The flower
recoiled, clamping tight. He presented it to her. “Its behavior told me it
belonged to you.”


“It isn’t much use now.”


“You are mistaken, my lady.”
He grinned and gently took her hand. “Follow me.”


The sly look on his face
piqued her interest. She followed him around a small stand of trees, their
weeping branches heavy with sky blue blossoms. Within the secluded grove they
stood facing each other.


He touched the clenched whorl
on the back of her hand. To Lyra’s surprise, it opened and sprayed. The corners
of his mouth drew into a wider grin as he trailed it along her bare shoulder,
across the curve of her collar bone, causing her to shiver in delight. The
flower obliged and scented her skin. He lifted strands of long, golden hair
aside and continued, tickling the delicate skin along one side of her neck.
Then, the tip of his tongue glided over the vanilla path.


She jumped slightly, moaned,
and elongated her neck for him to caress. Her hands rested against his chest
and traveled along the definitions of his firm muscles.


His tongue journeyed across
her neck, jaw, and mouth. After a gentle brush, he parted her lips.


Lyra tasted the flower’s
sweet vanilla from his kiss. In the next moment, she understood why he selected
that blossom. A pleasant rush of electricity flooded her mind and heightened
her senses. The feeling of his mouth on hers caused her entire body to tingle
wildly.


He pulled her tight against
him, thrusting his tongue inside for a deep kiss.


Lyra felt hardness in his
groin pushing against her thigh. Cullen’s body, the vanilla taste and scent,
his ragged breath and heartbeat, and her body’s reaction were all she
perceived. She was wild with desire and her mind clouded with magic.


He pulled away, panting and trying
to catch his breath. “I hear Bero calling. We must rejoin the group.”


“I don’t hear anything. Are
you sure? Let’s stay.” She playfully covered his lips with butterfly kisses.


Cullen took her hands into
his and smiled. “Yes, I’m sure. I’m a wizard, and my greater power allows me to
be slightly less affected by the vanilla bluet’s spell. It was a treat to see
how completely you became entranced.”


“Oh really? I think you were
plenty affected.”


He laughed. “I certainly was,
but owing to your charms and not of the flower.”


“You like being under my
magic?” She grinned.


“Mmm. Definitely. Too much.
With the effects of the vanilla, I think I was a bit too forward, so I beg your
pardon.”


As he described his
attraction to her, heat rose into Lyra’s cheeks. “No apology needed.”


“In that case…” He leaned in
for one more quick taste of her lips. “We must go now. Don’t bring the bluet.
We need to keep our heads about us.”


They fell in with the other
members, lining up to proceed along the trail. The wizard opened his pack, and
the sprites reluctantly crawled back inside. “If Kenzo can fly we could
too…Back in the dark pack…We need to find an easier wizard to work for.”


Lyra laughed. “Grumbly bunch,
aren’t they. At least they helped you find that enchanted flower.”


Cullen’s mouth curled into a
devilish grin again, and he winked at her.


The silver owl sailed above,
counting heads. Suddenly, he sneezed and a wing inadvertently collided with
Cullen’s head.


“Hey! Watch where you’re flying,
Kenzo.” He stepped aside from the massive wing, bumping into Lyra on his other
side.


“So sorry, Master. Something
twitched my nose. Hmm. I know what that something is! Do I detect an air of
vanilla about the two of you?”


Lyra and Cullen looked at each
other and smiled ear-to-ear, but said nothing.


“Ah-ha! Vanilla
bluet—guilty!” Kenzo chortled all the way back to the front of the entourage.


 


***


Lyra still sensed the fading
effects of the flower’s love spell and made certain to not hold Cullen’s hand,
in order to keep alert. However, she smiled inside and daydreamed about how
wonderful it felt in his embrace. She breathed deeply, now more at ease with
her uncertainties about completing the quest.


The path took their group
into a wood of squat, gnarly trees with spherical green and purple leaves,
resembling Chinese lanterns. The light wind twirled the foliage around and
caused it to whistle softly. The shade and breeze refreshed the exposed skin of
Lyra’s face and shoulders, overly warm from the hike.


“That’s a lovely chorus with
each leaf playing a different note,” she said.


Tama paused to study her and
then replied, “It is now. You didn’t come here as a child did you? If so, you
wouldn’t think the noise lovely.”


“I don’t remember this place,
but many things take a while for me to recognize.”


Cullen stated, “No, I never
brought you here.”


“Why not?”


He gave no answer and,
instead, pointed his chin forward to proceed.


Their reactions caused Lyra’s
pulse to quicken.


Soon, the forest grew denser,
giving her an eerie foreboding. After about another mile, she knew what the fox
meant. The wind, now much faster, spun the round leaves at an incredible pace,
and their notes became unpleasant, high-pitched squeals. Traveling around a far
bend, their whirling cries deafened. She placed her hands over her ears, yet
the unrelenting din brought her so much pain that her stomach felt tied in
knots.


Cullen briefly halted the
group to wedge plugs of fabric from his pack into their ears. 


Tis and Taz assisted others,
their tiny hands very dexterous. They fought against the fierce wind to
accomplish the task.


Once all were protected, they
continued. The plugs eased Lyra’s pain for a short while. Soon, the din reached
a piercing level. Her stomach convulsed, and she dropped to her knees.


Bero’s huge hoofs stopped
beside her. 


Cullen waved his staff across
the back of the great buck and a saddle appeared. He helped Lyra onto the seat
and wrapped her arms around the stag’s thick neck. The wizard then motioned
them onward.


Lyra floated on the edge of
consciousness. She welcomed drifting away from the extreme pain, but fear
pulled her back to reality, or some sense of reality in this strange world.
Bero’s heavy footfall kept a rhythm. Steady, resolved, fearless. His gait comforted
her, and she slipped into unconsciousness.


 


***


Cullen noticed her head drop
limply onto the buck. In a flash, he moved a step closer and walked beside
Lyra, keeping a firm hand on her, so she wouldn’t fall. His magically enhanced
senses told him the pain had overtaken her, something he hadn’t expected. More
mortal than the rest of their group, her scribal powers remained untapped. He
needed to ensure no real damage would result, even though a spell would reveal
their presence to forest dwellers. Moving his hand along her spine, he
whispered, “Contego. Now you will be shielded from further harm, my
lady. Rest with dreams more pleasant than what lies ahead.”


The band marched deeper into
the wood. With his attention now fixed on Lyra’s well-being, the noise in the
Screeching Forest seemed distant. Although the continuance of Dragonspeir’s
Alliance depended upon the success of their mission, he now realized she was
more important to him.


An unexpected question
plagued him. If the land of the Imperial Dragon perished, could he still have a
life with Lyra in their other world, even if only for a few decades? He hoped
so, but there were many unknowns. How much did his magic depend upon the power
of the Alliance? If he lost all, mortal death would certainly claim him
quickly, being 220 years old. With that thought a shudder passed over him. In
any case, he was unwilling to lose his lady. He readied his sorcerer’s staff to
protect her.


Kenzo flew near, motioned a
wing to the left and waited for approval.


Cullen nodded. He purposely
had not told Lyra about this place or even its name. What her body endured here
already was hardship enough without experiencing its inhabitants.


After a short while, the owl
sailed up and pointed in two directions on the eastern side of the trail, in
front and behind the group.


The wizard lifted his staff,
alert to any movements in those areas. From this action, his companions knew to
halt and prepare to fight. As council members, they all had experienced
encounters with evil forces. Without command, they encircled the buck, still
carrying Lyra.


A figure darted to Cullen’s
left, barely visible in the corner of his eye. The wizard whipped around, staff
pointed at the creature two hundred feet away. His heart pounded in his chest.
To find one meant dozens hid among the trees. Only five seconds margin to
strike. Those seconds passed like minutes. 


A pair of beady red eyes
stared at him from under shadows. 


Magic enhanced Cullen’s
sight. Viewing the worag’s vertically-slitted pupils made the wizard’s brow
sweat. He swallowed hard. His chest swelled to propel the incantation that
would initiate battle. A master of the first strike, he called forth a bolt of
blue power from his staff a second before commanding, “Incutio!”


Decades of practice ensured a
technique that caught the worag off guard. The flash hit the creature’s
shoulder. He yelped in pain. Cullen intended to send only a threatening blow,
hoping to get them to retreat. Protecting his precious charge meant moderation,
using caution. The injury burst into a blue flame, which tore at the gray
flesh, but went no deeper.


In seconds, a return bolt
whizzed through the air aimed at Kenzo. The wizard grinned, knowing full well
his owl made the most difficult target of them all. The crafty bird flew up
with lightning speed, easily avoiding the danger by ten feet.


The injured worag held his
palm upward. Abruptly, the leaves stilled and the deafening noise in the forest
ceased. “Halt fire! Talk now.” He approached the travelers and paused at a distance
of twenty-five feet.


This was too close for
Cullen, who kept his staff aimed at the leader.


The wound on the worag’s
shoulder now glowed with a blue-white brand in the shape of a phoenix. He held
an axe in his clawed hand. Cullen had only seen those weapons spark magical
bolts. They seemed functional for hand combat, but he never wanted to wrestle a
worag. The leader stood eight feet tall even with their typical stooped
posture. His wide frame was heavy with muscle and covered only with a crude, gray
loin-cloth. Even his feet were bare, soles calloused thick and tough.


At least thirty other worags
stood visible at positions next to trees along the outer edge of the trail.


The leader declared, “All die
who pass through our forest.” He paused and his followers cheered and grunted,
crazed for killing. “But, we must not kill these chosen ones, guiding the woman
with golden hair. The Guardian of the Earth declared it to me today. He will
destroy our forest if we fail.”


Another worag stepped
forward, club raised ready for battle. “The Black Dragon can protect us. I say
fight!”


The leader shot a red flash
of power at the feet of his comrade. “Silence! The Black Dragon cannot yet
control the Guardians. We face no choice. They must pass.”


The other grunted, “I hold to
the Dark One. He will prevail with our help. Kill them!” The worags among the
trees cheered him on, and he pumped his weapon in the air. The leader was
losing ground.


With this unrest, Cullen
planned his coming strike, to hit as many as possible. 


His band poised to defend
themselves.


Suddenly, hoof beats
approached. In an instant, they drew so near that the air reverberated with
their thunderous strikes against the ground. All heads turned to watch.
Although already tremendous, as he charged up and halted before them, his
silvery aura doubled his size. He snorted, and magic burst from his nostrils.
He angrily kicked the ground and glared at all gathered.


“The Guardian of the Earth,” Cullen
whispered while his companions bowed to the ground. Bero lowered his rack, and
the wizard fell to his knees.


Lyra stirred next to him.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Eight: The Earth Guardian


 


 


Thunder sounded and Bero’s
rough fur rubbed against Lyra’s cheek. And again…harder this time, jarring her
whole body. Groggy, her eyes fluttered. Each time they opened, she glimpsed a
different sight: a snorting white horse twice normal size; sparkling vapor
shooting from its flared nostrils; a hoof pounding the dirt, shaking the ground
like thunder. Fighting to keep her eyes open, curiosity won the battle. Finally
able to take in the entire creature, she saw that a single horn grew from its
forehead—the Unicorn who the Lady of Peace had instructed her to find.


She worked to lift her head
for a better view. Her companions knelt before him. Beyond, many primitive,
human-like beings lay prostrate. Who were they? They appeared dangerous—strong,
carrying thick clubs. But, she knew the Guardian would keep her safe. The
forest stood quiet, save for his blowing and snorting, which shot magic dust
with each exhaled breath.


The last she remembered, her
head felt like it would explode from noise of the spinning leaves.


The Unicorn approached and
bowed his head before her, the end of the spiraled, silver horn passing inches
from her arm.


Bero trembled under her.


“Welcome, Adalyra.” The
Guardian’s voice rang deep and clear. “You have made safe passage through the
Screeching Forest. Your guides did well. Thanks go to each.” He nodded to the
small circle of friends. “I was concerned the auditory pain would cause injury.
I detect the Imperial Sorcerer’s magical shielding.” He turned to Cullen. “A
wise choice. You will be rewarded, Sire.”


The wizard stood and raised
an open palm. “It is my honor to serve the Earth Guardian and to protect our
Scribe.”


“Please now remove your
protection. It impedes my communication with her.”


“Of course.” Cullen placed a
hand lightly upon Lyra’s back and recited the reversal spell, “Abdo
contego!”


It was easy for her to see
the Unicorn commanded a different kind of respect than the Phoenix—fearful
reverence. Kenzo and Tama moved neither feather nor hair to bicker in the
presence of this Guardian. Lyra didn’t understand their trepidation.


Compelled to touch the Unicorn,
she slowly moved to dismount from Bero.


Cullen placed her arm over
his shoulder and held her by the waist. “Easy now.”


The faintest whiff of vanilla
about him brought a smile to her lips. She slipped a leg over the buck’s neck
and slid down. Her legs wobbled under her weight, and she was glad for Cullen’s
assistance. Lyra sensed the Earth Guardian’s magic and stretched her hand to
him, eager to have his power touch her skin.


“You do not fear me. I feel
the magic within your soul. You are indeed the new Scribe,” the Unicorn
proclaimed. His words resounded off trees for several seconds.


The forest people
collectively gasped and rose, looking at Lyra. Kenzo’s wings flapped across his
breast while the other guides sat more upright, chests lifted proudly.


“Come closer, Lyra.”


She took a step nearer, but
her legs buckled.


Cullen held tighter.


The Unicorn placed his
whiskery nose into her hand. Her limp body responded to him, gaining strength.
She stood solidly, amazed at his vast power channeling through her.


“The wizard’s shield blocked
my initial attempt to mend you.” He lowered to the ground, folding his legs
under him.


Instinctively she mounted the
Unicorn’s wide back, and as she did his aura enlarged. Did hers combine with
his? The white vapor tingled her exposed skin. Her hairs stood on end, and when
she inhaled the mist, it tickled the inside of her nose. His coat was soft and
smooth compared to Bero’s prickly hide.


As the Unicorn stood, Cullen
grinned ear-to-ear, and their companions were no longer able to follow
formality and restrain their happiness.


Kenzo cried out, “Hoot, hoot,
hootie-hootie-hoot!”


The squirrels chattered and
danced with Tama. Bero bleated in every direction, announcing the news. The
sprites sneaked out of a tiny opening in the wizard’s pack and spun circles of
blue magic around the Scribe.


Lyra beamed with this
appreciation.


Even the creepy-looking
forest dwellers quietly dropped to their knees, eyes open wide.


Looking over his shoulder at
her, the Unicorn said, “Lyra, on the other side of this forest begins the
territory newly invaded by the evil forces of the Black Dragon. I will take you
to the demarcation and explain your destined path.” With a snort, he turned
back and carried her the way he entered.


Her guides followed close behind.
The men of the forest trailed after them and stopped at the tree line, but
watched intently.


In the open, brisk wind
lifted strands of Lyra’s hair. The edges of the Unicorn’s white aura spun into
coiling wisps that brushed her skin like silk.


Ahead, a large body of water
spread beyond Lyra’s vision. Waves whooshed, rolling in fast with the swift
breeze. The tide shimmered with iridescence, like oil on water, where it spread
shallow across the black sand. Pitted metallic rocks dotted the beach. Dragons
of every color, size, and shape filled the sky. A silvery-blue one dipped low,
circling Lyra and her entourage. Only when it drew near did she see the
transparent wings, outlined with silver veins.


“This is the Sea of Cogadh.
Good and evil combine in this sea of war, evidenced by the pearly layer, which
forever fails to dissolve. You must travel to the opposite shoreline to reach
the homes of both the Imperial Dragon, our leader, and his nemesis, the Black
Dragon. The waters team with marine life allied with each force.”


“How will I know which is
friend or enemy? Which are those forest people?” She nodded toward the men
standing among the trees.


The Unicorn bent his neck to
look back at the woods. “The worags would like to join with the Black Dragon,
but fear my wrath more. They will not harm you in my presence.” He turned again
to the sea and stamped a hoof into the sand. “You and your aides will work hard
to discern and secure passage. None of the Guardians can directly assist you
while you are on that water or the magic of your quest will be broken. The Lady
of Peace, the Fire Guardian, will never fly near warfare. I am the Earth
Guardian, unable to reach you by sea. The Water Guardian, the Tortoise, will
greet you at the far shore.”


He turned to face Lyra. “My
Scribe, your time for today’s visit has run out, and you must return home. I
will take you to where you entered Dragonspeir. I will be the one to decide
whether you have sufficiently completed the first step of your quest and are
ready to continue. When that is met, I will help you embark across this sea.”


“Yes, my aunt needs me to
take care of her during the evening. How will I know when I’m ready to return
here?”


“I will address that momentarily.”
He nodded to Cullen. “Sire Drake, please mount behind the Scribe.”


Once he was seated, the
fairies flew into his pack, and the rest of the band of friends gathered near.


The Unicorn lifted his head
high, nostrils puffing sparkling magic. A guttural wail rose from his throat.
It changed into a deep bellow as he grimaced while raising his power and
extending his aura like a thick white fog. When it encompassed them all, his
horn shone like a beckon. In a few minutes, the mist cleared, and Lyra was
startled to find they had returned to the Crossroads where Cranewort stood as
sentry.


The grand old tree his moved
branches in their direction and watched their arrival.


The Unicorn waited for them
to dismount. “Lyra, it’s my function to bring change for the good of
Dragonspeir. It’s my responsibility to teach you how to follow your quest. I
could not do so in the presence of the worags. Their allegiance is dubious, and
this information is not for their ears. In order to return, you must follow
these directions. Make a written account of all that occurred today into the
beginning of a book. During the quest, you will face many adventures to
chronicle. When the volume is completed and read by a person in your world, the
Black Dragon will be rendered unable to utilize the red moon to gain the power
needed to overtake the noble Imperial Alliance. Only when this first segment is
scribed, will Cranewort give initial approval of your reentry to meet with me.
Do you have questions?”


“Will I have to travel the
same route through the deafening forest? If so, how will I ever have strength
left to cross the sea?”


He turned his head to direct
attention toward the Crossroads nearby. “After you submit your work to
Cranewort, he will show you the correct path at the fork he guards, and it will
take you directly to the near shore of the Sea of Cogadh.”


“How will I get across?”


“I will meet you there and
give guidance, once I approve the accuracy of your record.”


“How long do I have to draft
this first adventure?”


“There is no set time, only
to complete the entire book and have one human read it by the rise of the red
moon. In that way, it becomes part of the consciousness of the other world and
breaks the means of the Black Dragon to connect with powers of the red moon.
Sire Drake is more knowledgeable about passage of time in your world and can
help with this matter. However, he must not write for you. He may only discuss
any portions of the journey that are unclear to you. Do you understand and
accept the quest? It is very important you follow these rules exactly.”


“Yes, I do.” This commitment
made her shake inside.


“If you fail, the Imperial
Alliance of Dragonspeir will cease to exist, along with its hundreds of
thousands of residents and all your dear friends.” He motioned around the
circle with his horn.


Lyra looked to Cullen and
tried to calm the shaking she felt inside. “I understand and will write the
story accurately.”


“Good. I will leave you here.
Farewell, Lyra. I hope to meet you again soon.” He bowed his horn to the ground
and then vanished behind his white fog.


Lyra looked to her friends.
“How will I find you all when I return?”


Kenzo spread his silver
striped wings wide. “Master will alert us. He never lets me get far.”


“Speaking of which, I have
some tandem spells to practice with you tomorrow, so don’t fly out,” Cullen
retorted.


The owl snapped his beak.
“See what I mean? Why did I ever sign up for the position of a wizard’s
assistant?”


“Because you’re feathers are
bigger than your aura,” quipped Tama, his piercing eyes glinted at Kenzo.


In a flash, the bird lifted
off into silent flight and with talons extended, came from behind to grasp onto
the fox’s golden hide. “Let’s see how well your great magic gets you back on
the ground,” he chortled, flying off into the woods. Everyone laughed heartily
as they heard Tama squeal when Kenzo purposely flew within inches of tree
limbs. Even Cranewort broke into a guffaw, branches crackling like he hadn’t
done so in ages.


Bero, Tis, and Taz said their
goodbyes and headed toward the Meadow.


The old tree spoke up, his
voice still mirthful, “Adalyra, now that we’re certain you are the true Scribe,
I must say I’m sorry I had to treat you sternly earlier today. I’ve missed you.
I haven’t laughed this hard since you visited me as a child. Welcome back home,
my dear.”


Touched, Lyra did her best to
hug one of his low branches.


Leafy twigs gently embraced
her.


Cullen stood beside, smiling,
just as she remembered him twenty-five years ago.


“Cranewort?” she asked.


“Yes? What can I do for you?”
he said in a voice so sweet, he seemed a different tree than the angry
Gatekeeper she met earlier that day.


She swallowed hard. “Does
Sire Drake belong to this world or to mine?”


“Why to both, of course. What
do you mean?


“If Dragonspeir is destroyed,
what will happen to him?


“His magic belongs to this
world and it has altered his mortality. He would return to whatever his natural
state in the other world he might be.”


Hearing those words, the
happiness in Lyra’s heart sank.


Cullen grabbed a hold of her
hand. “It’s time for you to return and care for your aunt.”


Her head hung down. With
difficulty, she said goodbye to Cranewort.


“You look sad now. Did I say
something wrong?” the ancient one asked.


Lyra hesitated, not wishing
to open her feelings for discussion. The wizard responded instead, “No, only
what is true.” He sighed and wrapped an arm around her shoulder, leading her
away.


“I shall see you soon,
Adalyra,” Cranewort called after them.


Tears would not form, nor words
either. So much depended on her. It seemed like a formidable task, traveling
past evil forces to reach the Black Dragon and learn his dark magic. Then,
before time ran out, she needed to record all of her discoveries. If she failed
at any step along the quest, Dragonspeir would perish…and so, too, would
Cullen. He made her happy decades ago. It was incredible to meet him then. He
had given her the will to fight her illness. Her spirits soared on the hope of
happiness with him in her life again. Now, that vision seemed to hang by a
thread. Overwhelmed and defeated, she trudged toward the passageway to the
bookstore.


When they stepped over the
threshold and into the backroom, their clothing instantly transformed into the
casual items they wore before.


Probably alerted by their
noise, Sheridan called out, “Hello, in there. Have you returned?”


In no mood to converse with a
glib locust, Lyra remained quiet.


Cullen answered, “Sheridan!
We’re back.”


Out in the main store, the
insect demanded, “So tell me everything.”


Cullen glanced at Lyra.
“Later, my friend. I need to escort her home now.”


“Hmpf. Isn’t she special.”


The furnishings had
rearranged again while they were gone. On the end of a bookcase near the door
hung the portrait she studied before. Now she saw the man was Cullen, dressed
like a wizard, and she was the young girl. They wore infectious smiles while
seated on a picnic blanket in the Meadow, playing games with the magical
flowers. Remembering that day brought her a grin, although the pain in her heart
quickly dampened her joy.


Turning a skeleton key within
the lock of the massive door, Cullen said, “Come on, I’ll walk you home. You’ve
had a trying day.”


Before he opened the door,
she asked, “What if I can’t save Dragonspeir? I will lose you.”


 “Try not to worry.” He
ran a hand across his brow. “Our friendship will always remain with you. You
won’t forget.”


“I don’t want you as only a
memory,” she chided. Hot tears flooded her eyes and streamed down her cheeks.
“I’ve lost everyone—my parents, my husband, and now my aunt is gravely ill.”


He pulled her against his
chest. “I will do all in my power to help you succeed, and work on
strengthening what magic might be my own apart from Dragonspeir, just in case.”


“I don’t want to lose you,”
she gasped, her throat now clenched.


“We’ll face this quest
together. I promise.” He stroked her hair.


She pulled back and nodded,
trying to muster strength.


He opened the door, and they
passed into the street. Surprisingly, they were in the same location, but she
no longer wished to stop and purchase jasmine fragrance from the perfumery. She
only wanted to find her bed. Sleep would be welcome to block out worry, stress,
and confusion.


They walked in silence for
many blocks, hand-in-hand. At the corner of Walnut, they paused for short kiss.
Cullen stepped back and said, “Take care and get some rest tonight. Don’t worry
about writing the day’s events. I’ll call tomorrow.”


“I’m tired, but worried I’ll
forget important details.”


“It’ll come. Goodnight, my
lady.” He turned with a wave and walked back in the direction of the store.


Lyra stood watching him for a
minute or two. Although exhausted, she resolved to force herself to at least
journal some notes tonight.


Inside, she endured Nancy’s
run-on monotone. Dinner was simple, just leftovers for herself. Aunt Jean
slept, hooked to an IV and tired from chemo. Lyra would much rather have her
aunt well and able to enjoy a good meal with her. She kissed the old lady’s
forehead and retired to her room. Lying on the bed with journal and pen, she
began making notes.


Thunder clapped outside and
awakened her. The diary lay beside her. She was still dressed in street
clothes. Lightning glinted across the sky, reflecting from the lake water. As
she rose to draw the drapes, an image appeared outside the window—a dark
outline of a dragon’s head scowled at her.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Nine: Following a Trail of
Roses


 


 


The mouth gaped, baring
wicked teeth, and the fierce stare of its eyes cut through her. Her heart skipped
a beat. Terror arrested her breath. Lyra forced her eyes away from the window
to locate the draw cord of the blind. She yanked it furiously. The demon face
roared at her through the adjacent pane of the bay window. A chill coursed
along her spine as she grabbed onto the next cord and whipped it downward. The
demon followed to the third window section, gnashing its teeth. Weakness spread
through her limbs, and she struggled to close the last shade. The monster
glided down ahead of the leading edge while it laughed at her difficulty.


When fabric finally blocked
the apparition across the entire set of windows, she exhaled in short, ragged
bursts. Her airways were tight and constricted. Her legs buckled and forced her
to drop onto the foot of the bed. Lying still made her more aware of the
violent shaking throughout her body.


Outside the storm raged.
Thunder cracked so close, it seemed to be in their backyard. The lamp shook on
her writing desk by the window. Bursts of lightning flashed from under the edges
of the blinds. She jumped at a sudden flash inside her room. Lifting the glass
pendant, her gift from the Phoenix, the tip of the feather seemed to glow
slightly and then extinguish. Or had it? It was so faint she couldn’t be sure.
If it did, was there a connection to the face outside the window?


What was the demon head? A
delusion? Her thoughts were crowded from all she experienced today. Mental
stress might be playing tricks on her. A phantasm? Could this cottage be
haunted? It was old enough, over one hundred years. The islanders spun plenty
of ghost tales of men who died at sea, their bodies washing ashore. A prank?
Not likely during such a violent storm. A demon? What she feared most. Her
heart pound faster in her chest. Was that the Black Dragon, angry she intended
to block his power? Or more probable, his likeness sent by means of dark magic
to scare her away from the quest. Her thoughts jumped from one idea to another.


Finally, the violence outside
slowed. The light show and noise moved out across open water. As the storm
quieted, Lyra analyzed what happened. She hoped it was merely a creation of her
tired mind, but seemed possible it came from the Black Dragon. She shivered. If
he could reach out of the fantasy land to this world, she couldn’t be safe
anywhere.


If only she could talk to
Cullen, but her bedside clock read three. She didn’t want to wake and worry
him, and resolved to go over to his store first thing during business hours.
She dressed for bed and took refuge under the covers, pulling them tight under
her chin despite the warm summer temperatures.


She lay for hours, waiting
for the miracle of sleep to rest her shattered mind. She forced all thoughts
out, save for one. Inhale…exhale…as slowly as possible.


***


Wednesday morning found Lyra
curled tight into fetal position, clutching a pillow. Only six o’clock. Her
active mind awakened her early.


Cautiously, she peeked
outside from the half-inch gap at the side of one window shade. She sighed.
Soft morning sunlight shone on the damp lawn and robins hopped about looking
for easy meals of worms flooded to the surface. She shook her head. Did she
dream the apparition? Her legs wobbled as she headed downstairs.


She checked on Aunt Jean and
found her still asleep, despite sunlight streaming in and casting a rosy glow
on the pale pink walls. The monitor levels and tubing lines hanging from the
rented hospital bed all indicated normal function. The steel-framed industrial
bed looked ominous compared to delicate lines of the Queen Anne bureau, armoire,
side table, and paired occasional chairs. Jean’s raspy breath worried Lyra, but
all screens appeared stable, so she headed up for a quick shower.


The warm spray and smell of
coconut body wash enlivened her spirits. The tropical scent reminded her of her
home in Florida. Although she enjoyed the warm locale, problems and loneliness
awaited her there, at the end of summer. But not yet. She wasn’t ready.


She dressed hurriedly in
whatever was handy, shorts and t-shirt. She needed to settle into writing on the
back porch before Nancy arrived. If she didn’t appear busy, the nurse would
talk for an hour, droning on and on about nothing in particular. She’d waste
Lyra’s writing time and clutter her mind with small talk when she really needed
to focus on details from yesterday.


The remodeled kitchen
featured new hickory cabinets and charcoal granite countertops, but an old
Sunbeam toaster she remembered as a child was a welcoming sight. After starting
the coffee, she got an easy breakfast of cereal and fruit. Local Michigan sweet
blueberries were a treat she savored. Just as she headed out back with a
warming plate, Jean stirred. “Lyra, is that you, dear?”


“Yes, Aunt Jean. Good
morning.” She stopped in the doorway to the master suite. “Let me plug in this
warmer on the porch for the coffee and I’ll be right back. Would you like a
cup? You’re allowed to have some according to your nurse’s list.”


“Yes, please, and find some
creamer in the fridge. And hurry along, since I think anything other than black
is forbidden by my guard, Nancy.” Lyra laughed, glad to hear her aunt’s dry
humor, in spite of her pallor. A dull gray had replaced the sparkling blue in
Jean’s eyes.


In the kitchen, Lyra filled
two mugs, one with a small dribble of creamer, and returned to the bedroom. “Here
you are, one coffee with just a smidgen of the forbidden substance.” She placed
the coffee on the nightstand and propped her aunt up with a few pillows before
handing the cup to her. “Careful, it’s hot.” She didn’t mind taking her writing
time to spend with Jean, her only living relative other than distant cousins
she didn’t even know how to find. “How do you feel today? Any better?” She
lowered the rail on the hospital bed and sat on its edge, in case Jean needed
assistance handling the cup.


“Yes, I’m awake at least. My
sleep is so fitful, I’d rather be awake or fully asleep. Did you hear that
ferocious storm last night?”


Lyra shuddered. “I sure did.
It was close.”


“I saw branches tossing
around and scrapping my window. We need to hire someone to trim the trees and
bushes. Can you see to that, dear?”


“I will. No problem.” She
paused to sip her brew. Its rich flavor awakened her taste buds. She looked at
the window, curious if the demon appeared there as well. “Did you see branches
or did something fly into the glass?”


“Not sure, dear. For an
instant it looked like the twigs shaped into a face, but I doubt that. These
medications play with my mind.”


Lyra sat bolt upright. She
was now more certain the dark force of Dragonspeir had followed her to the
upstairs bay window. Much worse, if it attempted to frighten Aunt Jean who
already faced too much hardship.


“Mmm. Good coffee, Lyra.”
Aunt Jean eased back against her pillows. “This makes my day.” Thankfully, the
apparition didn’t seem to bother her.


“You’re welcome,” Lyra
replied with a slight smile, sad such a small happiness formed a focal point
for her aunt. Life, filled with so many wonders, now left Jean only a few. It
passed her by too, during the last few years while occupied with grief. But not
any longer. Gulping another swallow of coffee, she set her jaw with resolve to
take on life and fully experience whatever it offered—even last night’s
frightful time.


“What are you going to do
today, Lyra? Can you entertain me with your adventures since I can’t get out.”


“I need to work on writing my
novel for awhile, and I’ll probably go visit that bookstore I told you about.
Drake’s.” As soon as the words left her mouth, guilt welled inside her for not including
the elderly lady. “I can work in here to give you some company.”


“I’d like that. At least
until Nancy drives you crazy. I won’t keep you here to endure my warden.” The
corners of her mouth lifted in a weak smile.


Lyra laughed. “Okay. She
won’t be here for three hours. Let me gather some things.”


 


***


With her laptop perched on
the side table, Lyra seated herself in one of the straight-backed occasional
chairs. First, she scribbled notes on index cards and then lowered herself onto
the rose-patterned rug, spreading and arranging. She badly wanted to talk with
Cullen about last night; concentration proved difficult.


“What are the ideas on your
cards, dear?” Jean asked, her eyes following her every move.


Lyra twisted a strand of hair
while she formed a plausible answer. “I’ve created a fairy tale of sorts.” Jean
knew she loved fantasy, so any such tale would be believable. One by one she
lifted up and explained character dossiers, except that she was the main
character.


“Such an imagination, Lyra.
You’ve created fascinating creatures.” Aunt Jean chuckled softly. “I especially
like Kenzo the owl. I understand him, always trying to do more to compensate
for what he isn’t as good at—that’s me, an overachiever.”


Lyra did the same for cards
describing various settings. Since this activity brought pleasure to Aunt Jean,
she continued and tried to arrange the cards in sequence to create a plot, but
failed. Try as she might, the order evaded her. Why? All the other details came
to her clearly. Sliding cards back and forth, as though something controlled
her mind, she could only focus upon the pattern in the rug, delicate pink roses
trailing along a vine. Frustrated, she shoved the cards into a messy deck.


She looked up at the elderly
lady, not wanting to disappoint her. Jean’s head tipped back onto the pillow,
eyes closed, and fast asleep. Lyra sighed, glad for the peaceful rest to give
her aunt respite from suffering. Again, the steel bars and solid frame of that
bed bothered her. It looked like an outcast against a backdrop of cheerful,
feminine décor and memories of happier days, fleeting times.


She gathered her computer and
papers, and put them in her room. The cards she stuffed into her purse. Writing
proved futile without a storyline. She needed Cullen’s help.


Lyra quickly changed to
cropped pants and a halter top, applied a bit of make-up, and brushed her hair.
Back downstairs and ready to go, she paced the kitchen floor, waiting the last
minutes before ten o’clock. Always punctual to a fault, the nurse drove up
precisely on the hour. They passed in the doorway. “I recorded Jean’s vitals
and other observations. It’s on the counter.”


Heading to her car on the
driveway, Lyra heard Nancy’s monotonous voice fading behind her.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Ten: To a Magical Jasmine
Vine


 


 


Having no patience to walk,
Lyra drove into the tiny business district, turned from Main Street onto Oak
and pulled into a parking spot just past the bookshop at its new location. How
had she known to drive onto this street? Now the Sani-Swift dry cleaners
neighbored the elusive building. She no longer needed to search randomly. What
changed—her, the store, or her world? Even more questions for Cullen.


She quickly stepped up to the
same door with its leaded glass window. A sign said, “Closed,” but she expected
him to be there anyway, busy with some magical work. The brass knob refused to
turn. She knocked and nothing moved inside. Panic swept over her. She needed
answers to be able to record the adventure as the good folk of Dragonspeir expected.
Leaning against the doorframe, she stared blankly at the row of shops across
the way. Then, an idea sprang to mind.


She sprint-walked down the
street, turned right, and over two blocks to Pine. Sweat beaded on her
forehead. She pushed open the door to the perfumery and approached the clerk at
the counter.


“May I help you?” the
middle-aged woman asked.


“I hope so,” Lyra said
between gasps for air. “Do you still have the jasmine scent you featured as a
special yesterday?”


The plump clerk’s eyebrows
rose. “Have a seat on that counter stool there and catch your breath while I go
look. A busload of tourists swamped us in the afternoon and bought most of it.”


Lyra perched on the edge of
the seat, too anxious to sit and relax. She must have a bottle of that fragrance
to draw her back to the scent of those bushes in Dragonspeir. By chance, it
might enhance her memory and allow her to sequence events of the journey into a
plot. She craned her neck to catch a glimpse of the work area.


Finally, the lady waddled back.
“I’m sorry, I’ve looked everywhere and can’t find one bottle. Those shoppers
cleaned us out since it was on sale. Can I help you find a similar scent? If
you like jasmine, perhaps honeysuckle would please you.” She leaned across the
counter, grabbing up a sample.


“No, I really wanted the
jasmine.”


“Here. Try a sniff of the
honeysuckle.” The clerk wielded an atomizer near Lyra’s arm.


She leaned back. “No. No,
don’t spray me with that!” A different scent might further confuse her
perception.


The clerk pursued and leaned
over the counter. “I think you’ll like it. Those are very much alike. This is a
popular fragrance now, especially for summer. Are you sure you wouldn’t like…”


“I said no!” Lyra slid away
from the stool and took a step toward the exit.


“What is the matter, young
lady?” A gray-haired gentleman entered the sales area from the back. “Can I
help you?”


“I came in for a bottle of
the jasmine scent you featured yesterday.”


The woman shrugged and said,
“I couldn’t find any.”


“Hmm. How much do you need?”
He rubbed a hand along his chin. “I believe I refilled my reference stock
bottle when I made that batch. I can pour about a quarter ounce from it.”


Lyra smiled. “That will be
fine. Thank you.”


He nodded and retreated to
the workroom. The clerk smiled politely and kept her distance while they
waited. In a couple minutes he returned. “There you be. I even found a tiny
spray bottle.”


She gladly accepted and
thanked the shop owner. Purchase in hand, she walked back to her car and to
look for Cullen.


The door remained locked. She
leaned a shoulder against his door. What should she do? Standing on the street
offered no help.


She got back into her car and
called him. No answer. Talking to his voicemail she said, “Hi Cullen. It’s Lyra.
I need to talk with you. Strange things have been happening. I drove straight
to the bookstore without searching, like somehow I knew where it moved to. And,
a face appeared outside the windows of my house last night. I think it was the
Black Dragon. It was terrifying! I barely slept. I don’t feel safe and I need
your help. Call me.” She closed the phone and stared at it for several minutes,
willing it to ring. A meter maid tapped on her window and asked if she intended
to leave.


With no other chore to keep
her away, she returned to the cottage. Perhaps, the jasmine perfume would align
her memory and make it possible to get some productive writing done.


 


***


In order to avoid the nurse,
Lyra opened the door as quietly as possible and made for the stairs.


With her foot on the first
step, the familiar voice called out, “Glad to see you back. Your aunt started
murmuring in her sleep about someone named Kenzo, could have been a man or
possibly an owl or some other bird, I think with big silver striped wings, who
flew fast as light to make up for his insufficient magic he felt insecure
about. Seemed odd, but then people are affected differently by those meds, like
some cry out as if they’re in pain and I know they’re not, while others have
dreams about their childhood, or about war times, or even happy moments like
the births of their children. I’ve seen plenty of strange reactions my patients
have, like when one man started singing as though he was Frank Sinatra and
another time when one woman…”


Unable to endure more, Lyra
nodded and pretended to listen while she slowly ascended step by step.


As she reached the landing,
Nancy’s voice droned on, “…always do my best to be with them when they go
through those moments since many consider me their best friend and like to know
what I do with my time off, like where I get my hair done and…” Poor woman must
be terribly lonely, but that constant talk didn’t make Lyra want to befriend
her.


Once in her room, she shut
the door and laid her purse on the desk. Holding her breath, she withdrew the
bottle out of its package. After letting out a rough exhale, she sniffed at the
top. No smell at all—darned spray nozzle. She’d have to squirt some out, but
where? Onto her skin or a piece of paper? There was so little, wasting a drop
on paper seemed wrong. But what if it caused harmful magic upon contact? She
didn’t know how to find Cullen if something unusual happened.


She cautiously depressed the
nozzle by only half, and a tiny mist hit her forearm. After she placed the
bottle on the desk, her first sniff, taken too eagerly, gave her little more
than the smell of the alcohol base. Then, the familiar warm floral of jasmine
drifted to her nose. Another whiff provided a better analysis. Under the heady,
seductive jasmine lay a subtle note she couldn’t identify. Exotic and oriental,
lightly spiced with coriander and clove plus a deep hint of woodsy sandalwood.


The vine in Dragonspeir
smelled identical. Lyra sat on the edge of the bed, shut her eyes, and let the
scent spill over her mind. Sleep teased her tired body. As though watching a
movie in her mind, she viewed a procession of the scenes for her storyline. She
tried to open her eyes and record those ideas, but sleep held her fast within
the dream.


The ring of her cell phone
woke her. Eyes still half-shut, she looked around the room to figure out where
she was. Recognition hit. She snatched the phone up and answered.


Cullen responded, his voice a
bit strained, “Hi! I just got back. I was practicing new spells with Kenzo.
What’s wrong?”


Lyra cleared her throat.
“Last night the storm woke me. When I looked outside, a demon’s head with sharp
teeth and piercing eyes stared back at me. It chased me from window to window
as I shut the blinds. Aunt Jean said she saw a similar face downstairs. It was
terrifying, gnashing its teeth at me. What was it? Do you know?”


“Incredible!” His tone
relaxed to a warmer pitch. “I didn’t think you’d possess enough magic to allow
these things to happen. When the Unicorn healed your injuries from the Screeching
Forest, he must have gifted you with power. I should have expected that.”


“You seem to think it’s
interesting, but I don’t feel safe,” she quipped with a shrill voice, twisting
a strand of hair into a tortured knot. “Can you do anything?”


“Nothing to worry about. I
can help. It should be simple. Can you come over to the store?”


“Umm.” She paused to look at
the bedside clock. It startled her to read four o’clock. Strange how she had
slept for hours and it had seemed like only a few minutes. “No, it’s almost
time for the nurse to leave. Can you come here later, after my aunt’s asleep?”


“When would that be?”


“Just after sunset, around
nine.”


“Great. See you then.”


Lyra closed the phone. She
only wanted to sleep at night without being chased by a demon. Then it hit her;
she just invited Cullen to her home for the first time. Many things needed to
done— tidy the house; prepare dinner; clean herself up; attempt writing. She
jumped off the bed in a frenzy and struggled to multitask while still groggy.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Eleven: Bewitched Black Amber


 


 


A few minutes past nine, Lyra
heard a knock on the door. Giddiness washed over her and she greeted Cullen
with a too-wide smile. She took a deep breath, not wanting to act like a
schoolgirl with a crush.


He stepped into the foyer.
“Is your aunt afraid of wizards or is she asleep?” He grinned and leaned in for
a quick kiss.


“She drifted off while
reading a bit ago, but she’d be game to invite any guest other than the nurse
who drives her crazy, even a wizard. You should to come for dinner with us
sometime, when she’s feeling well enough.”


“I’d be pleased. So, show me
where you saw the dark image. The magical connection will be easiest for me to
trace from there.” He looked wonderful, although not at all like an Imperial
Wizard. He dressed in khaki pants and a button-down shirt with cuffs rolled to
his forearms. A lightweight tan jacket draped over one arm.


“I miss your cloak.” she
laughed, leading him up the stairs.


“I could have brought it
along.” He chuckled. “And you look lovely, even without the fancy gown.”


She smiled inside, glad she
took time to select a favorite sundress in a blue print, to curl her hair, and
put on a pair of lapis earrings. Her silver bracelets tinkled as she closed the
bedroom door behind them.


He examined the bay window,
passing his hand near each section. Even without her showing him, he paid
careful attention to the one where the demon face followed the leading edge of
the blind as she labored to close it.


“From what I can detect, I think
I can cast a shielding spell on you.”


“What happened that let the
dark magic connect to me?” She motioned him toward the brown tweed chair in the
corner and pulled up the ladderback from the desk for herself.


“Thanks.” He placed his
jacket over the arm and made himself comfortable. “The four Guardians do not
have equal powers or roles. The Phoenix is the most limited, the Unicorn and
Tortoise are equally higher, but each unique in abilities. The Imperial Dragon
is the leader whose power is vast. When the Unicorn bestowed power upon you, it
became a part of you, not only while in Dragonspeir. That is why I questioned
if my magic would be retained if the world ceased to exist. Cranewort answered
that, and I suspect he’s correct, but I intend to put the question to the
Tortoise, who will know better than anyone.”


“Why is that?”


“Because he’s the Guardian
who maintains and studies the ancient records.”


She’d have a few questions
for the Tortoise also. “I have my own magic now? What does that mean?”


Cullen leaned forward in his
chair. “Concerning the Black Dragon, he’s a master equal to the Imperial
Dragon. He most likely detected your new power and placed a spell upon you
before you departed. It blocks your thoughts of his choosing and causes your own
magic to enable images of his choice to haunt you.”


A light bulb of understanding
hit her. “Kind of like a computer virus?”


“Exactly! You’ve got the
idea. With his spell he can direct your magic to do his bidding. The stronger your
magic, the more he has to work with to frighten you. He’s directing your power
to conjure that demon face.”


“I assume he wants to scare
me away from the quest. And another thing—my memory of yesterday’s journey is
blocked like something’s holding me back. I bought some jasmine perfume to help
trigger me to remember.”


“How did that work?
Anything?”


“It made me dream of our
journey in detail, and I tried to wake, so I could record the information, but
felt like I was held asleep by an external force. Once I woke I could only link
a few scenes together. Better than before, but I still can’t create a plot to
write from. Is he responsible for that too?”


“Indeed. He will try anything
to prevent you from scribing that story. He’s well aware what will occur if the
book is written in entirety. His spell that invades your mind selectively
blocks your writing. You did a fine job attempting to use the jasmine scent to
encourage your magic. You can see it worked partially, but only in your
dreams.” He smiled.


“What about how I could now
go directly to the bookstore? Does he have anything to do with that?”


“He doesn’t. The book calls
to you. Any Dragonspeir magic inside—me, Sheridan, or my ring—beckons you to
the shop.”


“Is the book safe there?
Could he destroy it?”


“Only if he can find a way to
utilize your powers, or even mine, to do so. One of my assigned tasks is to
prevent that.”


He seemed calm and sure of
himself, which reassured Lyra. “What does Sheridan do for you?


“Makes me laugh!” He
chuckled. “Otherwise, he’s a symbol of longevity and helps balance my extended
mortality. Also, he guards the portal as an aide to Cranewort.”


“One last question—why did
the Phoenix tail feather in my pendant flash even though I didn’t call her
name?”


He smiled. “Phew! Glad you’re
so curious. Again, you possess sufficient magic to signal others. I’m certain
the Phoenix included a spell to connect to your magic. She activated it to
operate whenever you’re in need, not only when you initiate the request. Just
as the Black Dragon utilized your magic, so did she, although hers proved more
useful, as a warning of danger. Now, I will attempt to intervene on his spell
over you. I can only shield you from his input, which directs you to do his
bidding. He rose, moved close, and placed his hands on her shoulders. His
smooth and steady voice proclaimed the incantation, “Preoccupo aquilus
imperium!” He withdrew a step and studied her face.


“I don’t feel any different.
Should I?”


“Not necessarily. Let’s see
if you’re able to draft an outline for your story.”


From the desk she gathered
the location cards, sat on the edge of the bed, and spread them over the
comforter. Cullen seated himself behind and watched over her arm. With him this
close she couldn’t concentrate, regardless of the interactions of spell and
counterspell. She looked across the room at her ragged, much loved teddy bear.
Aunt Jean saved it. Using the sentimental item, she tried to channel her
thoughts toward something neutral. Looking at the cards again, only Cullen’s
breath on the bare skin of her shoulder registered.


She turned her head and
looked back at him.


He placed a hand on her outer
cheek, leaned forward, and pressed his lips to hers. His hand traveled over her
shoulder and upper arm, leaving a trail of tingles. The tip of his tongue
lightly pressed inside her mouth.


She pushed back with her own,
enjoying the softness and warmth.


After another brush of lips,
he pulled away from her just a bit.


She murmured, “Is that spell
you just cast making you taste so nice?” Her fingers ran through the layered
waves of his medium brown hair.


Between tender kisses, he
whispered, “No magic at all, other than your natural power which entrances me.”


Even his voice excited her,
rich and deep with his warm breath upon her face.


His fingers played along the
neckline of her dress and teased goosebumps to rise along her skin. He took her
mouth, forcing his tongue deep inside. Probing and thrusting, his hand moved to
her side, thumb spread under her breast, and drew her firmly against him.


Desire to be closer to him
took over. A moan escaped Lyra’s throat. She pressed against him and delighted
in caressing the firm muscles of his shoulder.


He leaned her backward onto
the bed, rolling on top of the note cards. He looked down at her and smiled.


Out of the corner of her eye,
she saw a movement on the desk. She turned her head toward the motion and
yelped, “Look! The computer screen.”


On the monitor, the demon
face from the night before grimaced and then clenched its teeth.


She squirmed from under Cullen
to the head of the bed.


The wizard rolled over and
fell backward in shock, obviously surprised. “That’s indeed an image of the
Black Dragon. Is this what haunted you last night outside the windows?”


“Yes, but worse now – this
appears three-dimensional as though it’s extending from the screen.”


“It is. Step to the side and
be calm. It can’t harm you.”


“Are you sure?”


“It feeds on your power. The
more defensive you are, the more fearsome it can be.”


She moved a yard from the bed
and, sure enough, the head protruded from the flat surface. She trembled. “Why
didn’t your spell work?”


Cullen’s eyes riveted on the
lifelike image, he uttered in a monotone, “Not only didn’t it work, it seems to
have angered the dark leader into gathering his powers for a more gruesome
display.” He shook his head to break his gaze and turned to her. “It even
frightens me and I know it’s just a likeness. Although I never imagined your
aura would be this strong, I came prepared with something else.” He stepped
over to the upholstered chair and searched the inside pocket of his jacket.


Lyra approached and leaned
over his shoulder. She halfway dreaded what it might be, possibly another
filthy-talking bug like Sheridan of some sort to scare away the image.


He withdrew a thin, hinged case
covered in navy velvet, worn on the edges. He handed it to her. “This will be
yours now. It’s centuries old.”


She slowly opened the box and
gasped, “Oh! This is lovely. I didn’t expect…” Her eyes moved along the
gleaming surfaces of hundreds of black gemstones set in an elaborate necklace.
A large marquise-shaped central pendant, over an inch in length, lay surrounded
by numerous accent stones in the pattern of a butterfly. The jeweled insect
spread about three inches wide and two and a half inches tall. Faceted rounds
strung with silver beads comprised the sides of the necklace. Then, she broke
into a laugh.


Cullen stared at her. “I
didn’t expect that reaction. What’s so funny?”


With difficulty, between
chuckles she said, “Before you presented me with the case, I imagined you’d
give me a version of Sheridan, a foul-mouthed bug to send the demon face away
while driving me crazy. And, it’s an insect! I like this much better. It’s
beautiful.”


He joined her laughter and
pulled her into a hug.


Suddenly, the likeness of the
Black Dragon roared with a deep voice, causing them both to jump. She hid
behind the wizard, peering around his shoulder at the beast.


“You were able to bond with
this gift, knowing it was an insect, before I bestowed it. This indicates your
magic strengthened in the presence of those jewels, hence the dark leader can
utilize more of you to make his image audible. We must complete the bonding to
block him.”


She clutched his arm. “Yes,
hurry please.”


He took the necklace and
opened the clasp. “Turn please and lift your lovely hair for me.” She did as
directed, and as he draped the butterfly at her throat, he stated, “Defendo
adversus diabolus!” Then he fastened the catch.


Lyra turned to face him and tingling
power surged through her. Her body felt lighter. Heat rose into her cheeks.
Cullen stood only inches from her. She wondered if his closeness made her feel
these sensations, which were a lot like the effects of his kisses. To test, she
looked at her computer and found the screen returned to its normal black color.
“It worked!”


“Yes, I knew this would, but
didn’t think your powers were ready to receive the magical black necklace.” He
stroked her hair as they stared at the blank computer for a minute more.


Facing him again, she asked,
“You said it was centuries old. Who owned this before me? Please tell me about
its history.”


He motioned toward the bed.
“Have a seat. Dragonspeir has existed for thousands of years. No one knows
exactly how long. Well, the Tortoise claims to know from his memory of oral
passage of history. I’m not so sure.”


Lyra reached back, grabbed a
pillow, and laid back with her head on it. “This sounds like the bedtime
stories you used to tell me. Remember, back when I was very ill and in the
hospital? After the night nurse left, I’d open my book and you appeared to help
me get to sleep.”


He laughed. “I do remember
those times. In a way, this is a bedtime story since you need a good night’s
sleep.” He lay down beside her, propped on an elbow. “Written history of the
land has existed since eight hundred years ago, when the first Scribe,
Elisabeth, wrote about the residents she saw along her travels. Much like you,
she journeyed to every corner, learning their magic. And, also like you, the
dark forces challenged her. The best silversmiths worked with the Imperial
Alchemist of that day to create this necklace of black amber, as it was called
then—jet to our modern world. They imbued it with immense protective forces, so
she could complete her quest.”


“What happened to her tale?
Does it still exist? I’d like to read it.”


“Her written record was
enjoyed for generations until enough time passed that text no longer
represented the balance of power in Dragonspeir. At that time, another Scribe was
sought. The cycle repeated two more times—a total of four depictions were
written. Sadly, the first did not survive. I’ve been told it burned in the
Hundred Years’ War.”


 “And it is my task to
compose the next? I had no idea how important…”


“Your job is extremely
important.”


“Why didn’t you tell me I was
marked to be the next Scribe? I learned from Cranewort.”


He looked up from her gaze
and his voice faltered. “Because…because I realized you’re even more important
to me than my duty, something I’ve never felt before. I always wished for
someone, but never…I was afraid you would blame me for the danger you now face
and turn away.” He twirled the dragon ring on his finger.


Lyra took his hand. “This is
the best bedtime story you’ve ever told me.” She lifted onto an elbow and
brushed her lips against his. She licked his lips, enjoying their smoothness.
Pressing toward him, she rolled him onto his back. Above him, her hair formed
curtains, making a private space for their impassioned kisses. Her tongue
twirled along the edges of his while her breast heaved into his chest, teasing
her nipples to stand erect.


His hands held her hips,
guiding her pelvis over his. His lips trailed down the side of her neck,
following the graceful curve of her collar-bone.


The hardness in his groin
pressed firmly into her stomach and she moaned.


He took her shoulders and
gently pushed her away. Between ragged gasps of breath he said, “We need to
stop.”


She scanned his eyes for
understanding but waited for him to continue.


“This is not the right time.
I want our bond to have all the things I’ve dreamed of sharing with a special
lady. You are my lady and very special.”


She forced a smile, not
knowing how to respond. His hesitation hurt her pride, but maybe it was best to
be cautious. Her attraction to him was strong, but he intended to be serious.
What would a relationship with a wizard be like? Their lives were very
different. Too different? She couldn’t commit without knowing much more. Her
heart remained battered and fragile from her divorce.


“You need to sleep well
tonight and work hard tomorrow writing our adventures. I’m certain you’ll have
no difficulties now. But, if you do, I’d love to have your beautiful company at
the store. I’ll be gone only in the morning.” After a quick kiss her rolled her
off and got to his feet.


They walked downstairs, and
with jacket in hand, he left. Lyra watched him disappear from sight. She
exhaled long and slow. Sleepiness spread over her.


Before going back up, she
poked her head in to check on Aunt Jean. The rhythm of her breath steady and
smooth sounded like music to Lyra. Moonlight fell upon a portion of the
throw-rug beside the bed. For an instant, the vines of pink roses came to life,
twisting in and out of the underlying trellis. In that moment, she knew the
elderly lady dreamed about her blossom days from the past…and she too needed to
live her own blossom days. Would they be with Cullen?


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Twelve: The Surprise Visitor


 


 


The shoreline of Lake Huron
lay quiet, the lull between the times when fishing boats cast out and before
vacationers zipped around, exploring new waters in speed boats. Only an
occasional sport fishing craft left from the docks and idled past the cottage’s
no wake zone frontage. Lyra watched from the back porch, while inside, Nancy
rambled on to her poor aunt.


After a restful night of
sleep, Lyra had risen early and spent a couple early morning hours with Jean,
working, laughing, and relating story details. Her aunt watched carefully as
Lyra tried to arrange the plot index cards. Today, after her first touch, they
whipped around and organized themselves. Jean sat up straighter in bed and
raised an eyebrow, but never questioned. Lyra swallowed hard. Next time there
would be no way to avoid question; she’d need to tell the truth


Lyra sat at the patio table
under the grape-laden pergola. Computer was set up, cards sequenced, second pot
of coffee on its warming plate. She took a deep breath, filled her lungs with
fresh morning air, and began typing her first adventure in Dragonspeir. Her
fingers flew over the keyboard. She felt great. By the time she reached the
start of the swamp scene, her stomach called for a break. Better to eat now
than lose her appetite while writing about the putrid stench of the wild man.


She got lucky at lunch. Nancy
stayed busy, commanding the attention of a crew from the local clinic that was
bringing fresh supplies. Lyra remained in the kitchen only long enough to grab
a quick sandwich, a handful of chips, and some juice. Then, she shoved an apple
into her mouth and grabbed a granola bar for an afternoon snack. Rounding the
corner into the hallway, she ran right into one of the care workers and jumped
sideways, startled.


“Whoa there!” The man’s hands
grabbed her shoulders to brace her from falling. “You’re sure in a hurry.
Didn’t mean to surprise you,” he said in a warm baritone.


Once she regained her
balance, recognition hit. Those dark eyes and long straight black hair, now
tied in a ponytail. He was the man from the pier. The short sleeves of his blue
scrub top revealed strong muscles. She removed the apple from her teeth and
heat flashed across her cheeks. “I’m so sorry. I wasn’t looking,” she mumbled
through a mouthful of apple.


“No, it was my fault. People
don’t look around corners in their own house. My name is Revelin. I’ve seen you
around town once or twice.”


“Hi. My name’s Lyra. Nice to
meet you. Thanks for helping out with my aunt.”


“No problem. I was just
coming to ask for a glass of water, if that’s okay.”


“Sure. The glasses are to the
right of the sink. Help yourself.” She motioned toward that part of the
kitchen, not wanting to take more time and get trapped by Nancy. “I need to get
back to my writing.”


“Oh, you’re a writer? I’d
like to read some of your writing.” He leaned closer and prickles formed on
Lyra’s arms. “I won’t keep you. I can tell you’re in a hurry. I’ll be here
again on Monday. Maybe then, if that’s okay with you.”


Lyra nodded and crept back to
her haven on the porch. Something about him left her confused. He was handsome
and interested. He attracted her, but at the same time made her feel ill at
ease—probably just the jitters with being single again.


A pleasant breeze blew the
hair from her face and turned her attention back to her writing. She sat down,
finished the apple, and opened up the document screen, ready to tackle the
rude-smelling swamp creature. Suddenly, the lines of the paragraph she last
typed parted vertically. She attempted to solve the problem by pressing the
undo button and changing the page layout. She scrolled above the faulty text to
see if the problem existed elsewhere. When she scrolled back, a tiny creature
was crawling into the separation. She jumped back from the monitor and gasped.
Was this another trick of the Black Dragon again? She wore the black amber
necklace at all times, only taking it and the Phoenix feather pendant off long
enough for a quick shower. Those few minutes probably endangered her. Foolish.
Now another demon plagued her.


Closer inspection revealed
the beast to be a dragon, covered in small, translucent, golden-brown scales
with a row of snow white spines along its neck, back, and tail. It shimmered
with a haze of gold. Its oversized golden eyes contained vertical pupils, like
a cat. It stretched out its legs, one at a time, and yawned at her. It was only
a baby. “Look at those teeny wings, almost transparent and so fragile,” she
remarked aloud. Then, she caught her breath, remember the Black Dragon wanted
to block her writing.


What should she do? Call
Cullen to complain she had a baby dragon on her document? Too silly. That the
Black Dragon still plagued her because she foolishly took off the protective
necklace to shower? No. She’d never live that down. Maybe Elisabeth’s necklace
held some helpful power to control wayward dragon children? She touched the jet
butterfly and watched for an effect. The baby turned around and lay down,
coiling its hind legs and tail to one side. The head rested on a forearm and
the eyelids slowly closed. Had the necklace caused this behavior? If she only
understood Dragonspeir magic. Regardless, at least that calmed the tiny
creature, but what about her writing?


Trying to proceed, she moved
her other hand to the mouse and aligned the cursor. The baby squirmed. She
tried to type, but its eyes flew open and it cried, “Yip!”


Lyra jumped back again. She
glanced into the neighbors’ yards to make sure no one watched her and checked
over her shoulder into the house. No one was in the family room or breakfast rooms
next to the porch. She turned back to the screen. “What are you doing on my
page?” It seemed stupid talking to her computer.


The baby sat up and tilted
his head to one side as if sizing her up. Could he talk? Kenzo and the other
animals of Dragonspeir understood English. “Do you speak? Will you please get
off my screen?”


The young dragon responded
with a single snert, no flame, no smoke.


“Okay, you don’t know
English, but let’s see if we can communicate. Maybe if I type…” She formed the
words, “Who are you?” She stopped short, intending to ask more, but the short
sentence only upset it and he bawled.


She stared, stupefied.
Whether good or evil, this creature prevented her from typing. She sighed.
There was no recourse other than to call Cullen. She hated to appear so high
maintenance and put him off, but on the other hand, he got her into this whole
mess.


He answered promptly;
probably after yesterday’s incident, he kept closer to his phone. “How are
things today?” His tone held a hint of anxiety.


“Fine. Well, sort of. I was
doing good with my writing until just now when a problem happened. I’m not in
danger…I think, but then I really don’t know. I have a creature on my computer
screen, in the middle of my word document. I can’t type. If I do, he cries.”


“Nequeo!” he shouted. Sparks crackled over the phone. “This
can’t be! The black amber necklace holds enormous power. I was sure it would
protect you. What does it look like? Dark and scary? Or gruesome—”


She interrupted, “It’s a baby
dragon with tiny transparent wings.”


“A what?”


“A baby dragon.”


He exclaimed, “Impossible!
You’re shielded against dark magic following you. Describe it.”


“It has teeny scales and huge
eyes, like a puppy who hasn’t grown into them yet.” She laughed as the baby
suckled on the tip of its tail.


“You’re laughing, and I’m
nearly mad worrying about you.” Cullen’s tone grew agitated and clipped. “Help
me here. What color scales and eyes? Does it have neckridges?”


“Goldish-brown with yellow
eyes. White spines are barely showing along its back, if those are neckridges.”


“Prodigiosus! How? If I’m guessing correctly, that hatchling is no
dark force. Can you bring your laptop over to the store right away?”


Cullen certainly knew
something he wasn’t sharing. “Sure. What do you think this is about?” She
fidgeted with the mouse.


“I don’t want to alarm you.
Please come directly. If I’m right, the matter is of urgent importance.”


“I’ll be there soon.” She
closed the phone and stared for a few seconds at the baby, sleeping comfortably
in the middle of a paragraph about Kenzo. Better there than within the next
scene in the Screeching Forest. Shaking her head for believing any of this, she
closed the laptop and placed it inside her briefcase.


On the way out the door, she
stuck her head into the master suite. Jean paused from a book to look up at
her. Lyra announced, “I’m going to Drake’s bookstore to check on something for
my writing project. I’ll be back before Nancy leaves.”


Her aunt smiled. “Have fun,
dear. Don’t rush home on my account.”


Nancy talked on the phone, so
Lyra didn’t wait to give an explanation.


 


***


Lyra sped to where the shop
now stood on Birch Street at the edge of the shopping district. Relieved to
find an open parking spot in front of the shop, Lyra zipped the car in nose
first before anyone else challenged her. She dashed inside and found Cullen
waiting at the door.


His brow furrowed and eyes
narrowed in concentration. Without a hello he led her into the workroom and
showed her where to set up her computer next to his own. With arms folded
across his chest, he hung over her as she logged in.


She fumbled with the keys and
mistyped her password on both the first and second tries.


He leaned next to her ear as
the word document page came up. The baby was still there, napping. “Nequeo!”
Sparks flew from his fingers with this exclamation. “I would never have
imagined this.”


The tiny dragon stirred and
yawned, eyes still closed.


“Shh. He’s sleeping.” Lyra’s
head turned back and forth between Cullen and the creature, unsure which would
give her more information.


In a hushed tone, he
whispered, “Whoever did this, purposely hid him here. Who would guess to look
in a computer program in the real world? Someone badly wants this hatchling
protected.”


“How would any being from
Dragonspeir, other than us, understand computers?”


“They don’t. Any Guardian or
Imperial Council member can place a spell upon you. Like the connection I
blocked from the Black Dragon. They can channel or force your magic to do their
bidding.” He straightened and his voice grew louder. “But, I always thought
Elisabeth’s black amber butterfly blocked all magic, good and evil, from
trajecting through you. I wonder…”


Lyra looked away from him and
fidgeted with her fingers.


“You took the necklace off?”


She leaned back in the chair,
trying to escape his discerning gaze while he scanned her thoughts. Did he
blame her? Could she never keep a secret from this man? This made her
uncomfortable.


He took her hand and gave a
caring smile. “Lyra, I’m sorry. Please don’t be frightened. You’re not at
fault. I can read your emotional thoughts, but you can’t do the same in return,
which is unfair. I’m the one who did wrong; I never told you to keep it on at
all times.”


She placed her other hand
over his, but wished he didn’t have this magical advantage over her. She needed
to be happy again…and wanted it to be with him. Would a relationship with a
wizard work?


He paused to study her eyes,
and probably accessed her thought. His brow broken by lines of concern, he
said, “I will never hurt you.” After an awkward pause, he looked away and
continued, “Whatever the reason for him being here, he needs to be fed.”


“How do we do that when he’s
in my computer? And how do you know it’s a he?”


He chuckled. “It’s a he—he
has a peak in the pouch beneath his tail. The real difficulty will be keeping
him in this world as he grows. He’s only a few days old. In just a month, he’ll
be thirty feet from head to tail.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Surely they
only expect us to keep him here a short while.”


“Who are they, and why are we
to keep him?”


“It could be the Dark Realm,
but by the golden-brown color of this hatchling, I assume it’s the Imperial
Council. I’m a member, as their sorcerer. Although since I’ve been preoccupied
assisting your entry and quest, I have no knowledge of this. The other members
are the Imperial Dragon, the alchemist, and the warlord.” Cullen paced behind
her chair. “I need to go into Dragonspeir and speak with the alchemist. But, I
can’t leave the hatchling on that screen. If I extract him now, can you babysit
him here in the bookstore for a short time?”


Lyra’s jaw dropped open.
Watch a baby dragon – alone, with no help? He must be crazy. She didn’t know
what to say and stared at him in disbelief.


Cullen looked at her
imploringly while twirling his dragon ring, always a sign of his anxiety.


“Okay. Be as quick as you
can. What do I feed him? Nasty locusts?”


A high-pitched voice from the
sales room called out, “Cullen, you aren’t leaving me with her. I fear I haven’t
made a good impression on your lady.”


In the back room, they both
laughed, glad for a light moment. That woke the baby from his nap, and his eyes
opened, now shining a bright blue.


The wizard waved a hand
toward the screen. “By the calm color of your pupils now, I see you enjoy our
mirth, young Sire.”


The dragon snerted in
response and waved his tail.


“I think it’s time to release
him. Lyra, hold your hands to receive the dragon.”


She nodded and held her palms
together. What would it feel like against her skin? As a child she remembered
touching an adult sentry once, warm and dry with tough scales. “Can you do this
without your staff?”


“Yes, that’s the function of
my ring since I cannot use my staff in this world.” He nodded to her. “Ready?”
He leaned toward the monitor.


She nodded.


He held his right hand with
the blue topaz eyes of the dragon ring facing the baby, and his other arm
extended high to the sky. “Extraxi genitus dux ducis in revera!” As
Cullen spoke the words, he slashed downward with his left hand as though
cutting the air. A loud snap sounded, followed by numerous crackles. Bolts of
lighting and power shot at the computer while a halo of peripheral sparks
showered in all directions.


The brilliance of his power
blinded her vision. When Lyra’s eyes refocused, the baby lay in her hands. She
smiled at the quivering, crying little creature. He obviously didn’t care for
his magical ride.


“Okay?” Cullen sighed and
collapsed into a nearby office chair.


“Yes, fine. He’s so small and
soft.” She moved him to one hand and ran a fingertip gently along his flank. He
tucked his legs underneath and lay down. “His scales are supple like skin.”


“They haven’t hardened yet.
He’s only a few days old. I intend to learn about his creation, as well as what
your purpose is in his rearing. I must be sure you aren’t in any new danger as
a consequence. As soon as I catch my breath, I’ll be leaving. Your computer
should be unharmed. Is there anything you need to know…ah, yes, I forgot about
feeding.” He rose, walked across the room to a small refrigerator, and looked
inside. “Conveniently, they are omnivores. I have some turkey breast, lettuce,
tomatoes, and bread—all good.” He took a slice of bread from the loaf. “I’ll
help you begin, and then I’ll depart. I hate to leave you in this predicament.
I’ll be as quick as possible.”


He tore the bread into small
chunks and held one out.


The hatchling sniffed for
only a second, then opened its jaws and clomped down.


Cullen handed the rest to
Lyra. As he opened the portal between bookcases and waved goodbye, the
remainder of the slice disappeared. The wizard stood for a moment looking back
into the bookstore, dressed for travel in his tall leather boots and cobalt
cloak, his face lined with concern.


Lyra saw a man willing to
take on danger to be certain she remained safe. The warmth of his care spread
over her, and she hoped he could read that emotion through the threshold. She
smiled and called to him, “Be careful and come back soon.”


The lines along his forehead
smoothed as he smiled. “I will return to you quickly.”


Her heart swelled; he had
read her thought.


With a turn of his cloak, he
stepped back from view.


The baby looked up at Lyra
with his large eyes glowing a rich ultramarine, probably content since Cullen
said the blue color meant some happy state.


“All right, let’s see what
else you like to eat.” She went to the fridge. In passing the doorway to the
shop she called out, “Maybe you’d like some foul-mouthed cicada for desert. I’m
sure that would be tasty.”


“You wouldn’t dare!” Sheridan
retorted.


Lyra located the turkey and
shredded a slice.


The baby loved fowl and gave
a snert to ask for a second slice.


Then, she fed him the
veggies, which he wolfed down eagerly. “You need some water. I wonder how you
drink? Hmm.” Would he lap from a bowl? She found a plastic storage container
and filled it with water. She allowed him to walk off of her hand onto the
countertop, moving the water to meet him.


Success! He drank deeply for
almost a minute while she kept a hand near, in case he moved fast toward the
edge. Doubtful he could fly with those flimsy little wings.


What could she keep him busy
with until Cullen returned? Maybe with a full tummy after all that food, he’d
sleep. And she could type since he no longer sat in her last paragraph. She
looked for something suitable to use as a dragon bed. A towel should work, she
thought, remembering her dachshund curling up on a bathmat. She located a hand
towel tucked in a corner of a bookshelf, gave it a shake, and placed it on the
desk beside her computer. She laid her charge on it, held her breath, and
watched.


He stretched out one leg,
then another. By leg number three, he yawned wide.


In what she intended as her
most dragon-soothing-and-sleep-inducing tone, she said, “Now, curl up into the
blanky for a nippy.” She couldn’t believe she was talking baby talk to a
dragon, but whatever it took to get some writing done.


His claws grabbed at the
terry loops, wadding the towel up around him. His legs slowly folded under his
belly and he dropped down. He tried his best to keep his head up and watch as
Lyra’s fingers moved along the keyboard, but within a minute, his eyelids
closed, one set at a time, until all three covered those big blue eyes.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Thirteen: The Alchemist’s
Secret


 


 


With a spin of his staff and
an abrupt exclamation of, “Peragro concilium,” Cullen invoked the
sapphire at its apex to send a beam into the periwinkle atmosphere of
Dragonspeir. Impatiently, he tapped his fingers on the metal shaft. He needed
to find as many Imperial Council members as possible; at least the alchemist,
but he hoped to speak to the Imperial Dragon or his warlord.


Blue vapor surrounded him. He
clenched a fist with his free hand while waiting to transform. Lyra needed him
back there as soon as possible. He used to be thankful no cell phones could
locate him in Dragonspeir, but now he wanted to maintain communication with
her. He resented having to leave her with such an uncomfortable and unfamiliar
situation. The responsible party would know his anger. Treating a Scribe in
that manner was reprehensible.


It weighed heavy on his mind
that she sometimes shied away from him because of his powers. He didn’t want to
lose the only woman more important to him than his position. He cursed his
magic and his duty for coming between them. Leaving her unaided could widen
that gap.


He blamed Eburscon, but
didn’t reveal that to Lyra. She faced enough turmoil. Self-absorbed and egotistical,
the man lacked professional courtesy. How he was chosen to be the Imperial
Alchemist, Cullen never understood. Although permitted to be a part of the
human world, as Cullen was, Eburscon preferred to withdraw into his laboratory,
sequestered in a hillside cave.


Finally, Cullen’s body
dematerialized into particulate matter and blended with the cobalt-colored
smoke. He usually enjoyed the weightless sensation of transporting. But this
time, he seethed as he formulated a few select words to deliver to the
alchemist. He disliked speaking with the man and considered him an arrogant
fool with a glib tongue.


When the haze receded, he saw
a collection of distillation flasks and connecting tubes tangled on a tall
wooden table. The light was dim, except over the work bench, and his eyes took
time to adjust. The cave’s dark stone walls absorbed light. Hundreds of glass
bottles and jars, filled with unusual objects and substances, gleamed on
backlit shelves along the interior walls. A cauldron bubbled lazily in one of
the three fireplaces. Cullen stepped forward and ducked a new fixture in the
lab, a dead alligator hung from the ceiling by chains. A foul stench hit him,
and he grimaced. “What’s rotting in here?”


“Fermenting maggots for my
next potion,” the alchemist called out, matter-of-factly.


At the library table, Cullen
located Eburscon and the warlord, Oasth. He fought to resist the urge to hurl a
powerbolt at the alchemist.


“Greetings, Sire Drake. You
appear rather flustered with your aura extended. In need of some alchemy to
bolster your inept sorcery?” Eburscon surveyed him and laughed, tipping back on
two legs of the rickety wooden chair.


The hem of the alchemist’s
purple robe spilled onto the floor. The man’s selection of purple made his
allegiance ambiguous. Although never required, most magical beings chose dress,
coat, horn, wing, or corolla in a shade of blue or silver to show their support
for the Imperial Dragon’s Alliance, rather than red and black favored by
followers of the Dark Realm. Purple hedged between, a blend of the two hues. As
the Imperial Alchemist, Cullen thought Eburscon should act as a role model for
his community. However, he maintained his choice as strictly a personal
decision, that he required his independence.


The purple contrasted with
his gray hair, worn in a single braid trailing to his waist. His cleanly-shaven
face was mostly unwrinkled, and his body trim. Cullen could not guess the man’s
age, despite knowing him for two centuries, when he began his wizardry
training. At that time, Eburscon was much older, already an Imperial Council
member. Today, and many times when they disagreed, Cullen eagerly anticipated
his haughty colleague would soon elect a successor and retire.


Oasth, a fire drake dragon,
studied them both and remained quiet. This didn’t surprise Cullen since decades
ago a crossfire of electrical bolts shot between himself and the alchemist
seriously injured Oasth. His talons dug into the tabletop. His nature as a fire
drake made him aggressive and outspoken—good traits for a warlord, but not a
moderator.


“I have no need of your
skills, but do expect the professional courtesy of being advised when you
channel into my domain.” The wizard stepped closer and glared at the alchemist.


“Beg pardon, Sire. I do not
know the matter of which you speak.” Eburscon raised his pointed chin and
looked down his nose through square-framed, gold spectacles.


The sorcerer’s fist opened to
reveal fingertips which glowed blue, fueled with magic and poised to strike.
“You know exactly what I mean. Do not attempt to pass this culpable deed onto
another.”


“I’ll leave you two alone to
work this out,” Oasth said, backing toward the door.


Cullen stepped toward the
warlord, urging, “I think you’ll want to hear since this news will affect your
tasks.” The wizard couldn’t blame Oasth for avoiding confrontations between him
and the alchemist. After all, the dragon still bore fissures in his burgundy
scales where even magic could not completely heal the injuries.


Good-natured, Oasth never
held a grudge and claimed those scars only added to his reputation as a
ruthless leader in battle. The ability to forgive, an aberration in his
personality, may have accounted for why the fire drake pledged his service to
the Imperial Dragon. Not black-hearted enough for Dark Realm ranks. Born an
evil fire drake, unable to change his coloring fully to blue, he did his best
to accommodate with brownish-red scales. His support and leadership were much
appreciated by the Head Guardian. All members of the Alliance respected the
drake and never questioned his position. Cullen wanted him to be informed of
the hatchling, a tremendous and rare golden dragon, who would grow to be a
definite force in Dragonspeir.


“All right, but disarm your
fingers if you want me to stay, and you too, Eburscon.” Oasth motioned toward
where the alchemist sat. “I expect both of you to be seated with hands on the
table where I can see them.” The two men hesitated, and he boomed out, “Now! Or
I’m gone.”


The wizard followed
directions and shook the charge from his hand before he rested it on the wooden
top, etched and burned from decades of chemical syntheses. His anger remained
and so did his blue aura, glowing around his limbs.


The alchemist let out a sigh
and then complied.


“Thank you, Sires. You may
proceed,” the drake pronounced.


Eburscon squirmed in his
chair like a punished child and then cleared his throat. “I still have no
inclination of what you want from me, Cullen. Speak your mind and be done.
You’re wasting my precious time with your game.”


The wizard growled, “If
anyone’s time is being wasted, it’s surely mine, leaving our Scribe
unprotected. I’m referring to the golden dragon hatchling which appeared on
Lyra’s computer screen. My guess is you were involved with his placement under
her care.” He leaned inches from the alchemist’s face. “For what reason? Why
complicate her dangerous quest? If she is harmed by your negligence, I will
come after you.”


“A golden male!” Oasth
exclaimed. “A leader. What do you know about this?” He eyed Eburscon.


The man’s lips curled into a
wry smile. “Nice to know you are so conscientious about your job of protecting
our Scribe, Sire Drake. You seem quite fond of her in a most personal way.”


The fire drake’s reticence
gave way. He blew a sharp puff of smoke at the alchemist and wound the talons
of his foreclaws into the long braid, arresting Eburscon’s range of movement.
His deep bass voice rang out, “Stop your mockery. Tell us what this hatchling
is about.”


Eburscon’s lower lip
quivered, his violet aura now visible around his body.


Cullen smiled to himself.
He’d learn the truth now. He smugly folded his hands and gazed at his
colleague, waiting for an answer.


The alchemist remained quiet,
and Oasth jerked his head backward until the captive yelped in pain. “The young
dragon is not gold, but bronze…if you bothered to give a careful inspection.”
The fire drake yanked yet harder on his braid and the man grimaced. “Still,
that type will become large, forty yards in length when fully developed. The
Imperial Dragon requested an aide. The hatchling is who I have chosen and will
train as such.”


The wizard leaned forward in
his chair. “Why is he with Lyra?”


“Adalyra is safe outside
Dragonspeir, now additionally protected by Elisabeth’s necklace. I detected its
magic made active. The Dark One cannot locate her or traject her magic and
thus, cannot discover the existence of the hatchling. Until trained for
defensive combat, he must be sequestered.”


“How dare you channel your
power through Lyra’s to materialize a dragon in the human world without
notifying me! Can’t you keep him safe here with you, rather than endangering
our Scribe?” Cullen demanded.


Eburscon did not reply.


Oasth snarled, “I can make
this braid shoot into flame in a hurry. Answer him!”


The man whimpered, “The Imperial
Dragon requested it be so.”


Oasth looked to Cullen.


The wizard shrugged, knowing
this response hedged. “I feel he has spoken truthfully, but perhaps not
completely.” Eburscon hid something.


“When we need more
information, you will answer directly.” The warlord slammed the torso of the
alchemist against the tabletop.


Eburscon groaned and his
spectacles flew off and coasted along the surface. Still prostrate on the wood,
he added, “One thing. I must see the hatchling with Adalyra here in my
laboratory promptly. Bring them to me at once.”


Cullen bristled, his fingers
flashing blue. “I don’t serve your command, and she cannot be admitted yet. She
hasn’t completed writing her initial adventure. I’m sure my senior colleague
knows the rules of Scribes. You were present in this council two hundred years
ago for the creation of the current Book of Dragonspeir.”


Eburscon gathered his
eyeglasses, stood, and straightened his rumpled tunic and robes. “Very well.”
He bowed to the sorcerer. “Please bring her as soon as permitted. Meanwhile, be
certain to caution her to not ever remove Elisabeth’s necklace, not even when
bathing. If, by chance, it breaks, reach me immediately, and I’ll direct
Cranewort to modify the scribal protocol.”


A gracious bow was out of
character for the self-serving alchemist. His body language alarmed the wizard,
revealing Eburscon’s obvious need for help, enough to bridge a gap of mutual
dislike. Eburscon often meddled and followed secretive plans, most of which
disappeared into nothing at all. Was this yet another? Cullen stood and curtly
returned the bow. “Aren’t we formal today? I assure you, she knows to keep it
on.”


“Thank you, Sire. The
hatchling was named prior to trajecting him through Adalyra’s power onto her
computer. He is Yasqu.”


“How long do you intend her
to keep charge of Yasqu? His growth will be a problem soon.”


“I will evaluate that upon
their return and decide.”


“We will discuss the matter
together at that time,” Cullen sharply corrected him and then turned to the
warlord. “Thank you for your assistance, Sire Oasth.”


“Not a problem. I question
the need for an aide. I may have to discuss this with our Head Guardian.” He
puffed a smoke ring into the air.


“Please do.” The alchemist
flashed a sly smile. “I feel certain he will corroborate my rationale of the
matter.”


“Good day to you both.”
Cullen shook his head as he twirled his staff. “Peragro pratum!”
Sapphire light danced on the stone walls until he transformed, surrounded by a
swirling mass of blue vapor.


Oasth’s voice carried inside
his cloud. “I’ll be seeing you and Lyra on the far side of the Sea of Cogadh.”


Glad for the warlord’s
reassurance, Cullen’s thoughts returned to Lyra. Only a fraction of time he spent
in Dragonspeir passed in the human world, but any time away from her in this
predicament was worrisome. But, he still needed to make one more stop, an
important one.


He spun to a fast landing in
the Meadow of Peace. When his smoke cleared, he found lessons being conducted
as usual.


Lesser wizards interrupted
their magic craft teaching to greet him.


Bero, leader of the deer,
stepped up, followed by several young bucks in training.


Tis and Taz chased between
his legs, chattering their hellos.


Bero took a square stance,
holding his antlers high. “Good day to you, Sire. When will you bring Lyra
back?”


“Yes, please tell us. I’m
eager to read her written work. She was a brilliant young girl, full of
curiosity,” one old sorcerer said.


“Good to see you all too.
Soon, in a few days. She’s busy scribing. I haven’t long to stay—must hurry
back to her.” The sun beamed warm upon the clearing, and Cullen pulled his
cloak back from his shoulders. He took a firmer grip on his staff to initiate a
call for his assistant. “Have you seen Kenzo? I need him right away.”


No sooner did he speak the
words than the silver tiger owl coasted silently to land at his side. His
sudden appearance from behind caused Cullen to jump. “Save that silent flight
for your enemies, not your master.”


“So sorry. I make a point to
practice as much as possible to perfect my talent.” Kenzo folded his great
wings. “How may I serve my master today?”


“I need you to locate Noba. I
have a task for him. I can send out a call, but you keep charge of my familiars
while I’m away and can locate him more quickly.”


“I can. But, bear in mind, he
may need coaxing since you selected the sprites over him for the first leg of
the scribe’s journey.”


“Yes, I’ll deal with that.
Thank you.”


With a single down stroke of
his wings, Kenzo lifted off and sailed to the edge of the wood.


Cullen shifted his weight,
too aware of his need to return to Lyra. In a couple of minutes, the owl
returned, followed by a small brown dragon, only slightly longer than himself.


“Noba! Good to see you. I
have a job no one other than you can help with. Will you please assist me?”


“Wished to serve before, but
Master took sprites instead of Noba.” He cast his eyes to the ground, avoiding
the wizard’s gaze.


Cullen smiled, certain he
could gain the familiar’s compliance. “The task is to be done in my bookstore.
Will you come with me to the real world?”


Noba’s head lifted, and his
long black ears pricked straight up.


Before he could answer, the
owl interrupted, “I’m your assistant, and I should be the one to help with such
an important mission.”


The pseudodragon puffed his
chest and declared, “Noba will be proud to serve in master’s bookstore.”


“My faithful owl, I have
dozens of missions which will require your bravery and speed. This is uniquely
fit for Noba.” He raised an open palm to his owl. “Trust.”


Kenzo bowed low.


The wizard held his forearm
horizontally. “Come, Noba.”


In a flash the tiny dragon,
no longer than three feet from nose to tail, perched on Cullen’s leather
wristlet. The sorcerer draped his cloak around him. “He waved to the others. I
hope to return with Lyra in a few days to continue our journey.” He twirled his
staff again, with a call of “Peragro tabernus!”


Noba jerked as they
dematerialized. Cullen hoped the cloak offered the dragon comfort. He seldom
transported lesser magicals into the other world. Their stay was magically
limited to seven days at time and usually a tremendous bother since they were
unaccustomed to the differences. However, this time, the need proved greater
than the inconvenience.


The pair landed at the edge
of the portal, still within the fantasy world. Cullen’s eyes would not focus
fast enough on the inside of the storeroom. His pulse raced, anticipating
problems Lyra might have with the hatchling. As the blue mist settled at his
feet, he almost didn’t believe his eyes.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Fourteen: The Wizard’s
Familiar


 


 


Coughs behind her alerted
Lyra to Cullen’s presence, although his voice seemed too high-pitched. She kept
watch on the hatchling and called out, “I’m glad you’re back. You have to see
this.” She spoke to the baby. “Go ahead. Again. Show him your new trick.”


The hatchling knelt on the
desk and rolled head over heels in a somersault.


Lyra held her hands along the
edges of the top to keep him from falling. “I taught him to do this,” she
beamed. “Isn’t he fun?”


“He is now. Wait until he’s a
thirty foot long adolescent. That’s when the fun really starts. Did he eat
anything?”


“Yes. He loved turkey, and
had plenty of bread and veggies too. I created a drinking bowl for him.”


Lyra glanced at Cullen as he
stepped inside the back room.


“He took a nap coiled up in a
towel while I wrote.” Lyra checked on the baby, and then her attention whipped back
to Cullen with the dragon perched upon his arm. “What is that?” she squeaked.


“This is Noba, a
pseudodragon.”


She recoiled, hands closing
around the baby. The new arrival, although small, possessed sharp black claws
and neck ridges of an adult. Even his wing tips held claws, and the tail, a
pointed barb. His teeth were visible, like a crocodile, with the mouth closed.


“Noba is my familiar, pleased
to serve me. He’s as peaceful and friendly as a kitten.”


“A wizard’s familiar? Like a
black cat?”


“Exactly. I brought him back
to help you care for the baby since I’ve been informed he must remain a while
to be safeguarded from the Black Dragon. I learned the hatchling’s name is
Yasqu.”


 “Yasqu. I like that.”


“Noba, go say hello to Lady
Lyra.” He gave the pseudodragon a gentle nudge.


Lyra sat motionless, even
though the baby squirmed to play with her.


Noba landed on the floor next
to her leg and bowed. “Hello. I be Noba. Proud to serve Master and his
friends.” He lifted his head and looked up at her with wide blue eyes. The
sincerity on his face melted her heart; she leaned forward and extended a hand.
Noba rubbed against her palm, but kept his spines and claws away.


She smiled. “Do you know how
to care for a baby dragon?”


“Of course, Lady Lyra. That
be easy for Noba.” He glanced at the wizard. “Is that all Noba needs to do to
please Master?”


Cullen nodded. “Yes, and do
as she asks you.”


The pseudodragon grinned.
“And for this Noba gets to see the people world?”


“You sure can.” She scooped
him up with one hand and placed him in her lap. “This is the baby, Yasqu.”


Noba grasped onto the edge of
the desk with his front feet, peering at eye level with the hatchling. The baby
seemed to like the extra attention and commenced a performance. He rolled
sideways, landed on his ear, and gave a snert with the tiniest wisp of smoke.


“Look! His first smoke.” Lyra
cried.


Cullen smiled. “Seems as
though you’ll all get along. I was worried, and you’ve done well.” He sunk down
onto a padded desk chair next to her and sighed.


“You look a bit tired. Did
you have problems? What did you find out?”


“Enduring the alchemist is
always stressful. He’s the one who trajected his magic through yours to
materialize the hatchling here. Seems he’s working under request of the
Imperial Dragon to raise Yasqu as the new Imperial Aide, part of our council.
He must be safeguarded with you to prevent detection by the Black Dragon until
Eburscon trains him in defense.”


“Am I in any danger keeping
him with me?”


“I don’t think so. But, he
did caution that you must never remove Elisabeth’s necklace for any reason,
even when you shower or swim. If it breaks, find me right away.”


“Why the extra caution?”


“Don’t know.” He leaned over
to her and took her hand. “You need to get home for your aunt. I think with
Noba’s help, you can keep Yasqu in your room there. If not, call me anytime.
Right now, let me accompany you in your car, and then I’ll walk back. I don’t
want you to drive with two dragons on the loose.”


“We made it without you this
afternoon all right, didn’t we?”


“Well, if you don’t want my
company…”


She chuckled. “No, please
join us.” She packed up her laptop, wrapped Yasqu in the towel, and held him to
her as she shouldered the briefcase.


Cullen found another from the
bathroom and did the same with Noba.


His burgundy tail hung out,
and with her free hand Lyra tucked it into the towel.


“Careful of his tail. The tip
is poisonous.” Cullen looked over to her and asked with a laugh, “How did we
become parents so soon?” He led the way out of the store.


Lyra grinned and shook her
head, but couldn’t connect to the idea of parenting. Instead, it transported
her thoughts to the days of her failed marriage. She wanted children and Jeff
never did—still a wound in her heart. But, the thought of being parents with Cullen
frightened her. Somehow it wasn’t the same. He seemed to love her, but might
those feelings be magic and not real? How could she be sure? Did he know or was
the difference unimportant to a wizard? Her heart seemed to be slipping toward
him, and her mind couldn’t keep pace. Reality mattered less each day, and
happiness mattered more.


He turned back and gave her a
concerned look, and she wondered if he was reading her thoughts.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Fifteen: Aunt Jean’s Gift


 


 


They sneaked the two dragons
into the cottage and up to her room.


Lyra looked around at the
room’s furnishings. “Wish we’d thought to get a cage.”


“They’d be out within
minutes, bending or breaking the wires. They’ll behave better given some
freedom.” He leaned down and patted Noba’s head.


“I’m sure Nancy and Aunt Jean
want to meet you. Let’s make it quick, so I can get back up here.” She held the
doorknob, waiting for him.


He placed a hand on her back.
“Relax. Have some faith in Noba. I selected him to be my familiar for a
reason.”


Relax, with dragons in her
room? Impossible. She rushed him downstairs, into the kitchen, where the nurse
counted pills into paper cups.


“Nancy, this is Cullen Drake,
the owner of Drake’s bookstore.”


“Nice to meet you. I’ve seen your
bookstore, and have been meaning to stop by since it looks like you have some
good books in your storefront that I’d be interested in reading or maybe I’ll
find something new inside that catches my eye, if I can get a free afternoon
sometime, which is hard since I seem to always have more to do.”


Lyra couldn’t wait and jumped
in at the slightest pause. “Is Jean awake, so she can meet him too?”


“Yes, I believe she is. She’s
been sleeping most of the day, so no wonder she’d be up now as long as…”


Lyra grabbed Cullen by the
arm and pulled him away from the nurse and into the master bedroom. She found
her aunt sitting up against several pillows and reading. Happy to see her up
with a bit of strength, she beamed, “I’m back. I’ve been wanting you to meet Cullen
Drake. He’s the owner of the local bookstore I told you about.”


Jean held out a hand toward
him. “I’m so glad to meet you, Mr. Drake.”


He swiftly stepped closer to
accept. “Nice to meet you too. Call me Cullen, please.”


“Lyra talks about you and
your store often. You’ll have to come to dinner some evening with us. My niece
is a fine cook.”


“I’d be pleased. Shall we
plan a day?”


“Let’s see. Nancy, are you
there?” she called out as best she could with her weak voice. When the nurse
appeared in the doorway, Jean asked, “What day is my chemo?”


“Tuesday. Oh, and by the way,
the clinic now wants nursing supervision round the clock for three nights
following since you had such a hard time with your last treatment, but I don’t
mind being here since it will give me a chance to enjoy the lovely sunset views
you have, and I can use the time to catch up on some reading, if you don’t mind
me staying that is.”


“Then Lyra, how about if we
have Cullen to dinner on Monday?” Jean suggested.


“Fine with me.” She looked to
Cullen. “Will that work for you?”


“Perfect. The store is closed
on Mondays. And about those nights—I was going to ask Lyra on a mini-vacation
those very days, but didn’t think she could get away to join me.”


What did he mean? Then it
crossed her mind, he may intend for them to stay those nights in Dragonspeir.
“You mean the sailing trip you mentioned?” A white lie, but necessary since
Nancy would never understand.


He nodded. “Yes.”


Aunt Jean smiled. “That
sounds like fun, dear. You need to get away. You’ve had such a hard time in the
last year. You should go and have a good time.”


Lyra took her aunt’s hand.
“Are you sure you won’t need me here?”


“No. It would make me happy
to know you’re having some fun. You’ve been through too much with your parents
dying and the divorce. Life is short. You need to enjoy it.”


Tears welled into Lyra’s
eyes. Her aunt understood exactly what bothered her most. She never wanted to
lose this remarkable lady. A thud from upstairs diverted her attention.
“Cullen, I wanted to find you that book before you leave. I’ll go get it now.”


She darted off while he and
her aunt continued the conversation. She scanned her room and found nothing out
of place. “What happened, Noba?”


“Yasqu’s tail hit a vase, and
Noba used his magic to catch it and put it back. Babies know not how to watch
their tails.”


 “Good work, Noba.” She
patted his flank, and he puffed his chest high. After grabbing up a book, she
headed back out.


Cullen accepted the volume
from her and said his goodbyes to the other two women. He made conversation
with Lyra about the book’s plot as they walked onto the front porch. “Any
problem upstairs?” he asked.


“Nope. Just as you said, Noba
had it under control. I should learn to trust you.” In his gray-blue eyes there
seemed much she didn’t know, but maybe all those unknowns would only bring her
happiness. Like Jean had reminded her, life was short. Lyra needed to talk
openly about these feelings with him. If only there was time.


“Yes. But, trust more than my
magic, Lyra. Call me if you need anything. I’ll give you some time to get your
writing done, although I’ll miss you.” He leaned down and pressed his lips to
hers, then squeezed her tightly against him.


She wrapped her arms around
his shoulders as their tongues met. She loved how he made her feel.


He released her and brushed
his lips against the palm of her hand. “Have a good evening.”


She sat on the porch swing
and watched him walk down the street. Today was Tuesday. Monday seemed too long
to wait to see him again.


 


***


Once Nancy left, Lyra made
her room more comfortable for dragon-keeping. She rooted around and pulled an
old blanket from the cedar chest at the end of the hall. This became her new
bedspread or play place for her guests. A couple old bath towels made fine
dragon beds.


Jean used to have a cat. Last
weekend when Lyra found the planters, a bag of kitty litter sat behind them. If
she could find the old litter box, would dragons use it? Definitely worth a
try. Out in the garage, she moved the old lawnmower to reach a set of shelves.
There she found the litter box and filled it with pellets. Underneath, by good
luck, was a box of old toys. She took both upstairs.


“Noba, you and Yasqu can use
this to go to the restroom.” She motioned to the box as she set it in the
corner.


“Restroom? What does Lady
Lyra mean?” He crouched low and stared up at her with wide eyes.


She wrung her hands. How to
convey her meaning to a dragon. No idea. Try every synonym and maybe one will
strike understanding. “Urinate, defecate, eliminate, waste…”


The pseudodragon turned his
head from side-to-side, eyes squinting, as he tried his best to concentrate.


“Dump, poop, pee…”


“Yes! Pee, poo.” He jumped up
on the bed and sailed into the air. “Noba knows!”


Lyra clapped her hands and
then caught herself. Was she really cheering for a house dragon to grasp her
idea of peeing in a litter box? Yep, she was, and mighty pleased to contain
whatever awful smell it might be. “Pee and poo in box.” She pointed for
clarification.


“Yes, and will teach baby.”


One big hurdle down, she saw
to dinner. First, she fixed food for the two dragons. Her goal—fill their
bellies and get them to sleep while she cooked a meal. Luckily, she had thought
to stock up on supplies when she arrived in town. She headed to her room with a
tray of sandwich meats, a couple hard-boiled eggs, a loaf of bread, lettuce,
carrot strips, and two dishes of water.


Cracking the door to spy
inside, she saw a happy scene. Noba and Yasqu rolled on her bed. She chuckled
as she stepped inside. The minute she did, the two quieted and watched her
every move.


Once she placed the tray on
the floor beside her desk, they jumped down and made a beeline for the food.
Noba no longer acted as teacher and took the lead in a first come, first served
battle.


Lyra sat on the floor and
hand fed the baby, to be certain he got his fair share.


After they fed, she showed
them to their towel beds. She waited until they settled with heads down.


On her way to the kitchen,
she poked her head into the master bedroom. Her aunt slept quietly. Tired from
the day’s adventures herself, she heated up some canned soup. She scooped a
bowl and placed it, along with a cup of gelatin, on a tray for her aunt.


“Time for dinner,” she called
as she entered Jean’s bedroom.


The elderly lady murmured and
turned her head.


Lyra urged once more and
slowly raised the head of the bed up. Groggy and weak, Jean trembled. Lyra sat
beside the bed, carefully spooning soup for her aunt. Thoroughly cleaning any spills
with a damp cloth, she ran a hand along her aunt’s warm cheek, wishing she
could bring her more comfort.


Back in the kitchen, Lyra ate
her own soup with a sandwich, alone at the breakfast table. A houseful of
people or beings to care for and she still felt lonely. She wished Cullen were
there. She wanted to share a love and a happy life with him…if only his magic
didn’t alienate her. Time would tell her whether it would work, but she was
impatient.


 


***


Before Lyra opened her eyes
the next morning, she felt the weight of two tiny bodies pressed against her
back. Forgetting her roommates, she jumped. When her memory clicked, she looked
over and grinned at the two smiling faces eager to play with her. They
somersaulted and catapulted across her legs while she rubbed sleep from her
eyes. She’d stayed up late writing since the house sat quiet.


After a quick shower, she
started a pot of coffee and served the dragons breakfast upstairs. When they
finished, she presented them with the box of toys and went downstairs with her
laptop. She stuck her head in Jean’s doorway, carrying a breakfast tray. Her
aunt’s rosier complexion showed improved strength, and she fed herself some
toast.


“Shall I work on my story
with you this morning?” She handed Aunt Jean a mug and supported the bottom.


“Oh, yes, Lyra. Please do.”


She spread the character and
setting cards over the foot of the bed. One by one she arranged them in
sequence and told the story aloud. “Aunt Jean, I want to tell you more about this
tale. The truth behind it.”


The elderly woman sat
upright, best she could, and a smile crossed her lips. “This sounds like it’ll
be good, knowing you. No need for me to read a novel today.”


She cleared her throat. “I’m
really the heroine. And Cullen, the owner of the bookstore you met, he’s the
wizard. I’m on a quest to write all this and other adventures of the fantasy
world into a book before the rising of the red moon in August. If I can, it
will prevent the Black Dragon from gaining more power and overtaking the good
Alliance.” Lyra continued to recount details as Jean listened intently.


 “My! That’s a tall
tale, Lyra, and a right good one.” She leaned back on the pillows, her eyes
shining bright. “Do you have any proof to convince an old lady?”


“This is from a book, my
favorite when I was a child. Somehow I lost it. Cullen located my copy and
returned it to me. When I opened it, I could enter the world again, like I used
to. Maybe I can get it from him to show you.”


“Why not have him bring it
along to dinner on Monday?”


“Do you think I’m crazy for
believing in magic?” Lyra held her breath.


“No, dear. Believe in
whatever brings you happiness. You’ve seen enough of the hardships of life.
Keep a clear head, but follow your heart.”


Lyra smiled and hugged her.


“You’re squeezing the tar out
of me, but at least I know you love me,” Jean laughed.


Lyra grinned ear-to-ear as
she gathered the index cards, seated herself at the computer, and began to
type.


After half an hour, her aunt
dozed with a book open on her stomach.


Nancy would arrive in an
hour, so it was time for Lyra to take her charges into the backyard for a bit
of fresh air.


Upstairs, she stuffed a
tennis ball into her shorts pocket. With Yasqu in her arm and Noba running
after her heels, she headed out the back door. After she checked for neighbors,
the little group moved next to a flower bed and sat in the grass.


The baby chewed on leaves
while Noba explored the flowers.


“Is it okay that he eats
leaves?” she asked.


“Very fine. Dragons can eat
almost anything. These yellow flowers taste good.” He leaned out with a
mouthful of a black-eyed Susan.


“Don’t eat my aunt’s
flowers.” Suddenly, a large black butterfly with purple eyespots on both its
forewings and hindwings emerged from the flowerbed and landed on Elisabeth’s
necklace.


“Why not? Taste good. Try
one.” He handed her a flower. “Butterfly likes the one on your neck.”


Lyra tried to shoo it off,
but it persisted and returned at least a dozen times before it gave up and
sailed off to the grape vines. “Yes, it sure does. Please, don’t tear the
flowers off. They are there to look pretty. Not to eat.” She wondered if the
magic in her necklace attracted that butterfly.


She remembered the ball and
rolled it to Yasqu. Was that butterfly in some way watching Yasqu? To safeguard
or do harm? He was to grow into an honored High Council position, certainly
powerful enough to attract attention…but not quite yet. He gurgled a few puffs
of smoke and landed belly first on top of the ball in an awkward tackle.


Noba laughed, “Much to learn
about attacking.”


The two wrestled for a while
and passed the ball between them. No doubt Noba could overpower the baby, but
he played gently with his charge. He patiently taught Yasqu how to grab a hold
with a firm grasp.


Nancy was due to arrive, so
Lyra herded them to her room. The play had tired them, and naptime gave her
some peace. As she settled down to write, her phone rang.


“The critters must be doing
well since you haven’t called,” Cullen said in a cheerful voice.


“They’re fine. Noba is a
tremendous help. You were right. You sound happy today.”


“Just that you made it
through the night without a problem is good.”


“So not hearing from me makes
you happy? Hmm.” She laughed.


“Not at all. In fact, I’m
hoping to come by Saturday night for a short while to see you and check on the
dragons. Will that work? I need to practice more tandem magic with Kenzo
tonight and Sunday evening.”


“Yes, by then I’ll need a
break from writing. I’m getting lots done since dragons like to sleep.”


“Great! I’ll come by around
nine. If you need anything before then, call.”


Lyra said goodbye and closed
the phone, warmed by the fact he thought to call and wanted to see her. She
formed daily writing goals, so she could be relaxed come Monday evening for the
dinner.


The rest of the day and
Saturday fell into routine and she used the dragons’ quiet play times and naps
to spend with Jean and work on the chores of writing, laundry, cleaning, and
cooking. Babies did well with a schedule, including baby dragons. Intent on
serving, Noba appeared proud to anticipate how to be useful. Lyra welcomed a
few days of ordinary life—if living with two dragons could be considered
ordinary. Would Cullen’s magic and world ever seem typical and comfortable? She
hoped so.


 


***


After dinner on Saturday, she
took a second shower for the day. The break in routine threw Noba into a spin
of confusion. That agitated Yasqu and by the time she dried off, they both
jumped on her bed like a trampoline, the pseudodragon showing the young one how
to fly a foot or so between leaps.


In the midst of chaos, she
managed to find a summer skirt and sleeveless top. Putting on make-up and
fixing her hair never seemed more difficult. She gave up on jewelry. Motherhood
was hard. The doorbell rang too soon for her to feel together, but at least
Cullen would take charge of the dragons and restore some order.


She greeted him at the door
with, “Come in. You’re needed upstairs to discipline.”


“I was expecting a kiss.” He
raised an eyebrow, but followed as she turned away. The dragons bounded through
the air and tackled the wizard as he entered. “Glad to see you too, Noba,” he
laughed. He looked at Lyra. “What happened? You were doing so well.”


“Getting ready for your visit
threw their routine off. I’m not ready to be a mother.” She stepped to the
dresser mirror to finish arranging herself and give him space to handle the
animated pair.


The dragons flew in circles
around Cullen until he stooped to their level. He listened patiently as they
told about their adventures in the garden. One by one, Yasqu proudly presented
his favorite toys, several sandbox trucks and a baby doll that cooed when he
pressed on her stomach. Noba rivaled for time. Between boasting how he helped
care for Yasqu, he also showed off his new possessions—a large button
children’s calculator and a battery-powered race car.


Once Lyra was collected, she
eased into the upholstered chair and enjoyed watching them for several minutes.


Cullen nodded to her. “You just
need more powers, which will come. Watch.” He sat on the bed and pulled each
one to a knee. “Quiesco abnocto.” In a moment, their primary eyelids
drooped, then the second set. One by one he scooped them up and placed them on
the towel beds as Lyra pointed them out. Their outer eyelids closed and they
snored softly. “There. Motherhood’s a snap with some magic. They’ll sleep until
daybreak.”


“I’m impressed.” Lyra smiled
at the slumbering pair.


Cullen pulled her to him.
“You impress me.” He leaned his face down, and his lips parted hers. Their
embrace tightened and he walked them a step to the edge of the bed. Holding
together, they dropped onto it.


“You feel wonderful,” she
breathed. “Is this magic too?”


“No, it’s you.” He caressed
the bare skin of her shoulder and then covered it with kisses.


She ran a playful finger
along the whiskers of his goatee. “Other than with the vanilla bluet, have you
ever used magic to…umm…”


“I should never have done
that. Now you question me. No. That was the only time.” He pushed her hair
aside and trailed his tongue over the outer rim of her ear. “This is better
than magic can create.”


“I can’t compare, but it’s
better than any other I know.” She smiled and turned her lips to meet his.


He thrust his tongue deep,
hungrily probing her mouth.


Passage of time was lost to
Lyra as she gave way to the tingles coursing over her skin, the heat rising in
her face. His muscles were firm under her touch.


His hand moved along her
skirt to knead her hips. 


His touch made her delirious,
but a voice in the back of her mind made her pull away, still unsure if a
wizard could really feel true love. “You said you wanted to wait for a special
place?”


“Umm, yes. I did.” He sat up.
“We’ll wait,” he said reluctantly. “What time shall I come for dinner on
Monday?” He seemed more relaxed with their intimacy. Why did she now have
concerns?


“Around four, and can you
bring my Book of Dragonspeir? Aunt Jean asked to see it when I told her
a bit about the story I was writing.”


“Sure.” He gave her a quick
kiss and stood.


She walked him down to the
front door, wishing she hadn’t been the one to stop things, but she needed to
know something. What was missing that she needed to understand? Impatient with
herself, she sighed, then kissed him goodnight on the porch.


 


***


Lyra scurried between kitchen
and her laptop, which was on the breakfast table. Between marinating the
walleye fillets and peeling potatoes, she formed bits of story in her mind and
darted over to type.


The doorbell rang and Nancy
interrupted her chatter and end-of-the-day record keeping to answer—a welcome
few minutes for Lyra.


Male voices sounded in the
foyer. Cullen? No, another voice. Two men talked to the nurse.


A moment later, the clinic
aide popped into the doorway to the kitchen. “Hey! Remember me? Revelin?”


She glanced his way and then
hurried off to get the fish from the refrigerator. “Yes. Hello.”


“Thought I’d stop and see how
you’re doing.”


“I’m kind of busy now.” She
blew a strand of hair from her face as she lifted a pot of potatoes off the
stove.


He walked across the kitchen.
“Well then, I won’t bother you. Nice view you have out this window.” The man
bent down at her laptop and studied the screen. “I see you’ve been writing.
Mind if I have a read?”


“She does mind and so do I,”
Cullen stated in a firm, deep voice from the kitchen entryway.


Revelin coughed and stood
upright, his face drained of color. “No problem. I’ll be going now. See you,
Lyra.” In a flash, the man took off out of the house.


“What was that all about?”
she asked.


The wizard twisted his dragon
ring and replied, “I knew things were going too smoothly. Let me explain…”


“Hello, Cullen. Good of you
to come have dinner with us gals. Lyra’s prepared one of my favorite meals.”
Jean rolled her walker around the corner.


“Aunt Jean, you’re up!” Lyra
exclaimed, smiling inside and out.


“Of course I am. We’ve got
company.” Her aunt looked chipper, wearing a flowered head scarf and a red
housedress.


“Cullen, did you bring the
book? She’s been enjoying the story so much while I’ve been writing.”


He pulled the volume from his
pack and held it for the elderly lady.


She placed a thin, shaky hand
over its surface, and a smile lit her whole face. She leaned forward and
studied the book. “Lyra, I remember this book because I’m the one who gave it
to you on your tenth birthday. There should be a note I wrote inside the back
cover.”


Cullen started and his eyes
flew wide open.


Lyra grabbed hold of the
counter to support her weight as Cullen opened the back of the book.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Sixteen: To Our Little
Butterfly


 


 


From inside the back cover,
Cullen read aloud:


To the sweetest young lady we
know:


This book is especially for
you. We hope our Little Butterfly feels better soon.


Hugs & kisses,


Big Bear & Sam.


He moved a finger to the upper
corner of the page. “Here at the very top is a line drawing of a butterfly with
“Lyra” written on a wing, and below that it says, ‘To my daughter, Rowena: Keep
this safe and pass it to your children and theirs.’”


Lyra leaned over to see the
page. She remembered that the name Rowena had always made her curious, and it
did now more than ever. “How strange. This looks so much like a butterfly I saw
just yesterday in the garden.” A moment passed in awkward silence. She held her
breath.


Cullen closed the book and
stepped back to lean against the refrigerator, eyebrows raised.


“I didn’t mean to startle the
life out of you two.” Aunt Jean looked from the wizard to her niece.“Dear, I
thought I recognized the characters as you told me the story you were writing,
but my old mind isn’t what it used to be. I didn’t want to be wrong and have
you treat me like I was senile.”


“I don’t ever think that, you
know. I remember the inscription. You always called me your Little Butterfly
and you were Big Bear.”


“Little Bear still sits up in
your room upstairs, like he always did. I kept him for you.” Jean smiled, her
eyes bright.


“I know, thank you,” Lyra
said absently, deep in thought.


Cullen stood more upright. “I
assume Sam was your husband?”


“Yes, my dear Sam. It’s been
hard without him.”


Lyra looked down at her
hands. A wad of dishtowel crammed into her fist; she immediately let go of it,
not wanting to appear so upset. She couldn’t be the only one. Cullen still
looked like he’d seen a ghost. Again silence. They all seemed afraid to discuss
what she really wanted to know—how was Aunt Jean connected to Dragonspeir? And
more importantly—why did she give her this book? “Aunt Jean, did you know this
book was magical when you gave it to me? Who is Rowena?” She held her breath and
didn’t dare move away from support of the counter.


“Let me sit down to answer
all that.” The elderly lady wheeled the walker toward the kitchen table. Cullen
held a chair for her. “Thank you. Well, the simple question first. Rowena was
my and your father’s great, great grandmother. I received this volume in a
dusty old box of family mementos when my mother passed away.”


“Gran died just a few months
before I got that bad case of the flu and had to go to the hospital,” Lyra
said.


“You were frightened you were
going to die like Gran. I felt so sorry for you…having to spend your birthday
there. Anyway, when I searched through the box, at the bottom was this very
book, along with newspaper clippings and what-not about children. I pieced bits
together and determined how many generations back Rowena lived. Not too hard.
Very strange though, that the butterfly drawing already existed on this page.”


Lyra’s eyes were riveted on
her aunt. “It did? What an odd coincidence since your nickname for me was
Little Butterfly.”


“Yes, it’s certainly out of
the ordinary, but the bigger curiosity was your name had already been written
on its wing—I didn’t do that.”


“Do you think Gran wrote my
name in the book?” Lyra asked as she dared to leave the counter and walk across
the kitchen to join them.


Cullen examined the page
again. “Your name in the butterfly is written with the same handwriting as the
inscription signed by Rowena’s mother. I hadn’t bothered to notice before.”


Lyra studied the page.
“You’re right. What does this mean? Who is Rowena’s mother and how did she know
me?”


“Did you read the book before
you gave it to her?” Cullen asked Jean.


“I did, to see if I could
figure out any connection to my niece. It seemed like a wonderful fantasy,
which I knew she’d love, but nothing else. No magic appeared to me. I searched
through the records in the box for mention of another Lyra, but found none.
After Sam passed, I kept myself busy working with the local library on
genealogy, and ours seems to be the only Lyra in the family.”


Lyra looked to Cullen. “So
this was intended for me since the years Rowena lived or earlier.”


Jean spoke up. “I did learn
with my family study that Brigid was Rowena’s mother, and she’s indicated as
the book’s author.”


“Yes, Brigid was the Scribe of
the current Book of Dragonspeir. That is known.” He ran a hand through
his hair. “By position on the page, the butterfly was drawn first before
mention of Rowena. She was only to safeguard it.”


Lyra stared into his eyes and
whispered, “So, when Brigid wrote this, she knew I’d be the next Scribe? I was
marked to be a Scribe before I was born? The magic is inherited?”


He twisted his dragon ring
about his finger, obviously as surprised as she. “Seems that way.”


“You didn’t know?” Lyra
asked.


“No, I didn’t. I met Brigid
during my first year in Dragonspeir when I was an apprentice to the Imperial
Sorcerer. She included me as a character in her book, which allowed you and I
to meet when you read it. Eburscon was the Imperial Alchemist then, and knew
Brigid and maybe her daughter. I wonder if he knew of the connection to you.”


“You can ask him,” Jean
suggested.


“I can, but I’m not sure I
want him aware of what I know. He fought violently to keep mention of me out of
Brigid’s edition.”


Once again, they looked at each
other in silence. Cullen wrapped an arm around Lyra’s waist and drew her to
him. “Don’t worry. Whatever lies ahead, you’ll always have me.”


His warmth comforted her, but
from her point of view, she wouldn’t always have him. He lived half of his life
as a wizard in a fantasy world where she was only a guest. She was mortal, and
he would long outlive her, like Brigid died and left Dragonspeir behind. She
shivered.


Jean reached out and took
hold of her hand. “I’ve told you before, keep a clear head, but follow your
heart.” Did her aunt read minds as well as Cullen?


He kissed her temple. “Can I
help you fix dinner?”


Lyra nodded, glad for the
support.


 


***


With help from Cullen and
encouragement from her aunt, the meal came off well. They relaxed with small talk,
and Lyra explained the truth about her upcoming trip away with Cullen, going to
Dragonspeir instead of sailing.


Afterward, Lyra saw Jean to
bed. Back in front of a kitchen counter full of dirty dishes, she asked Cullen,
“I’m so tired, can’t you wave a hand and make these pots and pans wash
themselves?”


“I can, indeed, but I thought
you wished me to seem less magical, so we’d be more alike.”


“Umm, I do. But…” Befuddled,
she couldn’t sort through her feelings. “I don’t even know who I am now.”


He massaged muscles on either
side of her spine. “Knots and stiffness. Let me take care of this work, then
we’ll rest on the front porch swing as the sun sets.” He moved his hand with
the dragon ring overtop of the mess, and instantly everything appeared clean,
dry, and stacked. “I didn’t know where they were stored, so I left them on the
counter.”


She gave a weak smile and led
him outside. “Before dinner you recognized that clinic worker, Revelin. How do
you know him?”


“He’s been in my store a
couple times, acting odd. One time I chased him out of my workroom. I’d stay
clear of him.”


“He does seem strange—sure is
interested in my writing.” She motioned him toward the swing. “Have a seat.”


He positioned her sideways
and rubbed her tight neck and shoulders.


“You could do this with magic
too, I’m sure.”


“Do you really want that?”


She leaned her head to one
side, giving access to the tense muscles along that side of her neck. “No, I
don’t. I like your touch.” When his fingers loosened the stiffness, she melted
back against him. “That feels wonderful.”


“You and I have a special
magic that belongs only to us.” He leaned forward and grazed her ear with his
lips. “Once you receive gifts from all four Guardians, your powers will be
stronger, your aura much larger. Not like mine, but still considerable. Then,
hopefully, you’ll feel less distance between us.”


“I’d like that. I want to
feel closer to you.” She began to turn around and a butterfly, the same type as
the other day in the flower bed, alighted for a second on the porch railing and
then flew away. She jerked. “With all that’s happened, I keep forgetting to
tell you about that butterfly. The same kind kept landing on my necklace the
other day. The dragons and I were in the garden. It was so persistent, like it
was magical, trying to learn something.”


Cullen slid from behind her
to get a better view. “Damn! I sensed Dragonspeir magic. It could be a real
insect trajected to work as a simple monitor or spy. But…the glimpse of power I
got was greater than needed for that. Most likely it’s the animal form of a
transfigured high level magical. I’m willing to bet, since Jean’s nickname for
you is Little Butterfly, those insects have often chased you around.”


“Oh, yes. They seem to find
me. They’ve always…” She faced him. “You mean I’ve been watched for decades?
Was that one good or evil?”


He nodded. “I wish I knew.”
He settled back behind her and pulled her close. “If you see it again, tell me.
I need to sort that out.”


She nestled against his
chest, not wanting him to leave. He enfolded her in his arms, and she felt
safe.


He kissed the top of her
head. “I should be going soon so you can get some sleep. Be certain to print
your story. I’ll return in the morning at eight. We need an early start.”


“Do I need to bring anything
else?” she asked and turned to face him.


“These lips.” He pressed his
mouth to hers.


She smiled and moved into him
for a deeper kiss.


His tongue danced along the
edges of hers and eased away her tension. She looked forward to their time
together. It would be so nice to have his body next to her all night, making
her feel secure and safe. Reluctantly, she allowed him to break away and say
goodnight.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Seventeen: Return to
Dragonspeir


 


 


In the cool morning air,
Cullen and Lyra bundled the two dragons into her Subaru wagon. Lyra paused to
look back at the cottage. “I feel like I should be here for Aunt Jean after her
treatment, but she insisted I go with you.”


“She’ll be okay with Nancy.
At least last night you told her where we’re really going. She agreed it’s
important that you return to Dragonspeir.” He held out his hand. “If you’ll
give me the keys, I’ll drive.”


She sighed and handed him her
keys. During the ride, she held both dragons in her lap. The motion lulled baby
Yasqu to sleep, while Noba peered out the passenger-side window, no matter how
Lyra tried to push his head down out of sight.


“This is faster than Noba can
fly. Noba likes people-world.” He turned toward Cullen. “Master, can Noba come
again and help with Yasqu?”


“It’s up to Lady Lyra.” The
wizard grinned.


Noba spun around with his
pointed nose in her face. “Please, may Noba help more?”


Lyra laughed. “Yes, you sure
may. You’ve been a big help. But you need to learn to keep your face away from
the car window.”


He hopped around to face the
window again, this time with his eyes just high enough to see out.


Cullen drove past the
bookstore to an open parking spot two doors down along Sycamore Street. The
sign in the window read closed.


“Can you close the shop for
three days?” she asked.


“Sure, why not?”


“Don’t you need the income?”


“I don’t have many expenses.
I pay no rent or utilities because the store and my apartment upstairs are only
illusions on the corner of Elm and Main. I can conjure most things I need, but
sometimes I actually shop for groceries, clothing, or garden items, in order to
appear normal and avoid suspicion.”


She unlatched her seatbelt.
“So, why do I see it shift locations?”


He looked up and down the
street, checking for people. “The store continually transforms and is only
truly visible, not as an illusion, to someone who possesses significant
Dragonspeir magic.”


She looked over at him, but
could not catch his attention. She reworded the question. “Why were you
surprised the first time you called and I asked about the changing addresses?”


“Scribes are selected for
their enhanced ability to receive Dragonspeir magic.” He reached over, got hold
of his familiar, and wrapped him in a bath towel. “We need to be quick getting
these dragons inside.” He got out of the car and carried Noba close to his
side.


Lyra hurriedly draped a towel
around the baby, cradled him in her arm, and opened the door. She wondered if
he was trying to avoid giving her a detailed answer. Slinging a small canvas
bag over her other arm, she quick-stepped to catch up to Cullen. “What does
that say about me?”


He gave her a sideways
glance. “You may not be able to hide your emotional thoughts from me, but I
can’t seem to withhold my concerns from you either. Truth is, I’m not certain.
You shouldn’t have exhibited such ability until a Guardian bestowed it upon
you. That, along with the fact that high magicals can channel into your magic,
indicates it’s clear you have unusual power for your present stage in the
scribe’s journey.”


“I hope that’s good, but I’m
not so sure. More power means I’ll be in more danger.”


He nodded as he unlocked the
shop’s door and held it open for her. “I agree. And makes my job of protecting
you harder.”


A shiver ran down her spine.
Butterflies, her childhood playmates, actually watched or spied upon her. Who
knew if they were good or evil? Her grandmother Brigid, four times removed,
chose her to follow this same path. No matter how Lyra trembled, she must put
aside her fears. She embraced the tremendous responsibility.


Cullen stopped briefly at
Sheridan’s cage. “Parcel out this food, my little friend. It will be late on
the third day before we return.” For once the boisterous bug sat quiet. Lyra
longed for the normalcy of his usual banter.


In the workroom, she
unbundled Yasqu, who yawned in her face. At least he was relaxed. Noba
anxiously thrashed his tail against the cloth and wiggled out of the towel.


Cullen located his traveling
pack, unlocked his desk drawer, and withdrew the Book of Dragonspeir. He
handed it to her. “You will still require this to open the portal.”


She accepted the volume and
opened to the first chapter. The illustration morphed as before, from moving
line drawing to shaded sketch, painting, and finally into a photograph. The
scene only lacked the Phoenix Guardian. Her hands clutched the book’s spine,
she held her head high, and walked straight through the portal, this time with
no hesitation. She would honor Brigid.


She looked over her shoulder.
Noba sailed toward her, and the baby hopped alongside Cullen. She smiled and
watched his clothing transform him from that of a shorts-clad islander to a
noble wizard, grasping a jeweled staff and the hem of his cloak swirling at his
boots. He took her breath away. She handed him the book to store in his bag.
Together they traveled toward the Crossroads.


She admired the lovely
flowering trees and shrubs as she walked, but didn’t stop this time. However,
the heady jasmine wafted to her nose. She chuckled to herself, thinking of how
she bothered the perfumer for his last drop of the scent to help her remember
this amazing world.


After a short distance, they
stopped before the Imperial Gatekeeper. “Helllooo there, Adalyra,” the mighty
tree boomed with a deep voice, which rang throughout the forest.


She followed the wizard’s
lead and bowed. Noba did the same. Yasqu gave a snert, as if to question what
this was all about, then dropped to his knees and careened on over into a
somersault. Everyone laughed at the little one, including the gnarly old
sentry. “Who have we here? I don’t recall ever meeting you before.” He sent a
long branch out to examine the baby and then snapped it back in place with a
loud creak. “Goodness. Pardon me, young one. I wasn’t expecting to behold a
regal golden dragon.”


“Venerable Cranewort, under
advisement of the Imperial Alchemist, his color is bronze,” the sorcerer
stated.


The aged tree scoffed. “Not
to my view.”


At that very moment, a cloud
of purple vapor whirled into a funnel and then descended to reveal Eburscon
himself. The alchemist stepped toward them and bent briefly in a shallow bow,
his long gray braid falling forward. “Greetings. Yasqu. Sentry Cranewort. Sire
Drake. And may I extend special welcome to you, Adalyra.” He presented her his
hand, ringed on every finger with massive gemstones, all in shades of violet,
iolite, and amethyst. A long pendant of the same stones hung against his purple
robe. His dark, beady eyes peered at her from under square-rimmed spectacles.


She placed her fingers within
his palm. His touch made her jump. Where had she felt this before? She would
have remembered.


His other hand rose to trace
a finger along the butterfly medallion of her necklace. “This has been serving
you well. It does look lovely against the light blue of your eyes and gown.”


Again, his touch, familiar
and frightening. She jerked her hand back, and he laughed at her reaction. A
mocking, haughty laugh. She recoiled from him and Yasqu followed, hiding behind
her long skirt.


“Well, well. You two have
bonded. Glad you enjoyed your time together. But, I’m afraid that you must
separate while you continue the scribe’s journey. He is too defenseless to go
into the danger you will face. I will watch over him and, additionally, he
needs to begin his training.” The alchemist crouched down.


Lyra didn’t want to leave the
baby with this man. She looked to Cullen, who surely read her mind. He turned
his staff a quarter rotation, the movement almost imperceptible. The next
second, his voice resonated within her mind. “Yasqu will be safe and training
is essential. Let him go.” This new form of communication startled her, and she
struggled to regain composure.


Eburscon cast Cullen an angry
glance and then refocused on the dragon. “Come Yasqu. We have work to do while
Adalyra is occupied. Come to me now.” Yasqu did not budge. The alchemist
reached a hand closer, and the baby hid deeper into folds of her skirt.


Lyra wanted to follow
Cullen’s advice, but her intuition told her otherwise. Her body tensed,
although she remained quiet.


“Come Yasqu. You cannot go
with her.” Eburscon lunged forward and grabbed hold of the hind leg of the
little dragon.


“Yee-Ow! Yeeee –Ow!” the baby
cried out, writhing to get free. “Ow!”


“Stop! Let him go! What are
you doing to him?” Lyra demanded, glaring the alchemist in the eye. “How do I
know he’ll be safe with you?”


Encouraged by her aggressive
tone, Yasqu puffed tiny jets of smoke in the face of his captor.


Eburscon coughed. “That’s
quite enough of that nasty behavior.” He attempted to place a hand around the
nose of the dragon.


The baby resisted and sent a
shower of sparks out with the next puff.


“Right onto my robe too. Fine
burn marks, you little beast!” He snatched a hand firmly around Yasqu’s nose,
his long fingernails pinching the hatchling’s sensitive skin.


The baby squealed under the
constraint and squirmed wildly.


“Cullen, do something!” Lyra
exclaimed. From his position next to his master, Noba jumped up and down,
casting his tail forward as though he’d like to barb the alchemist with its
poison tip.


“Hold up! Can you not use
magic to handle him more gently?” The wizard stepped closer.


“No. I am blocked from
training him with magic.”


“Since I have already, I
assume then that I’m permitted,” Cullen quipped.


“Who would allow you?” the
alchemist said with a caustic tone, his eyes narrowed.


Cullen moved a hand over the
wriggling body. “Sereno!”


Yasqu stilled. Lyra removed
Eburscon’s hand from his nose. She stroked his jaw and flank where the scales
were beginning to harden. “Little one, be good while I’m gone. After three days
I will be back to get you.” She looked up to the man holding him. “You can be
sure of that promise.”


The alchemist stared at her,
but said nothing. She could not read his expression. With a grand flourish of
his robes, he spun into a whirling purple cloud. He and Yasqu disappeared with
the settling vapor.


Lyra huffed, “I don’t like
him.”


“Not many do aside from the
Imperial Dragon,” Cranewort responded.


“Yasqu will be okay.” Cullen
wrapped an arm around her shoulder. “Let’s move on. Present our grand old
sentry with your writing, so he may allow us to proceed.”


From her bag she withdrew the
manuscript, which was received by twig hands. After a quick flip through the
folder, he proclaimed, “This looks to be thoroughly done. The Unicorn will
judge for quality. You all may travel onward. At the Crossroads, select the
third path from the left to travel quickly to the Sea of Cogadh where the rest
of your band is waiting.”


“Thank you, Cranewort.” She
gathered her work.


His branches realigned,
creaking and popping. “I wish you wisdom, power, and luck in your quest, Lyra.
Sire Drake, keep her safe.”


Cullen held out his chest. “I
will.”


They bowed and headed down
the path. A cold breeze made Lyra shiver.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Eighteen: The Heliodor


 


 


“Pause for a moment.” Cullen
twirled his staff. “Amiculum!”


A cloak of warm velvet surrounded
her, rich navy embroidered along the placket with gold stars. “Oh! Thank you.
It’s lovely and toasty.”


“I selected the lining to
match your eyes.” He looked from fabric to her face and back. “I did well
enough.”


She kissed him on the cheek.
“This gift lifts my spirits, although I’m worried about Yasqu.”


Cullen resumed their walk,
and Noba took flight beside his shoulder. “While distracted by your quest,
Yasqu’s presence will likely go unnoticed by the Black Dragon. Also, Eburscon
will begin training the hatchling to be less vulnerable to attack. Keep in
mind, that baby’s destined to be an aide in the Imperial Council. He’ll be
treated well. Eburscon will not challenge the wishes of the Head Guardian.”


She smiled and nodded. “Why
is the air so cold today? It was pleasant during my last visit.” The crisp
breeze lifted her hair back from her shoulders, and she pulled the edges of her
new cloak together.


“Dark magic is chilling the
land as it spreads. When I was here last, it was much warmer.”


They turned a corner around a
thicket of trees draped with leaves that looked like silver Christmas icicles.
Beyond the dense foliage lay the shore of the Sea of Cogadh. Its water
shimmered with a pearlized effect, like oil and water—good and evil never mix.


Voices sounded from behind a
rocky outcropping. Kenzo flew up into the air, spied them, and cried out,
“Whoa! There they are.”


“Time for duty!” Bero trotted
out in view, chest held high, his silver rack grown even larger. Tama and his
two squirrel charges scampered up, so excited they ran over Lyra’s feet and
tickled her ankles with their fur.


She bent down and rubbed
their ears and bellies. “I’m glad to see you too.”


“Does our Scribe like her new
cloak?” the owl asked.


She turned one placket over
to display the sky blue satin brocade. “Yes, very much.”


He clapped his wingtips
together. “Wonderful. I helped Master design it for you.”


“You both did a terrific job.
It’s lovely. Thank you.”


He flew close to the wizard.
“Master, to prevent a staffing problem, since I knew you’d have Noba with you,
I elected to leave the sprites at home in the Meadow. I hope that was a wise
choice.”


“Yes, very good, Kenzo. Thank
you. We have enough to worry about and don’t need my sprites taking advantage
of his good-heartedness with their practical jokes.” The wizard continued with
a louder volume to be sure his familiar heard. “Noba has earned the right to
come along. He was a big help to Lyra.”


“Yes, he really was,” she
added.


“Soon, you’ll have enough
power to command a familiar of your own,” Cullen said.


“I know just what kind she’d
like.” Kenzo hovered in the air and whispered to the wizard.


Lyra laughed. “You two are
keeping secrets. Tell me.”


Before either could respond,
the rhythm of hoof beats approached, thundering from the edge of the forest
onto the shore. All bowed in silence.


“Greetings. You are the
valiant, ready to embark on the long final leg of the scribe’s journey. I bow
to you.” He lowered his massive hind quarters and knelt with his horn grazing
the black sand. He rose and continued, “Has the Imperial Scribe completed her
task?”


“Yes, I have.” Lyra located
the folder with the manuscript in her bag. She stepped up to the Unicorn and
held it before him for inspection.


He nodded for her to turn
pages. Several minutes passed as he read carefully. Her arms grew tired, but at
long last he stepped back. “You have completed the test with thoroughness and
precision. No Scribe heretofore has done as well. I may now permit you to
proceed.”


She returned the manuscript
to storage and gave a slight bow. She was proud; the effort revealed her best
work.


A trio of blood-red fire
drakes invaded the sky above them. Mouths open wide, they spewed fire downward
at some distance, more as a threat than a real danger. Their bared teeth reminded
Lyra of the horrible vision outside her bay window. She shuddered. The presence
of the Unicorn kept her safe now.


“Let me prepare you for what
lies ahead. First, you must traverse the Sea of Cogadh.” He turned to face the
water and walked into the surf. When all four hoofs contacted the pale blue
water, he boomed, “Exorior ductor!” His voice carried far over the
deeper purple water, where evil tinged it red, and then returned as a harmonic
echo from a female’s soprano voice. They each repeated the incantation until
the woman swam to shore. Lyra stood spellbound.


A sea woman sat on the shore
at the Guardian’s feet. He turned to Lyra and motioned her to come near. “Your
guides are brave and uniquely talented in specific realms of magic, but all
call the Meadow of Peace their home. The Lady Vilea lives in the Sea of Cogadh,
knows every enemy and ally, every hazard and safe hold. I offer her services as
a guide to help you reach the far shore under protection of the Tortoise,
Guardian of Water.”


Lyra lifted the full skirt of
her gown, stooped in the sand, and extended her free hand to the woman. The
beautiful woman dropped her head and shied away from the gesture. Instead, she
bowed so low it seemed her headdress would fall, a large blue and pink nautilus
shell, coiling above her ears. Bright red curls of hair spilled from
underneath, trailing down her bare back.


“Handshakes are an uncommon
practice here. Bowing is understood to show respect,” Cullen said.


Lyra drew her hand back, but
instantly the other woman took hold of it. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be
rude. It’s my deepest pleasure to be of service to the new Scribe of
Dragonspeir. My name is Vilea.”


“Vilea. Such a pretty name,
like you. Thank you for agreeing to help me.” Overwhelmed by the sea lady’s
beauty, Lyra could not resist staring. The woman was naked to the waist, her
breasts ample, but firm. A long skirt of tiered ruffles grew directly from the
milky skin at her waist. The sheer, crisp blue fabric reminded her of organza
used in evening gowns. Lyra bowed and withdrew her hand.


A squadron of four dragons
circled overhead. Scales in various shades of blue indicated they were allies.
A silvery-blue one with transparent wings, like the one here before, descended
low to survey the group onshore.


Cullen bowed to Vilea. “I met
you once before, when Sire Kenzo and I were stranded on an island in the Sea.
You got us to the shore safely. I’m glad to have your services again.”


Kenzo followed his lead,
opened his wings, and leaned down beside his master. The others followed suit.


The Unicorn turned to Lyra.
“Before you embark, I have gifts for you. At the last visit, I imparted you
with power, which you used well to help you write the first adventure. Now, I
will bestow you with an even greater aura, which you will need to combat evil
forces and help you survive their strikes against you. Please remain quiet.” He
lowered his horn onto one of her shoulders and then lifted it above her head to
touch the other. The arc his horn drew surrounded her in a white vapor. Cool
and sparkling, it raised goosebumps on her skin.


Cullen smiled at her and for
an instant, his eyes reflected an image of her with a larger golden aura,
glowing and pulsating around her. The guides gasped. She looked down at her
limbs, but could not see the light. Glancing back up, his eyes returned to
their usual gray-blue shade.


“I also have a tool to
entrust to you, Adalyra,” the Guardian continued. “My role is to facilitate
change for the better. Your success will accomplish that.” He leaned forward,
nuzzled her palm open, and from his tongue, laid a smooth round object.


She held it up—a clear,
golden stone, the size of a marble, and the same color of her aura in Cullen’s
eyes.


“Heliodor. A scrying stone.
This has great magic, allowing you to see into the future. This will help you
avoid some dangers, but not all. The Black Dragon can foil this magic, but
usually his aides cannot. Many types of scrying stones exist, but this one is
especially suited to you as it matches the color of your aura. I have channeled
some of my own power into it. I trust Sire Drake to teach you its uses since he
is well acquainted with the art.” He nodded to the sorcerer.


“Thank you. It’s both lovely
and useful,” Lyra said.


“I will teach her its use, my
lord.” Cullen stepped to her side and ran his hand upward along the scrolled
metalwork of his staff, until a small leather purse materialized from its apex.
“Keep it safe within, but always carry a scrying gem on your person to maintain
its connection to you alone.”


She accepted the purse of
soft kid leather, placed the heliodor within, and secured the drawstring. She
stored the parcel in her skirt pocket and buttoned the hidden flap.


The Unicorn stepped into the
surf. With a wave of his horn, silver light shot out over the incoming wave and
transformed into two long canoes. “It is time you and your guides must depart.
Sire Drake, keep our Scribe safe. Remember Vilea is only a guide; her powers
are limited.”


Cullen nodded and bowed,
before steadying one boat for Lyra to board. Kenzo and Noba flew to seats
beside her. Vilea commanded the other craft. Bero fearfully stepped in, one
hoof at a time, causing it to pitch. After some soothing words from the sea
lady, he gained his balance. The squirrels and Tama leapt on board with them.


“Farewell, Adalyra and all
brave souls. Stand powerful for the Imperial Dragon and his Alliance.” The
Unicorn lowered the tip of his horn into the water. The surface instantly
calmed. No waves fought against them as Cullen and Vilea rowed from shore. Lyra
watched as his image disappeared from view. No Guardian possessed dominion over
this water. Left unprotected, she nervously fingered the smooth stone through
its leather covering.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Nineteen: The Sea of Cogadh


 


 


Lyra wanted to ask Cullen
about her aura and scrying stone, but Vilea’s presence made her cautious. She
waited to catch his attention. If he would only read her thoughts and respond
with some useful information.


He chuckled at her while he
established a rowing rhythm in pace with Vilea. “Feeling anxious is a good way
to gain my attention. Remember how you did that because we may need that method
in the future. However, we can talk freely. It’s safe.”


The tension in her shoulders
relaxed a bit. “Sometimes it’s good you can read my mind. What happened when I
saw the reflection of my aura in your eyes?”


“The Unicorn gave you a large
gift of his power. When added to what you received before and already possessed
naturally, your aura expanded to the level of a magus. You’ll need to learn how
to focus and call forth your new abilities, but I’m relieved you’ve reached
that level prior to the scribe’s journey. It will protect you from some
injuries during magical attacks. When we rest this evening, I’ll teach you some
basic ways to use your powers.”


“The guides gasped when this
change happened. Is it normal?” She withdrew the scrying stone from her pocket.


“No. It isn’t.”He swallowed
hard. “The Tortoise is the oldest being of Dragonspeir, and his job is to
remember its history. He told me only Elisabeth gained the level of a magus
during her quest. I don’t know if the others reached that level upon completion
or not. Like I said earlier, you possessed Dragonspeir magic before you entered
a week ago, and that’s not typical.”


“Does that mean I’m mortal or
something different?”


“In a sense you’re still
mortal, but also a magical being. A magus is a type of lesser magical, a
beginning level sorcerer. You can now endure more physical insult than before.”


“Will I live longer, as you
have?”


“No. That requires the level
of power I’ve achieved, after much study and application of craft to natural
talents. You possess inherited ability and, with training, can become an
immortal high sorcerer. Nothing would make me happier…”


Did she want to live for
hundreds of years with him in this world? She wasn’t ready for that question,
that commitment. Uncertain how to respond, she changed the topic. “How do I use
this heliodor, my scrying stone?” She looked down at the golden gem and rolled it
over in her palm.


“Stare at its surface and
clear your mind. If a thought comes, don’t answer it. Once your mind is clear,
ask the stone what you wish to know. Ask over and over. If you can keep your
mind steady on that one question, the star on its surface will expand and an
answer will come to you. The art of reading a scrying stone requires much
practice.”


Lyra attempted to follow his
directions, but clearing her mind proved difficult. Many questions and concerns
criss-crossed her thoughts.


Vilea rowed her boat closer
and addressed Cullen. “When was the last time I helped you, Sire Drake? Wasn’t
it on the Isle of Lumen?”


“Yes…I was there to seek
counsel of the aged seer. As soon as the sage spoke his answer, the sky opened
in a violent storm, rendering my usual magical transport risky. It didn’t
relent for hours.” He rowed methodically.


The sea lady’s long red curls
tossed with the motions of the sea. “That’s right. I found you upon a rock,
staff poised to the sky, ready to strike a bolt into the slightest clearing.
Even drenched, I recognized the great aura of an Imperial Council member and
knew to aid you.”


“There are usually a few thin
spots in a storm that I can hurl power through to lift me above the rainclouds,
so I can dematerialize safely. But not in that storm. It was as though some
force enhanced the tempest.”


Lyra lost focus and put the
stone away, listening intently to the details of their conversation.


Abruptly, something jarred
the bottom of the boat. She grabbed the sides of the hull. Nothing broke the
surface, or showed underneath. Again, the boat was hit from below, this time it
pitched hard to her left. She clung to the right side of the seat. “Cullen!”


Before the craft righted
itself, it pitched immediately in the other direction. Kenzo and Noba flew up a
few feet.


Cullen lunged for Lyra, but
missed as she toppled over the edge, her fingers still clinging the outer rim
of metal.


“Help me!” she cried.


He grabbed for her hand and
yelled across the sea, “Expedio!” His magic failed.


Lyra’s fingers slipped from
his as something clamped on her leg and pulled.


“Lyra! Lyra!” he yelled, long
after his face disappeared from her sight.


A frozen chill passed over
her leg. She opened her eyes underwater. The shape of a black sea monster
barely stood apart from the inky depths; coils of its long body extended beyond
her vision. What little she could see showed fins and sensory feelers growing
at regular intervals. She avoided the touch of its tentacles, which she feared
might be poisonous. However, its oversized mouth frightened her the most. Row
after row of long, pointed teeth. It held tight onto her left leg.


She squirmed to determine the
injuries to her limb, but the monster yanked her one way and then another. She
tried to scream. Her mouth filled with water. A strong taste of minerals made
her gag. She felt her heart throb, its beat drumming in her ears.


Voices from above screamed,
but she couldn’t understand words.


Vilea dove nearby and hurled
powerbolts at the serpent’s flanks.


The sea demon writhed and
slapped her away with its tail.


The beast leapt above the
surface, still holding Lyra. She gasped for air and then screamed, “Cullen!”


Out of the corner of her eye,
Cullen’s magic whipped past her shoulder and hit the demon’s tail with a clash.


The eel-like dragon gave a
loud groan, recoiled below, and pulled her down with him.


Lyra took a big gulp of air
before water covered her face.


The creature dove far below
into the cold depths, leaving a trail of blood. The light dimmed. It grew so
dark she couldn’t see the demon, only felt it gripping her leg. She felt dizzy,
and her pulse reverberated in her ears.


Suddenly, her body drifted
free—the sea creature let go. She kicked to propel herself to the surface.
After only a few thrusts, her muscles knotted, frozen by the cold waters. She
panicked and water rushed down her windpipe. She sank downward.


Then, something touched her.
Before she could see what it was, a chilling blackness crawled over her. Empty.
Dark. Nothing.


 


***


Lyra’s throat and lungs
burned. She squinted in pain against the intense sunlight. Her sore limbs moved
without her command as pain stabbed all over. She groaned and blinked, wildly
struggling to focus.


Underneath her swam thousands
of tiny demons—a barge of horror. Where was the edge, so she could crawl off?
Hope sank. She lay in the midst of a thirty foot mass. Those with teeth fought
for space to bite her bare shoulders and calves. Fish in every color nipped at
her flesh.


She writhed with each bite.
She fought back, kicked or wiggling away from the most ferocious, gaping
mouths. She yelled for help, but only a squeak came from her fiery throat. The
hem of her dress hung in bloody shreds and offered little protection for her
legs.


Not all looked like sea
dwellers. Several mad dogs growled with drooling jowls and tore at each other
in a territorial war. Looking closer, hundreds of small sucker-bearing
creatures clung to her. Jellyfish fastened their tentacles onto her hair.
Slugs, ranging from the size of a penny to a fist, oozed along every strip of
fabric in her dress and vied for space on her skin. Their putrid stench turned
her stomach.


Dozens of bolts of power
whipped through the air at this mass of evil life.


Some of the creatures yelped
in pain and submerged, only to be replaced by fresh, hungry demons. A pack of
huge rats surfaced and crawled over the top of the heap toward her. Their
wicked, beady eyes transfixed her. Over and between masses of entwined bodies,
the rats persisted closer, gnashing their teeth in anticipation.


Her heart thumped as though
it wanted to leap out of her chest. “Help me!” Her voice rang louder.


The lead rat was within a
yard.


A huge shadow fell over her.
Lyra prayed it was an ally. A shrill screech pierced the air. A dark red fire
drake lowered down, claws outstretched in her direction. From her Fantasy
Literature courses, she knew fire drakes were evil, and this one surpassed the
size range for his species. Her prayer unanswered, she prepared for certain
death. He easily grabbed hold of her and lifted her off the mass.


The rat leader clamped onto
the shredded hem of her skirt and scampered up. A blue powerbolt immediately
shot him dead. Was that Cullen’s blue magic? Her heart raced, but she couldn’t
see him. Nothing hit the drake. Certainly Cullen would have aimed for the
dragon.


Lyra sailed through the air,
held by steely talons. Dragons filled the sky. Three vivid blue ones sailed
high overhead. Closer on her left flew a second trio, a green dragon led two
small magma drakes, the color of molten lava.


One of the magma drakes
hurled fire toward the other group.


The larger blues circled
near, their single horns lowered and frilled ears pinned back. They flew fast
and surrounded their attackers, but did not fire. Lyra breathed air permeated
with ozone as they sailed past.


A blue bolt from below hit
her waist. Yet, instead of the expected pain, a filmy shield surrounded her.


Suddenly, the green dragon
exhaled an enormous cloud of gas, which was foiled by the barrier.


The fire drake who carried
her let out a wild roar along with a tremendous, far-reaching flame. His strike
to the neck of the green left a gaping, charred wound and destroyed its spinal
hornlets. Blood poured from the gash.


The green howled and blasted
the huge burgundy drake and Lyra with a thick vapor.


The three blues retaliated,
exhaling lightning directly at the green. They riddled its flank with deep
burns, some exposing bone.


The magma drakes shot flames
in a fury of puffs, but their fire power fell short.


The blues pummeled the
attackers with a battery of bolts.


In short time, the green
darted out and retreated to land. The magma drakes, less fortunate, dropped
from the sky. The Sea of Cogadh accepted their bodies; steam hissed and rose
high above the water. The evil horde followed below and hungrily devoured the
two bodies.


Within moments, the burgundy
drake lowered onto a rocky island and released Lyra from his talons. The beast
landed a short distance away, soon followed by the blues.


She slumped against the rock,
extreme pain threatening her consciousness. The shield surrounding her dropped
away, and Cullen and the others rushed to her side. “Lyra, don’t move!” he
exclaimed.


Tama curled against her side,
raising his fur along with his large golden aura to enhance the effect. Lyra
trembled, wet and cold in the chilled air, and was glad for his body heat.


While she lay still, the
sorcerer passed his hands slowly above every inch of her body, mending each
injury. Miraculously, her wounds closed and the skin looked normal. Yet, he
persisted over those same areas, his brow tortured into a series of wrinkles.
Tears welled in his eyes. After several minutes, he seemed satisfied. “Now move
carefully and tell me how you feel.”


She moved her limbs with only
slight pain. She struggled to sit up and grabbed her head. “My head is
throbbing,” she choked on the words. “I’m very weak and my throat and lungs
burn.”


He sighed. “From the eel
dragon’s strong dark power. The effects will wear off in time as I continue to
apply healing. Being still somewhat mortal, you had many internal injuries, but
your magus aura protected you. Otherwise, these wounds would have killed you.”
He reached out and wrapped his arms around her.


“Cullen,” she gasped between
ragged breaths. “I don’t want to go on. I can’t.”


“I know.” His head hung down.
“I’ve failed you. Loving you baffles my wizardry.”


From between the rocks, the
voice of an old man called out, “Sire Drake! Welcome. After twenty-five years
you’ve returned, just as I foretold, chased by demons to present me with the
lady of your soul. Is this true?”


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Twenty: The Sage of the Isle
of Lumen


 


 


Leaning against a thick,
gnarled limb as a walking stick, an elderly sage hobbled between the dragons, his
worn, brown boots resonating against the stone. “Quite my day for company.” He
chuckled and then continued. “Good to see you performing in fine form, Sire
Oasth. I’m honored to have the Imperial Warlord on my island.” He rapped his
staff against the drake’s flank and waved it in the directions of the blue
threesome. His untrimmed white hair and beard fell to his waist. He dressed as
an ascetic, favoring simplicity and functionality. He wore a knitted dark cap
and leggings made of the same yarn. A coarsely woven gray tunic draped his thin
form, loosely belted with a rough hank of rope. A charcoal cloak tied at his
throat with another length.


The fire drake leader turned
his neck to look, then bowed his head low. “Greetings, Seer SciIti.”


The wise man turned toward
the couple. “My pleasure to meet you, Adalyra. Many have waited for your
arrival. Sire Drake, do you have an answer to my question?”


Cullen gently released Lyra
and bowed. “My Seer. You seem in health. Yes, I have brought her, though it was
not by design we stopped here.”


The old man’s eyes shone
brightly. “I do feel as sprightly as a young colt. Of course you didn’t intend,
but did you not believe my vision, that fate would in some way bring you
together to the Isle of Lumen?”


The wizard looked away,
avoiding the old man’s gaze.


He shuffled nearer. “I sense
you are in turmoil.” He took Cullen’s hand into his, massaged the fingers to
relax and spread them. Then he bent down, took Lyra’s hand, and did the same.
She felt stillness pass over her as he kneaded her palm. He grasped her hand
and reclaimed Cullen’s with his other, then closed his eyes. “Troubled minds.
Grave danger ahead. My prediction remains true—you hold each other’s souls. Do
not mistrust.” He released their hands and leaned hard against his staff,
groaning to stand. “Sire Drake, I have come across something I need to give
you. I’ve saved it for a few years, knowing you’d be back.” He walked toward a
cave under an overhang of rock, turned back, and motioned with the limb.
“Come.”


“We only have a few minutes.”
The wizard followed, with Kenzo and Noba flying beside their master.


This broke up the group of
guides. Bero and the squirrels visited with the dragons, while Tama remained
against Lyra’s side.


Her body, weakened from physical
pain, urged her to give up and return to the safety of the cottage. But Cullen
would die, along with hundreds of thousands of others, if the Alliance perished
through actions of the Black Dragon. Her burden weighed like lead. She herself
could be killed in this journey and never write the story to complete the
quest. After the passing of her parents, death seemed real, not a distant
mystery.


Yet, she was sure life owed
her some happy days before her end. Was this quest the right path for her? Was
Cullen her soul mate as the seer claimed? He seemed equally frustrated by his
new feelings for her, somehow unable to focus his powers as he usually would to
detect danger. Could he embrace a life with love, where duty to his leadership
was not always his first priority?


These questions didn’t matter
when obligation bound her. Lyra clenched her hand into a fist. She hated the
word obligation. It formed the shaky foundation of her failed marriage. She
wanted to scream and cry, let out her frustration, but didn’t want those who
depended upon her to see her weakness. Fortunately, Cullen was busy with the
wise man and didn’t seem to have read her mind. She took a deep breath to clear
her thoughts as he stepped out to rejoin them.


He stooped beside her and
spoke in a quiet voice. “Lyra, I know you wish to quit, and I respect your
decision. You suffered unthinkable pain. I apologize with all my heart. You may
select our path to get off this island, either continue to the far shore under
dominion of the Tortoise or return to that of the Unicorn. From either shore a
Guardian can return you to the portal. I cannot transport you until you possess
more magic. Oasth, our warlord, is only permitted to carry you when in direct
danger.” He studied her eyes.


After some time she said,
“I’ve chosen in my heart. Let me see if the Phoenix flame agrees.” She took the
glass orb pendant into her palm. “Lady of Peace, Guardian of Fire, please
indicate the safest path for me.” The Phoenix tail feather inside sparked, then
burst into flame, and pointed a beam toward the shore of the Tortoise. She
smiled. “The Lady agrees with me.”


Tama stirred from her side
and placed his wet nose on her hand.


Cullen sighed, obviously
relieved with her choice. “Vilea tethered our boats on those rocks. Let’s be
off.”


“Sire Drake, I’ll escort you
to the shore. I’m allowed that much,” Oasth said, lifting his tail and bending
his knees to spring upward.


“Hurray!” Kenzo called out
and sailed down to the boats.


Bero bleated a happy note and
bounded from rock to rock.


“Thank you, Sire Oasth,” Tama
added and scampered after them with the pair of squirrels in tow.


Cullen addressed the sage
while he helped Lyra to her feet. “Seer SciIti, thank you once again. I’m never
able to repay your kindness.”


The elder waved his staff.
“You can pay this old fool a visit I don’t expect.”


“Not possible. You know
everything.” The wizard laughed and gave a wave.


Lyra hesitated, but gave a
cautious wave goodbye.


With Cullen’s arm steadying
her waist, she reached the boats. Her legs wobbled under her weight. Grateful
for a seat, she settled, and felt for the scrying stone. Luckily, the pocket of
her skirt remained intact, the purse and stone safely inside it. Almost a
miracle, since the hem of her gown lay in shreds.


This time, Tama rode along in
her boat. They cast off as before, with Vilea in command of the second canoe.
Oasth leapt into the air and, with a couple of down strokes of his wide wings,
circled the boats as they traveled. The blue dragons sailed around him.


From Lyra’s position, neither
shore could be viewed. For at least half an hour they rowed in quiet, with no
danger in sight. The boats gained fantastic speed from simple rowing. She
didn’t bother to ask questions, too weak to care. Her eyes grew heavy as her
body called for rest. She scooted between the seats onto the floor of the boat
and Tama curled next to her. Sleep fell upon her quickly.


Dreams plagued her with vivid
images. A scene unfolded where she was alone in the lair of the Black Dragon.
She called to Cullen, but he didn’t answer. The beast cut her off from the only
exit. Sunlight outside the mouth of the cave silhouetted his colossal form. He
paced in front of the opening and panted small bursts of smoke. Behind, a
cloaked man appeared with a small dog-like creature at his side. The bright
backlight blocked her vision of his face, yet his large purple aura shone in
full view. She flinched. His shoulders were broad and his heavy, carved staff
bore a skull at its top. The cloak hem separated into moving tentacles. He
spoke to the Black Dragon in a language she didn’t know. Then, the dragon
lunged for her, teeth bared.


Her eyes flew open and she
jerked.


Cullen rowed and chatted with
Vilea, not noticing Lyra.


She turned around to look for
reassurance of a safer reality.


Tama sat on the seat behind
her. “Are you all right?”


She wiped dampness from her
forehead. “Just a bad dream.” She wondered what the dream meant. Cullen would
never leave her in danger. Was that someone’s magic channeling into her mind?
Elisabeth’s necklace should prevent that. Who was the man in her dream? With a
wizard’s staff? A purple aura? Eburscon? She shuddered, thinking of Yasqu
having to be with that man.


Soon the distant shore came
into view on the horizon. Minutes later, the two boats grounded on the beach.
Oasth puffed a smoke cloud as a farewell and disappeared over the forest, along
with his trio of assistants.


Vilea steadied the boats and
Lyra stepped out onto black sand. She leaned back in to gather her bag, and
when she stood, the head of an enormous demon loomed over the craft. “Sea
dragon!” she screamed.


“Run onto the beach!” Cullen
yelled.


She ran as fast as she could.
Bero, Tama, the squirrels, and Kenzo passed her, while Cullen kept pace. Where
was Noba? She glanced over her shoulder.


The gaping mouth of the sea
dragon bit down, missing her by a couple feet. The teeth clashed together from
the force of its bite. The beast growled. Unable to reach higher on shore, it violently
waved its long, snake-like red neck, biting at anything in its path—including
Noba.


The tiny pseudodragon yelped
and cried out, “Master, help!” The sea demon tossed him far out to sea.


“Noba!” Cullen boomed over the
water. In a flash, he turned back to Lyra. “Stay here! Do not go near the
water.”


She nodded. Her heart thudded
in her chest, watching him wade into the surf.


Vilea dove underwater. Kenzo
flew over the water’s edge. Both called for the little dragon. The tiger owl
combed the skies, surveying back and forth, his head down and talons
outstretched.


The sorcerer ran up and down
the water’s edge, but to no avail.


The other guides paced close
to him.


Lyra dared not tempt the evil
beings who watched her every move. She traced a rut in the sand from a safe
distance.


After a few minutes, Cullen
froze, his hands cupped to his ears. He yelled back up shore, “I hear him! He’s
alive!” He clenched his fists and waded deeper into the water. Then, he dove
out.


Lyra dropped to her knees as
if a knife suddenly stabbed her heart. Why did he risk himself? Her gut
knotted. The familiar was not a noble Guardian, council member, magus, or
Scribe. Just a sweet, dedicated, simple-minded little guy, whose heart was
bigger than his body. Moments passed like hours. She wanted Cullen back. Tears
streamed from her eyes. She repeatedly blinked to keep focus on the water. No
trace of them appeared. Only Kenzo, sailing back and forth.


After several more minutes,
reality hit—they might not return. Clarity rushed like a gale into her mind.
His willingness to risk his life to save a simple being who meant everything to
him told her what she wanted to know. She trusted him. She loved him. His
heart, his character, his honor and loyalty would be enough to bridge the
differences between his magic and her reality.


She barely breathed. What if
he died? She wanted to share a life with him…she couldn’t lose him now. Her
body froze into a single focus on the water in front of her.


A hand on her shoulder broke
her concentration. A woman’s gentle voice spoke her name.


Lyra jumped away, ready to
defend herself.


A tall, older lady bowed to
her. Her gray hair knotted under a light blue headband. Over her silver gown,
she draped a shawl patterned with enchanted golden stars which twinkled on a
ground of pale blue. Rather than a wizard’s staff, she carried a wand with
stars dangling from its tip. “I am sorceress and aide to the Guardian of the
Water. My name is Mimio. I’m here to present you to my Guardian.” She lifted
her arm to point attention to the giant Tortoise, slowly lumbering toward them.
“He’s very old and, therefore, his pace is limited. Forgive him for that.”


Lyra quickly bowed to each
and called to the Tortoise, “We’re in urgent need of your help.” She ran up to
him, dropped to her knees, and begged, “Sire Drake and his familiar are lost,
just offshore. A sea dragon took the familiar, and Cullen followed to save him.
Can you help? You are the Water Guardian. Please?”


After noticing the entrance
of the Guardian, the other guides gathered around them.


The Tortoise grimaced and
spoke with a raspy voice. “Adalyra, that is most horrible news. I welcome you,
but I have no dominion over the Sea of Cogadh. No Guardian does. Sire Drake is
the Imperial Sorcerer for good reason, and will likely find a way to safety.
You must trust in that.”


Lyra wrung her hands and
nodded. She blinked back tears, trying to be brave in front of the Guardian.


“We have brought you a gift
and power which will aid you on your journey,” he said in a shaky voice,
extending his wrinkled, gray neck. His shell was at least four feet in
diameter. Its thick plates emitted a hint of sheen, worn drab through the ages.
His silver-gray aura spread far and lay in wisps, like that of the Unicorn.


“Magic will not help me now,”
she said in a flat tone and resumed her study of the sea.


“May I hold your hand, Lyra?”
Mimio asked. “I would like to assess your ability to know best how to teach you
to use our gift.”


Lyra obliged without uttering
a word or moving her eyes from the water.


Mimio lightly traced between
her fingers and along the lines of her palm. “You possess amazing power for a
Scribe at this stage in the journey.” She looked to the Tortoise. “My lord,
please give me your opinion.”


She held Lyra’s hand steady
for him. He stepped closer and rubbed the dry scales on the side of his face
over her skin. As he did, a tingling sensation coursed along her body. Then he
looked up at her. “None, other than Elisabeth, possessed this degree of power.
I cannot say with certainty what level you will acquire when your quest is
completed, but it is my guess yours will surpass hers. You are remarkable and
will do great things for Dragonspeir. I, too, have bestowed you with some of my
power.”


Lyra withdrew her hand.
“Thank you for your kindness, but I don’t care about how great my power is. I
want those two lives saved.”


“Your concern shows admirable
character.” He leaned his neck toward Mimio. “Present her with my gift.”


The sorceress reached into
her skirt pocket and withdrew another gem—a brooch with a pale green
translucent set. She held it out in her palm. “This pin bears a jade gemstone,
the ancient symbol of love. I felt by your touch what’s in your heart.” Her
hand brushed Lyra’s as the gem passed. “Now, let’s hope Sire Drake owns its
mate. Wrap your fingers tightly around the brooch, walk to the waterline, and
kneel with your legs and that hand in the surf.”


Lyra sent her a questioning
glance. “Wouldn’t that only call the sea dragon?”


“Don’t worry, we’ll follow
close behind, and no dragon will attack with the Tortoise near.”


Hope flooded her heart. She
raced out to meet the tide, accompanied by her friends. “Now what do I do?” she
asked when seated in the water.


Mimio directed Lyra to recite
a verse and focus on her feelings for Cullen.


Her body trembled, not
knowing what to expect, but she closed her eyes to concentrate. “My heart calls
to the one who holds my soul. Come to me.”


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Twenty-One: The One Who Holds
My Soul


 


 


Before Lyra opened her eyes,
Kenzo cried out, “There! I see them!”


Her heart leapt. Cullen’s
head bobbed a short distance past the line marking deeper water. She tried to
stand, but Mimio held her down by the shoulders. “Not yet. Keep your hand in
the water. Do not allow the charm to be broken.”


Lyra obeyed and fought
against the instinct that compelled her to rush to him.


Kenzo soared to his master,
but by the time he arrived, the wizard submerged again. “He’s gone! I can’t see
him.”


Her rib muscles clenched
around her lungs. She lurched forward to rise, and again Mimio kept her steady
and urged, “Wait.”


Fire stirred within Lyra,
unlike any familiar sensation. Could it be…her own magic? It gave her new
courage. She took a conscious deep breath to relax and let the fiery power
spread. Once it permeated her entire body, it seeped into some deep recess
inside her. Her soul? The core of her being lit with empowerment.


Aunt Jean’s voice resounded
in her mind, Keep a clear head, but follow your heart.


As the next wave of the sea
reached her, she jerked free from the sorceress and crawled through the shallow
red water, taking care to keep the jade submerged.


Mimio cried, “Wait, Lyra!
Don’t go out there! It’s too dangerous.”


Lyra would not be deterred.
Her only risk was losing Cullen. She crawled as fast as possible.


Waves rose up double their
normal height and crashed against her, tossing her backward. Someone willed
these oversized crests. Who? As the third approached, she concentrated the fire
within her into her free hand. She raised it and her palm glowed gold—her aura.
She focused on quieting the waves, and as the next whitecap hit her hand, it
dropped before her.


In the next moment, clouds of
indigo-violet darkened the sky. Rain peppered down, limiting her view of Kenzo
and the spot where Cullen was last visible.


As she progressed, the water
deepened, and she walked in a crouched posture, her eyes riveted upon the owl.


Bero charged up beside her.


The depth reached her waist,
and she scanned below the surface. Rain now sheeted over them. She cried out,
“Kenzo, I can’t see you! Have you found him?”


“No, I haven’t…wait! I see
something. That’s his cloak!”


Lyra dove into the water and
swam ahead.


The huge buck paddled
alongside.


“I see him now, below a few
yards,” the owl called. “He’s rising as you swim nearer. Keep coming, Lyra!”


Thunder boomed and lightning
crashed all around them. From shore Mimio yelled, “Lyra, come back! They will
kill you!”


Lyra didn’t heed the warning.
Her purpose clear, determination forced her onward.


The driving rain transformed
into hail, which pummeled against her face. She grabbed a hold of Bero’s
strong, thick neck to brace herself.


Hailstones knocked Kenzo off
balance and out of the air. He landed or fell onto the buck’s rump above the
surface.


Lyra held her hand clasping
the brooch out to Cullen, sending her power into it until the gem and silver
setting pulsated with golden light.


He grabbed on to her glowing
hand.


“He’s alive!” she cried.


But, Cullen didn’t rise above
the surface. What held him down?


“Get hold of him, Lyra!” Bero
roared.


She dove under, wrapped an
arm around his chest, and with all her strength, pulled against the sturdy
frame of the massive buck.


Finally, Cullen’s head
surfaced. He gasped a huge lungful of air and sputtered. In the next instant,
he thrust Noba’s tiny body above the water. Was the little dragon alive? She
couldn’t see through the torrent.


The tempest responded and
raged more violently, with lightning strikes twice missing them by a couple feet.


From her arm around Cullen,
she felt his power enter her body, strong and hot. With their combined magic,
fury channeled through her into a sudden sharp beam, sent from her outstretched
hand upward to the darkest storm cloud. Would her action work? Holding her
breath, she watched and waited.


The lightning ceased, and the
storm slowed to a drizzle. Patches of periwinkle sky reappeared. A smile spread
across her face, and she hugged Cullen tighter.


“You did it! I don’t know
how, but I’m sure glad you did.” Cullen sputtered and grinned, despite his
pallor, and clutched her waist. In his free hand, Noba wiggled and coughed.


He was alive! They were both
going to be fine. She pressed her lips to Cullen’s.


“Master’s alive…and Noba too!
Hooray!” Kenzo called to shore. A chorus of happy yells and hoots reverberated
back.


“Glad you’re still with us,
Master. Mighty strange-looking water around you both,” Bero said.


Lyra loosened her hold and
turned her head. The water around them gleamed bright blue, sparkled with gold.


“The water and how you
combined our powers—do you have the jade brooch matching mine?” the wizard
asked.


 “Yes, Mimio gave it to
me.”


He looked to shore. “Don’t
let go of me. The commingled magic will protect us all.”


Suddenly, Vilea poked her
head above the surface and gasped for air. “That sea dragon was enchanted with
evil magic from the Black Dragon. I’ve seen him many times, and he’s normally
calm.”


“Get hold of me, all those
who swim. Can Noba ride with Kenzo?” the royal buck asked.


After a few breaths, Vilea
volunteered, “Let me help swim you all to shore. Grab my skirt and I’ll pull to
help Bero.”


“Noba can ride,” the
pseudodragon squeaked with a raspy voice.


The owl lifted off and
carefully took him into his talons.


“Hold tight, and I’ll do the rest,”
Bero said to Lyra and Cullen.


 


***


Mimio and the Tortoise
Guardian met them in the surf, which was colored bright red with the invasion
of evil. Behind them the sun set.


Injuries from the sea dragon
left Cullen’s legs torn in long, deep gashes. He bled profusely, and his face
was drained of color, appearing even paler against the black sand.


“He cannot be moved. Lyra,
don’t let go of his hand. Keep your magic connected, so the demons will not
rise from the water,” the sorceress barked. She swiftly conjured a knife and
cut away the pant legs from his wounds.


He lay back, too weak to sit.


The Tortoise extended his
leathery neck and rubbed it over Cullen’s injuries.


Lyra flinched at the sight of
his gaping flesh, torn deep into the muscles. The connection of the jadestones
combined their magic, but also shared his pain. She grew dizzy, experiencing
his suffering.


The Guardian jerked his head
up and ordered, “You guides, keep her from passing out. She can feel his pain. Her
magic must connect to his to give him strength. His injuries are serious.”


Kenzo stepped from the huddle
to stand directly in front of Lyra. “Watch my eyes. Don’t think. Just watch.”


In his large ice blue eyes,
an image like a video showed highlights from her visits to Dragonspeir as a
ten-year-old girl.


She knelt in a large meadow.
Blossoms in every hue turned their faces toward her. Many held fairies upon the
lips of their petals. But her attention followed the colorful butterfly wings
of a fairy dragon. She stood and followed it all around the field.


Lyra remembered the scene
from twenty-five years ago and managed a slight smile.


Cullen flinched and the owl
redirected her attention, “Focus on my eyes.”


The tiny fairy dragon in the
meadow, no more than two feet long from nose to tip of its tail, paused for her
to catch up and then playfully sailed off a short distance beyond her reach.
The two laughed and hopped among the bright flowers. Then the girl sat at the
edge of a stream and the tiny dragon lady lit on her shoulder, tickling her arm
with its soft butterfly wings. When it at last flew off into the forest, the
vision faded from Kenzo’s eyes.


The Tortoise traced his face
over the wizard’s legs. The wounds had closed, and only pink scars remained.


Mimio followed with her
hands, much like Cullen did for Lyra earlier on the Isle of Lumen. “There,” she
proclaimed. “The damage is mostly mended. Those limbs will be a bit tender
tonight. In the morning, I will reapply healing.” The sorceress moved her attention
to the pseudodragon. His bruises mended in a couple minutes.


Blood clung to Cullen’s skin
and clothing. With help, he sat up, his complexion healthier. “Thank you, my
lord and Mimio, for your healing and, more importantly, for your gift of the
jadestone.”


The old Guardian craned his
neck to look at Lyra, “Amazing how our Scribe had the power to use its full
capacity. I would never have expected…”


Cullen took hold of her hand
and looked into her eyes. “Yes, she is remarkable.”


Mimio stood and leaned toward
him. “Let’s see if you can stand. I’ll take you and your guides to a safe spot
within the forest, so you may rest for the night.”


“Bero, come here, please,”
the wizard asked. “Lyra’s too weak from her own injuries for me to lean on. I
could use your strong shoulder.”


“Gladly, Master,” the buck
beamed and strode beside him, lowering himself to allow better leverage.


“One moment.” Cullen looked
back to the sea, gave a low whistle, and twisted his ring. The next incoming
wave brought his cloak and staff to shore, which Lyra gathered up. “Now, I’m
ready.”


With a bow to Vilea, they set
off.


 


***


After about a half-mile, the
group reached a narrow forest glade where a stream cut through and pooled at
one end of the clearing.


“Sire Drake, since twilight is
leaving us fast, I need your help to establish protective wards around this
area. Do you feel capable?” Mimio asked.


“Yes, I can. I’ll take this
side of the stream.” He traced his hands along the wall of foliage as he limped
along.


Lyra drew beside him. “May I
watch? And help?”


He paused and lowered his
arms. “Of course. Focus your power on the word, contego. Raise your
hands, state the incantation, and slowly move along to form a barrier. Go
ahead. Try it. You should be capable.”


She concentrated as before
and allowed that fiery sensation to rise within her, channeled through the word
and to her palms. “Contego!” After walking a few paces, she repeated the
incantation. “Contego!” After a half dozen more strides, she stopped.
“Can you test and see how I’ve done?”


He sent a small bolt of power
against the line she traced. Only a sliver of the blue light passed through.
“Wonderful for a first attempt. Go ahead and do more. Practice will improve
your skills. I’ll add a little power to these ward lines and test yours after a
while longer.”


Encouraged, she continued and
focused more directly on that blaze inside her, now more familiar. After
several minutes, she reached the end of the glade, and her power bounced back,
zapping her with a shock that sent her hard onto the ground. “What just
happened?”


He stepped up and, as best he
could, gave her his arm to help her stand. Then he ran a hand along the area.
“A ley line. This is a natural line of magic, which follows the magnetic fields
deep within Dragonspeir. There are many of these, and they converge on the two
poles of this world. At these junctions are the seats of power, one belonging
to the Imperial Dragon and the other occupied by the Black Dragon.”


“If we follow this line,
which will it take us to?”


“To the left, over great
plains and into a mountain range, the High Guardian. To the right beyond the
opposite end of the same plain, through dense forest, the dark leader.”


The Guardian of the Water
stepped near, his neck extended to seal the ward over the ley line. “Adalyra,
it’s best you don’t touch any more ley lines since your power may be detected.
Keeping your abilities secreted might give an upper hand when you meet evil
forces.”


“Good point, my lord,” Cullen
said.


The Tortoise looked to the
opposite end of the ward. “Only one end of this clearing still needs to be
fortified after Mimio and I depart. She has conjured a fire and some food, in
case you feel too weak to do so. We will leave you now to stand guard and watch
movement outside, but will return at dawn. Rest tonight. Tomorrow will be long
and arduous.”


Lyra stepped forward. “Pardon
me, my lord. I have a question only you may be able to answer.”


His neck lengthened far out
of his shell. “Yes, Lyra, please ask.”


“If the Alliance perishes,
will Sire Drake be able to live in the human world?”


He cocked his head to one
side as though deep in thought. “There is no direct example to apply. Brigid
once gained tremendous Dragonspeir magic and could have lived for centuries.
She gave it up and died at a typical mortal age. Therefore, my guess is, unless
another faction, like the Dark Realm, supplies his power…he too will die.”


Lyra passed a hand along her
forehead, unable to find words.


“Does that answer your
question?” His eyes opened wide and he studied her face.


“It does. Thank you.”


“I can see that jadestone was
truly meant for you. It is a great difficulty to have your heart mingled with
your quest—something no Scribe other than Elisabeth suffered. Let rest ease
your troubles tonight.”


They exchanged bows before he
lumbered off with his aide and disappeared at the end of the glade.


Cullen followed and waved
Lyra to join him. “We must secure that wall of foliage.” He hobbled with her
past the guides settled near the fire, consuming their preferences of grains,
vegetable, or fresh meats. “Enjoy full bellies and sleep soundly. Tomorrow
we’ll work hard.”


“That food doesn’t look very
appealing. Can we create something better?” Lyra whispered to him.


He smiled and took her hand.
“Let’s go down by the pool and make a nice meal for just us.”


They continued around the
back side of a deep pool of pale blue water, so clear the bottom could easily
be seen wherever moon rays glinted on its surface. A small waterfall fed the stream.
Tree limbs, heavy with pink sprays of flowers, bent to dip their tender shoots
in the water. Rushes lined the banks, and a few water lilies floated at one
end, holding their huge silvery-blue flowers high. When a breeze blew, the big
blossoms tinkled softly like bells. Lyra dallied at the edge of the pool,
touching those bells while he shored up the ward.


“How safe is the ward?” she
asked.


“Very. Only high level
magicals can penetrate it, and then not easily. You can rest comfortably. Now let’s
get some food.” Cullen sat on a low boulder next to the basin and she joined
next to him. “What would you like?”


“I hadn’t even thought.
Something warm. I feel chilled from being wet.”


With a wave of his hand,
steaming bowls of chowder and a loaf of hot black bread appeared on a rock
before them.


After a spoonful, she
exclaimed, “Delicious!” The soup comforted her.


Then, he conjured a small
platter of roast chicken and potatoes, filling her bowl with a large portion.


“I haven’t eaten this well in
a while.”


“Since you cooked for me last
night.” He winked at her.


 “Seems like ages ago.
Certainly a world apart.” When they finished, she tried her hand at clearing
the dishes away. Some of the food scraps disappeared, but plates remained. She
sighed, frustrated.


“You’re tired. I know just
the thing.” He stirred the pool of water with the tip of his staff. Its
sapphire radiated blue light to all corners. “A warm bath will soothe the
tiredness and aches. Give this a few minutes to heat through.”


“That’s such a good idea,
like a spa. My whole body is sore. Can we fix my gown? It’s badly ripped.” She
fingered the tattered skirt.


He ran a hand along her
spine. “Yes. Let's get clean and comfortable first.”


Preparing to disrobe, she
reached into her pocket and withdrew its contents. The jade brooch glowed,
being near its mate.


He produced the matching gem,
with more elaborate silverwork. “The lover’s jadestones. This is my gift to
you, the ladies’ setting. Thank you for saving my life today. You were
incredibly brave—I don’t know what to say.”


She smiled. “I couldn’t let
you die. I…I didn’t want to lose you.” She wanted to tell him she loved him,
wanted to spend her life with him, but the words stuck in her throat. She grew
angry with herself for not being able to speak her heart. Instead, she started
a safer topic. “Is this what the seer on the Island of Lumen gave you?”


He nodded. “Yes. Twenty-five
years ago, I sought his counsel, just after I met you. There was something
about you, even as a ten-year-old girl, which connected deeply to me. Because I
read no magic in our bond, I needed his vision. He told me what you heard
today, that you and I were destined to hold each other’s souls. He predicted
I’d find you again, years later, when the time was right.” Cullen moved his
hand to rest on the rock and caressed her hip. “Too many years passed. I came
upon your lost copy of the Book of Dragonspeir in a local bazaar, and
assumed both the magic and our bond had been broken. I gave up hope.”


“Then this jadestone is for
you.” She extended it to him. “I wish I’d known his prediction years ago and
saved myself so much heartache with a bad marriage.”


He accepted the pin and
attached it to the collar of his cloak. “I expect you needed to endure hardship
to appreciate something else. There are reasons for everything that passes in
our lives. There must be a purpose for why my mind is so befuddled with
thoughts of you, I can’t call my power enough to protect you as I should.” He
met her gaze. “I failed you in the Sea of Cogadh, and you were badly hurt, yet
you still saved me. Why? You are different than others I’ve known.”


Lyra bit her lower lip,
willing the word “love” to form on her tongue. “You give me much more than your
magic. I hope I give you the same in return. Maybe your magic is bound so mine
will grow.”


He responded with a firm
tone. “Successful or not, it is my duty, not yours, to keep you from harm.” He
dropped his eyes to the steaming water. After a moment, he glanced at her. “And
because I love you, I would gladly give my life to do so.” His voice cracked
and his eyes shined with moisture. He picked up her gemstones. “Let me assemble
your gifts, so you won’t lose them.” He waved over the heliodor and gave it a
simple setting with a bail, then attached it to one of the two clasps on the
brooch. He returned it to her. “Try your scrying stone again while I apply more
healing to your injuries.”


“You think I can concentrate,
actually empty my mind, while your hands move all over me?” She laughed.


He grinned. “I’m glad you
can’t. You may practice without my distraction, but not for long, so get busy.”
He moved to another rock and passed his staff through the water. Tiny wisps of
steam rose from its surface.


She first focused on the
stream and let her mind drift until it stilled. Then, she gazed at the golden
gem. A star of light glinted wide across its surface, and a scene appeared in
her mind’s eye. She savored the divination until it faded, then looked up at
Cullen, still stirring the water, His toned shoulder muscles contracted under
the clinging white shirt. “My first vision! It was wonderful.”


“Do you care to share?” He
studied her face.


She stepped to him. “It’s
easier to show you.” She untied and loosened the lacing of her bodice.


His eyes widened and followed
her every move. “No visualization could ever be better.”


She unzipped the gown and
pulled out one arm and then the other.


He reached up, took hold of
the sides of the dress, and dropped it down.


Only her undergarments
remained. She removed the strapless slip, letting it flutter onto the gown at
her feet. She reached for the edge of her panties, but he was quicker.


His hands slid under the
elastic at her hips and slid them past her knees. As he rose, his lips
encircled one of her nipples, puckered firm in anticipation of his touch. He
suckled hard, and she melted, running a hand through the long waves of his
hair. Squeezing that breast with his hand, he moved to taste the other. She
moaned as he sucked and teased the nipple gently with his teeth into a tight
pebble. Goosebumps rose along her skin and she shivered.


“I don’t want you to get
cold. Here, hold my arm and step into the hot pool.” He rose to aid her.


She didn’t feel cold. That
shiver came from his touch. Kicking off her shoes, she lowered into the luxurious
water, perfumed with jasmine and warmed to near body temperature. Little more
than waist deep, she folded to enjoy it up to her chin. The water lily bells
sounded a gentle melody to welcome her. The tall rushes and drooping limbs hid
her view of the other guides.


As he watched her naked form
play in the water, desire sparked Cullen’s eyes. He removed his soiled poet’s
shirt. The firm muscles of his chest and toned abs begged to be touched.


Her body quivered as her eyes
followed the pattern of hair from a patch on his chest down a light trail to
the prominent bulge in his pants. She wanted to be his.


He quickly pulled off his
remaining clothes. Her heart raced, seeing him aroused and wanting her. He
dropped beside her and drew her up to stand close. His lips pressed onto hers,
and his hands caressed the curves of her hips.


She moved against him,
thrilling at the sensation of his flesh from head to toe next to hers.
Excitement rushed over her as he pushed against her thigh. She thrust her
tongue into his mouth. He tasted of salt from the skin of her breasts.


In response, he nipped and
sucked her tongue, before probing her mouth in a deep, lingering kiss. He
cupped her rounded bottom in his hands and pulled her tighter against him.


Heat raged in her pelvis, and
she ground against him for several minutes. She clutched his muscled shoulders.



She needed him. She arched
her back and moaned. Burning, she wanted more.


He grabbed her hips and
pulled her hard onto him. 


When release crashed over
them, she lay back into the bank, smiling and tired. He held her waist by one
arm and leaned sideways against the edge.


On the opposite bank, the
paired jadestones glowed with a new brilliance.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Twenty-Two: At the Geminus
Tree


 


 


In the dim light of early
dawn, Lyra awoke with Cullen’s hands methodically moving over her body, healing
injuries. His magic loosened the stiffness in her damaged muscles and joints.
After he finished with her left leg, she stretched it out long, enjoying
freedom without pain and tension. If only she could do the same for him.


He whispered, “Good morning,
my Little Butterfly. Did you sleep well?”


Groggy, she rubbed her eyes
and kicked aside woolen blankets he conjured last night to keep them warm. The
cool air raced over her skin, protected only by her thin slip. She grabbed back
one cover. “Yes, with a wonderful partner to snuggle against.”


He smiled, passing his hands
to another limb. “Does that mean you intend to continue the quest? I never
found time to ask about your decision. I will respect whatever you choose. If
you wish to leave, I will get you safely out.”


She shook her head. Couldn’t
he read her thoughts, or was he just teasing? His face looked like he meant the
question sincerely. After nearly drowning, the pain of his injuries must have
kept him from reading her emotions. She sighed. Just because he was a grand
wizard didn’t mean he was more sensitive than the average male if he didn’t use
his powers. She’d grown accustomed to him knowing what she felt; to actually
say her feelings now felt awkward. 


Again, words from her heart
would not form on her tongue, but they needed to be said. She took a deep
breath. “You risked your life to save Noba, a simple familiar. You put yourself
in jeopardy because you cared for him. After I saw how much you cared, loved,
put yourself aside, nothing mattered more than saving you.” She blinked back
the film of moisture covering her eyes. “I will go on. I can’t turn away and
chance leaving you to die when this world falls.” She stopped short, tears
rolling down her cheeks, still unable to tell him she loved him. Cursed divorce
kept her from freely giving her heart.


For a while, he stared into
her eyes.


Was he reading her mind? Did
he know that she loved him? That was her hope, since the words continued to
fail her.


He reached out and held her
tight. “I will do the same for you. I want you with me, always.” After a few
silent moments, he pulled away.


Did he need to hear her say she
loved him? If so, reality did matter to a wizard. If only she could free her
heart.


“We need to get some
breakfast for everyone and be ready. The Guardian of the Water and his aide
will soon be here. I already repaired your gown.”


She thanked him and dressed
quickly. Her thoughts shifted to the dangerous tasks ahead.


 


***


“Good day to you all,” called
the Tortoise.


Cullen pointed him to the
opening in the ward, and the Guardian navigated under heavy limbs to enter.


Two ladies followed, Mimio
and another, unfamiliar to Lyra.


She bowed to them. While the
sorceress treated Cullen’s injuries, Lyra studied the newcomer. A chill ran
down her spine, which gave a decided ill impression of the woman. She wore a
gray cloak with a white fur collar. Her long gray hair coiled into spiraling
horns on either side of her head. Between the crests of those horns, draped
along her forehead, hung strings of gems, which gleamed red in shadow and
purple when the lady moved into light. How curious; what did those changing colors
indicate about her allegiance? In her hand she held a red bird, the shape of a
kite, with a topknot and sweeping swallowtail. On second glance the bird also
shone purple. Its feathers iridesced a violet hue.


“Allow me to introduce Glisla
and her companion. She will be your new guide, appointed by Eburscon, to aid
your search for the Black Dragon,” the Tortoise said.


That news made Lyra choke as
she swallowed. She didn’t want any help from the alchemist. She cast an
emotion-charged look at Cullen.


After giving a slight turn to
his staff, he spoke silently into her mind. “I don’t know her. I sense your
apprehension and will question this decision.” He spoke aloud, “I appreciate
your offer, Glisla.” He nodded to the woman and then continued, “But, I think we
can do well enough finding our way with the guides we have. Tama and the
squirrels are well-trained to scout a path, their purpose on this journey.”


She replied in a deep, raspy
voice. “You may, but I will make faster route.”


The Tortoise stepped closer. “Sire
Drake, put aside your differences with our alchemist. He works closely with
Glisla’s tribe, the Qumeli. He has my trust on this matter.”


Cullen shrugged. “Fine. I
defer to our most venerable Guardian.” He pulled his traveling cloak around
him, secured it with the jade clasp, and helped Lyra with hers. “Let’s be off,”
he declared, slashing the air with the sapphire tip of his staff. Blue sparks
shot ahead and crackled. “Solvo!” The ward dissolved. He breezed through
and departed without a bow to either the Guardian or his aide. He swiftly
located the main path.


Lyra gave a quick bow to them
and hurried to catch up with Cullen, not wanting to befriend the new guide.


Kenzo sailed beside. “Is
there anything I can do, Master?”


“Yes. Fly on ahead and check
for safety around the Geminus tree.”


“Will do.” With one mighty
down stroke, he sailed high above the tree line and out of sight.


“What is the Geminus tree?”
Lyra asked.


“It is the demarcation, in
the Steppe of Ora, between the forces of good and evil in Dragonspeir. The tree
appears double; one side stands in sunlight and the other in desolate shadow.


“But, doesn’t the line change
since the Dark Realm is invading?”


“Yes, it does, and another
tree gains the distinct title.”


They marched for some time in
silence along the trail, wide enough to be a cart path. Tiny pairs of eyes
peeked out from shadows of the forest. The trees moved in strange ways, much
like Cranewort, and bent limbs to follow their interest or pleasure. A power
bolt snapped directly behind her and caused Lyra to jump. A bough lay severed
on the ground at her heels.


“Tree would have snatched
you,” Glisla said in a clipped tone as she walked on past. “That’s why trail is
wide. Stay safer in middle.”


“Thank you,” Lyra replied.
Compelled to offer some politeness, she asked, “What part of Dragonspeir do you
call home?”


“Come from mountains. Range
where Imperial Dragon has lair. I belong to Qumeli people, traveling from place
to place, camp to camp, herding goats.”


This reminded Lyra of nomadic
gypsy cultures. “Do you predict fortunes?”


The woman’s face lit up. “Ah,
yes. We’re readers—stars, cards, palms, tea leaves.”


“Have you read my future?”


Glisla shook her arm, and the
kite flew to perch on one of her horns. With her hands now free, the guide pointed
at the sky with thin fingers, heavily laden with rings and long, claw-like
nails. “Says Scribe will struggle, but leave great mark upon this land.”


Lyra heard these same
comments from many. But, she didn’t feel great or remarkable or even altruistic.
She wanted to save Cullen, and uphold her family responsibilities to Brigid,
which meant saving Dragonspeir. She didn’t deserve such adulation.


After nearly half an hour,
the mighty wings of the tiger owl appeared over the treetops. She increased her
pace to get beside him as he spoke to his master.


In a hushed voice, Kenzo
reported, “Both good and evil are present. In the forest shadows, I detected a
green dragon, but in the air…the Head Guardian himself, surrounded by an
assemblage of fliers.”


Lyra shook. The green might
attempt to harm her. But the Imperial Dragon’s wrath would likely be as fierce.
He would surely judge her more accurately than Glisla and reprimand the
selfishness of her goals.


Cullen paused as though he
read her unrest and wrapped an arm around her shoulder.


Within ten minutes, they
traveled from the forest into an immense plain, which was dotted with
widely-spaced, large, old trees. Near the center, she spotted the Geminus tree.
Its branches stuck out on either side, horizontal and sturdy—one half in
brilliant, periwinkle sun-filled skies, the other in dark gloom, lit only with
a red tinge which crept over all shapes. Several dragons from both factions
cruised above the vast plain, evil drakes and blue sentries.


“That forest is Silva Nocens.
Greens are small, but nasty tempered and wicked to the bone,” Cullen explained
as he pointed. “Be very careful. They are tricksters.”


In the distant edge of the
dense woods, Lyra barely made out the form of a green dragon. A breeze carried
the foul odor of evil from that direction, making her nose wrinkle in disgust.


When their band reached the
Geminus tree, the discordance of powers caused the air to crackle with
electricity. The treetop swayed wildly in a gust. Lyra looked up. A magnificent
golden dragon sailed toward her, larger than any dragon she had seen. His
translucent wings connected all along his body to the tip of his tail, like
huge sails. It could only be the Imperial Dragon.


She stood entranced by his
vast golden aura trailing far behind him. His power reached inside her soul and
connected to her new internal fire. In that instant, she gained insight into
her purpose. Suddenly, she was one with the good of Dragonspeir, as strong as
the bond with her family and the belief she could find happiness with Cullen.
The three were inseparable in her spirit.


While lost in this
revelation, something pushed her hard past the Geminus tree. She landed on her
side in the bleak shadow world and stared back at Glisla, whose body and arms
leaned forward from shoving her.


“Lyra! Get up! Come to me!”
Cullen shouted, holding his hand to her just inside the boundary.


The Head Guardian let out a
piercing screech.


Something whooshed above her.
“You’re my prize now, Scribe,” a huge green dragon snarled while his talons
latched onto her waist.


She screamed and writhed.


Before it could even lift
off, the Imperial Dragon came at full speed, tackling the beast half his size.


Tossed free, she landed
eighty feet farther within the dark land.


The dragons wrestled between her
and the Geminus tree. Fire and magma drakes circled her like vultures. In one
swift bite, the Head Guardian bit cleanly through the neck of his opponent. The
huge green head landed with a thud in front of Lyra, its spinal hornlets
lodging in the soil. A stench of chlorine gas oozed from its blood.


Her legs trembled and buckled
as she attempted to stand. She could feel the heat of the drakes’ breath from
above. She needed to get back over the boundary.


The Imperial Dragon shot
flame upward and scorched many to their deaths, but dozens more kept coming.


Cullen ran to her side and
put himself at risk. “Hold onto me.” He lifted her by her armpits and half
dragged her back to the other side, her feet only occasionally hitting the
ground.


The golden dragon guarded
them until they reached safety and quietly landed nearby. The drakes dared not
cross and meet a regiment of enormous Alliance blue and silver dragons. The
Head Guardian bowed the length of his entire neck to the ground before her.


She, along with Cullen and
all the guides, returned his gesture.


The Imperial Dragon stood and
spoke in a determined voice. “Adalyra, I am even more certain, after assessing
your power, you will serve the good of Dragonspeir like no Scribe before. Now,
I must bestow upon you the final Guardian’s transference of power during the
scribe’s journey. What I give will allow you, a being not born of Dragonspeir,
to walk as an equal into the dark lands. Please kneel, my Scribe.”


She dropped to her knees.


He smelled of saffron and
sandalwood. He lowered one horn and touched it to the top of her head, then
turned his face and did the same with the other. The fire within her doubled in
magnitude, surging through her heart and mind before it spilled into her soul.
When the dragon withdrew, his horns radiated gold light. He kept his face at
her level, a sign of courtesy and respect. “My gift is complete, and I also
mended wounds gained during the recent attack.”


How did she appear to Cullen this
time? She turned to locate him behind her. He grinned ear-to-ear, his eyes
beaming with a proud look.


The Imperial Dragon
continued. “Your guides, naturally permitted by birthright, may join you on
your travels through the dark lands.” He pointed with a wingtip toward a range
of mountain peaks rising in the distance above the forest. “You will journey to
the lair of my nemesis in those elevations. Observe his ways and study his
essence, so you may later describe the chill of his spirit in your story. Dangers
will be great, but I have seen your courage when you faced deaths of your
parents, heartbreak of divorce, and recently in the Sea of Cogadh you endured
personal suffering and saved the life of Sire Drake.”


“Thank you, Head Guardian.
How were you able to see me during the years I didn’t have the Book of
Dragonspeir?”


“There are many ways to
follow the doings of one who owns Dragonspeir magic.”


“Am I the only Scribe to
naturally have those powers?”


“I had a need which Brigid,
the previous Scribe, answered. She gave up her immortality to pass her
abilities along to you. Now, meeting you, I am forever grateful for her
service.”


She clutched her throat. “You
mean Brigid gave her life to give me her power? Why?”


He nodded. “In hopes you may
serve the Alliance beyond this quest.”


“I want to learn more about
my ancestors and their experiences.”


“Save your curiosity for
later. First, you must complete the journey before you. All three other
Guardians gave you both power and a gift. The Phoenix presented one of her tail
feathers within a glass orb. The Unicorn, a heliodor scrying stone. The
Tortoise, the jadestone mate to Sire Drake’s. Your hearts are bonded.” He
looked to Cullen. “I sense your frustration, Sire Drake. This bond confounds
how you access your power. Staying close will join and share power between you.
Wield each other’s strength as your own to keep you both safe.” He turned back
to Lyra. “My gift to you will be different than the others. It will come after
completion of the entire quest as a reward, but something more valuable than
any other token you’ve received. I am counting upon you to save this world and
maintain the order of good controlling evil. I wish you success, my Scribe.”


Before she could respond, he
extended his wings at least seventy-five feet. One quick downward stroke lifted
him off. He flew across the Steppe of Ora toward the high cliffs beyond. His
scales glinted in the sunlight like a fireball gliding through the sky.


Cullen breathed a sigh of
relief. “All worked out well.” He squarely faced Glisla with such a fierce look
her bird flew into the blighted plain. “What were you thinking, pushing Lyra
unprotected into harm? The Imperial Dragon didn’t discipline you, so I will
allow you to speak first before I decide whether to draw my staff on you.”


“He knows my Qumeli tribe
well. We are readers.”


“Yes, I know exactly what you
are. That doesn’t make me approve your behavior.”He firmly grasped the shaft of
his staff, the sapphire sparking blue light.


She thrust her chin up
defiantly. “Dark One needed to measure Lyra’s great strength before Imperial
leader granted his. Now they will fear her.”


He locked upon her gaze.


The gypsy woman winced.


His eyes glowed white, and
her body threshed, although unable to look away from him. He took a step
closer, causing her to cry out in pain.


She reached a hand to an
amulet, worn as a pendant, and whimpered, “Mystics awaken. Help me.” He leaned
closer and she went silent, held bewitched for several minutes.


Lyra stared intently at the
pair. Remembering what the Head Guardian said, she moved a step closer to
satisfy her curiosity. Touching her jade pin to intensify the sensation, she
felt the direction of his strength. He froze Glisla’s thoughts, and sifted
through them until he learned the truth. Glisla had indeed wanted the dark
forces to measure her natural power, but not to scare them. To warn them. Why?
The Imperial Dragon accepted the Qumeli’s service. She couldn’t find the answer
inside the woman’s mind. Did Cullen?


Finally, he dropped his gaze to
the ground and released Glisla.


She collapsed at his feet.


He glared at the woman, but
his eyes no longer held magic. “Your partial truths do not endear me. Answer me
completely and honestly from now forward or you will suffer.”


Kenzo silently flew up and
hovered at Lyra’s shoulder, whispering, “Fascination—he’s talented at it.
She’ll be fine, only roughed up a good bit.” He snapped his beak. “Needed it
too.”


“Let’s move!” the sorcerer
cried out and motioned forward with his staff.


“Where’s Tama?” the buck
bleated. “I last saw him before the green dragon was killed.”


There were no hiding places
in this open expanse of plain. Lyra turned in every direction, but didn’t see
the fox.


“I hope he used this delay to
get a head start with scouting. Tis and Taz, go on at top speed and keep an eye
out for him while you check for danger. Report back when the sun is at its
highest point,” Cullen directed.


The squirrels scampered into
the shadow lands, chasing cautiously from tree to tree.


“Everyone be on lookout for Tama,
and, more importantly, for any forces intending harm.” He shouldered his pack
more securely, before giving Lyra a quick hug. “Ready?”


She nodded. “Yes, I am. I can
do this.”


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Twenty-Three: The Scribe’s
Journey


 


 


Only dedication to her three
purposes—to Cullen, Brigid, and the Alliance—held foremost in Lyra’s mind, kept
her feet moving across the bleak plain.


When Noba treaded across the
demarcation, he shuddered as he impacted evil in the air, and flew up to a
perch on top of his master’s pack.


Wind whistled through charred
tree limbs and blackened stumps, which dotted this side of the Steppe of Ora.
The parched, cracked ground changed to dust under their footsteps. Silva Nocens
lay a couple miles in the distance. The sight was a welcome relief from this
barrenness, but every so often a breeze told Lyra otherwise and wafted a stench
of organic decay mixed with evil from the wood.


She trudged beside Cullen,
and, on her other side, Bero plodded unyieldingly. His great stamina encouraged
her. Kenzo flew close, unusually quiet. Snakes and lizards slithered in the
darkest shadows, hissing at them as they passed. Glisla walked behind,
untrusted and unwelcome.


The width of the plain seemed
to grow with every step. Finally, they reached the edge of the outer line of
trees. Inside, the dense foliage blocked most light. The air hung deadly calm
and silent. After Lyra took a few more paces, the forest came to life—birds
screeched, frogs croaked, insects snapped—all in some secret language. She sensed
they talked about her.


Cullen pulled them up to
conference. “Kenzo, use your best silent flight and cruise around the immediate
vicinity. I smell the fetid odor of green dragons.”


The owl glided out with
amazing stealth and sped around close trunks in the dim light.


Lyra pulled her brooch from
under her chin to gain a view of the attached heliodor. In order to feel safe
enough to concentrate, she stood back to back with Cullen. She took a deep
breath. What was the one question she wished it to answer? Many fought to be
the one. What danger would she meet next? Focus. Breathe. Focus. Repeating the
question over and over to herself. A tiny star on the gem twinkled, and an
image of two green dragons flashed through her mind. She jumped.


Cullen also started. “Through
our touch, I saw your vision. Not nearly as nice as your first,” he said in a
hushed voice.


Bero bent his neck lower,
next to their faces. “What did you see?”


“A pair of greens,” the
wizard responded.


“I know you don’t trust, but
I can help,” Glisla offered. She walked a few steps off the trail to the left
and turned to give an encouraging look.


The tiger owl surprised them
with his noiseless return. He hurriedly settled onto his master’s leather
wristlet and spoke so low Lyra strained to hear even from beside Cullen. “Two
greens ahead on the right, coming this way.”


The sorcerer motioned them
all to follow Glisla. “At least she has the correct direction.”


The Qumeli guide quickened
her pace, darted under tree limbs, and raced around thickets.


Lyra worked to keep up.


Their guide stopped by a tiny
stream, then waited for all to gather. “Walk through water, not touching any
dry rock surface.” She squatted down at the bank and placed her fingers in the
water. “Water spirits, friends of Qumeli, aid me now.” The current slowed to an
ebb. “We cross now.” She went first and stepped into the water.


Bero followed, careful to get
each hoof into the water of the narrow creek. Lyra crossed next with no
trouble. Noba and Kenzo stretched wings to balance their awkward hops. Cullen
purposely took the rear, to protect their backside from attack.


Once all passed, Glisla
paused, bent to the water, and repeated her ritual. The current swelled into
fast-moving rapids. “Washes away our essences. Greens cannot detect us now.”
She stood and continued to lead them on a circuitous route through the wild for
a long distance.


Lyra glimpsed the pair of
dragons beyond trees to the right, but they surveyed in every wrong direction, clearly
thrown off. Thankfully, the Qumeli’s help proved useful this time.


Their group continued for
maybe half an hour, until finally, the woman headed them onto a narrow trail.


Within minutes, Tama and
Glisla’s red bird met them. “The way ahead is clear,” the fox reported.


Lyra stooped to give the
golden fox a good rub along his back. “Did you see the squirrels? We sent them
to find you.”


He shook his head. His fur
stood on end, and his golden aura expanded as he looked at the red bird. “I’ll
watch for them.”


The bird perched on his
mistress’s shoulder. They traveled the path that Glisla deemed safe deeper into
the wood. The floor lay mostly clear of underbrush since little light supported
growth. The trees there were massive and ancient, their leaves black, absorbing
whatever illumination did penetrate.


Suddenly, from high in the
limbs, a recognizable chatter sounded. Tis and Taz raced along a branch over
their heads. Their squeaks grew frenzied.


A part man, part dragon
creature sailed on black, webbed wings toward the squirrels. He grabbed one of
them with a clawed hand and smashed the tiny rodent onto the ground. The beast
dropped directly in front of Lyra and her guides. Although his head appeared
human, he hissed through fangs of a dragon. His long tail with sharp spines
slashed from side to side. Brown scales covered his lower torso, wrists, and
ankles, while his chest, arms, and legs were well-muscled and human-like with
skin.


Immediately, two other winged
creatures jumped down, surrounding them. They had the same shape, with crude
human-like arms and legs. However, feathered wings protruded from their
shoulders and serpent tails from their hindquarters.


The leader’s head looked like
a handsome man with long, flowing hair, but the winged ones were grotesque. One
resembled a giant frog, except he had four pairs of eyes and a gaping mouth,
lined with pointed teeth.


The other possessed no skin
or scales, its muscles and tendons all visible. A forked tongue extended
several feet from its mouth, tasting the air and drooling, as though the scent
of their bodies piqued its hunger. Red eyes glowed wickedly, set between two
horns. The demon hunched, having no neck and a humped back. It leaned forward
and grunted at them, before lurching a few steps closer.


Cullen lowered his staff and
aimed a lightning-fast powerbolt at the hunchback, sending it back a few paces.
However, its considerable strength kept it on its feet even after that blast.


Noba bravely flew at the
creature and stung its neck with the point of his tail.


Annoyed, it easily slapped
the pseudodragon to the ground with the back of its hand.


The leader captured Lyra’s
eyes and drew her in with magical seduction. “Come,” he beckoned.


She located the fire within
her soul, channeled it through her mind, and tore her eyes away. The jolt that
resulted from her release sent him onto his back.


Meanwhile, Cullen worked over
the frog man, hurling him onto his face. Although quick, the wizard was
unprepared for a second attack by the hunched demon.


The beast coiled his long,
sticky tongue around Cullen’s staff and sent it flying out of reach.


Bero charged, antlers
lowered, at the frog beast, successfully pinning it to a trunk while Kenzo used
talons to scratch at its multiple sets of eyes.


“Good going, Bero, Kenzo!”
the wizard called out. He looked over his shoulder at Lyra and moved closer to
her.


The dragon-man remained in a
heap, snarling at Lyra. She didn’t even see him move, and he now hung over her,
fangs dripping saliva and ready to bite. If Cullen had lost his staff, how
could she beat this monster? Where was Glisla? Why didn’t she help them?


Tama bit hard onto the
dragon-man’s leg.


The beast drew away, wincing
as he struck the fox with his spiked tail.


The skinless, hunched demon
circled Cullen, staring him down, drooling and laughing wickedly.


The wizard hurled power which
sent it backward a short distance, stunned, but still on its feet. He sent two
more strikes at the beast before it could regain faculties, and this time, it
crumbled into a squat.


The frog creature cast power
at the buck’s head and demolished some of his rack to get free. Then, it lunged
at Cullen, catching him off guard. Its teeth clamped onto his thigh.


Cullen cried out in pain.


With Lyra distracted by
Cullen’s cry, the dragon-man seized the moment. He lunged and sank his fangs
into her neck.


She screamed with the sharp
pain.


Kenzo’s silver wings beat
against her skin.


The dragon-man yelled and withdrew
as the owl’s talons gouged his delicate human flesh.


Noba and Taz dropped down
onto him from the limb above, biting and stinging.


Lyra used that second to
reach out and touch Cullen, remembering what the Imperial Dragon told them. At
first, she was jolted by his enormous pain from the frog-man’s bite, then
Cullen’s power rushed to meet hers. The new energy helped her overcome the pain
throbbing in her neck. She raised her free hand and hurled powerballs at the
frog-man until he lay in a motionless heap.


The buck picked up the staff
in his mouth and dragged it over to his master.


“Thanks, Bero!” the wizard
called out and grabbed it. With a loud yell, he spun around, slashing the air
with a swath of blue lightning. Lyra maintained contact with him and he
utilized her power. Her fire rushed through his staff and into a sharp bolt.


He sliced clean through the
neck of the dragon-man. The head bounced along the ground, while the body
jerked reflexively for at least a minute before it lost all signs of life.


Lyra’s body shook with their
enormous collective power channeling through her. Although trembling, she liked
their power over these evil forces.


Cullen turned and wrapped
Lyra’s hand around his wizard’s staff, then covered it with his own. “Finish
off the other two. You can do it. We don’t want them finding us tonight.”


She lowered the sapphire tip
and focused. The strength almost overwhelmed her, at first making her dizzy.
She gulped and again focused within. A bright golden blue beam shot out. She
slashed it across the neck of the frog demon and neatly severed his head. She
and Cullen spun as a unit, holding the staff, and she repeated with the last
creature. That one possessed more power and required her to cut twice. The head
rolled spitefully toward them, the tongue latching onto anything in its path.


“Stand clear of that tongue!”
Cullen called out. “It’s poisonous.”


Kenzo yelped as it stuck to
and pulled out one of his feathers.


With the danger passed, Lyra
rushed to kneel at the limp body of the fallen squirrel.


Taz and Tama cried beside
their friend.


She carefully scooped up the
little body, hoping for a miracle.


Cullen placed a hand on her
shoulder. “He’s beyond our magic. I’m sorry.”


As she caressed the furry
tail, some of the sparkle of his aura rubbed off in her hand.


A snow-white bird suddenly
appeared overhead. She remembered it from somewhere. It looked like a giant
crane. Cranewort. “That’s one of Cranewort’s birds, isn’t it? What’s it doing
here?”


No one seemed to want to
answer. Finally, Bero cleared his throat and spoke. “His cranes carry souls of
the dead home. Their presence is respected even among the Dark Realm, although
most here possess no souls.”


The mighty bird descended
with elegance and grace. It slowly accepted the small body into its feet.


Lyra looked up through her
tears. They all cried for the little hero.


A drop fell from the crane’s
eye before it lifted off.


In silence, they watched it
depart and then Cullen said to Lyra, “Let me mend that bite on your neck.” He
covered it with his palm and held tight for a minute. “There’s still a bit of
venom within. We’ll treat this a few more times. Anyone else need some healing
before we travel? Night’s falling. We need to make camp.”


“Not before I heal your leg
as best I can.” Lyra unpinned her cloak and held the jade brooch. Cullen leaned
against Bero’s sturdy shoulder while she ran it over his wounded thigh. “I
can’t see through the blood-soaked pant leg. Is that better?”


“Yes, much.” He tested it
with a few steps. “Good enough to journey a few miles. Let’s get out of here
quickly, before the death smell tempts more darkness.” He looked around. “I
don’t see Glisla or her companion. No surprise there. She very well might have
led us into that trap. Tama, did you scout any farther ahead?”


“I did and have a campsite in
mind that was not a suggestion from her bird,” the fox scoffed.


 


***


Twilight settled, almost as
dark as night under the thick tree canopy above their camp. Lyra assisted with construction
of a protective ward. The air, charged with dark magic, made the job harder
compared to the previous evening. They created only a small safe room, secured
on one side to a granite wall. Only about ten feet square, it provided just
enough space for sleeping.


The wizard conjured simple
rations for all and a couple buckets of water. “Be quick. Get some nourishment,
and then I must remove the remains, to not attract extra suspicion.”


“We’ll need to stand watch tonight,
for sure. Our magic is not as strong here,” Bero said, before taking a mouthful
of grain.


“Noba will help,” the tiny
dragon volunteered, mumbling through a bite of meat.


“Okay, you first and then
me,” the buck decided. “The rest of you, get some sleep when you can.”


As the others bedded down,
Cullen went to each and offered healing as needed. He mended plenty of internal
ailments in Noba and the fox, then regrew some of Bero’s fractured rack.


Lyra followed and attempted
to learn the skill, but in darkness, she could only sense the extent of their
injuries, not bring healing. Although her jadestone only helped mend Cullen’s
wounds, she was thankful for that ability.


While she treated him again,
he explained, “The strength of the dark force inhibits our powers. This is
difficult even for me. You were amazing during that fight. I never expected you
could channel my full power and lend me yours. It’s a miracle you knew how to
do that without training. The Imperial Dragon was correct; it saved us. Still wish
I could protect you without bringing you face-to-face with danger. Relying on
you isn’t right—it’s my job to protect you.”


Lyra raised an eyebrow. “I’m
not about to be taken care of. I’ll use whatever I can to fight. I’m relieved I
could help. It was incredible feeling your power in me. I can’t describe…”


Cullen laughed. “You’re
taking a liking to my strength. Make no mistake, facing serious threat, I’ll
use our combined power first. You aren’t trained. You’re my back-up.”


She winked and retorted,
“Everyone remarks how fast I learn. Remember that.”


When she finished, he
conjured a few blankets, selected a sleeping spot for them next to the wall,
and shielded her with his body.


Sleep did not come easily for
Lyra, and then only fitful, short bouts filled with disconnected visions. She
glimpsed the same strange man, wearing a cloak bordered in moving tentacles.
His jet black hair hung down his back. She strained to see more detail, but his
face stayed in shadow. He turned, and his eyes glowed red. Lyra jolted awake
and moved closer to Cullen.


He responded, wrapping his
arm tighter around her waist.


The comfort and warmth of his
touch eased her back to sleep. From the edge of slumber, she heard a faint
voice call, “Master! Master, wake up!”


Cullen abruptly turned away
from her.


She rolled over, now fully
awake.


His familiar whispered,
“Master! Noba sees a shadow moving near. Like a human with two curved horns.
Can’t see clear.”


The wizard reached back and
grabbed hold of his staff, positioned between them for safety as they slept. He
tilted it, ready to fire.


A face and hands pressed
against the wall of the ward, like looking in through a window pane—Glisla.
“Please, may I enter?” She trembled, her gray hair matted with something dark,
probably blood. What happened to her? “Please, I need a safe place to rest for
a while.”


Cullen sighed and asked over
his shoulder, “What do you think? Should we let her in?”


“Well, she’s wounded and
shaking, like something’s hurt her and maybe still chasing. Could that be a
set-up to get us to lower the ward?”


“It certainly could.”


“Can’t you use fascination
like before?” Lyra asked.


He lowered his voice more.
“Not through a ward. Besides, that’s such an advanced ability, and my technique
is foreign to this territory. The power emitted would serve as a beacon.”


“I say no. Don’t admit her.”


“I agree, but the Imperial
Dragon didn’t reprimand her for pushing you past the Geminus tree, so he must
trust her. I can make a small opening, and if you’ll be ready to reseal it
immediately after she passes…”


“I can.” Lyra stood and
stepped toward the boundary of the ward.


He tipped the point of his
staff and cut an opening just large enough for the woman to fit through.


Lyra reformed it seconds
after Glisla entered.


“Thank you both,” the Qumeli dropped
to her knees in appreciation. “Wrong of me to flee from your fight, but I paid
when fresh winged guards of the Black Dragon picked up my scent rather than
yours. One threw me around before I could escape.”


“How do we know you aren’t
tricking us into another trap like before?” Lyra snapped.


“Have no proof, only my word
I won’t harm you.” Glisla rolled from her knees to a seated position, obviously
exhausted.


“We can’t sleep with that
little assurance.” Lyra turned aside to Cullen, whispering, “Is there any way
to know more? Can you use just a little fascination so it isn’t discovered?”


He shook his head. “But…” He
pulled his pack up to his side and opened it. “You remember the swamp man?”


She nodded and watched him
intently as he withdrew the bottle of potion.


He waved a hand and created
three mugs.


Lyra took the bottle and
poured into each, then handed them around to Cullen, the Qumeli, and herself.
“I think we need some refreshments. You look very weary, Glisla.” She recapped
the potion, surprised to find it had refilled.


“Thank you much. I am tired.”


Lyra swirled the brew around,
examining it. How could she trust her life to that slimy swamp man? But when
Cullen drank his, she followed suit, as did the woman. She carefully watched
the others and monitored her own body for symptoms—nothing. Cullen seemed
normal. His eyes were open wide and watching.


Soon, Glisla’s eyes drooped.
“Feel sleepy. Rest comes now.” She spilled onto the leaf litter of the forest
floor and fell fast asleep.


“Is she asleep or unconscious…or
dead?” Lyra whispered to Cullen.


He crawled over to the still
body. “She breathes shallowly. Perhaps unconscious. Hard to be certain. At
least she’s unable to call to any who can harm us or hurt us herself. Let’s try
to rest again.” He looked to his familiar, and reached out to pat the
pseudodragon’s flank. “You did well, Noba. Please wake Bero to take watch and
you sleep now.”


“Noba happy to help.” The
little dragon hopped off as directed.


Lyra felt a chill. She moved
to where they slept earlier and pulled the blanket over herself.


Cullen secured his staff and
joined her.


Her eyes closed, but for a
long time she listened to the slightest noises…the buck’s snorts, twigs
snapping under his hoofs, the sound of him rubbing his antlers on a trunk to
remove some of the itchy velvet. Her heart leapt with each sound, before
recognition registered and her weary mind slowly gave way to sleep.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Twenty-Four: The White Crane


 


 


It seemed like only minutes later
when Bero nudged Lyra and Cullen with his nose. “Master, evil’s lurking.”


“What? What is it?” Cullen
responded, struggling to wake while his hand grabbed his staff.


“Don’t see or hear anything,
but there’s an odor,” the buck spoke in a low voice.


Lyra sniffed the air. A
stench of dung. She pulled the blanket over her nose.


“Nox, closest aide to the
Black Dragon. No doubt he senses us. Our Imperial magic signals those with
great power,” Cullen responded.


Shuffling noises sounded from
the right of the ward. Lyra peeked up above his shoulder.


“Let’s hope the ward holds,”
he added and positioned the sapphire tip of his staff into strike position.


She scanned the darkness.
Nothing.


The monster’s breath panted.
Suddenly, a claw slashed through the ward. Foot-long talons traced lines of red
light.


Lyra gasped. The strength of
its evil whipped inside their enclosure and pain rushed through her head.


A flash of white-blue light
shot from the wizard’s staff, squarely hit the claw and held it immobile, until
the whole dragon’s foot shown blue.


The beast roared and withdrew
the charred hand, still glowing on its tips with Cullen’s magic. “Sire Drake! I
know your mark.” A human face scowled close to the edge of the ward. Then a
second human head grimaced at them, and a third spat red sparks through the
boundary. Yet another glared at them with crazed eyes, glowing red-orange.
Heads moved in and out, then all receded into the darkness.


She lost count of them. “How
many heads?” she asked in a hushed voice.


“Eight, each with a different
attack.” Cullen rose, poised to fight.


The buck stepped in front of
his animal friends.


Lyra stood, staying near
Cullen, in case they needed to comingle their powers. Her muscles clenched, the
hairs on the back of her neck raised. No sound, no motion. The pain in her head
left. Had he gone?


This commotion awakened their
other guides. The squirrel yelped in fright and moved back against the granite
wall. Kenzo perched on bent legs, ready for flight, and Tama crouched to
pounce.


A red haze of daybreak crept
in, giving slight illumination, but allowed no view of any demon or dragon.
After several excruciatingly long minutes, Cullen took a step toward the outer
wall of the ward. He held his hand to the area where the dark leader’s aide cut
through. After lowering his staff, he returned to confer with her and motioned
Bero to join them. “Before I sealed the tear, I analyzed the external magic.
Nox left; apparently his burnt hand made him decide to opt for a more
advantageous attack.”


“It’s dawn; we should
continue on to seek the Black Dragon,” Lyra said, gathering her pack and
Cullen’s.


Bero nodded.


“What about Glisla? Is she
alive?” She looked at the prone body. “The potion was supposed to kill an evil
person and let others live. Or did the potion determine her soul to be evil and
kill her?”


The buck lowered his nose to
the woman’s face. “She breathes.” He prodded her with a hoof, but she didn’t
move.


“Just as I expected, the
potion found her to be neither good nor evil. Leave her,” Cullen said,
accepting his pack. “I’ll reseal the ward. That’s as much as I owe her. If she
regains consciousness, she can get out on her own. Let’s move out.” He waved
them onward with his staff. “We need to travel fast now that Nox knows our
location. We’ll break for food later. Bero, guard the rear.” He tore a wide
gash in the ward for them to pass through and then resealed it. He turned to
Lyra. “Keep close in case we need to fight together like before.”


 “Since we have no
guide, can we locate a ley line and use it to lead us to the Black Dragon’s
lair?” she asked.


“Exactly my thought. No lines
got in the way of building the ward, so we should find one nearby since they
converge near this pole of power.” He held a palm up to sense magic in the air
as they walked.


Lyra stepped a few paces to
one side and did the same, cautiously sending out the tiniest possible force
from within herself—just enough to detect it bouncing back from any magnetic
line. Quite correct about their spacing, she found one in less than a quarter
mile. “Here!”


“Good work!” Cullen smiled,
coming over to her. “This can set our direction, but we’ll need to stay a short
distance away, behind as much brush and cover as possible. That won’t hide our
power to higher dark forces, but at least lesser demons might be fooled.”


“May I scout ahead, Master?”
Tama’s raised fur glistened through his rust-colored aura.


“Me too,” the owl
volunteered. “I can return with news quicker.”


“Noba wants to go,” called
out the familiar.


“Tama, you go ahead, and
thank you. Kenzo, I need you to be ready to fly out when we need help. Noba, I
have an important job for you right now. Taz? Going to scout?”


The squirrel sank back,
probably now too fearful after the death of his friend. Lyra couldn’t blame
him.


“I’ll find the lair and
return.” Tama scurried off.


“Noba, what I need you to do
is follow this ley line. Your tail should be able to detect the magnetism. Few
will suspect a pseudodragon since they’re native to this area also. We’ll be
along that ridge thirty feet away. Use care not to draw attention to us.”


The familiar thrust out his
little chest and lifted his tail high. “Count on Noba to get us there.”


Even in the midst of danger,
Lyra couldn’t resist smiling at his pure heart and dedication.


Keeping a careful eye on him,
she lifted her long skirt to walk close to whatever cover they found. After at
least an hour, evil power hung thicker in the air, just like when Nox’s claw
cut their ward. Her throat tightened so much that she paused to massage it, trying
to relax the clenched muscles.


As the ley line approached a
cliff, Tama scampered down a precarious stone face to meet them. “We should
take the path to the left, up the mountain. Nox and a few drakes are on the
other. I also learned something of interest. The drakes are about to hunt for
food to serve their leader. He’ll likely nap after feeding.”


Noba joined them and Cullen
bent to pat him. He conjured a quick share of rations for the group. “Did that
‘something of interest’ come from Tarom, the Icewalker?”


Tama nodded, his mouth full.


“Who’s Tarom?” Lyra asked.


“The only potential ally we
have here in the Dark Realm. No one understands where his allegiance lies.”


“Like Eburscon?”


Cullen sneered at the mention
of that name. “Not exactly, although they’re both alchemists. Tarom is easier
to read; he’s a loner, out for himself first. Eburscon wants to lead others on
some path only he knows.”


The fox arched his back. “I
make sure I do a few good turns for Tarom now and then to stay on terms with
him. A good connection for my spying.”


“That’s why I selected you
for this journey.”


Tama’s muzzle turned up at
the corners into a grin.


Cullen faced the great owl.
“Kenzo, it’s time for you to alert the Alliance sentries as we discussed
earlier.”


“Ready, Master,” he replied,
head high.


“Travel high above the forest
canopy to the Imperial Dragon’s lair. The best blues will be waiting for your
signal to carry us home.” The wizard stooped and cupped his owl’s head in both
hands. “Be very watchful for attacking drakes.”


“Count on me.” Kenzo wasted
no time and flew up and out of sight.


“Let’s get going. Drakes are
fast hunters.” Tama turned and led the way, picking a path through the rocks.


Cullen climbed after him and
paused to test a narrow path, which crumbled under his weight. He held a hand
back to support Lyra’s ascent.


Once she reached safety, she
looked to the others. She worried the buck would not make it with his girth.


Surprisingly, he waited until
the others were all clear and then leapt to a wider surface, landing with the
sure-footing of a mountain goat.


She slowed to let him catch
up. “Where did you learn to do that?”


He snorted. “Our kind is
mixed with…umm, something like what I’ve heard you call caribou—climbing is in
my blood.”


She grinned and patted his
nose.


In the next moment, a magma
drake rounded the corner of the mountain.


Lyra gasped.


“Quick! Drop down against the
rock and I’ll cover you,” Bero ordered.


She did and his massive body hid
her completely. From under his neck, she peeked at the drake cruising into the
forest.


Tama yelled back, “Group
together more and pick up the pace. We have a hard climb ahead.”


She strained to reach Cullen
again.


Between gulps of air he said,
“Good move with Bero.”


“His idea. He’s been a huge
help the whole way.”


Tama ducked into a recess in
the granite.


While Lyra caught her breath,
she looked down. They stood about two hundred feet up, the rock face sheer and
steep.


The fox announced, “Not much
farther. Around the next bend, we’ll hide in a few crevices and wait until the
dark leader’s fed.”


He cast out onto the path
again, before Lyra was ready. Still struggling from exertion, fear now
descended over her. Around the corner lay the lair of the beast so powerful he
could destroy this world, the life of the man she loved, and her chance at
happiness with him. All her muscles tensed at once, sweat drenched her face and
ran from under her hair down the back of her neck.


A hand on her back made her
jerk and then in a split second, she relaxed at the touch. “I’m here with you.
You’re not alone and never will be. I’ll be yours through every hard moment.
Trust.”


“Trust—I will.” Inside her
mind, she focused on Aunt Jean’s words, Keep a clear head, but follow your
heart. Fire of her aura raged inside her soul and flared into her limbs.


After about one hundred feet,
the fox darted into a wide vertical fissure.


Lyra pulled up beside him.


Drakes of every shape and
size circled outside the mouth of the lair—fire, magma, ooze, smoke, and the
most dangerous…ice. From the fantasy books she had studied, the edgy, chaotic
ice drakes jumped at the chance to freeze opponents with a single touch. Each
drake delivered some freshly killed meat to serve their master. How would she
ever get past those guards?


While they stood watching and
waiting, she pulled the heliodor from below her chin into view. She glanced
over to Cullen in the next crevice.


His eyes fixed upon her. He
twisted his dragon ring, clearly worried.


She needed a way to calm her
mind, which was running frantically in dozens of directions.


He understood and moved next
to her. His touch eased her tension. Whether from love or magic of the
jadestone, it didn’t matter at that moment.


With no difficulty, she
selected her question—How do I safely enter and exit the Black Dragon’s lair?
She focused on the surface of the golden stone. It sparked high, nearly
blinding her. What she viewed through that star of light appeared immediately
before her in the next second—a white crane.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Twenty-Five: The Black Lair


 


 


One of Cranewort’s birds flew
directly toward Lyra. Was she about to die and it came there to take her soul?
Trembling, she looked in every direction for danger. It flew closer, but no dragon
soared near or even noticed the crane. It landed and deposited a tiny parcel at
her feet.


She picked it up and untied
the twine around the box. Inside, she found a note and a gemstone ring. Turning
it in the light, the milky white stone sparkled a rainbow of hues.


Tama leaned in to take a
look. “What is it?”


Cullen snapped impatiently,
“Read the note. This bird came from Cranewort. The gift is an opal, amazingly
rare here. Who sent it?”


Lyra unfolded the parchment
and read, “Adalyra, you have already done a service for me which I cannot
repay. Cranewort’s clairvoyance showed me what you need most right now to
succeed—the opal of invisibility. Wear this on your finger when you wish to be
invisible. Hold to others to extend its scope. This gift gains power with
tradition, passing through maternal family lines. It is from me and from
Brigid. For now, I must remain nameless, but know I give this to you with all
my heart.” She turned the paper over, looking for a clue. “Who could it be?”


“No idea. Someone Cranewort
trusts enough to share his view of our progress. No doubt, this is what you
need to get past those drakes,” Cullen replied.


“Do you know how this stone
works? Is it safe? Will any be able to use their powers to see me?”


“I doubt it. I haven’t seen
its magic before. Slip it on to test.”


It fit perfectly upon her
right middle finger. “Well? I can see myself.”


“I can’t see you. Let’s find
out what happens when I touch you.” Cullen took hold of her arm. “I can see
you, but maybe…”


“I can’t see either of you
now,” Tama said. “The drakes have all delivered their kills for the Black
Dragon’s feed. We can enter now.”


“The three of us should go
in. Noba, Bero, and Taz can watch for the owl,” Lyra said.


“I’ll go tell them and have
the buck give a bleat to signal Kenzo’s return,” the fox said as he slipped
away along the rock face. When he rejoined them, they set off, touching to
maintain invisibility.


They slipped past the drakes,
staying close to the stone walls to avoid being hit by their flipping tails.
The large mouth of the cave, which served as the Black Dragon’s lair, stood
fifteen feet high and forty some feet wide. It narrowed to a dark passageway,
lit by red torches.


More drakes rushed out,
nearly running the trio down in the tunnel.


Finally, they reached the
main chamber, which was dotted with water pools. Dampness hung in the air,
thick with a sickening smell of rotting carcasses.


Nox stood sentry while his
master slept, and added to the stench with his foul dung odor. Dead eels and
fish floated on the surface of the basins, brought by drakes to be eaten by the
dark leader.


There, the colossal beast lay
with his head down, resting on his front feet. Although tremendous, his frame
was smaller than his nemesis, the Imperial Dragon. If not more physically
threatening, the Black Dragon was certainly more terrifying, with a grim,
skeletal body. His eyes lay in deep sockets between two great horns, curving
forward and down. It frightened Lyra how the flesh of his face hung in shreds,
partly decomposed. She knew from her literature studies that all black dragons
breathed poisonous, burning acid. Acidic slime dripped down his eroded chin.


Nox stood, his hulking
ten-foot dragon body fully alert. His eight human heads waved wildly in the
air. Each one displayed a different emotion. One grinned and rolled his eyes
like a madman. Another’s mouth gaped, drooling and laughing. Yet another
whistled; the noise made her head ache, more so than even the evil power in the
room. One head studied the entrance with keen eyes, although her group passed
undetected. His scaled serpent tail thrashed wickedly. Somehow they needed to
get past it to reach the Black Dragon. Did her companions know how to play jump
rope? If not, they’d have to learn fast.


Unable to speak or make
noise, she demonstrated a small jump in place, to help them understand her
intentions. They nodded and, as a unit, approached the huge tail which carried
a row of sharp spines. It swung toward them and they hopped in unison. Success!
They scurried as far as possible toward the dark leader, then paused to jump
again when Nox’s tail swished back. Another run and leap and they reached their
goal.


When first asked to learn the
strength and power of the evil leader, Lyra wondered how to do that, but after
her own magic developed, she understood. She must touch it, allow its fire to
radiate through her fingers, her soul to measure its force against her own.
Knowing how didn’t make it easier. She gulped, held her breath, and placed her
open palm against the black scales of its hind leg sprawled out to the side.


Its power swirled around her
skin, penetrated the muscles of her hand, and coursed up the nerves in her arm.
The heat seared her arm as though it contained a strong acid. She needed to
compare it to her own, just a little longer…but the burning grew unbearable.
She steadied her aching arm with her other hand while her friends maintained
contact. Cullen flinched. The paired jadestones permitted him to also sense the
enormous dark magic. Finally, the evil touched her own power.


The Black Dragon’s neck
twitched.


Lyra’s heart pounded in her
chest. She needed more time and held still, assessing the quantity and quality
of the dark leader’s power for a full minute before dropping her aching hand
away. She had determined how its magic differed from hers, Cullen’s, and the
Imperial Dragon’s. Her task complete, they now needed to escape.


Since Nox presently sat and
dozed, tail tucked beside him, retreat would be easier. They huddled together
to keep contact, turned, and passed safely in front of the sentry. Lyra
breathed a sigh of relief when they entered the first leg of the tunnel, well
away from the leader’s chamber.


Suddenly, a man entered from
a side path and stood before them—the man from Lyra’s nightmare.


She froze and let out a gasp,
then reflexively drew a hand to her mouth in an effort to take back the sound.


“No need to be quiet, I can
see you fair lady. Let me introduce myself. I am Tarom, the Icewalker,” the man
stated. “Come, Tama. You’ve done well to bring them to me.” He cackled as the
undulating hem of his black cloak twisted aside where he held a hand down to
beckon the fox. On his extended hand he wore a massive purple ring. His long
black hair, streaked with gray at the temples, reflected a red sheen from the
torch light.


The golden fox slunk next to
him, looking at the ground. Had she and Cullen been double-crossed? She studied
Tama, but gained no clue from his behavior.


Tarom fingered his massive,
carved staff. A skull on top twirled and grimaced.


Cullen’s hand tightened on
his.


With battle imminent, Lyra
knew the truth. Whether he intended or not, Tama had led them into a trap. She
didn’t dare lose physical contact with her partner; their powers must stay joined.
She cast a backward glance at the entry to the leader’s chamber, and was
thankful that she heard no noise.


“Hmm, should I wake my
leader, so you may see for yourselves just how cruel he is?” The corners of
Tarom’s mouth turned up into a wicked grin. “No, I think I’d like to have some
fun with the eminent Sire Drake myself. It’s been decades since we dueled.
Learned any new tricks?” He lowered his staff, and the eyes of the skull shot
red light, setting Lyra’s skirt afire.


Her nerves on edge and her focus
pinpointed by adrenaline, she waved her hand and instantly doused the fire.


“Well, well. A Scribe with
real power. I’ve heard rumors. Even better; imagine the glory I can achieve
bringing down both the most powerful wizard in Dragonspeir and a Scribe sharp
enough to rival our first. Quite an honor I’d gain.” He whipped his staff in a
circle, gathering energy to strike, but Cullen was faster, requiring no
preparation.


Already aimed, the sapphire
point hurled a blue swath at the opponent’s staff and sent it flying. It
emitted its store of strike power upon contact with the cave walls, etching a
deep craze line in the rock.


Perspiration formed along
Lyra’s hairline.


Tarom’s power was strong, but
now unarmed, he was reduced to shooting fire power directly from his body.


Cullen didn’t take any
chances. He encircled Tarom with a volley of blue light, which pinned him to
the opposite wall.


Behind her, the dragons
stirred. She and Cullen needed to get out of the lair right away.


The Icewalker chuckled madly.
“Good show, Sire Drake. You do, in fact, have a new trick. I should have
noticed those paired jadestones. You work with her power boosting your
own—nothing I can match. An enjoyable lesson, nonetheless, like old times. The
reward of exaltation for overpowering you both has escaped me. I have no use
for you, so now I’ll pass you along to my master as my duty demands.” With his
only mobile extremity, he hurled a finger’s stream of red light ricocheting off
the walls into the private chamber.


“Run and keep hold of my
hand! Now!” Cullen ordered.


Behind them a beast grunted,
but Lyra didn’t take time to find out which one.


Terror powered her legs. They
raced down the passageway.


A horrific roar came from
deep within the lair. Footfalls thundered so loud, she was sure the Black
Dragon charged after them.


Lyra prayed he couldn’t see
them. The air burned her lungs; he gained ground, breathing acid at them. She
stumbled on a dark projection on the cave floor. Her hand came loose from Cullen’s.
She looked over her shoulder and saw the Black Dragon’s eyes change to a fiery
red.


Cullen dragged her to her
feet, shot back a spray of thick, blue smoke to hinder the beast.


Enraged, the dark leader shot
more acid.


Her lungs were on fire. They ran
onto the landing rock outside the cave’s mouth. Lyra bent double and coughed
from the acid vapors.


Blasts of fire zipped in all
directions as the drakes attacked blue dragons, which were hovering, waiting to
take them away. Her ears reverberated with roars and wild screams. Odors of
burnt flesh mixed with the harsh acidic smell.


Cullen’s cloak caught fire.
Busy shooting bolts at the drakes to make some landing space, he didn’t bother
with the flames moving upward along the fabric. He cried in pain.


The Black Dragon roared and
spat a dense cloud of acid. “Drakes, stop her!”


From down on her knees,
choking and blinded with acid, Lyra held her palms up to what she thought was
Cullen and dampened the flames.


Bright lightning bolts shot
down from the blues above her toward the lair.


Someone lifted her from the
armpits. “Step up in front of you.” It was Cullen, guiding her foot onto the
tendon of a dragon wing. “When I boost you, throw a leg over.”


She could only see outlines
and had no idea where her leg would land. Her thigh hit a spike and tore her
skin, but she was seated.


He mounted behind her, and
the blue lifted off.


“Adalyra, you will know my
revenge,” the Black Dragon’s voice boomed out after them.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Twenty-Six: Party for Peace


 


 


Bolts of fire from the drakes
zipped all around, but Lyra’s mount agilely avoided those that passed his way.
Other blues on either side safeguarded them. “I can’t see far. Where are the
others?”


“I’m flying beside you,
Lyra,” the owl’s voice sounded to her right. He glided forward a bit.


She made out a silver blur
and gave a wave. “Thank you. Thank you, Kenzo for bringing these blue dragons.”


“You’re welcome. Glad to do
my job.”


Cullen leaned up and spoke
into her ear. “The others are riding two blues alongside. None are injured
beyond repair. I might be able to mend you a bit now. I can feel your pain.” He
cupped his hands over her eyes and proclaimed, “Medicor!”


Lyra jerked; the healing shot
prickles of pain through her eyes. Instinctively, she raised her hands to cover
his, bringing soothing relief. She lifted both sets of hands, and although
watery, her vision greatly improved.


“Hmm, self-healing, an
uncommon art. You possess some unusual magic in your genes.”


“I’m not too fond of blood
though. Can you repair the cut on my thigh?”


“Certainly.” He pulled up her
skirt and passed his hand slowly over the long wound. “Better?”


“Yes. What happened to Tama?
Did he set us up or not? I wasn’t sure.”


“He made some kind of shady
deal with Tarom and will be fine where we left him. Tarom is not good or bad,
but an opportunistic loner. I’ve known him as long as I’ve been a wizard. I
doubt the dark alchemist cared whether or not you completed your mission, but
more about finding a way to use you to rise in status. Giving the fox tips on
how to sneak us into the lair provided a way for him to get close to you. I’m
sure you haven’t seen the last of Tarom. I suspected Tama would try to walk the
line between good and evil, and he did. After all, he’s a fox. But, that was exactly
why I wanted him. No better way to get close to the danger we sought.”


“Good thinking.” She nestled
back against his chest and enjoyed the view. “Flying home is much easier, but I
understand we wouldn’t have been able to sneak in riding blue sentries.” They
flew high above the dense Silva Nocens canopy. She shuddered and hoped to never
return there.


Ahead, along the horizon, the
Steppe of Ora led into the mountains of the Imperial lair. The sentries glided
on air currents, a smooth flight. Ten blues took them home, fast and strong,
muscles rippling in their flanks. Their cobalt coloring contrasted with the
silver on their undersides.


Images of the past adventure
floated through her mind. “Is there some connection with people wearing purple
gems or robes, rather than blue or red to show support for good or evil?
Eburscon, Glisla, and Tarom all wear those colors. All are shady. Do they have
any association?”


“None that I’m aware of.
Glisla was appointed by Eburscon, but I don’t see how Tarom could interact much
with either. The two alchemists are adversaries. Perhaps the intermediate color
gives them personal freedom.”


“You’re right about each
being independent. She’s a mystic, and maybe all alchemists think they can
control and create the world as they want. But, the similarities make me
curious. I’d keep an eye on them.”


“Always do. Part of my job.”
He pointed and called out, “Look! I can see the Geminus tree. Please take us on
to the Meadow of Peace.” He patted the shoulder of the blue, who nodded in
response.


When they sailed over the
wide Steppe of Ora, a different tree, closer to the Silva Nocens, now marked
the boundary. A good sign for the Alliance, but Lyra still had much left to do
to finish the quest. Dozens of dragons filled the sunlit sky, making the turn
with their group of blues to form a procession—the Head Guardian leading their
flight.


The sentries landed in clear
areas, best they could, but still some flowers and sprites fussed at them.


“Wowee! I don’t ever remember
this many dragons in the Meadow,” Kenzo exclaimed.


“Not Noba either!” The
familiar jumped up and down.


The Imperial Sorcerer and
Scribe were surrounded by thousands of well-wishers, happy to have them back
safely. Sprites buzzed around Lyra’s head, tucking blossoms into her tangled
curls. Fairy dust sparkled in all directions. Several lesser wizards repaired
the burned hem of her skirt while others fixed Cullen’s cloak.


The Lady of Peace hovered
nearby and soared to the center of the clearing, her blue wings stretched wide.
She bowed to the couple and their guides. “You all have exceeded my
expectations. May luck continue your way as you record your adventures,
Adalyra.” She whirled in place, her tail sparks fanning out like dozens of gold
sparklers, bringing cheers from the crowd.


The Unicorn pranced up, his
aura glowing far around him and his silvery horn held high. “My Scribe, you
have met the worst challenges. Let your writing flow freely in the days to come.
Thank you all for your dedication. The Guardian of the Water and Mimio, unable
to travel this distance owing to his age, send their congratulations and
warmth, urging you to work hard and complete the quest.” He bowed to each of
the six travelers.


Lastly, the Imperial Dragon
stepped forward. “I am pleased to recognize the service and commitment of each
assistant in the scribe’s journey: Sire Drake; Kenzo; Bero; Noba; Taz; and Tis,
whose spirit remains with us.” His voice echoed off the surrounding tree
trunks. “Each will receive a decoration and token of power added to his aura.
Our Scribe, who continues to exceed our expectations, will be decorated upon
completion of her written task.”


For many hours after the
Guardians’ recognitions, stories were told round and round, small groups
chatting up tall tales and laughing. Bero gained much commendation for his
strength and dedication as a rescuer. The owl for his bravery, traveling far
and alone to seek help. Noba for his loyalty, keeping sight of the ley line. A
moment of silence honored the fallen Tis. They spoke of the fox with hushed
voices, uncertain of details and his motives. Most of all, the Meadow-dwellers
and visiting dragons remarked about Lyra and Cullen’s paired jadestones. How
blessed their community was to have the most capable wizard of Dragonspeir and
now the Scribe, whose powers amazed all, bonded together, sharing love and
magic. Good fortune seemed at hand for the peaceful folk.


Food, drink, and song
continued for hours until the sun dipped low. A feast awaited, with choices for
every preference: newly harvested tender grains or baked loaves; freshly caught
grilled or raw fish; new garden squash, corn, and beans. Plenty of ale and
sweet milk was on hand.


While the other guides
eventually surrounded themselves with family, Kenzo basked in the glory of
adoration. Acting the social butterfly, he whipped from group to group.


Musicians filled the Meadow
with flute and fiddle tunes, and most trotted, flapped, or jigged around the
lively band. Cullen danced Lyra among the taller flowers in the Meadow,
stealing kisses when they were hidden a bit. Each attempt drew a wave of cheers
from those nearby. “This is tricky. We’ll have to try dancing again when we’re
alone.”


After he twirled her away and
then pulled her tight, she teased, “That reminds me, you were going to show me
some special romantic place here.”


He grinned slyly. “I haven’t
forgotten.”


“I’ll look forward to that.”
She smiled at him. “What time is it outside Dragonspeir? I need to be leaving
for Aunt Jean soon. This is wonderful fun, but I’m concerned about her.”


“It’s just before three
o’clock.”


“I don’t see Eburscon.”


“Didn’t miss him at all,”
Cullen said.


“I know that, but I want to
get Yasqu back before I leave.”


“Yes. I’ll summon him.” He
collected his staff, gave it a brisk twirl and called out, “Exorior alchemist!”


Within a couple minutes,
Eburscon’s cloud of purple smoke whipped into view, then receded to reveal his
form, without Yasqu along. “You’ve returned. What may I help you with, Sire
Drake?”


Lyra bristled.


“We would like the hatching
returned to our care.”


“I’m sorry, that is not
possible.”


Lyra stepped up to face the
alchemist. “You promised he would come back to my care once I returned from my
journey. I intend to keep him with me until I leave in August to resume my
teaching position.” Her stern manner brought silence to much of the crowd.


“He will grow large and be
discovered and in danger in your world,” he said in a smooth and condescending
voice.


“Not so much in a month’s time.
You promised before many witnesses. I expect you to keep your word. I assure
you, he will be safe.” Her tone, now loud, drew an audience.


Cullen stepped next to her,
to show his support.


“I will not allow that,”
Eburscon demanded.


A craftsman yelled, “Let her
keep the baby dragon! She’s only done good for us.” Whispered accusations came
from all directions.


“Give her the babe!” a woman
called out.


Eburscon fidgeted with his
curved fingernails, apparently not expecting a hostile crowd.


The Imperial Dragon’s huge
frame parted the crowd. Towering above the alchemist, he proclaimed, “Give her
the baby. It is my wish.”


The alchemist gave a stiff
bow and through gritted teeth said, “As you wish, Master.” He drew his cloak
about him in a swirl of smoke. “I’ll return with him momentarily. Meet me at
the Gatekeeper’s post.”


After he vanished, a brief
awkward silence hung in the air before musicians took up their fiddles once
again.


Lyra and Cullen gathered packs
laden with many gifts from friends, an array of canned delicacies and fine
handiwork from the villagers, and said their goodbyes. He beckoned to Noba.


The familiar landed on his
wristlet to keep from being stepped on. “Noba will help Lady Lyra in the human
world?”


She reached up and gave him a
quick pat and a smile. “You sure can.”


With many waves, they left
the Meadow. They hadn’t gone far when the tiger owl whooshed past them,
narrowly missing a sapling and obviously giddy from all the attention. “Hold
up! Is there some work to be done? Mustn’t shirk my duties.”


Both Cullen and Lyra
suppressed laughs. “We’re only going to meet Eburscon to get the baby dragon,
then leave. You can return to your fans,” she suggested.


“Try to hold off the mead or
you’ll not dodge the next trunk,” Cullen joked.


Kenzo snapped his beak in a
chuckle, blinking one eye and then the other. “Will do. See you soon, Lyra.” He
circled around and sailed back to the party.


 


***


As the pair rounded the bend,
Lyra became aware of the aches and tiredness in her body from the demanding
adventure with little rest. “I’m ready to sleep a long night.”


“Me too,” Cullen added. “I
won’t return here tonight, even though the party will go on much longer. Kenzo
can certainly entertain for me.”


She was glad they beat
Eburscon to the gate because she wished to talk with Cranewort before the
alchemist arrived.


“Hello there, Adalyra!” the
gnarly old tree boomed out as soon as they came into sight on the trail. “You
did it! Come give me a hug.”


She handed her packs to
Cullen and raced to accept his embrace. Wrapped in those stiff, creaking limbs,
she relaxed and connected to her childhood.


“My little girl really did
it. I’m very proud of you.”


Tears welled into her eyes,
and she felt silly being so sentimental. She looked up and his craggy eyes
misted over.


“Stop that.” The old tree
patted her shoulder. “No need for tears from either of us.”


She wiped her eyes with the
back of her hand. Then, she unfastened the jadestone brooch and held it up to
show him, the opal ring dangling alongside her heliodor. “One of your cranes
brought me this ring, just steps away from the Black Dragon’s lair.”


The bark on his trunk
crackled and rearranged into a pleased smile. “I know. I have the gift of
clairvoyance and saw everything you did.”


“Everything?” She turned to
Cullen and lifted her eyebrows. Heat rose in her cheeks.


The ancient one chuckled. “I
closed my vision that first night.”


Cullen winked and chimed in.
“Good thing, or I might have to alter your powers a tad.”


“Lyra, you were very brave in
the lair. I’m glad I did get to see that.”


“Can you tell me who sent me
this ring?” She twirled it on the post of the brooch.


“You know I cannot. I can
only tell you the individual loves you and will never bring you harm.”


“It was such a valuable and
rare gift. Can’t I know more?”


“Hmm. Well, like when you
were a girl, I’ll grant you two yes or no questions. That is all. Fair?”


She nodded and thought
carefully about what questions to ask. Finally, she said, “I know from the note,
the being is a female. First question—did she know Brigid?”


“You’re better at this as an
adult. Yes, she did.”


A female who’s old enough to
have known Brigid, and she’s extremely grateful for a great favor I did for
her. She ticked through faces in her mind. So many things she wanted to know.
Was the female dragon, animal, or human? Had she met this being? As a child or
recently? She sighed and asked, “Number two—is the being human?”


“No, she’s not. That’s all.
No more questions.”


“A female animal or dragon
who’s old enough to know Brigid. Hmm. I’ll have to give this some thought.”


“You should get home and
rest, so you can start writing.”


“Yes, she should,” Cullen
agreed.


“We’re waiting for the
alchemist to bring Yasqu. I don’t want to leave without him.”


“I foresee someone
transporting here soon. Maybe it’s him.”


A swirl of purple grew into a
whirling cloud and then receded to reveal Eburscon holding the hatchling. He’d
grown nearly a foot in length in the past two days.


Lyra bent down and opened her
arms. “Come to me, Yasqu. We’ll go to my house and play with Noba.” She didn’t
even get the words out before he’d leapt into her arms, tail whipping wildly.
She laughed. “Easy with the tail; your spines are hardening.”


“He needs to do more than
play. He has lessons to learn,” Eburscon scoffed.


Lyra secured the dragon in
her arms and stood, glaring at the alchemist.


Before she could open her
mouth, Cullen interceded. “She’s modeling fine character qualities—good lessons
for a future aide to the Head Guardian and ones he won’t get from you.”


The alchemist smirked.


A large branch moved up
behind him, urging him on his way.


Luckily, he took the hint and
whipped his purple cloak around him, creating a puff of smoke, which soon
billowed into a cloud and masked his disappearance.


“Glad that’s over with.” Lyra
sighed.


Cullen put a hand on her
back. “Let’s be going. We’re all tired.”


“Yes. Good evening,
Cranewort.” She waved.


“Goodnight, Adalyra. If I can
be of help to you in any way, just ask.”


She smiled over her shoulder
as they started down the path. “Thank you, I will.”


 


***


Crossing the portal,
tiredness hit Lyra hard. “When we get home, since I don’t know incantations,
you’ll have to cast a sleeping spell on these two. I’m exhausted and don’t want
them waking me early.”


“Good idea. I’m spent as
well. Sleep will be welcome.” He located the towels dropped on his desk they
used two days before to cover the dragons for transport and tossed one to Lyra.
“It’s a good feeling to have the most difficult part of your quest completed.
Don’t you think?”


“Oh, yes. I’m amazed we
pulled it off. But, I kind of feel sad too. I had to leave behind so many new
friends and fun times. I learned magic…and experienced real magic between you
and I.” As she wrapped Yasqu in a towel, she noticed he seemed more brown or
bronze than the golden color she remembered.


Cullen placed his free hand
around the side of her waist. “You won’t be alone in the coming days. I’ll
visit. And if you make some real progress with your writing, we might take a
short trip back into Dragonspeir.”


She looked into his eyes and
smiled. “You mean that special, romantic place you wanted to take me?”


His lips curled into a
devilish grin.


“Encouraging me to get my
writing done?”


“And a few other things.” He leaned
toward her for a kiss, soon interrupted by wiggling dragons. He laughed. “I’ll
have to work on finding a babysitter.”


She chuckled and headed for
the door.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Twenty-Seven: House Guests
for Auntie


 


 


A boat horn tooted through her
open window, waking Lyra to begin a new day. The two dragons still slept
peacefully, so she hurried out of bed, found her slippers, and padded down the
steps to Aunt Jean’s room. After Cullen dropped Lyra and the dragons off last
evening, although it was before dinner hour, she’d fallen asleep, exhausted.
During the early evening, she sat beside her aunt for a long while, content to
hold her frail hand and study her kind face, now worn haggard from the cancer
treatment. Lyra hoped to find her awake this morning. She wanted to share her
adventures.


She opened one of the blinds
and lifted a window a bit to let in some fresh morning air.


Her aunt called in a raspy
voice, “Lyra, you’re back.”


Lyra smiled at the sound of
the voice behind her. She turned and stood at the foot of the bed. “Yes, I’m
glad to be back. We got in before dinner last night, so I could relieve Nancy.
I sure wanted to talk with you, but you were asleep.”


“Darned medicine. I do a lot
of that nowadays.” Jean struggled to sit up against her pillows. Lyra stepped
near and assisted. “Thanks, dear. Tell me all about your visit to Dragonspeir.
I want to hear everything.”


“First you. Tell me how you
feel. You’re much more important than a fantasy world.”


“Hmm.” She gathered her
glasses from the bedside table and put them on. “That nice young man, Cullen,
looked pretty real to me.” She grinned.


Lyra put her hands on her
hips and returned the smile, insisting, “You first.”


“Treatment has left me weak
and my stomach feels awful. I sleep too much, but it’s a darned sight better
than listening to Nancy ramble on forever.”


At least the old lady still
kept the gritty humor Lyra loved. “Would you like some tea or coffee?”


“Yes, some tea would be nice,
dear.”


“Be right back.” Lyra went to
the kitchen, microwaved two mugs of water, and added herbal teabags. Footsteps
sounded in the hall. She poked her head out the kitchen doorway, but saw
nothing.


Then, Aunt Jean let out a
yelp, “Lyra! What is this in my room?”


Leaving the tea, she ran into
the master suite. There, in the middle of the rose trellis rug stood Noba, tail
tucked under him like he knew he’d done something wrong.


“What is that?” Jean peered
over the edge of her bed. Her eyes opened wide, she pulled the cover up
cautiously.


He scurried to Lyra’s side.
“Noba didn’t mean to scare old lady.”


She stooped and picked up the
trembling pseudodragon. Her aunt calmed a little once Lyra held him. She patted
his side. “It’s okay. This is Noba, a loyal servant of Cullen’s. He’s here to
help me for a few days.”


“What is he exactly?” Jean
asked with a shaky voice, the covers still clutched at her chin.


“A pseudodragon, fully grown.
He’s very friendly. The tip of his tail is poisonous, but used for defense
only.”


“Noba only uses tail when
attacked by mean demons.” He raised up from his front legs to perch on Lyra’s
arm and look at Jean. “Won’t hurt Lady Lyra or Auntie.”


“Would you like to touch
him?”


Her aunt straightened her
glasses upon her face. “I guess…if you’re sure he won’t bite. You keep a hold
of him.”


Lyra slowly stepped closer to
present him. “He won’t bite.”


“Noba likes Auntie.” He bowed
his head.


“Where he comes from they bow
to say hello, rather than shaking hands.”


His gesture helped Jean relax
and she bowed her head, but was too weak to bend her torso forward. She raised
her arm, took hold of his front foot, and moved it up and down. “Then, Noba,
let me teach you our greeting. We clasp right hands and gently shake them
together like this—called shaking hands.”


“Noba likes human world
shaking hands.” He flashed her a toothy grin.


Jean’s face lit up, reacting
to his sweet and innocent manner. “What else do you like about this world? Is
the food different?”


“Human food tastes good. Like
playing on Lyra’s bed and listening when she reads her new stories.”


“Well, sometime I could read
you a story, if you’d like? While Lyra’s busy writing.”


“Oh, yes! Noba would love
that.” He wiggled with excitement.


Lyra looked down at him. “Was
Yasqu awake yet when you left the room?”


Jean’s eyebrows raised,
looking past them toward the doorway. “Who? Another one? Is that him there?”


The baby gave a snert and
leaped up onto the foot of the bed to join in. He began to bounce, like he
usually did on Lyra’s.


Jean screamed, “No! Stop!”
She jerked her feet aside, under the covers.


The familiar jumped from
Lyra’s arms onto the bed, and with wings extended, slowed the motion. “Sit.” He
modeled the behavior and Yasqu did the same.


“That’s why I have Noba here.
He teaches the baby dragon. I’ve been asked to keep the hatchling here with me,
safe from evil forces in Dragonspeir.” She leaned against the foot of the bed
and stroked the bronze scales of the young one.


Her aunt caught her breath.
“Trying to give a poor old woman heart failure? As if this dreadful cancer
wasn’t enough?” She exhaled into a laugh. “You sure do make life fun, Lyra,
just like you always did, even as a child.”


She smiled. “Do you still
want that tea?”


“Yes, I sure do.”


When she returned, the two
dragons snuggled up near her, one on either side of her hips. Jean listened
attentively to some long tale Noba told while Yasqu watched her with his big
eyes, blue with contentment.


“Here’s your tea, heated up a
bit.” She held the mug steady for the elderly lady to accept it. “I also
brought along your morning meds that Nancy put out for me to give you.”


“After I enjoy my tea and
company, dear.”


“Noba can help Auntie put cup
back on table,” he said eagerly.


Lyra shook her head and
grinned; no wonder Cullen risked his life for the little guy. He entertained
Jean with his experiences while Yasqu made noises almost like English
syllables. Clearly, he was mimicking the speech he heard. Dragons seemed to
learn language fast. After Noba proudly removed the empty mug, Lyra gave Jean
her pills with water.


“Those pills will make me sleepy
soon, but I’m tuckered out already from all this excitement.”


“Noba, Yasqu, time for you to
get down and let her rest,” Lyra said, as she rearranged the covers.


“Nice to meet you both. Come
visit me again.” Jean lowered her voice to a whisper. “You better get them safe
upstairs before my nurse, or you’ll have a time.”


She nodded with a smile and
kissed her aunt’s forehead. “Sleep well.”


She laid a hand on top of her
niece’s. “Lyra, you look happy. I can see you had a good time and I’m sure you
will tell me all about it, but knowing it went well is enough for me to rest
easy now.”


As Lyra closed the bedroom
door, she heard a car pull into the drive. She scooted the dragons to her room,
grabbed a tray full of fruit, and headed up herself.


When she turned at the
landing, the nurse called up to her, “Morning! Lovely day outside with a bright
blue sky. You should see Mrs. Kendall’s flowerbeds in full bloom down the
street; quite a show at this time of year, mid-summer when most wilt and look
beaten down, but she has a real way with them, always has and even offers
bouquets to the local nursing home, at least she has since her husband died, if
I remember right…”


“Hello, Nancy! Yes, I’ll be
sure and take a break in my writing to go pay her a visit. Thank you.” She
stepped quickly through her door before the nurse started again. After sharing
a few bananas, apples, and a large bunch of grapes with her charges, she took a
shower, then settled at her computer to write while they played with toys.


 


***


Through midday, Lyra’s
writing came smoothly and quickly.


Noba and Yasqu spread out a
huge tub of interconnecting blocks and busied themselves building houses and
cars.


She leaned against her
ladderback chair and smiled at the irony. Creatures, who most people dreamed
about as characters in a fantasy world, sat engrossed creating their own
imaginary worlds.


She stopped for a lunch break
and quietly refilled the tray with whatever she could find from the rather bare
pantry and refrigerator, mostly canned soups and sliced deli meats. Going to
the store would be on tomorrow’s list. She ducked back upstairs with the food.
Aunt Jean had always said writers were expected to be reclusive, so she
wouldn’t think it odd that Lyra took her meals upstairs.


In a couple hours, Lyra returned
to the kitchen. Nancy tended to her routines, got medicines in order and
gathered readings of vital signs. In a hushed voice, Lyra asked, “How’s she
doing? You said she hasn’t been tolerating the treatment well. Was she okay
while I was gone?” She took a deep breath, knowing the answer would be
painfully long, but really needed the information.


“Well, her fever spiked a few
times pretty high and her respiratory rate was up, which made me glad I’d
stayed since she got delusional and cried out, but she’s improved now and just
terribly weakened by both the cancer and the treatment, although I have to say
she’s one tough old lady, got more grit than most I’ve worked for and she’s
giving the chemo a run for its money.”


Still unclear through the
long-winded answer, Lyra asked another way, “Will she be okay?” Her lower lip
trembled.


Nancy threw a long, gangly
arm around her shoulder. “Like I said, she’s a tough lady and will fight hard,
and in my honest opinion, she can lick this bout, but I can’t in good faith
promise you; it’s just my gut feeling, if that’s worth anything or helps you
since I’ve seen a good many of these cases, and I aim to take good care of
her—you can count on that.”


“Thank you, Nancy. That
helps.” She pulled away, walked to the doorway of the master bedroom, and gazed
at her sleeping aunt, so pale and fragile. Lyra badly wanted to share her last
adventure in Dragonspeir. After all, she’d kept Jean’s motto with her through
it all, Keep a clear head, but follow your heart. She was eager to bring
fun and excitement back to cheer the lady who’d given her so much. A tear
trickled down Lyra’s cheek.


The dragons would get some
time outside after the nurse left, but she couldn’t wait. Some fresh air would
keep these emotions from overwhelming her. After a quick dash upstairs for a
pair of shoes and to give directions to Noba, she headed out the front door,
glad to feel the calming warmth of sun on her skin.


She ambled down the walk.
Aunt Jean’s flowers needed a bit of a trim, but still showed some care from her
earlier efforts. Lyra looked down the street and noticed Mrs. Kendall, working
in her beds. She headed that way to pay a visit.


She reached the white picket
fence and called out, “Hello! How are you?”


“Lyra! So nice to see you.
Come in for a spell.” Her dog raced up and jumped at the gate, tail wagging
like a metronome. “Buddy, let her in! Really, I know you’re glad to see her. I
am too.” She limped over and slowly stooped to get a hold of the collie. “It’s
okay now. Come on.”


Buddy’s welcome cheered Lyra.
She smiled and gave Mrs. Kendall a hug and her dog a good long pat on the
tummy. “I needed a break from my writing and thought I’d come by and see your
wonderful flowers. They’re lovely.”


Vigor showed in the gleam of
her neighbor’s eyes. “Thank you, dear. I’ve worked hard on my phlox; they keep
getting a fungal infection. After all these years, I finally figured out the
lamb’s ear prefers the shade under that maple. And the lavender’s a challenge
to keep trimmed, but it’s doing well here.”


Lyra walked along the neatly
trimmed beds. “It all looks very pretty. I hear you gather bouquets for the
nursing home. That’s nice of you.”


“It’s a way to give back, to
be needed since my Harvey died. My garden is all I have to keep me going now,
but I’m thankful for that and to be capable still. The work keeps me healthy.”


“Aunt Jean’s not doing well
after her last chemo.” She hesitated, uncertain how to express her feelings. “I
wish I could do more.”


The elderly lady slipped a hand
from its garden glove and placed it on Lyra’s shoulder. “You’re here, sharing
life and happiness. That gives her more than you know.”


Lyra let a few tears fall as
she hugged the thin shoulders of her neighbor. She pulled back and lowered her
head to play with Buddy, not wanting her tears to be noticed.


A large black butterfly with
purple eyespots, the same as the one that acted strangely before, fluttered at
her throat and tried to land on her black amber necklace. It caught her off
guard, and she was slow to brush it away.


“I remember that kind of
butterfly floating around you as a girl, playing games in and out of the
flowers with you. Haven’t seen many of those since. Must be our harsh winters
lately.” She touched a few bright blossoms. “I’ll bring a bouquet to Jean and a
casserole for you since you’re busy writing.” She smiled. “When’s a good time
of day for her?”


“Early morning or during
dinner hour.” Lyra wondered why that large black butterfly had watched her for
years.


“Tomorrow I have a doctor’s
appointment, just a check up, but I’ll be by the day after.”


Lyra stood and stepped
through the gate. “I’ll look for you then. Thanks lots, Mrs. Kendall.” She
waved and headed home, her heart lifted.


 


***


Back at the cottage, the
dragons greeted Lyra at her bedroom door, ready for a backyard outing.


With two pairs of eager eyes
fastened to her, she said, “All right, come along. The nurse is gone now.” She
herded them out the back patio door to the yard.


“Yeoww!” Noba yelped with
glee as he raced through the grass, the baby chasing him. Yasqu now equaled him
in size and strength, and soon caught up. The two wrestled playfully, rolling
over on the lawn.


The bronze dragon snorted
smoke and an occasional spark. Luckily, the summer leaves were still full of
moisture and not likely to catch fire.


Lyra sat in a folding chair,
on guard for neighbors, and watched the dragons nip, squeal, and leap for half
an hour, until they panted, lying flat out for a rest.


She motioned them onto the
patio. “You’ve played hard. Let’s get some dinner now. Come on inside.”


The television mesmerized the
two dragons while Lyra browned herbed chicken breasts and steamed some rice and
vegetables. The longer they stayed, the more her guests liked human food, so
she prepared more servings. As things cooked, she went to check on her aunt and
found her awake. “Good evening. Would you like some dinner with us? Chicken,
rice, and vegetables, or I can make you something else.”


“That sounds fine. I think
I’ll try and eat at the table tonight, if you’d help me.” Holding onto the
railing, she sat more upright and pushed the covers off.


“Certainly. Let me pull up
your walker first.” She held an arm to support her aunt, lowered the bed rail,
and eased her from the bed, moving her feet into slippers. “You smell nice, and
the pink pajamas are pretty.”


“I had Nancy use some orange
body wash for my bath today. Thought I’d try to have dinner with you all
tonight. I feel better now that the chemo effect is letting up a bit.”


Once they arrived in the kitchen,
the food smelled done and delicious. Scents of oregano and garlic filled the
air.


The dragons circled round,
tongues whipping out, tasting the air. As soon as Noba saw Jean, he made a
beeline to her side. “Noba can help Auntie.”


Lyra pointed toward the
breakfast table. “You can pull that chair out for her and slowly push it under
her as she sits down.”


“Yes. Noba can.”


With his careful assistance,
Jean was comfortably seated. “Thank you. I heard you outside playing. I’ll bet
you’re hungry.”


Lyra filled plates for her
and Jean and then heaped two large mixing bowls with mounds of rice topped with
some chicken and vegetables for the dragons.


After setting the bowls on
the floor, they wasted no time. The sounds of slurps and smacking lips told her
they liked it.


Her aunt didn’t have much
appetite but did her best. “My, they love to eat.” She chuckled.


“Dragons seem to eat a lot of
anything. They aren’t fussy eaters. I need to get to the store tomorrow.”


“Can Noba and Yasqu watch more
TV?” the pseudodragon asked through a yawn.


Lyra escorted the pair to the
family room and selected a cartoon channel to amuse them. Back in the kitchen,
she picked up their licked-clean bowls and placed them in the sink.


“Sit down and tell me about
your adventure, dear,” Jean urged, taking a sip of coffee.


Lyra topped up their cups and
told all about what occurred over the three days in Dragonspeir. Her aunt
listened intently. “Something strange happened to me when Cullen risked his own
life to save Noba. I can’t figure it out. I felt a fire deep inside me that
rose up. It startled me at first. Then, while I focused on two ideas, that
flame channeled where I directed it. The first idea—I realized Cullen is a
loving and caring man. I’d worried wizards had no use for such feelings. The
second—your reminder, to keep a clear head, but follow my heart.”


Jean smiled, moved her hand
over and took hold of Lyra’s.


“Holding onto those thoughts,
I focused on the fire inside me and I couldn’t believe what happened—I could
make the power move to my hand or fingers and do as I willed it, even shoot up
to the clouds. But, it took those two thoughts for me to have that control.
Why?”


“I’m no sorceress, witch, or
whatever. But I do know when you learn a man has the qualities you need to
respect him, be proud of him, and feel secure with him, love grows into a force
with amazing strength. Have you told him just what you explained to me?”


Lyra looked down. She tried
to tell him that morning beside the pool. “I…I wanted to, but…there’s so much
pain from my divorce. There’s not much left for me to give.”


“It’s okay, dear. Your heart
still hurts. You’ll be able to tell him when it’s right. Don’t rush yourself.
I’m sure Cullen understands. He knows what you’ve been through.”


Lyra nodded and squeezed her
aunt’s hand. “He does. You’re right. Thanks.” She peered around the corner and
grinned. “Fast asleep. Looks like I have two trips to make upstairs to carry
them to bed.”


“Then me,” Jean said through
a yawn.


Lyra rose and one-by-one got
all three to bed. She pulled the covers up for her aunt and kissed her on the
cheek, before she lifted the bed rail. “Night, Big Bear.”


“Goodnight, my Little
Butterfly.”


She padded into the kitchen
and started cleaning up, intending to spend a few more hours on her writing
afterwards. Her cell phone rang a familiar ring—Cullen. She smiled and
answered, “Hi! Glad you called.”


“How’d your day go? I hope
you got lots of writing accomplished.” His voice was cheery and his words
flowed quickly.


“The day was good. I spent
time with my aunt. Didn’t write as much as I wanted.” She clanged a few pans as
she loaded the dishwasher.


“Sounds like you’re doing
chores. How about tomorrow? Any work or can you spend it writing? I won’t feel
right taking you on our date if you don’t, and I want to show you that place.”


“Where’s that?” She chuckled.


“You know it’s a secret,” he
scolded, jokingly. “Nice try though. I really want to see you.”


“Me too. I can get some done
tomorrow, but I have to go to the grocery store.” She laughed. “Dragons are
eating machines.”


“Yes, they certainly are.
What if I come by, pick up your list, and fill it for you?”


“Thanks, but are you sure?
You could make some food appear, but the nurse will be here and I need supplies
for dinner.”


“No, don’t want to frighten
the locals. I’ll do my best with the mission.” He laughed. “Besides, it gives
me reasons to stay longer to help put things away.”


“Like the sound of that. See
you tomorrow.”


“Around two. Until then.”


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Twenty-Eight: Barracuda or
Panther


 


 


Cullen stepped into the
entryway, slipped his arms around her waist, and drew her close into a kiss
that took her breath away. Tingles ran down her spine.


When they finally pulled
apart she said, “Mmm, hello. I’d forgotten how nice your kisses feel.”


“Then I shouldn’t be apart
from you for so long.”


She laughed. “It’s only been
a day and a half.”


The sound of his arrival
brought the two dragons racing to the door to greet him. They tackled his lower
legs and flew up higher until Lyra stopped them. “It’s too small an area for
you to fly here. You’ll break some of Auntie’s nice decorations.”


Cullen stooped down and
rubbed their bellies. “Good to see you two.” He looked up at her. “Shouldn’t
they be upstairs, so no one discovers them?”


“Noba helps Auntie now too!”
His familiar proudly stated. “Hands her books and spectacles and TV control and
fetches Lady Lyra when she needs her.”


The wizard laughed. “Aunt
Jean must like your company.”


Yasqu gave a sharp snert.


“And yours as well, I’m
sure.”


He stood and addressed Lyra.
“Did they scare her at first?”


She nodded with a grin. “But
not for long. She’s used to my strange adventures.”


“Do you have a grocery list
for me to fill? And where’s the nurse, or does she also know about these two?”


Lyra led him to the kitchen,
dragons following. “No, she’s gone for lunch and an errand for some medicines.
Due back any minute.” Handing him the list, she continued, “Don’t know if this
will all make sense to a grand Imperial Sorcerer, but you can call me if you
get confused.”


He snatched the note
indignantly. “Hmm, we grand wizards can do anything, with or without magic.” He
studied the items. “What are kidney beans? Kidneys or beans?”


She smiled. “I can tell
you’ve conjured too many meals.”


“You seemed to enjoy my
magical meal the evening we spent beside the pool.” His tone lowered and he
sounded a bit defensive.


“Mmm, that was a wonderful
dinner.” She led him back toward the door. “You’ll have an adventure at the
store. Call if you need help.”


He leaned to her for a quick
kiss. “A few more kisses and I might conjure another good meal for you before I
leave. Save you from spending time cooking, so you can write.”


She flashed him a smile. “You
just want an excuse to hang around longer. I’ll see if I can get Nancy to go
home earlier today, so you can cook.”


Curious about what sort of
car he drove, she watched as he left. He never mentioned it. They always used
hers or walked. From her position at the door, she could see a blue fender with
a white stripe. The vehicle backed slowly onto the street. Her mouth dropped
open -- classic mid-seventies Plymouth Barracuda. A muscle car! She stared as
he drove away, taking in details. Immaculate with no rust, wide tires, engine
purring.


 


***


After Cullen left, Lyra
settled the dragons into playtime upstairs.


Nancy arrived shortly and
occupied herself, calling medical suppliers and checking about routine care
matters.


While Jean napped, Lyra tried
to write on the patio. With the household quiet, writing should have come
easily. After a page, her mind drifted to Cullen, wondering about his amazing
car. Why didn’t he call wanting help? An hour passed. She grinned to
herself—typical male, would rather die than ask for help. Forcing herself to
focus, she ground out another page. After another thirty minutes her phone
rang.


“Can I help you?”


“What is kitty litter and
where do I find it?” His voice sounded agitated as if he’d looked for a while
without success.


She muffled a laugh. It
struck her funny, picturing a powerful wizard with a hot rod buying litter. “In
the pet isle. They’re pellets used to deodorize cat waste since they stay
indoors.”


After a long pause, he said,
“You don’t have a cat.”


She managed to squelch her
laughter. “But, I do have small dragon house guests who can’t go outside often,
thanks to nosy neighbors. How long have you owned that car?”


“Found it. I’ll tell you
about that later. You trained my familiar to use kitty litter? Poor guy.”


Her laughter spilled out.
“Doesn’t really fit with your image, driving that muscle car.”


The phone went dead. He
didn’t seem to enjoy her joke. Had she hurt his feelings?


 


***


When Cullen arrived, Lyra met
him to unload the bags. The car’s white stripe curved back to its tail. Her
curiosity burned. He opened the trunk and shook his head. “Kitty litter?”


“Umm.” Was his question
rhetorical? She changed the subject. “So tell me about this car? When did you
get it?”


He shook his head again,
leaned over, and gave her a quick kiss, before he grabbed the heavy bag of
litter. “If your kisses weren’t nearly as good…”


She gripped several sacks and
followed in silence. She hoped his wounded ego would ease if she kept quiet.


Finally, on their way back
out for more, he explained, “I bought it in the mid-seventies, when I was asked
to spend most of my time outside of Dragonspeir. Living here was an exciting
change and I wanted to fit in. Before that, I’d only been permitted to make
brief visits.”


“In the mid-seventies? Why
then? Fit in? I think you’d stand out with this.” She peered inside, then ran a
hand along the curve of the upper fender. “Bet this is easy to keep in running
order if you conjure repairs.”


He tilted his head and
smiled. “What important happened then?”


She wrinkled her nose,
considering historical events that might have affected him or the Alliance.
Watergate? No. Vietnam war ended? No. One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest? Not
likely. What then? “I can’t think of anything.”


“This is a 1973 model which I
bought used, two years later.” His eyebrows raised as he stared at her.


She drew a hand to her
forehead. “The year I was born? You were asked to live here from the year I was
born? No!”


He nodded. “The Imperial
Dragon learned that the next Scribe had been born and requested Eburscon and me
to spend time in this world. The alchemist refused, claiming he had too many
important projects which needed his attention.”


“How did the Head Guardian
know? Did you watch me? Were you any of those butterflies chasing me when I was
little?”


His face lit with a smile. “I
wish I’d been. That’s not what I transform into. Would have enjoyed chasing
you.”


She grinned and nudged him.
“The truth.”


“I wasn’t informed at all.
Just firmly told to be here and fit into this society. He told me the next
Scribe had been born, but I didn’t learn more or meet you until you were ten
and received the Book of Dragonspeir, apparently from Jean.”


“How does the Imperial Dragon
know so much?”


“He’s very wise and accesses many
secrets and legends with magical scrying tools and mystical astronomy.” His
eyes opened wide. “Your emotions are coming to me loud and clear. Slow down!
You have this quest to finish before you can learn his ways.”


“Do you think he’ll let me?”


“If you write the next Book,
I’m sure he will.” He smiled at her.


If she didn’t have enough
motivation already, this new information piqued her interest further. Her
thoughts flashed rapidly. What did the legends tell? Would she be able to
operate his tools to learn about her ancestors?


Cullen raised an eyebrow.


“I don’t have to read your
mind. I know what that look means. Finish this quest first. And what do you
transform into, if not a butterfly?” Lyra asked.


“That craft isn’t my
strength. When in animal form, I lose most of my other skills while
concentrating on the transformation. Something I practice a lot—changing to a
panther.”


“A panther—cool! Kind of fits
with the car image. But, I’m glad you didn’t chase me as a panther.” Laughing,
she snatched up a few more bags and headed inside to the kitchen.


He got the rest and filled up
the remaining counter space.


Nancy came in and attempted
to find her charts. “What a load! Bet you’re happy to have his help. I sure
would be since I have to do everything myself because it’s just me, and well,
my cat who’s no help at all except on cold winter nights when he at least
shares his body heat on top of my covers, an old one, mind you—don’t want my
best ones clawed to shreds. Now what was I in here looking for? I get so
sidetracked having a good conversation.”


“Charts,” Lyra reminded.
“Could you finish up a bit early since we want to fix a family meal?”


The nurse nodded and reached
across the bags for them.


Lyra worked to put the food
and supplies away while Cullen went upstairs to check on the dragons. She
smiled to herself. Trying to fit in with a Barracuda? Likely excuse. More like
a personal reward or celebration. Would be fun to take a ride in it. Did he
still have that wild streak thirty-five years later? Did she?


By the time she got it all
stored, the nurse finished her tasks and left for the day. Lyra poked her head
into Jean’s room. “Cullen’s here and fixing dinner for us, so I have time to
write.”


Her aunt looked up from her
book. “That’s wonderful, dear. He’s so good to you. Lyra, before you go, will
you tie a kerchief around my bald head, so I look presentable?”


Lyra paused and deftly tied
the scarf as she had many times before. Then, at the foot of the stairs, she
called up, “You two can come down now. Coast is clear.”


In an instant, feet thundered
on the steps.


As Cullen rounded the
doorframe she asked, “What culinary wizard delights are you going to conjure
for us?”


Before he could answer, Noba
pulled on the hem of Lyra’s shorts. “Can Lady Lyra turn on TV for us?
Cartoons?”


“They watch television too?”
Cullen chuckled. As she followed his familiar into the next room, he called
after her, “For us, chicken marsala, steamed garden green beans, and rice
pilaf. For the dragons, some raw goat and root vegetables to help them keep
their wild instincts.” He turned to the counter, muttering, “Kitty litter and
television.”


As soon as she returned, he’d
prepared almost everything. “If you’d please set the table and find me some
serving bowls for the dragons,” he said.


“Gosh, you’re fast. I need to
learn that kind of magic.” She reached into several cabinets and located the
dishes.


“You will. You’ve already
done much harder magic. This is a matter of learning incantations.”


“I’m going to help Jean to
the table while you serve the food.”


From their bowls on the
floor, the dragons tore at their portions of meat and gulped eagerly.


The elderly lady wheeled
through the kitchen, watching the pair. “Oh, I hope that’s not what we’re
having.” She glanced ahead at the table. “I see now. Looks wonderful, Cullen.”


“He’s made us chicken
marsala. It even smells juicy,” Lyra said, helping her into a chair.


During the next few minutes,
the only sounds were those of cutting, chewing, and slurping. Aunt Jean ate
more than usual for her delicate stomach and offered, “Very good meal. Thank
you.”


“Scrumptious! Love the sauce.
And I didn’t have to cook,” Lyra said between mouthfuls.


“You’re both welcome. In
return, get lots of writing done tonight.”


“Dear, I can help you find more
time by entertaining those dragons. I can read to them,” Jean suggested. “Some
of your old childhood books I saved in your room, on the closet shelf.”


“Good idea.” Lyra leaned back
in her chair, her plate empty. “I’ll go up and get a few now.” Upstairs she
quickly found the books and rejoined the group.


Cullen had already cleared
the table, and the dishes were washed and dried.


“Fascinating to watch him do
that so fast, plates moving in mid air around the sink on their own,” Jean
exclaimed. She leaned forward and reached for her walker.


“Let’s get you back to your
room, if that’s where you want to read to the dragons?” Lyra asked.


Jean nodded and took hold of
the handle. They set her up in bed with the stack of books and a dragon on
either side, peering eagerly into the picture book she opened before them.


Cullen walked toward the
foyer. “That’s sweet of your aunt. She’s a wonderful lady, just like her niece.
Time for me to leave, so you can write. It’s Saturday. If you get a lot done by
Monday, Tuesday we’ll have our special date.” He pulled her into his arms.


Looking up at him, she
desperately wanted his kiss. “I should be able.”


“Some last encouragement to
motivate you…” He lowered his face and pressed his lips to hers. Several long
minutes passed as they held each other close with a lingering kiss. Three days
seemed like a long time, and knowing she’d have to wait so long to see him
again made it difficult to let go.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Twenty-Nine: Light, Lace, and
Love


 


 


During the next two days, the
household maintained a good routine. Lyra fixed breakfast and served it in the
master bedroom with Auntie enjoying the dragons’ company. Then, she and the
dragons played outside for some fresh air and exercise. Once the nurse arrived,
they retreated upstairs with toys, and Lyra wrote. When Nancy left, again, Lyra
and her two charges piled out into the backyard until the dragons tired and
dropped in front of the television while Lyra cooked. Everyone gathered for
dinner in the kitchen. Afterwards, it was story time, with Auntie reading to
the Noba and Yasqu before bedtime. Lyra loved the quiet evenings to write.


Sunday afternoon, Mrs.
Kendall greeted her at the door with a large bouquet of garden flowers. “Come
on in. How lovely. Thank you.”


“It’s no problem at all. I
also brought over a casserole, which is in my front seat. Let me get that now.”
She walked back to her car.


Lyra called after her, “I
think Jean’s awake. I’ll go see if she’s up to having a visitor.” She stepped
into the bedroom doorway and gently knocked to not startle her aunt, who had
her nose buried in a book. “Mrs. Kendall’s here to see you. She brought these
beautiful flowers from her garden and a casserole to help out.” Lyra stepped
nearer the bed, to let her aunt smell the sweet fragrance. “Do you feel well
enough to talk with her for awhile?”


Jean took a deep whiff. “Ahh,
those smell so fresh. Gloria’s even put her pink roses in the bunch. Help me
with a kerchief first and then I’ll see her.”


Lyra laid the bouquet down on
the dresser and tied the scarf as her aunt usually liked. “There.” She held up
a hand mirror. “Okay?”


“Yes. Good as can be
expected. You’ll put those wonderful flowers in water?”


“Will do.” Lyra left to bring
their neighbor into the bedroom.


As soon as Mrs. Kendall
rounded the corner, she exclaimed, “Jean! I’m glad you’re able to visit. Lyra
came by a few days ago and told me you weren’t well, and I wanted to cheer you
up if I could.”


“Such pretty flowers, Gloria.
And you included some of your prize roses. Thank you, dear.”


Lyra collected the bouquet to
arrange in the kitchen while the two ladies talked. On her way down the hall,
she overheard Mrs. Kendall say, “Your niece brought a cavalcade of butterflies
to my garden. Many still linger and are so gay.”


“That’s why we call her Our
Little Butterfly. They’ve always followed her.”


Lyra wondered if those
butterflies remained nearby to assess her writing progress. To report she was
doing well to the Imperial Dragon, or to warn his enemy she made progress and his
power would soon be reduced? Was writing on the patio risky? Drawing the blinds
in her room’s bay window during the day seemed depressing. Too bad Cullen
didn’t get a chance to analyze the magic of those insects to determine more.


She arranged the flowers in
one of Jean’s favorite cut glass vases and returned to the master suite to set
it on the dresser. “There you go. Even nicer in your lovely vase.”


“Thanks,” Jean said as her
niece left.


Lyra ascended the stairs and
resumed her work. A butterfly floated past her window. She stood again and
lowered the shade directly in front of her desk.


 


***


Monday, Lyra turned out many
new pages. While swept up in the gripping emotions of the scene where she
nearly lost Cullen in the Sea of Cogadh, her phone sounded with his ring. She
snatched it up. “I’m glad to hear your voice. I was just drafting the part when
you almost drowned. I was scared I’d lose you.”


“Good to know I’m important.”
He chuckled.


“Very. Is our date still on?”


“It is for me. Did you
arrange for the nurse to stay late?”


“Yes, she decided to stay
overnight. I guess that’s okay, but it means we’ll have to either force the
dragons to sleep or bring them along.”


“It’d be simpler to cast a
sleeping spell since I’ll pick you up around four and that’s only three hours
earlier than their normal bedtime. Be sure to feed them before I arrive.”


“I will. Where are we going?
Will it be safe?”


“Yes. We’re not going far,
and the Meadow area is patrolled.”


“I’d like to know how to
dress, what to bring. Or will I always change clothes when I step into
Dragonspeir? Seems like a different dress might be nice for variety.”


“Something I can take care
of.”


After they said goodbye, she
resumed writing, feeling encouraged by his call.


 


***


The next evening, sneaking
enough food for the dragons’ dinner upstairs proved to be a challenge. A date
at four suggested an evening meal, so she couldn’t tell Nancy the tray was for
her. After a couple trips, she got enough into her room to satisfy two ravenous
dragons.


Even though clothing didn’t
matter much since she would change in Dragonspeir, she deliberated over her
outfit. She decided on a flowing skirt, a spaghetti strap tank, and high-heeled
sandals. She took time to tame her curls and select some pretty silver dangle
earrings.


After Cullen arrived, he cast
the sleeping spell over the dragons while she said goodbye to her aunt. “I’ll
be leaving now, but will be back late, after midnight.” Jean took hold of
Lyra’s hand. “Have a wonderful time. Don’t rush back, but do be careful. You’re
going to Dragonspeir. All kinds of dangers there.”


“Don’t worry. Cullen said we
aren’t going far, so it’ll be safe.” She bent over the bed and kissed her
aunt’s cheek. “I’ll look in on my Big Bear when I get home.”


Cullen waited in the foyer
for her. “Ready?”


She accepted his outstretched
hand and caught a whiff of his cologne, woodsy with patchouli and spices—he
smelled wonderful. As he opened the passenger car door for her, she said, “Our
date begins with a ride in the ‘Cuda. I’ve been looking forward to this.”


He grinned. “After all the
years, it’s still fun.” He started the engine, roaring and ready. “Easy to keep
it in mint condition with magic.”


“Just don’t take it to a
classic car show. They’ll grill you about how you get the parts.”


He laughed. “Already did that
once. Never again. They all hounded me for my sources.” He backed onto the
street and revved the engine. When he accelerated, the force pinned her to the
seat. He sailed down a side street and cut over to the highway to gain speed.


“Wow! We’re flying.”


He beamed. “It’s fast, all
right.” He drove around the shoreline highway, circling the island. The engine
purred.


“This coast is a beautiful
place to cruise. You’ll have to come to Florida sometime with me and see the
beaches there.”


“I might be able to take a
holiday during the winter.” When the road returned to the business district, he
turned and pulled up behind the bookstore.


Inside the workroom, Cullen
located her Book of Dragonspeir. “You’ll need this to locate the
portal.”


“How do you open the portal?
You didn’t always have this book.” She opened to the page with the Phoenix
drawing, which slowly changed into a photograph.


“I direct a beam of power
from my dragon ring, along with an incantation.”


“Pesky incantations which I don’t
have time to learn now.”


He reached over, closed the
book, and locked it in a desk drawer. “Let’s try. The jadestone should work.
Lower it to face in front of you, then concentrate on and state the spell, ‘Pateo
porta.’ Speak very distinctly.”


“Do I need to point it where
the portal has appeared before or will any place do?”


“It always appears in the
same position in my store, so aim in that direction. Your brooch will also open
a couple other portals that are guarded by the Alliance. But not those under
control of the Dark Realm.”


She faced the pale green gem
toward the bookcases, cleared her mind to all except her inner fire, and
focused on those two words in her mind. Then out loud. “Pateo porta!”
The portal emerged as a tiny oval window. She restated the incantation. The
window grew into a door.


“You did it! Tremendous first
try. Let’s go, shall we?” He stepped across and held a hand to her. Like
before, she stood in awe and watched as he transformed, now dressed handsomely
for their date. His black trousers fit tightly against his thighs. An ornate
silver buckle rested against his toned stomach, peeking out from the open
placket of a white, silk shirt. He wore more jewelry than before. An ornate
blue topaz pendant hung against his bare chest and matched a single earring
dangling from his left ear. He fastened his cobalt cloak and beckoned a second
time to shake her from her reverie.


She smiled and felt heat rise
into her cheeks. “Sorry, I was lost admiring the view.” She stepped over the
threshold.


“Ahh! I’ve been anxious to
see…you look lovely. It’s a new gown, like you wanted. I played a bit with the
magic we’d meet upon reentry, but didn’t know how it would look on you. Does it
suit?”


“It’s beautiful and fits
perfectly.” She ran her hands down the metallic charcoal skirt, then spun
around to let its fullness fly out. Her hands traced up along the crystalline
beading of the fitted, strapless bodice.


“The color is stunning with
your black amber necklace.” He gave his staff a slight turn and a matching
bracelet and ring formed on her right wrist and hand. New earrings weighed
slightly different in her earlobes. “I couldn’t remember the style to match
other pieces. Do you like them or should I change something?”


“Perfect. I feel pretty.
Thank you.”


He stepped closer and
whispered, “Very sexy.” He brushed his lips against hers, then covered the side
of her neck with soft kisses as she cooed with enjoyment.


She swam in the spicy scent
of his cologne.


Breaking away, he took her
hand and led her down a path away from the direction they usually followed to
the Gatekeeper’s Crossroads.


After a short five-minute
walk through the wood, they arrived at a lake. Rays of the setting sun sparkled
pink and orange across both the sky and still water. Lyra gasped. “That light.
I’ve never seen anything like it.”


On the shore, she found a
granite slab arranged as a dining table, with a wooden bench pulled along one
side, which would allow them to look out over the lake. Behind it sat a tiny
stucco and thatch cabin, its door hanging open and candles glowing in the
windows on either side. “This is my home. Although I come and go from the other
world, I still spend many nights here.” He stepped onto the wide front porch,
motioning for her to follow.


Another bench and two rockers
occupied the covered outdoor space. Thick vines wound along the porch railings,
loaded with white flowers which reflected the light and scented the air with
honeysuckle.


Inside, a small sitting area
held a comfortable-looking old couch and chair, upholstered in rough brown
tweed. Between them, a lamp table held a lighted candelabra. A brown, braided
rug lay on a polished wooden floor. Bookcases lined every wall, filled with
hundreds of volumes and numerous magical devices. She wanted to pause and
examine everything. From a distance, most seemed to be references about magic.


He led her back to a galley
kitchen with a table for two in a nook. Next to the back door was a bathroom
with a claw-footed, porcelain tub. Ceiling lanterns lighted those rooms.


From the kitchen, a narrow
staircase took them upstairs to a loft, separated from the living room below by
a turned railing. “Look at all the white lace—the bed looks like a puffy
cloud.” Fine linens covered the double bed. She imagined lying there with him.
“And the glow from all those candles.” Wall sconces and candelabras covered
every available spot. “Men don’t usually like Victorian décor.” How
thoughtful—he did this for her. She tilted her head and looked at him, a smile
covering her face.


He grinned sheepishly.
“You’re right. I redid this room for you. I hope it pleases.”


“Mmm. It does and you please
me even more.” She turned to him, rose on tip-toe to hold onto his shoulders,
and initiated a passionate kiss. The slight unsteadiness of her balance added
to the sensation of their kiss—carefree, sweeping her away to a place with only
the two of them.


He pulled back slightly. “We
have dinner waiting outside.”


They descended to find a
dozen sprites whipping around the outdoor table, each leaving a sparkling trail
of magic. Cullen lowered his staff and a flame ignited into a fire pit.


Her breath caught. Instead of
a fire of flames, small laser beams radiated from a central point. They waved
in the gentle breeze like arms of an anemone, and most amazing—they reflected
the pinks, oranges, and reds of the setting sun.


“What a beautiful campfire.”
She sat on the bench and he moved in beside her, looking out onto the colored
lake and fire. Once in a while, a thin crackle of lightning connected the sun’s
rays to their laser show.


Sprites poured from a
decanter into wine goblets set on the table. Dinner materialized before them.
The tiny ladies served them roast duck and new potatoes with steamed green
beans.


Lyra sipped the beverage. Its
grape flavor exploded on her tongue and the alcohol immediately flooded her
mind. “This isn’t wine. What is it?”


“Special sprite brew.” He
chuckled. “Really, it’s wine to begin with. Distilled alcohol is added along
with lots of magic.”


She sampled the food, and the
first bite made her mouth water. Through the meal, the light show slowly
changed colors to deeper, richer hues of blue, burgundy, gold, and silver. She
lost track of how much wine she drank since the sprites kept topping up her
glass. “How does the light play like that, in the sky, the water, and the fire?
Colors seem to flow from one the other.”


“The atmosphere is different
here. The magic in the air bends the rays, creating dazzling effects.”


After the entrée, the sprites
flitted in, cleared their plates, and produced a large dish of strawberries…and
poured more wine.


Cullen fed Lyra a plump
berry, and she giggled, her head warm and fuzzy with the spirits. “I’m full and
the meal was delicious.”


He gave her a devious glance.
“Let’s see if we can get lost in all that white lace upstairs.” He stood and
offered her his arm.


Inside, he waved a hand to
extinguish the lights on the first floor, leaving a single candle burning to
show their way. He did the same when they reached the bedroom and motioned
through the large triangular transom window to increase the intensity of the
campfire. A rainbow of lasers danced on the white walls of the room.


She gasped at the light show.
“This evening and this place are as special as you promised. Thank you.”


He pulled her close to his
chest. “What I wanted for our first time, but the pool and your first scrying
vision…”


“That was special too.” She
tipped her head back, anticipating his lips.


He pressed his lips hard onto
hers and thrust his tongue inside her mouth while his strong hands pulled her
against him. His fingers played in the strands of hair, hanging long against
her back. He guided her to the bed and lowered her onto the fluffy down
comforter.


Soft bedding enfolded her.
She kicked off her shoes. He lay on top of her, and she felt warm and secure,
surrounded by his love. She moved her hands under his open shirt, along the
firm muscles of his back.


He pressed hard against her
thigh, as his hand inched up the long skirt. His fingers trailed along the bare
skin of her calf and she shivered. He traced his tongue along the edge of her
bodice, slower over the tops of her breasts and in the valley between.


She moaned and heaved her
chest higher to him, begging for his mouth.


He teased her. Beginning to
unlace the front of her bodice, he paused to catch a handful of light reflected
from its beading and released it as a sphere to float around the room.


Her heart swelled with love,
knowing how much he wanted to please her, but her passion raged hotter by the minute.
She pulled his shirt from his shoulders. While he slipped his arms free, she
caressed the muscles of his chest.


Finally, he finished unlacing
her top and it fell away.


She lifted her chest again,
wanting him.


He wasted no time, his mouth
hot on her firm nipples.


She wrapped a leg around him,
pushing into him.


He rolled to one side, slid
his hand along her hip and grabbed hold of her bottom, kneading her soft flesh.
His breath was ragged in her ear. In an instant, he pulled off her skirt.


She reached for his belt
buckle, and he assisted, removing the rest of his clothing. 


He grabbed her by the hips
and rolled her on top of him.


They moved in unison, their
rhythm quickening. She arched back to feel him deeper, her soft cries lost in his
strong groans. With a sigh, she stretched out on top of him, satisfied and
happy.


After a few uneven breaths,
she raised up on her elbows to look into his eyes. “Cullen, I’ve tried to tell
you, but the words always froze somehow, with all the pain…” Her voice cracked.
“I love you.”


He stroked her hair. “Being
able to know your emotions isn’t always pleasant. I’ve read your guilt, shame,
and failure from your divorce, even though you attempt to wall it off. I also
felt your love for me, never doubted your heart…so I waited.” He rolled them
onto their sides and propped up on an elbow, still holding her with his other
arm. “I love you too. I never thought I’d feel this way. Decades ago I longed
for a woman to share life with. When I met you twenty-five years ago, I felt a
connection to you, but I didn’t know then what would grow between us. But…years
passed. I lost hope.”


She sighed, relieved. “Those
years that I struggled to be a good wife, part of the perfect couple, pleasing
someone who I never really knew. It left me drained from giving more and more.
Now…it scares me to give what little is left of me.”


He entwined his fingers
through hers. “Give me little bits as you heal, and I will treasure those
emotions.”


“I’ve been worried I couldn’t
give you enough.”


“Time will allow you to
trust. The bigger question—how will we fit our lives together? We live in two
worlds. My magic won’t permit me to be in yours full time, and for you to be in
mine you must gain much more magic.”


She squeezed his hand. “Take
your own advice. Trust. If we love, there will be a way.”


He smiled and pressed his
lips to hers for a tender kiss.


She lay in his arms for a
long time, quiet, enjoying his soft caresses and the lights dancing on the
walls. Finally, she said, “I wish I could stay, but I need to go home soon.”


He released her. “Yes, you
do. You must finish writing.” He scooted off the bed, located and helped her
with her clothes. Once they were dressed and outside, he extinguished the
campfire.


“I hope I can see that again
sometime,” she said wistfully.


He smiled and kissed her
cheek. “Many times. I promise.”


 


***


In the wee hours of the
morning, Lyra tiptoed through the foyer and into the master bedroom. Her aunt
slept peacefully, and breathed soft and steady. Enjoying the stillness of the
hour, Lyra kissed her forehead. “Big Bear, I’ve found the most wonderful man.
He makes me happy. If I can only find a way to live our lives together.”


Jean’s legs rustled, and she
rolled onto her side toward Lyra. Her aunt’s eyelids fluttered open, “Lyra,
it’s you. I heard your voice, but thought it was a dream.” She took hold of her
niece’s hand. “You’ll find a way, dear. You deserve to be happy again. Turn on
the small lamp, so I can see you.”


She complied and asked, “Do
you need something?”


“No. I noticed you were
dressed up, and I wanted to see better. My, you look lovely. The dress and
jewelry.” She smiled and closed her eyes. “You can turn out the light now, my
Little Butterfly.”


The fabric of her dress
shimmered in the soft light and the crystals down the bodice sparkled. Nice of
Cullen to apply a spell to allow Lyra to keep the outfit outside of
Dragonspeir. She clicked off the lamp and called softly from the doorway,
“Night, Big Bear.” At the foot of the stairs, she lifted the full skirt to step
up.


In her room, she paused as
she passed the dresser mirror. Cullen had created such a beautiful gown. She
smiled at the images of their evening passing through her mind. As she untied
the bodice laces, she ran her hands over her bare breasts, remembering his
touch. She lay the dress on the upholstered chair in the corner to see it when
she woke. Once washed and wearing a nightie, she snuggled under the covers and
watched the gown’s beading glint in the moonlight until her eyes closed.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Thirty: Dawn of Despair


 


 


“Lyra, you need to get up,” a
voice called to her, though her eyes were still shut and couldn’t see a face.
“Wake up. It’s your aunt.”


The word aunt blasted her
mind to alertness. Her eyes flew open.


Nancy leaned over the edge of
her bed, nudging her shoulder. Darkness still hung in the room.


“What? What’s wrong?” Lyra
hurriedly crawled out from under the covers, raced through the hall, and down
the stairs. She rounded the corner to the master bedroom, where the lights
shone brightly. “Aunt Jean? Are you okay?” She took hold of her hand and it was
ice cold.


Nancy walked up beside her.
“Honey, your aunt’s passed.”


Lyra stared at the nurse as
though the words might have been part of a dream. Maybe she wasn’t really
awake. The woman put an arm over her shoulder, but Lyra didn’t want comfort.
Instead, she jumped back and let go of Jean’s hand, which dropped limply onto
the bed rail. “No! No! I talked to her when I came home only a few hours ago.
It can’t be!”


“I’m used to getting up
before dawn for a run, and as soon as I was up, I checked on her, and her heart
screen showed a flat line, from three hours before, but there was nothing I
could do. I got up and read the monitors at eleven and all was fine, but when
my alarm went off at one, I heard you talking to her and was sure you’d look at
the screens like you always do, so I stayed in bed to give you two some
privacy. I’m sorry, and I know how close you two were, so it’s hard, and she
was a special lady, your only relative, and it’s bound to hurt, but eventually
time will heal since it always does.”


“No. Her mind was clear. I
read the pamphlets from the doctor. Her eyes weren’t glassy and her breathing
was soft, not raspy. No, it can’t be.” She clutched her aunt’s shoulders,
expecting a response.


“Everyone’s different. She
had some signs of terminal illness and not others. Sleep took up more and more
of her day. Her blood pressure was erratic the past couple days. There’s no
accounting for how a body reacts, but we can be thankful she slipped away
quickly without a lot of pain. May well have been something else, like her
heart, that took her and spared her from the slow, agonizing death from cancer
eating away at the organs, and that would be a blessing.”


Lyra looked at the alarm
clock on the bedside table. “We talked just over four hours ago.” She dropped
down onto a chair, her mind blank, with no idea what to do.


“Come.” The nurse put an arm
around her and pulled her to her feet. “Let’s make some coffee. The medical
dispatch staff will be here any minute.


“I don’t want them to take
her. No. It’s not right.”


“Dear, you can’t freeze time.
It moves on.”


The doorbell rang. Nancy met
a crew of two men at the door. They wheeled in a gurney to take Jean away. It didn’t
seem possible. Lyra wanted her to stay there, to wake up again, and talk with
her again. They couldn’t take her. This was her aunt.


She hovered over the two men,
wanting to stop them.


They draped a sheet over
Jean, covering her face. That barrier of fabric suddenly blocked Lyra from a
woman she’d loved deeply her whole life. The sheet between them jarred her
emotions. She realized their separation was final. Anger raged up at that
obstacle, at the separation, at death itself. Hot tears streamed down her
cheeks and she fled upstairs.


She huddled in her bed,
watching dawn light the world. Her thoughts wouldn’t move past the conversation
she had with her aunt earlier in the morning, how Jean looked, the smooth, warm
feel of her hand, the tone of her voice, her kind words.


Across the room the beautiful
shimmering charcoal gown draped over an arm of the chair. Had it been a dream?
A few fleeting moments of happiness.


Although no consolation,
hardship was more familiar to Lyra. Her own parents died almost a year ago. The
scene replayed in her mind, created from pieces she’d put together from what
the deputy told her. During their vacation in Costa Rica, a drunk driver
swerved and forced their car off a cliff. Lyra’s ex-husband, Jeff, had been no
comfort after their deaths. Instead, since she was less able to give to him,
arguments precipitated and lead him to file for divorce. Now, she heard their
screams along with Aunt Jean’s last breath.


The dragons stirred on their
towel beds. At least Nancy hadn’t seen them on the floor in the dark room. Noba
hopped beside her, wanting to play. She couldn’t. He stared at her. “Lady Lyra
is sad. Tears are on face. Can Noba help?”


Yasqu leaped up to join them.


“No. You can’t. I don’t feel
like playing today. Auntie died.”


“Auntie?” He shook his head
and lay curled at her feet, without making a sound.


Lyra’s phone rang. Cullen.
How would she tell him? “Hi,” her voice squeaked.


With a tense voice he asked,
“Aunt Jean passed away? Am I reading your thoughts correctly? I sure hope this
time I’m wrong.”


“She died about an hour after
I came home.” She worked to contain her emotions.


“I’m sorry. She seemed
extremely ill, but not near death. Are you all right?”


“No. How could I be?” Her
throat tightened and she choked. “I just talked with her last night after you
and I said goodnight.”


“I’ll be right there.” He
hung up and she stared at her phone.


Lyra couldn’t make herself do
anything. She lay back down and pulled a blanket over her.


 


***


The door opened. Cullen whisked
in and sat on the bed beside her. He opened his arms, and she willingly
entered. The only secure place she knew.


“You’re trembling.” He held
her tighter, his cheek next to hers. “I’m here.”


“This isn’t fair. I’m not
over grieving the loss of my parents. I wanted to share more with her. She
wasn’t ready to die. Why now?”


“I know.” He stroked her
hair. “Life isn’t always fair, and it’s often hard.”


She cried hard against his
shoulder for several minutes.


When she slowed, he released
her. Trickles of tears stained his face. “I’m going to bring you some
breakfast.” Before he could leave, Nancy’s footsteps came up the stairs. He
hustled the dragons off the bed and into the bathroom.


After a rap on the door, she
entered. “Lyra, are you okay, dear? I’m sure glad Cullen’s here to comfort you
because you really need someone right now looking after you. I’m going to
leave, but if you need anything, groceries, laundry, a shoulder to cry on, an
ear to talk to, if there is anything at all I can help with please ask, and you
have my phone number in case you need me.” She stepped over and gave her a
quick hug.


“Thanks, Nancy.”


The nurse gave a solemn nod
and left. After a couple minutes, the front door opened and shut.


Cullen motioned to the
dragons. “Let’s go downstairs and get breakfast for Lyra.”


Lyra wandered to the closet
and reached for a robe. On the shelf sat a stack of childhood books she used to
read years ago during visits, carefully saved by her aunt. This wasn’t
happening. She huddled into the robe even though the sun already baked the late
July day.


A cavalcade of footsteps
signaled that Cullen and the dragons returned. He carried a tray. “I doubt you
want much, but eating nothing will make you feel worse.” He laid it on the desk
beside her laptop.


She considered the selection,
sat down, and picked up the mug of tea. “My head feels awful. Don’t know if
it’s from too much wine last night, not enough sleep, or shock.”


“All of those.” He moved her
gown gently aside and sat in the chair. “You looked lovely in this last night.”


She slurped the tea. Its
warmth comforted her hollow stomach. “Seems like a dream now.”


“It was real and will happen
again someday.”


That seemed impossible to
her. She stared into space. Would life ever be normal? She’d given up on happiness
and settled for wanting normalcy. But, what was normal?


“Eat something, Lyra.” He
leaned forward to encourage her.


She ate a few bites of
oatmeal and drank the orange juice, then curled up on his lap in the big
upholstered chair.


He held her and stroked her
hair for a long while. Finally, he said, “I’m going to take the dragons back
with me. You’re in no shape to care for them.”


“No. You’re not going to give
Yasqu back to Eburscon. I’ll find a way.”


“They can stay in my workroom
or above in my apartment.” He hesitated. “I’d rather be here looking out for
you. I can take them to Cranewort.”


“No, I’ll be okay. I need
some time alone; you can’t do anything.”


Noba’s tail curled between
his legs. “We can’t stay with Lady Lyra?”


“Not now. Maybe later when she’s
happier.”


“Noba can cheer her up.” He
hopped over to her feet.


She reached down and rubbed
his neck. “Thank you, but I don’t think anything will make me laugh today.”


“I conjured some meals and stored
them in the refrigerator. I’ll check on you soon, but if you need anything,
call me any hour, day or night. I’ll come anytime.”


She smiled. “Thanks. I’ll try
to rest and get some writing done to keep my mind occupied. Later, I might need
you to stay. Let me see how I feel being alone.”


“Just ask. You’re right.
Writing may take your mind off of troubles. But, if not, don’t force yourself.
You have time.” He stood, walked to her, and kissed her forehead.“Come along,
you two,” he said to the dragons and bent to pick up a couple towels they used
for wrapping.


She went downstairs to see
them out. Cullen loaded first Noba and then Yasqu into his car. She watched
them drive away and turned around to the feel the press of total silence.


Padding over to the master
bedroom, all the monitors were gone. She’d grown accustomed to their whirring,
clicking, popping rhythms. They’d even taken the hated hospital bed. As much as
she despised that bed, she now longed to have it back, with the smell of Aunt
Jean’s favorite bath soap lingering on its sheets, its presence bringing to
mind chats over cups of tea and story time for the dragons. A huge empty spot
claimed the room and her heart.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Thirty-One: A Smile on a Dark
Day


 


 


Lyra sat in the master bedroom,
staring at Aunt Jean’s favorite things. The happy group picture on the dresser
of Jean and Sam sailing with Lyra’s father, Jean’s brother. Uncle Sam took them
sailing every summer. The kindergarten painting she made for Aunt Jean that now
hung under glass on the wall, her childhood vision of their cottage with the
lake behind. How proudly she had presented to her aunt. An ivory hand mirror,
Sam’s wedding present to his bride. An afghan Jean made hung over the back of a
chair, matching one in Lyra’s home in Tampa.


The banging of the garbage
truck outside broke her concentration. The clock read two. She’d sat there for
three hours since Cullen left. She couldn’t bring back time; she needed to move
forward. Upstairs, she forced herself to shower and dressed in sweat pants and
a t-shirt. She dragged a comb through her wet hair, didn’t bother to dry it,
and pulled the wet strands into a ponytail.


She sat at her computer,
opened her email account, and directly closed it back down, unable to interact
with the outside world. She selected the unfinished chapter of her writing
project and attempted to continue it. After rereading the chapter, it seemed
strange. Jean’s death shocked her into harsh reality. The fantasy now seemed
unbelievable, distant. Maybe with some food…


She wandered down to the
kitchen. The quiet in the house unnerved her. In the refrigerator, she found
plastic containers filled with foods Cullen had prepared. So thoughtful. If
only she were hungry. Her stomach growled, but nothing tempted her. She stood
at the counter and forced a few bites of cold macaroni and cheese. That passed
the taste test. She ate more, washing it down with a glass of milk.


While she chewed, she
examined a stack of papers on the counter where Nancy always left directions. A
handwritten note told the name, address, and phone number of the funeral home
they’d taken Aunt Jean to. A man by the name of Todd would call. She hoped he’d
help organize her life. She didn’t know where to begin with everything, from
arranging the service to probating Jean’s will and handling the house. And all
the belongings to sift through. When her parents died, Jean took care of a lot
since Lyra couldn’t get enough time off from teaching her literature classes.
Overwhelmed, she left it for another time.


Back upstairs, she sat at her
laptop and stared at the word processor page. Nothing came to her. Not writer’s
block. She never suffered from that, always having more ideas than time to
write. Trauma simply prevented her from moving forward. She pulled a notepad
from the desk drawer and moved to the bed, trying to scribble a storyboard to
use as a guide. She strung three concepts together and suddenly, her stomach
cramped severely, and she broke out in a cold sweat. In the bathroom, she
reached the toilet in time, and hurled her meal. She gripped the edge of the
bowl, bracing herself to stand. After rinsing with mouthwash, she crashed on
the bed. Luckily, sleep relieved her torture.


 


***


The phone woke her. She moved
a hand toward the sound, Cullen’s ring, and her eyes slowly opened to meet
twilight. It was nine according her clock. How had she slept all day?


She flipped the phone open
and answered with a raspy voice.


“Did I wake you?”


“Uh-huh. Stomach isn’t doing
so good.” She rolled onto her back and rubbed away sleep stuck in her eyes.


“Probably did you some good
to rest. Be sure and try to eat.” The dragons teased each other in the
background. It surprised her that all life hadn’t stopped, even though hers
felt suspended.


“I did earlier, but it didn’t
stay down. I’ll try again. At least my head feels better now.”


“Good. Well, I just wanted to
see how you were doing. I’ll check again midday tomorrow. If you need me during
the night, just call.”


They said goodnight and she
headed to the kitchen, this time with a little appetite. She grazed on whatever
appealed: a chicken leg, a spoonful of coleslaw, a blueberry muffin, an apple.
She couldn’t bring herself to sit at the table and eat; that was strictly
reserved for family meals. She had no family now.


With a bit of energy, she
made herself grind out a paragraph on her book, hoping it would pique her
interest. The sentence seemed hollow, and she couldn’t grasp how to begin a new
scene. Instead, she drifted in cyberspace, entertaining herself with whatever caught
her eye on one site and then another. She didn’t stop until dawn. Time wasted
when she needed to be writing. Tired, she crawled back into her unmade bed.


 


***


Again, a phone call woke her,
but this time with an unfamiliar ring that turned out to be Todd, from the
funeral home.


“I’d like to meet with you
today. Can you come to our address or would you like me to stop by there? It’d
be better if you came here to see our facilities. So you can make some
decisions about services.” The man’s voice sounded too perky, as though he’d
long ago accepted death as a routine occurrence.


She didn’t want to go
anywhere, but reluctantly agreed. “I can go there. When?”


“How about noon?”


She agreed and hung up, then
realized that was only an hour from now. She’d barely had four hours sleep.
Groggy, she headed for the shower.


She raced through getting
dressed, skipped make-up, and grabbed a muffin on the way out. As she opened
the car door, Cullen rang. In a hurry, she agreed to call him back later. She
tossed the phone into her purse and pulled into the parking lot of the
mortuary.


As expected, Todd was
mid-forties and had been a mortician for half his life. Death must have seemed
commonplace to him. Thankfully, he did provide a lot of assistance, to organize
the service, obituary, and burial, as well as setting up appointments for her
with a realtor and Jean’s attorney. After giving her pages of information, he
showed her to the door with a forced smile.


She headed home, head
thumping from lack of sleep. How would she ever finish her quest and write that
book?


When she turned down Walnut
Street, Mrs. Kendall waved. Lyra lowered her window and pulled the car to the
curb. “I’m so sorry, Lyra,” her neighbor said. “I heard about Jean passing. I
was just coming to pay you a visit and bring you some food. Do you feel like
having company for a bit?”


“Yes. Come on over.”


Moments later, Lyra parked
and walked down the driveway. She took a deep breath and prepared mentally to
put on a mask to contain her grief and exhaustion. She just wanted to sleep and
escape all of this.


“I brought you some salad
this time.” Mrs. Kendall offered the dish. “Light things seem better for the
body when stressed.”


Lyra accepted and motioned
toward the house. “I learned that the hard way.”


“Oh dear. Grief is hard.
Lord, I do know. All of my family’s gone. I’m the only one left.” Mrs. Kendall
held the door to the house open for her. “Been to at least ten funerals in the
past three or four years. It’s never easy.”


Lyra led her into the kitchen.
“Have a seat while I put this in the fridge. I thought I’d be okay since I kind
of knew what to expect after my parents died, but I guess not.”


“No, I won’t stay long and be
a bother. It’s too soon, child. This compounds your loss…it’s a wonder you’re
as together as you are.”


“I only look together.” Lyra
sighed.


“You’d be wise to get back
into a routine with your job as soon as possible. Keep your mind busy and time
will heal your heart.”


Lyra nodded. “I think that
would help. The viewing will be tomorrow at six in the evening and the funeral,
Saturday at eleven, both at the Greenhaven Home, if you want to attend.”


“I’ll be sure and come. Could
you write those down for me, please?”


“Thanks. It means a lot to me
that you’ll be there.” She scribbled a note and handed it to the elderly lady.


“What do you plan to do with
Jean’s house? It’s a nice place. Will you keep it?”


“Gosh, I don’t know. Jean
sent me a copy of her will. Her house is left to me. I think I’ll sell it—memories
are already haunting me. Can’t imagine staying with them chasing me.”


“After a while they come to
be comforting reminders of happy moments. But, your job’s so far away, I
wouldn’t blame you.” Mrs. Kendall patted Lyra’s arm. “Well, I’ll be going, to
let you alone. See you tomorrow evening.”


“Thanks for everything.” She
hugged her kind neighbor and showed her to the door.


No sooner had she closed the
door than the newspaper called, wanting confirmation on details for the
obituary. After the call, she headed upstairs for a nap, this time setting an
alarm for seven. She needed to get back up and try to write.


 


***


The alarm woke Lyra, and
immediately she remembered she’d forgotten to call Cullen. She snatched the
phone and dialed.


“It’s about time you called.
I thought you’d forgotten me,” he quipped, teasing, but his tone sounded
concerned.


“I’m spun around and terribly
tired. So many people to talk with and things to do, when my mind’s barely
operating.” She poured out a confusion of details.


“I know. Take it slow.”


“I can’t write. I keep
trying, but can’t hold enough details in mind at one time. My focus is shot.”


“It’ll come.”


“I hope so. It’s really
important.”


“True, but don’t force it.
It’ll happen fast when you’re able. When’s the funeral?”


“Viewing is tomorrow at six
and funeral’s the next day at eleven.”


“I’ll be with you. I expect
she’s well known here since everyone’s so close; there will be a turn-out.”


“I need your arm around me.”


“And I need to hold you.
You’re having a hard time. You can’t do this alone. I didn’t know if you’d want
time by yourself or could use my help today. I’m going to take the dragons to
Cranewort and come stay with you for a while.”


“Please come. I need you.”


“Be there soon.”


Lyra crawled out from the
covers and cleaned up a bit, dragging a brush through the lumps in her hair.
She made the bed and picked up clothing, papers, and stray mugs from her room,
collected during the past day and a half. Doing simple routine chores calmed
her nerves. She wouldn’t have bothered if Cullen wasn’t coming over. Having
someone in her life who cared gave her a little initiative to carry on, even if
her motivation was only to make the bed. Normally a small step, but not today. 


The doorbell rang, and a
moment later, Cullen called out, “Hello! I’m here.”


She hurried out of her room
and greeted him at the top of the stairs with a smile.


He dropped his pack and
walked closer. “Ahh. A smile. I know I’m special to get one of those on such a
dark day.”


At the lower landing, she set
the empty mugs on a nearby table and wrapped her arms around his shoulders. No
words came, but he read her mind; she relaxed knowing none were necessary.


He pulled her tight to him.
“It’s okay. We’ll get through this together.” Several minutes passed while they
held as one. He loosened his grip and looked at her face. “I don’t see any
tears.” He managed a slight grin. “A little better. One day at a time. Have you
had dinner?”


“No, but Mrs. Kendall, the
neighbor on the corner, brought some nice salad. I think I’ll have that and
some toast. Do you want anything?” She walked to the kitchen.


“No, I’ve eaten. I’ll get
some tea though.”


After dinner, they watched
television. Images flashed on the screen, but didn’t register with Lyra. Instead,
she focused on the warmth of being next to Cullen. That was all she wanted.
Nothing could feel more comforting than his arms around her. He stroked her arm
and tingles trailed along her skin after his fingers.


When the show ended he
announced, “Time for bed?”


“I thought I’d try to write
for a while. I want to get that finished.”


He shook his head. “You need
some good sleep and a regular schedule. Then, your writing will come easier.”
He stood and pulled her arms gently. “Come on. I’m staying tonight and tomorrow
night to help you.”


She hadn’t expected he’d
spend the night. Having someone care caught her pleasantly off guard.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Thirty-Two: Pink Roses and
White Daisies


 


 


Cullen lay beside her, spooned
against her back, with his arm around her waist. She nestled against him. He
read her thoughts, but the tangle of emotions left him without a clear
interpretation. Anger, guilt, fear, insecurity. She’d been through too much.
Silently, he listened and monitored for several minutes more. Finally, from the
chaos a dominant emotion—security and images of himself. Within moments, her
breathing slowed and the energy within her mind quieted. She slept peacefully.


He sighed, heartened to know
he brought her real comfort. Nothing he’d achieved as a grand wizard of the
Imperial Council compared to this satisfaction. He ceased reading her and
relaxed, simply enjoying the curve of her waist against his arm. Delicate, but
toned. He loved her shape. He inhaled the flowery smell of her hair next to his
face. She moved slightly and her leg brushed his with the heavenly touch of her
soft skin. Cocooned behind her, sleep came quickly.


 


***


Cullen woke with the sun
shining through the bay windows. The lake water glinted with the angled light.


Lyra had barely moved during
the night.


He woke often to observe her
thoughts and found no dreams disturbing her.


A ray of sunshine caught the
waves of her hair, causing it to shimmer like spun gold. He stroked the strands
and kissed her ear.


She stirred and turned onto
her back, her eyes fluttering open. “Morning.” She snuggled her head under his
chin.


“Good morning. You slept
well?”


“I did. It was nice to have
you beside me.”


“That’s why I came.” He
curled his arms and legs around her.


“I just remembered. I have
calls to make to tell a few distant cousins on my mother’s side who vacationed
here on the island a few times. Doubt they’ll come to the funeral, but…and I
need to go to the florist’s this morning, meeting the funeral home director
there.” She looked at him for a moment and studied his face. “Will you come
with me?”


“Certainly. Let’s get up and
moving then.”


The mortician met them at the
florist, and led them to the work area. As Lyra made introductions, Cullen
initiated a bow, then caught himself and extended a hand in greeting.


“They’ve already done a nice
job using the pink and white you specified to fill orders that have come from
your aunt’s friends,” Todd said as he waved a hand to draw attention to dozens
of arrangements. “We just need your decisions on the main vases and casket
spray.”


A pudgy female florist
cleaned her hands on her apron. “Let me show you what we have in our cooling
cases.” She led them around a long work table and pointed out specific flowers.


Lyra looked to Cullen. He
shrugged. “I’m here to give you support, not select flowers.”


She gave a weak smile.
“That’s more than enough.” She peered through the glass at their assortment of
roses. “Those pink ones. They’re the most like Mrs. Kendall’s which Jean loved.
And these white daisies like she had in her own flower beds, lots of those.”


Todd made plans to get
everything correctly placed before the viewing.


On the way home, Cullen held
her hand as he drove. “Very nice of you to choose flowers Jean loved.”


She grinned and blinked back
tears. “Many things with the service didn’t matter at all, but she and I always
liked to work in her flower garden together every summer.”


A film of moisture covered
his own eyes. Such a warm heart as hers shouldn’t be tortured with so much
grief.


 


***


Throughout the afternoon,
Lyra looked for the phone numbers of distant cousins. Her cell phone rang
constantly when she wasn’t already using it.


Jean had lived here year
round and locals were close, as Cullen knew, always trying to get him involved
in village affairs. Generous, kind folk, they brought many covered dishes to
the house. He manned the door and cordially thanked each guest. In a few short
hours they’d amassed an abundance of food, enough to keep a large family for a
week. At least he spared Lyra from getting overwhelmed by the outpouring of
well-wishers.


Time passed quickly with all
this commotion. He served her a bowl of an especially delectable-looking dish
which just arrived, and reminded her it was time to prepare for the viewing.
She emerged from the bedroom in a light blue, flowered dress, not really
correct funeral attire. “I didn’t have anything somber. It’s summer, and I
packed for a vacation island.”


“Hmm. Allow me.” He lowered
his ring toward her. “Infusco!” The dress darkened to a black background
with tiny flowers.


She ran her hands over the
fabric of the skirt. “That’s better. Thanks.”


Cullen made certain they
arrived early to the funeral home. Stress from rushing wouldn’t help Lyra.


She stopped to smell the
roses and nodded her approval to Todd.


Cullen poked his head into
the gathering hall. He counted thirty people already waiting, ten minutes
early. When the doors opened, he positioned himself beside Lyra, planning to
hasten any long-winded guests.


After an hour, she grew weary
and shifted from one foot to the other. She struggled to keep faces and
conversations straight. Many expected her to recall them from her childhood.
Finally, after another half an hour, the last visitors passed through the line,
and she slumped into a chair.


He rubbed her shoulders.
“Time to go home, get some dinner, and a good night’s sleep for tomorrow.”


She nodded, and without a
word, pulled herself to her feet, and accepted his hand.


 


***


Their morning at the funeral
home for the service proceeded much like the previous evening. Several
community members spoke on Jean’s behalf and expressed warm sentiments. She’d
touched many lives, a special lady, just like her niece.


Lyra held up well, bravely
restraining her tears. Only Cullen knew what she thought, and how much those
tears wanted to fall.


A local community service
group of which Jean had been a member provided a reception lunch. Finally,
after what seemed like every resident of the entire island paid respects, they
arrived back at the cottage in late afternoon.


Collapsed onto the couch in
the family room, Cullen took hold of Lyra’s hand. “Glad the service is over?”


“Oh, yes. It went on forever.
I had no idea Aunt Jean knew all those people.”


“I’m sure you don’t want any more
to eat after all that food at the reception. What would you like to do?”


“I’d really like some fresh
air, a walk to the pier. Then, I’ll probably crash.”


They changed to suitable
clothing, shorts and sandals, then headed out along bumpy neighborhood sidewalks.
Freezing and thawing during harsh winters raised the slabs.


She wove her fingers through
his, and they strolled in silence for over a quarter mile. Finally, she said,
“I’ve been thinking that I should sell Jean’s cottage. Everything there reminds
me of her, makes me angry she’s gone or wish I could’ve done something to
prevent her death.”


Tired, he hadn’t been
monitoring her thoughts, and this took him by surprise. “Well, of course, do
what you think is best, but it’s a very nice place, and maybe you’d like to
keep a residence here.” Was she leaving now that her aunt had passed away?


“I do want to come back to
see you, but that place has too many memories. It haunts me.” She sighed. “Jean
was my rock. I don’t know what direction I’m headed now or where I belong.”


“You can stay here with me.”


“I want to, but I’m under
contract with the university.” Lyra lifted her head and her blue eyes shined
with a gleam he hadn’t seen in days. “If I could break that contract and stay,
you could teach me more magic in Dragonspeir.”


“I’d like that, but the
Imperial Dragon would have to give permission each time you enter the land. At
your level as a mage, a lower magical, you can’t enter freely. You will remain
his guest until you gain enough magic to become immortal, a high order
sorcerer.”


“What will that require?”


He hesitated, not wanting to
answer. “Formal sorcery training and years of practical application.”


“I didn’t know. That’s a
lot.” Lyra bit her lip and looked down at the pavement.


He remained quiet, unsure
what to say. Blending their lives together posed many difficulties, beyond the
scope of magic to solve. After too much stress from the past few days, he
couldn’t find a logical solution. He mindlessly rubbed his thumb along her soft
skin. The sensation excited him. He craved to relax into her body and let go of
the tension. Would she even want to be close? Reaching the end of the pier, he
pulled her up and moved his hands to her waist.


She looked up to him, and he
responded, passing his lips over hers. Slipping his tongue gently into her
mouth, she softened into his arms. When they paused, she whispered, “I need to
feel you and let go of all my problems.”


The sultry look in her eyes
drove him wild with desire. Heat flooded his face. “Let’s go back to the house.”
He wrapped an arm around her shoulder and began their walk back.


At home, once she closed the
door behind them, his stress dissolved away as she put her hands on his chest.


He pulled her to him and let
his hands slide down her back, over her bottom, and moved her pelvis into his,
already hard with anticipation.


She broke away and led him up
the stairs. Stopping next to the bed, she pressed her mouth onto his for an
urgent, probing kiss.


All of the built up anxiety
and worry made him too tired for foreplay, but desperate for release.


She quickly peeled off her
shorts, blouse, and underwear. Clearly, seduction was unnecessary. In no time,
she lay naked on the bed.


His shorts dropped to the
floor with a thud, pockets still laden with his wallet, change, and keys. He
whipped his t-shirt off and crawled beside her. In an instant, his tongue
thrust deep inside her mouth, his free hand grabbed her breast.


She wrapped a leg around his
thigh, pushing her groin into his.


His pushed hard into her.


She gasped and moaned. Her
ragged breath in his ear told him she was ready, desperate for release.


Waves of electricity
reverberated through them and washed away some of their emotional torment.


With a groan, he rolled off
her and took her hand.


She squeezed his hand. “Feels
good to relax, even just a little. I love you, how you’re here for me.”


“I love you, Lyra. I hope we
find a way to put our lives together.”


“It’ll be hard. Everything’s
hard, but I have faith.”


They nestled together as
twilight descended.


 


***


The next day Cullen’s regular
work at the bookstore proved welcome and relieved more of his stress. Back at
Jean’s cottage in the evening, he approached Lyra sitting with her computer at
the kitchen table. “It was good to get back to a normal routine. Don’t you
think?”


She glared at him. “Not even
close to normal. I’ve rewritten the same page ten times today. Then I edited a
beginning chapter and think I’ve ruined it. The Guardians expect something
better than this, don’t they?”


He pulled a chair up next to
her and looked at the screen. The page she’d attempted really didn’t flow
correctly. “Quality does matter a lot. The Guardians will reject an account
that lacks adequate magic to block the Black Dragon.” He rubbed her shoulder.
“Is there anything I can do?”


“No, you’re doing plenty
already. I’m too upset. My thoughts won’t gel.” She stood and paced across the
kitchen floor, running her hands through her hair. “Tomorrow’s the July full
moon. I’ve got one month to write this and get someone to read it in order to
block the Black Dragon’s power from spreading through the reflection of the red
moon. And, I have to go back to Florida soon.”


“When do you have to return?”


“On the seventh. Faculty
meetings begin on August ninth.”


“Almost two weeks.” He wasn’t
ready for her to leave.


She nodded. “And I’ve got to
clean out Jean’s things from here. I need to be able to concentrate and get
something done.” Her voice rose to a high, agitated pitch. “I’ve decided to
sell his place. The memories are eating away at my mind. I can’t take it. I
miss her too much. I’m meeting with a realtor tomorrow after my appointment
with her attorney.”


He stared at her in
disbelief. Changes were happening too fast for him. He’d just found her, the
woman he’d waited decades to be with. Once she sold this house, would she visit
him? Or eventually drift away? Far worse, had grief overcome her motivation to
finish writing the next Book of Dragonspeir? He shuddered. They’d
accomplished the difficult part, risking their lives. If she failed now…he
looked down at the floor…if she failed, the Black Dragon would vanquish the
Imperial regime…without his power, he’d return to being mortal and die…without
her.


He couldn’t find words.
Instead, he pulled her to him, never wanting to let go.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Thirty-Three: The Buck Moon


 


 


Nightmares of not finishing
the book she had to write tormented Lyra’s sleep. Lyra woke still clutched to
Cullen. She wouldn’t let him die during the destruction of Dragonspeir. She
snuggled closer to him.


As he awakened, he pulled her
tight to him. “Must we get up?”


“’Fraid so. I’ve got to get
up. Meeting the attorney at ten. Will you bring me my copy of Brigid’s Book
of Dragonspeir? I want to take it with me back to Florida.” She stretched
and moved her feet to the floor. Once in the bathroom, she turned the shower on
to run hot.


He followed her. “I’ll
collect it on my way home. I’m going into Dragonspeir today since the
bookstore’s closed on Mondays.”


Steam rose from the top of
the shower door. She opened it, took hold of Cullen’s hand, and pulled him in
with her. “I want to be sure and enjoy every moment.” She ran the bar of soap
over him. Her other hand glided along the edges of his firm chest muscles.


He grabbed for her and she
slid from his grip. “Too darned slippery!” He found her mouth and kissed her
long and hard under the warm spray.


After she managed to clean
most parts of both of them, she jumped out and located her towel.


“That’s it?” he asked, his
eyebrows rose, obviously confused.


“Just a tease. I don’t have
time now.”


He stepped out and playfully
smacked her butt. “I’ll catch up to you later then.”


 


***


After a successful meeting
with Jean’s attorney, Lyra met the realtor back at the cottage. The agent thought
the house would sell better furnished, as a vacation home. That was welcome
news as it would simplify Lyra’s packing and cleaning process.


During the afternoon, Lyra
bought a stack of broken-down boxes and set to work. What room to do first? She
selected the second guest room, an easy start with little to sort and pack. Or
it appeared easy since Jean didn’t store much there. However, she found stacks
of family photo albums and memorabilia of Jean and Sam’s wedding. It shook her
to look into the smiling faces of people she loved, all now dead. She saved out
a small handful, including one of Jean throwing her bridal bouquet. With sheer
willpower, she packed everything into boxes for storage.


During a break, she attempted
writing. She made a pass over the one awkward page from yesterday and managed
to improve it slightly, but its flow remained far from readable. She still
couldn’t focus.


Dinner hour came and went
without Cullen arriving at Jean’s cottage. Lyra knew he couldn’t call from
Dragonspeir, and she worried a little about him. Just as she sat down to some
dinner alone, he walked in.


“Sorry I’m late.” He sank
down on a chair at the table. “I’m exhausted. The Imperial Dragon questioned me
about your welfare since Jean’s death. He’s aware and concerned. Then, he
presented me with a training agenda, expecting me to begin today. After that, I
still had to perform the usual realignment of my aura in order to survive
outside of Dragonspeir.”


She served him a plate of
food, a medley of various dishes from the bulging refrigerator. “That all
sounds interesting. What kind of training? Realignment?”


“Transformation into my
animal shape. He requires we regularly work on our weaknesses.”


“The panther?”


“Yes. I’m not a natural, and
the change demands too much energy until I learn to properly channel my power.
And I must periodically realign the power of my aura according to the magnetic
forces in the Alliance. The process would happen naturally if I stayed in
Dragonspeir all the time. Since I’m here often, if I don’t realign, I could
lose my immortality.”


 “I had no idea what you
had to go through in order to be away from that land.”


“Well, my reason to be here
is worth the effort.” He rubbed her hand. “Tell me about your day. How’d the
appointments with the attorney and realtor result?” He dove into the meal with
large forkfuls.


She told him the highlights
while she cleaned up the kitchen.


“A reasonably good day,
considering.” He leaned back in his chair. “Why don’t we go outside on the
patio and enjoy the full moon?”


“Sounds relaxing. Could you
conjure us a couple glasses of that wine your sprites made? I could use some.”


“I can arrange that.” He
smiled and twisted his dragon ring. They stepped onto the patio, and on the
side table stood two large glass goblets filled with spirits. He handed her one
and raised his to make a toast. “To our love and finding a life together.”


She clinked the top of her
glass to his and smiled. “Yes. To our love and being together.” The delicious
sweet grape taste swirled around her tongue. With just one swallow she felt its
alcohol. “Mmm. Good.” She sat next to him on the couch. The spirits flowed
through her body and blurred worries about her tight schedule.


It appeared as though the
moon rose out of the lake. When the silvery orb sat on the horizon, the waters
reflected its light. “The Buck Moon. Beautiful, isn’t it?” Cullen draped his
arm around her shoulder.


“Yes. The Buck Moon is about
deer rubbing velvet from their antlers. I wonder if Bero is doing that now? I
miss him and the others. Does the full moon look the same in Dragonspeir?”


“Similar, although much
larger and always reason for celebration in the Meadow.” He chuckled.“And I’m
certain he is.”


“When we came back from our
wonderful date, I looked, but a cloud was covering it.”


He massaged her shoulder.
“Well then, we’ll have to be sure and see a full moon together there. You’ll
want to see the December moon—this year at the time of the solstice, an
important festival in Dragonspeir.”


“We have so many things to
enjoy together. I hope…” She looked at him, her eyes filled with tears.


“Trust. There will be a way
for us to bridge our two worlds.” He leaned his face to hers and tasted the
wine on her lips. “Delicious way to sample spirits.”


She took a deep breath and
braced herself to say what she knew he didn’t want to hear. “I was a basket
case after losing my parents in a tragic accident, but this should be easier.
Jean suffered from cancer. I think this grief blocking my writing is from some
evil working against me.” She twisted a strand of her hair into a knot. “I need
to fight back and get away from things that tip off my grief, so I can write
that book. I’ve decided to leave for Florida next Sunday.” She almost choked on
the words, they stung so much.


Cullen pulled away and stared
silently into the distance.


Seeing his reaction, her
stomach knotted. “I’ll take a few days to pack up some personal things in the
house and clean out the garage. Once I’m in Florida, I’ll have three weeks to write
before the red moon.” Her throat tightened, making her cough. “I must get this
book done. I can’t lose you.”


He turned to face her.
“Elisabeth’s necklace protects you from the Black Dragon. But as we’ve seen
with the black butterfly, there are other forces here that concern me. I
question how Eburscon and Tarom align in the fight between good and evil. I
agree. I think your grief is being manipulated to block your ability to write.
It’s been worrying me, and I’ve considered your idea. The past days, I’ve been
working to determine what hostile forces are affecting you, so I can block
them.”


A deep crease formed along
the middle of his brow, and he clenched a fist. “Damn! Over and over I’ve sensed
a lead of a magical thread and then lost it. Time is running out.” He wrapped
an arm around her shoulder. “I’ll help you pack. I don’t want you tired before
you begin that long two-day drive.”


He’d tried to be strong, but
she noticed a tiny tear slip from the corner of his eye before he quickly wiped
it away.


She slid her arm around his
chest and tucked her head under his chin. They held each other and watched the
full moon climb the sky, a growing reminder only one month remained.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Thirty-Four: The Stream of
Omens


 


 


Over the next four days,
between frustrating, unsuccessful attempts to write, Lyra worked at sorting and
packing. Physical labor rested her mind, a welcome break. She began with the
dirtiest job, cleaning out the garage. But, she needed to use the garage space
later to stack boxes of personal items, for pick up by the donation van on
Saturday. At least she didn’t cry over hammers and rakes. The realtor asked she
leave a lot, including basic tools for home maintenance in the garage. Made
sense if a buyer looked at the place as a second home. Lyra threw out unknown
or unwanted items and organized the rest.


Cullen spent an afternoon
with her, helping in the attic. Lyra found lots of things she wanted to give to
charity up there, and he hauled boxes down, using magic to maneuver the
trickier ones. He groaned as he carried trash out by hand. She didn’t think the
neighbors would be pleased to see it sailing to the street.


By midweek, she began inside
on personal items in the family room and her room. Not much there she wanted to
let go of, but boxed it up instead. The kitchen she left as it was.


She saved Jean’s room for
last, knowing how painful it would be.


Cullen stayed beside her.


She opened the closet door.
“Well, this won’t be too hard—just clothes.” She worked quickly through most,
and placed the items in garbage bags for donation. Until she reached the back
of the closet. She unzipped a garment bag. “Look—her wedding gown. I saved a
picture of her wearing this when I cleaned out the guest room.”


Cullen stepped up. “When did
she and Sam marry? In the sixties?” He moved the bag back away from a shoulder
of the gown and examined it carefully. “My older sister wore a similar dress
when she married. All ladies’ gowns then had puffed sleeves and high waists.”


“When was that?”


“Around 1800.”


Lyra put a hand to her
forehead. “Do you think this gown is over two hundred years old?”


Cullen searched for clues.
“There’s a pocket inside the bag with a paper.” He pulled it out and stepped beside
Lyra, holding in front of them.


She read a handwritten list
of pairs of names, beginning with Brigid Napier and Charles O’ Reilly, Rowena
O’Reilly and Clinton Donnell. The last pair of names was Jean McCauley and
Samuel Perkins. “Wow! Jean wore Brigid’s wedding dress?”


“Seems that way.”


“Jean and Sam had no
children. Wonder why she didn’t give me the dress when I was to marry Jeff?”


He wrinkled his forehead. “No
way to be sure of that now. Maybe she forgot it was here.”


Forgot it? She squinted at
him.


He laughed. “What? You’re
looking at me like I have two heads. Okay, I confess; with all this heavy
labor, I haven’t kept up monitoring your thoughts. Remember, you used to be
angry with me for reading your mind.”


She put her hands on her hips.
“It has some advantages. Jean owned a two hundred-year-old wedding gown, handed
down through the family and forgot to pass it on to her only niece when she
herself was childless. Sure. There’s more to it than that.”


“Another mystery.”


“I want to solve them. I’m
still hung up on who gave me that opal ring and how it’s connected to Brigid.”


“We can do that after you
finish scribing the new book.”


“Really? You’d help me?”


“Sure. It’d be fun. Along the
way, I might discover what makes Eburscon tick.”


She hugged him, excited to
have his help. She was eager to learn more about her relations and how she
inherited their magic. “Okay, back to work, so everything gets done on time.”
Later, when she ran across items stirring her childhood memories with Jean and
Sam, she clung to the idea of that incredible dress. And she thought maybe,
just maybe, her aunt kept it for her marriage to the man who now truly loved
her.


 


***


Saturday morning Lyra rose
early to meet the donation van. Then, the hardest packing task of all awaited
her—her own things to leave the next day. She filled suitcases with fresh
laundry and organized stacks of books into tote bags. She wrapped her treasured
volume of Brigid’s Book of Dragonspeir in clothing within a suitcase.
She packed her car with all but last minute items, prepared to leave first
thing the next day.


Cullen watched in silence.
They didn’t need words. He likely heard her thoughts, and she read his on his
drawn face. Parting was hard enough, but they both knew her grief, even if they
could minimize it by moving her away, would make finishing that book extremely
difficult. Extreme fear kept her from speaking words she knew he read in her
mind—that she’d fail, Dragonspeir’s Imperial powers would cease to exist, and
he would die. Completion of her quest weighed heavily on Lyra’s shoulders.


At bedtime they made love
awkwardly, with more clutching and crying than passion. Lyra didn’t care if she
climaxed or not; she just needed to feel him as close to her as possible.


He paused to rest his cheek
on her breasts, unable to seduce her.


She was sure her heart would
break feeling him inside her. She wrapped her legs around him and never wanted
to let go. Tears leaked from the outer corners of her eyes and soaked the
pillowcase.


Afterward, they lay coupled
for many minutes.


He lifted up on his elbows to
look at her. “Lyra, I love you and always have. You know that don’t you?”


She ran her fingers through
his hair. “I do. And always remember I love you.”


 


***


Morning light shone in their window
too soon for Lyra. She buried her head under Cullen’s chin.


He pulled her closer. “You
need to get up and get started. You have a long drive ahead. Twelve hours
today.”


She kissed him and tumbled
out of bed, determined to be strong and not fail them on this quest. Their
routine morning activities passed in silence. She avoided looking in his eyes,
for fear she’d fall apart.


He finished loading her car.
“Promise to call often and email. And, if there is any way I can help you, ask
me. If any problem arises, call me.”


“I’ll keep in touch.” She
handed him an extra key to the cottage. “In case you need this.”


He nodded. “I need you.” He
squeezed her tight and spoke next to her ear. “I don’t fear death if you fail
the quest. I’ve lived over two hundred years.” His voice cracked, choking on
tears. “But, I don’t want to die without sharing some of my life with you.”


She grabbed onto his
shoulders. “There will be a way for us. I’m not going to let you die.” She
suddenly pulled away. “I forgot something.” Turning back, she ran into the
house. In a single minute, she raced out with a smile burning across her face
through the tears and carried two garment bags. “I wanted these to go in last
so they didn’t muss or get torn.”


His brow rose high above his
swollen eyes. “What’s this?”


“The dress you gave me for
our special date. I want to remember that evening clearly while we’re apart.
And Aunt Jean’s wedding gown. I’m going to try it on and see if it fits. Maybe
I will wear it when…”


“Take a moment and try it on for
me now, before you go. Please. Really quick.”


Without a thought, she sailed
inside to the downstairs bedroom which had a full length mirror.


He followed close.


After she hung the gowns on a
door hook, she peeled off her shorts. The t-shirt came off with more care since
she’d pinned her jadestone brooch onto it. She unzipped the bag. Her hands
shook while she carefully slipped the dress off its hanger. She lifted the mass
of ivory satin over her head.


Cullen helped move folds of
fabric in place around her.


She gently extended her arms
into the short, puffed sleeves and pulled the bodice over her bosom. With a few
easy tugs, it fit perfectly. A long train extended from the back of its empire
waist. She turned to see her image in the mirror.


Cullen looked over her
shoulder at her reflection.


She gasped and he grabbed her
arms. His mouth dropped open. The view in the mirror showed their auras, hers
gold and his blue, blending into one light.


“Like in the stream the first
day of my journey in Dragonspeir.”


“The Stream of Omens.” He
turned her around and pressed his lips to hers. “You were correct about this
dress. Jean didn’t just forget. All right, my Little Butterfly, change and
let’s get you on the road.”


She carefully removed the
gown. After she dressed in her shorts, she checked and the mirror no longer
revealed their auras. The gown indeed held magic.


He gathered the garment bags
and placed them flat across the top layer of belongings in her back seat, then
he found her lips for a kiss. “There will be a way.”


Tears welled into her eyes.
“I will trust.” She got into the driver’s seat, and her heart swelled with
determination to complete the quest. As she drove down the street, she watched
him in her rearview mirror. Keep a clear head, but follow your heart.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Thirty-Five: A Dragon’s Tale


 


 


For the first fifty miles
Lyra’s throat clenched, agonizing over leaving him. Every now and then, a tear
leaked from her eyes. Her head hurt from crying.


She selected some music to
ease her tension. After changing stations a handful of times, she settled on
one from Detroit. She knew the drive well, from years of trips to the Michigan
island.


Her thoughts wandered back to
that wedding gown. Loose bits of information seemed as though they must somehow
fit together: that wedding dress; the mysterious giver of the opal ring; the
many butterflies who followed her; the one black one that always tried to touch
Elisabeth’s necklace; her name written within an outline of a butterfly almost
two hundred years ago; her unusual inherited magical abilities. None of those
influenced the adventure she needed to record. Did they tell another story? She
puzzled about possible connections for many miles.


Along her drive, she received
a call from the realtor about routine lawn care at the cottage. Now that Lyra
had left, it seemed sad to never return. But, it was best. Or she hoped so
anyway.


By nightfall she reached
Knoxville and stayed the night in a motel. She didn’t sleep well and rose
early, on the road again by seven. After another long drive, she reached home
in Tampa by sunset. Florida looked like another world compared to the island,
and she missed Cullen even more. She’d called several times along the trip and
did again when she arrived, to let him know she was safe.


 


***


The next day couple of days
left no time for writing. After unpacking, getting groceries, and sorting
through mail, Lyra fell asleep at the keyboard while trying to write. The
following day, she checked in at her office and found a mountain of work. She
groaned and sorted, to put off as much as possible for a couple weeks, so she
had time to write. Her chairman parked himself in her office for two long
hours, telling all about his summer and curriculum plans for new courses this
school year.


Finally, a day at home on
Thursday, she eagerly sat at her computer ready to write. After four hours she
accomplished only three pages. Over and over, she rewrote the sequence of
events. What was wrong? At this rate, it would take months to write the book.


Magically manipulated grief
still plagued her, and she forced herself through daily routines, while her
mind wandered to memories of Jean and her own parents.


She labored over an outline
for the rest of the day. Her mind drifted away and required constant
refocusing. After dinner she reexamined her work from the afternoon, scribbled
on a legal pad. It made no sense. In a rage, she tossed it in the wastebasket.
Mad at everything, especially that she’d lost all her close family, she flung
herself on the bed and cried herself to sleep.


She woke the next morning in
a panic. Another day gone which she couldn’t afford to lose. That book must be
written. With cereal bowl and coffee mug in hand, Lyra vowed to not leave the
computer until she accomplished some decent amount of writing.


Hours later, the new day
proved no better. She called Cullen and a torrent of frustration exploded from
her. She agonized while he listened, but he offered little comfort, not knowing
what to do.


She gave up forcing herself
to write and stormed out of the house for a walk. Physical exercise eased the
stress, gave her mind a break. She walked for hours and returned home in the late
afternoon, glad to be exhausted and unable to feel her despair. The exertion
left her famished and covered with sweat. After a plateful of ravioli, she took
a long cool shower, to wash away whatever remained of her emotional baggage.


After torturing her body, her
mind seemed clearer, and she approached the computer. She opened the most
recent chapter and jumped back. There on her screen a tail moved up and down,
pushing the lines of a paragraph apart. Then, the tail left the page and a head
emerged.


“Yasqu! How did you get in
there again?” she exclaimed.


He snerted and a tiny puff of
smoke billowed out into her room.


She leaned back in her chair
to miss any stray sparks. “Who sent you? Eburscon?”


The dragon recoiled with a
whimper.


“Okay, not him. Cullen? Sire
Drake?”


Again a snert; no language
skills yet.


“Hmm. Let’s try writing
together. Now don’t be afraid while I type and words show up around you.” Last
time she tried that he bawled. But heck, he was only two or three days old
then. And she was desperate. She began a new sentence.


He behaved and didn’t seem to
mind, only swatted the lines with his nose or tail once in a while.


She typed more. Soon a new
paragraph emerged. Rereading it, she liked it. “Hey, you’re a big help.”


Another snert, this time with
a tiny spark.


She continued and ideas for
three new pages rolled off her fingers. What did Yasqu do to help? Soon, she
ended the chapter in good shape. The ideas flowed with her usual voice and
rhythm. At a scene break in the next chapter, she called Cullen.


“Did you do this?” she asked.


“Do what? Are you all right.
I’m very worried about you; you’ve been so upset. Should I come there to help?”


“Yasqu’s on my word processor
screen again. Well, only his head or tail, not the full dragon at once.”


“You’re kidding.”


“Nope. And now that he’s
here, I’m writing again—the ideas are flowing.”


“Nequeo!” he exclaimed. “Who did this? Did he give any clues?”


“None.”


“If he’s helping you, then it
must be an Imperial power. Do you want Yasqu out of your screen? I can remove
him.”


“No way! I’m writing—leave
him!”


“Well, I’m going to work
several more hours tonight since I only have two and a half weeks to draft and
edit a whole book. It’ll be close.”


“Wonderful news. But get a
little sleep.”


After their goodbyes, she worked
long into the early morning hours and crawled into bed satisfied.


Over the weekend, she and the
bronze dragon continued their teamwork nonstop. During the work week, he showed
up in the evenings when she came home from long days of meetings. Once or twice
he popped in fifteen minutes late, belching. Someone had fed the little guy.
Good thing. She had little time to wonder about her benefactor’s identity.


Once classes began, her pace
slowed. With only one weekend remaining, she still needed to write about the
scenes through her last day in Silva Nocens, with the critical part about
assessing the Black Dragon’s power. When she reached that key scene, her
partner grew oddly quiet and watched her words type out in front of him as
though he understood and wanted to know what she wrote. Maybe he detected the
magic imbued in the sentences. Surely, he couldn’t read. She paused to consider
what high position he would serve as an adult. Strange how his birth color was
golden, like the Imperial Dragon. The little guy had a big future ahead in
Dragonspeir, and so did she. Brigid gave her life and Cullen gave his love…for
her future.


 


***


Finally, late Sunday night,
two nights before the rise of the red moon, Lyra finished the draft. The hard
part now over, she just needed one person to read it before the moon came up at
seven o’clock Tuesday evening. A couple colleagues owed her big favors, and she
had already asked them on Friday to read the manuscript. After saving the
manuscript for the hundredth time everywhere she could find, she dropped into
bed and slept soundly.


When she entered the English
department offices early the next morning, she pounced on Andrew, the first of
the two to arrive. She handed him the flash drive, a second in her pocket for
Meredith. Two readers minimized chances that one wouldn’t be able to read it
all in time.


“What’s the genre? Fantasy, I
expect? I hope.” He was a young assistant professor, good-natured and always
backed her up in meetings. Lyra had helped him grade a large stack of freshmen
final essays when his daughter needed an emergency appendectomy. His return of
the favor was a given.


While they talked, Meredith
walked up, out of breath from the stairs. “Hi guys. Trying the stairs this term
to lose weight. Is this Lyra’s summer vacation novel? Wish I’d had enough quiet
time to write. My two boys made coming back here seem like a holiday.”


She nodded. “My summer
project. I need to submit this before the end of the work day tomorrow. Please,
read it all and get back with me before then.”


“Easy enough. Do you want
crit marks?” Meredith asked, as she accepted the flash drive.


“No, just read and give me
your general impression.”


“Sure thing. Are there
dragons?” Andrew grinned expectantly.


“There are.” She smiled, glad
they wanted to help.


She called Cullen between
classes to update him, and through the day, she poked her head into their
offices to assess their progress.


Meredith didn’t have classes
that morning, and by noon she was a third of the way through. Seemed like a
fast read. Both of her colleagues took it home to continue reading that
evening. She knew they appreciated the importance of publishing deadlines and
would come through for her.


But what if dark forces
somehow blocked their efforts? It certainly was possible. Lyra paced her living
room all evening and tossed and turned during the night.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Thirty-Six: The Red Moon


 


 


As soon as Lyra’s eyes
opened, her feet hit the floor. She showered, got breakfast, and drove to work
in record time.


Her chairman met her at the
department mailboxes and attempted to pawn one of his jobs off on her. Luckily,
the arrival of their secretary distracted him, and she took off to her office.


For the next thirty minutes, Lyra
lurked in her doorway, watching for her colleagues while avoiding the chairman.
She bet Andrew would arrive first and he did; a morning person, he ran before
dawn.


No need to be nonchalant, she
marched into his office across from hers as soon as he flicked on the lights.
“Well?” she asked eagerly.


“I’m on the edge of my seat
and can’t wait to read the ending,” he stated with a smile.


“What scene are you on?”


“The white crane just flew up
to you and you think you’re going to die, which of course, I don’t believe
since you’re standing here in front of me. Strange choice of first person
point-of-view. Do you think you can sell that?”


“I know I can. Andrew, just
read.” She laughed.


When Lyra returned from her
first class, Meredith wandered into her office. “Almost finished. I’ll have it
done by early afternoon. Great stuff! You’ll make me a fantasy lover yet. Your
dragons are so real. I read some to my boys last night—well, the
family-oriented scenes.” She chuckled. “Sexy wizard, by the way.”


Lyra grinned ear-to-ear and
hoped the heat across her cheeks didn’t show a blush. “Yes, he is.”


Meredith raised an eyebrow.
“I won’t ask.” She turned and headed to her own office.


When Lyra returned to her
desk, she found an email from Cullen: Have they read it yet?


She typed a reply: Nope.
Hopefully, by mid-afternoon. Both love the story so far.


Hours wore on to lunchtime.
She had no appetite. During her second class, at two, she struggled to even see
the students’ faces in front of her. Her lecture came off flat. The clock on
the back wall of the classroom loomed at her. She finished early, dismissed
them, and raced down the hall to the office area.


Without putting her supplies
down, she stuck her head into Meredith’s office. Before Lyra opened her mouth,
Meredith proclaimed, “Done! It’s great. I hope this is a series. I want to read
more. And, I’d like to take that wizard dude home with me.”


Lyra dropped her books onto
Meredith’s desk and hugged her with both arms. “Thank you.”


Andrew popped in. “What’s
going on here? I want a hug. I read it too.”


Lyra eagerly granted his
wish. “What did you think?”


“Fantastic! Meredith and I
were talking and agree we want more with these characters. Fun stuff! I wish
you luck with publication.”


“Thanks guys!” Lyra accepted
her flash drives back and sailed to her office with the good news. Immediately
she sent Cullen an email: The quest is complete! Here’s a copy of the
manuscript in an attachment to print out for the Guardians. There was a way.
Love you. Unable to settle into any work, she arranged and rearranged her
desk, then gave up and left for the day.


 


***


At home she finally relaxed.
On her front porch, she stretched her legs out onto a wicker ottoman. Peeling
an orange, she perused Brigid’s edition. She hadn’t had time to read it again
and compare it to her own adventure.


A floral delivery truck
pulled up in front of her townhouse, and the driver met her at the walk.


She thanked him and accepted
a long package. She quickly cut the tape with her paring knife and opened it to
find a beautiful bouquet of pink roses and white daisies. She smiled, certain
only Cullen knew the significance of those flowers. She lifted the box up and
enjoyed a whiff of the sweet fragrance. Placing it on the ottoman, she read the
card.


To my Little Butterfly: The
Alliance is saved! There will be a way for us. I’ve always loved you.


Her face lit with a smile as
tears filled her eyes. She dabbed her eyes with her napkin and afterward
noticed in the fold of the open Book of Dragonspeir now lay a golden
bookmark. How did that get here? She picked it up and examined it. On the
underneath side, an engraved inscription:


Adalyra, this is my gift to
you for completing the scribe’s quest more successfully than any before. It is
an invitation to train as a sorceress in my Alliance. Three such bookmarks
exist and together they can open doors to the future you and Sire Drake both
envision. I would be honored by your acceptance.


She gazed up, surprised to
see dozens of butterflies fluttering over her bouquet, including a large black
one with purple eyespots on its wings. “All of you, whoever you are, know I
will return to Dragonspeir.”


 


 


*** The End ***
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Heritage Avenged: Enchanted Bookstore
Legend Two


 


An epic fantasy romance novel by Marsha A. Moore


 


Lyra McCauley receives an
alarming letter from the coroner who evaluated her deceased aunt, originally
thought to have died of cancer. The news causes Lyra to take leave from her job
and travel from sunny Tampa to the frozen island community in northern
Michigan. Questioning whether Dragonspeir magic was responsible for her aunt’s
death, she resolves to learn the truth and accepts the Imperial Dragon’s
appointment into the Alliance sorcery training.


Additionally, becoming
proficient in magic craft is the only way she can bridge the gap between her
mortal human world and her lover’s. Cullen, a 220-year-old wizard, is dependent
upon his Dragonspeir magic for immortality. He is her only family now; she
cannot lose him.


Evil forces block her and try
to steal her inherited scribal aura. Riding a stealth dragon, a cloaked rider
pursues Lyra. Both the Alliance and Dark Realm alchemists lay tricks and traps.
Her aura equals that of the first and most powerful Scribe, but will Lyra’s
novice training allow her to discover the truth? Will she be able to be with
Cullen, or will the Dark Realm keep them apart?


 
















 


 


 


Chapter One: The Letter


 


 


Lyra worried about Cullen on
his flight home. Despite the fact he was over two hundred years old, it was
only his second plane trip. The few wizards of Dragonspeir who visited the real
world seldom traveled far and then not conventionally. He kept her safe in his
world last summer. She intended to keep him safe in hers.


“Next!” the heavyset
postmistress belted out.


“I’ve got to hang up,” Lyra
quickly whispered into her cell phone. “Be sure you call me when you land in
Sault Saint Marie. Love you.”


She sighed and maneuvered to
the clerk at the far end of the counter. If only they could live together in
one world. She needed to learn more magic first and hoped to make a start in a
few weeks, when she took her winter break from teaching to attend his Solstice
Festival. Unfortunately, her formal lessons would have to wait until next
summer.


When Lyra approached the
counter, the woman peered over the top of her reading glasses as she shuffled
papers. “Yes?”


“I’m here to pick up my mail
from a vacation hold.”


“Theme of my day,” the
postmistress muttered and then barked, “Name and ID.”


“Adalyra McCauley. Just since
the day before Thanksgiving.” She fumbled in her purse and pulled the driver’s
license from her billfold.


The women sighed, slid off
her stool, and shuffled into a back room. A few minutes later, she lumbered
back, carrying a small stack of letters, glossy ads, and magazines. She scooted
the mail across the counter.


Lyra stuffed it all into a
tote bag, then scurried to her silver Subaru sport wagon and tossed it into the
passenger seat. Driving Cullen to the Tampa International airport and this stop
barely left enough time to make it to the university in time to teach her ten
o’clock class. But the memory of those lingering goodbye kisses made it worth
the consequences.


She stopped for a red light
at a twelve-lane interchange, tapping the wheel impatiently. The edges of the
mail peeked out of the sack, tempting her. She pulled it into her lap and
riffled through the letters. The usual bills. The signal remained red.


Thumbing quickly through
familiar envelopes, one unusual return address caught her eye, William T.
Betts, M.D., Washaw, Michigan—the island village location of Aunt Jean’s
cottage on Lake Huron. Although addressed to Lyra, it had been sent to where
her aunt lived prior to passing away. She couldn’t place his name as one of
Jean’s doctors. Multiple postmarks revealed a path of forwarding, the oldest
dated last August, a few weeks after the funeral. She checked the traffic
light—still red.


She ripped open the envelope
and yanked out the letter.


Dear Ms. McCauley:


I am writing this correspondence
in my capacity of Birch County coroner. Please accept my condolences for the
recent loss of your aunt, Jean Perkins. Prior to delivery of her remains to the
Michigan State crematorium, her attending physician, Dr. Everett Schultz,
requested an autopsy. Dr. Schultz and I wish to meet with you to discuss my
findings at your earliest convenience.


Respectfully,


William T. Betts, M.D.


A horn honked from behind and
jolted Lyra into a panic. Her limbs froze and her eyes returned for another
glimpse of the letter. She wildly scanned the page, searching for additional
information. Aunt Jean had died of cancer. What more could they tell her than
that?


At the time of Jean’s death,
the abrupt change in her symptoms puzzled Lyra and made her question the visiting
nurse. Hours before, her aunt’s mind had been lucid. Her eyes were clear and
her breathing soft and steady, not a raspy death rattle. Now those initial
concerns seemed grounded.


The driver behind her laid on
the horn.


The noise jarred Lyra to the
present. She exhaled an arrested breath. To brace her shaking arms, her free
hand clamped the steering wheel. Unable to coordinate, her foot slid off the
clutch and stalled the car.


A chorus of horns blared.


After fumbling with the
ignition, she restarted and herded her Subaru into the stream of traffic. She
locked her eyes squarely ahead to avoid angry road-rage stares from passing
motorists.


One car pulled alongside and
tooted. Her eyes shifted onto the driver who flipped her off before speeding
away.


Shaking, she gave up rushing
to be on time. Keeping her car safely on the road was challenge enough. She
hung back to allow other cars to pass.


Plodding in the slow lane,
her thoughts drifted to the letter. What had the coroner found? In September,
the funeral home wrote, indicating they stored her aunt’s ashes, as Lyra
directed, until she returned to collect them. The director never mentioned any
question about the cause of death.


Lyra shifted before engaging
the clutch. Grinding gears vibrated the car. White-knuckling the wheel, she
gratefully turned at the sign for Southern University. Finally in her assigned
parking spot, she slumped into the seat.


Before getting out, she
reread the letter to search for clues between the phrases. She found none, but
the words “earliest convenience” loomed. The doctor wrote the letter three
months ago. Would that lost time make a difference?


Was it possible someone
harmed Jean? Hundreds in the village visited the funeral and expressed sorrow.
What about that strange man, Revelin? He came to Jean’s home, supposedly
working as an aide from the home care division of the local clinic. He acted
suspicious, trying to read Lyra’s computer screen, open to her draft of the new
version of the Book of Dragonspeir. Maybe a person from Dragonspeir? A
few supporters of the evil Black Dragon could enter her world. But who? His
alchemist, Tarom, possessed enough power and talent. A chill ran down her
spine, thinking of his glowing red eyes and crimson cloak with moving tentacles
at its hem. She sighed. No obvious evidence linked either man.


Sun rays reflected light
through her windshield from the modern glass and concrete English building.
This alerted her to pull herself together and go inside. After sucking in a
deep breath to steady her nerves, she opened the car door and stepped out. Her
legs shook under her weight. Her shoulders sagged under the load of the
briefcase and bags. With an awkward gait, she ambled toward her building.


She stopped cold. Students
raced around her to make their classes. What about Eburscon? Alchemist for the
Imperial Dragon’s Alliance. She clenched a fist, recalling his haughty,
antagonistic manner. He openly disapproved of Lyra’s influence on anyone in
Dragonspeir.


Opening a side door off the
parking lot, she checked her watch. Five minutes past the start of class time.
She braced herself, rearranged her bags, and climbed two flights—a short cut to
the classroom that avoided the department offices.


Three minutes later, she
arrived in the room, out-of-breath and shaking, in no shape to teach. But, the
chairman kept careful tabs on all his non-tenured professors, including Lyra.


Thankfully, the lesson was an
easy one, reviewing short story reading assignments. The students in her
American Lit course, just returned from a long Thanksgiving weekend, didn’t
want to hear a rigorous talk about Emerson and Thoreau. Most eyed her with
groggy stares, heads propped on elbows. A handful of alert and prepared
students vied to contribute, snapping out responses to Lyra’s discussion
questions. Usually she enjoyed pitting them against each other, but today she
merely appreciated their participation.


Her mind wandered two
thousand miles away. She watched the clock, counting the minutes until she
could talk with Cullen during his layover in Detroit.


The lesson ended too soon, so
she prompted students to use the remaining class time to discuss their current
essay outlines and drafts. Most chatted, but a few approached her for input.
She sat at the instructor’s desk to look over the pages, and within minutes her
legs cramped. Excusing herself to get a drink, she walked off the knotted
muscles. Going back inside, she accepted papers while standing at the
classroom’s lectern until the hour ended.


After taking the stairs to
stretch her legs, she sneaked past the office door of the department chair. She
needed to talk to someone to sort out her thoughts, but not her boss. Although
she considered a few colleagues close friends, only Cullen knew about her
involvement in Dragonspeir. With nearly an hour until his layover, she
fidgeted, getting coffee, reading email, moving stacks of papers from one side
of her desk to the other. She left him a message to call as soon as he landed.


Finally, she pulled the cell
phone from her pocket and dialed the number for Dr. Betts indicated in the
letter. The receptionist answered, and Lyra stammered, “The doctor sent a
letter about…about an autopsy on my aunt in August. It just reached me today,
lost in forwarding. May I speak to him, please?”


“I’m sorry. The doctor is
away and won’t be in the office for three weeks. Let me take your number, and
I’ll relay your message. He’ll return your call once he’s back.”


“I’ll be up at Washaw that
week, so let’s set an appointment.”


“Certainly. When can you come
in?”


Lyra supplied her contact
information and asked for a meeting the morning of December 21st,
the day of the Solstice Festival and her first day back at the island.


Lyra hung up just as Meredith
strolled into her office. Her friend quickly spat out, “I swear I wasn’t
eavesdropping, but when I walked by your door to refill my mug, I heard you say
something about Jean’s autopsy.” She spoke in a hushed voice and took a step
closer. “Is everything all right?” The plump Women’s Lit professor was a gritty
feminist with a no-nonsense supermom attitude. Although in her mid-forties and
only ten years older than Lyra, she was a full professor and mother of two
pre-teen boys. Divorced, childless, and an assistant professor, Lyra often
looked to Meredith for advice about life and career.


Lyra shrugged and clenched
the edge of her desk to hold herself together. “I…I honestly don’t know. I got
this letter…” She pulled the envelope from her briefcase and held it out. “I
called the doctor, but learned nothing. Set a date to meet over break.”


Meredith stared at the page
and finally looked up at her. “Honey, I know she was your last close relative.
If you want some time to follow-up, I’ll be glad to take some of your class
load. The students I’m working with this year on independent study are great,
so I have some extra time.”


“Thanks. I haven’t decided
what to do. I might. Should I call the sheriff or wait until I meet with the
doctors? If I had some idea…”


“You can try, but small town
law enforcement is usually tight-lipped.” She eased her weight onto the front
edge of Lyra’s desk. “Anyone else who might know something? People who were
around during her last days?”


“The visiting nurse, Nancy.”
Lyra leaned back and ran a hand through her hair. “I do have her number.”


“If nothing else, she can
help recount some details of symptoms from her perspective. I’d give that a
try.”


“I’ll make those calls.
Thanks.”


On her way out the door,
Meredith called over her shoulder, “No problem, hon. Remember, I’ll help if you
need time off. I’m here for you.”


Immediately, Lyra called
information and got the Birch County sheriff’s number.


After stating her request and
waiting at least five minutes on hold, the secretary replied, “Ma’am, I’m
sorry. Those records are confidential. You must sign for them in person,
presenting picture ID.”


Expecting no real help, Lyra
thanked her and found the nurse’s number in her contacts. Should she tell Nancy
about the coroner’s letter? She’d worry. It would seem strange to ask specifics
about Jean’s death now, after over three months passed. Best not to mention it.


An idea came to her. Locating
paper and pen, she dialed. After Nancy answered and they exchanged cordial
hellos, Lyra asked, “I’m writing a creative story as a tribute to my aunt. It’s
about her life, told through flashbacks from images during her last days. I
talked with her the night before she died. Can you tell me what you remember
about those last few hours?” Sounded convincing.


“Why yes, I’d be glad to help
you, and I can remember those moments clearly like they were the back of my
hand since I stayed the night at her cottage and got up in the crisp pre-dawn
air for an invigorating run and stopped in her room where I saw all her
monitors were flat-lined, but feeling of her skin I thought she hadn’t died long
before since she was still oddly warm. However, all the devices read she passed
three hours earlier, which I couldn’t explain, especially because the window in
her room stood wide open with the chill lake breeze coming in that would have
dropped her body temperature faster than that since it was so swift it swept in
leaves on the rug and a black butterfly I had to shoo out. After that, I went
up to get you from your room and when we returned, oddly, her body had cooled,
like I’d expect for a body dead over three hours, which I wrote up in my notes,
but everyone dies differently as I’ve learned over the years serving hundreds
of cancer patients, like the case of one man who—”


“Thank you, Nancy,” Lyra
interrupted the nurse’s run-on speech. “You’ve given me what I needed for my
tribute. I’ll be coming back to visit over the holidays. Maybe we can have
lunch.” She felt she owed the nurse some favor for her help, and perhaps while
eating Nancy wouldn’t talk so much.


“Yes. That would be great,
and I know of some good places with homemade pumpkin bread and fried chicken
that melts in your mouth if you—”


Suddenly, Lyra’s phone beeped
with an incoming call—Cullen’s number. “Got to take another call. I’ll be in
touch when I get back. Thank you again.” She eagerly pressed to exchange calls.
“I’m glad to hear from you.”


“Your message sounded urgent
and tense. What’s the matter?” Cullen asked.


While pacing the length of
her office, she related the contents of the letter and details from Nancy.


“That doesn’t sound good at
all. I can’t imagine…”


“That large black butterfly
with purple spots, the one always chasing me. I think it caused my aunt’s
death. Who is that? Why was it in her room when she died?”


“I saw it once when we sat on
the cottage porch and tried to determine its identity, but it detected me and
slipped away. Will you wait to deal with this until you return, or come now?”
he asked.


“I’ll wait. I need to finish
the quarter. It’d be too hard to leave now. Meredith wondered if I should take
a leave of absence next term.” Lyra absently bent a paperclip out of shape.
“What do you think? I’m so confused.”


“I agree. If someone in
Dragonspeir brought about her death, it’ll take a while to sort through and
bring justice since the evil factions remain strong and on the attack. If it
was someone in your world, working with the sheriff will prove equally—”


“I can’t imagine that…she was
so well-liked in town.” Lyra interrupted him. “You saw the hundreds of people
at her funeral.”


“True, and I agree. The
presence of that butterfly is curious, but there might be a simple explanation.
Perhaps, he or she acted to stay some suffering. Hopefully, that’s the case.
Then you can spend the remainder of your leave beginning magic studies as you
intended.”


“Oh, didn’t think of that. I
hope you’re right. Maybe it was an act of kindness. Yes, please make
arrangements for my lessons.” Her tone brightened, and she relaxed into her
desk chair. “But who do you think that butterfly is?”


“Well, it could be many, some
I don’t even know. Tarom possesses enough power, but I don’t see any obvious
reason for him to gain from helping or harming your aunt. Perhaps the Qumeli
nomads, like Glisla, our deceptive guide into the Dark Realm. I’ll never trust
her again. Some of them might be capable of transformation.”


“It could be her. What about
Eburscon?” she asked.


“Well, he certainly has
enough power. Like Tarom, he walks to his own beat, no matter whether good or
evil. Alchemists seem oriented that way. I’ll do some checking on him during my
work for the Imperial Dragon’s High Council. In the meantime, try to think it
was as you say…an act of kindness. You need to get through the next few weeks
and be safe on that long drive.”


“You’re right. I have a lot
to do and need a clear head. I wish I was there now.”


“I wish you were here too.”


Lyra melted hearing the
warmth in his words. “Miss you already. We had a fun vacation.”


“We did, but I want us to be
in one world. That will only come to pass once dark forces in Dragonspeir are
overthrown. You must strengthen your magic, enabling the Alliance.” Cullen’s
voice resonated with determination.


“I’m eager to learn. Drive
safely, and give me a call once you get to your bookstore.”


“I will. Although I’ll be in
Dragonspeir a lot in the coming days and won’t be able to call. I’ll return to
the store each night in case you need to contact me.”


“Thanks. Take care. Love
you.”


“And I love you.” His low,
masculine tone comforted her.


She took a deep breath,
finally relaxed enough to fill her lungs.


 


***


Later that afternoon, Lyra
met with her department chair and presented him a brief, formal letter
requesting leave of absence.


His bushy eyebrows collided
above his thick framed glasses when he read the date beginning next term. “I
don’t have time to hire a new instructor. Not sure I can even get staff to
cover your classes with this short notice.” He laid the paper down. “Although,
I do understand your concern.”


“Meredith volunteered to take
some of my load.” She nervously fingered her earring, anxious for his decision.
He could deny her request, making the choice hers—to remain or go without pay
and most likely face non-renewal on her contract at the end of the school year.


He stroked his chin and eyed
her, weighing the possibilities. “She’s capable for your American Lit course,
but what about the two specialty Fantasy courses? I’ll ask Andrew if he’ll take
the one examining Tolkien’s world, but the class on myths and folklore…”


Lyra held her breath. Darned
that one course she’d been so eager to propose.


“…would you consider teaching
that one online? You might send lessons two or three times per week and be
available to help with assignments.”


Exhaling the breath into a
sigh, she replied, “I could do that, certainly.” His request seemed easy enough
because she knew that content inside out. Surely, she could leave Dragonspeir
long enough to be online and meet those responsibilities.


“Fine then.” He leaned
forward onto his elbows and peered at her above his glasses. “Be certain you
get teaching materials to Meredith and Andrew. Whether you’re renewed or not
will depend on how well you work with them.”


Although his caution made her
tremble, she smiled, grateful for his decision. “Thank you.”


The days of the next three
weeks slipped past as Lyra worked feverishly to prepare her colleagues and her
home. She planned to be gone until, perhaps, the end of next summer. Both fear
and determination pulsed through her veins as she drove off, car loaded to the
roof, after her last class on the Friday before Christmas.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Two: Mind Guards


 


 


Cullen trudged through icy
slush in the Sault Saint Marie airport parking lot and unlocked the trunk of
his Barracuda. The hinges creaked slowly open, their lubricant viscous after days
in the cold. He tossed his suitcase inside. The chill of the vinyl seats made
him shiver, and his breath condensed into fog. He glanced around, checking for
people nearby, and found the closest person three cars over. Cautious to not
alarm any non-magical beings, he held his hand below the dash, opened his palm,
and sparked a small orb of blue light.


“Dispergo!” The ball shattered into myriad sparks, radiating
much-needed warmth throughout the air and falling over the car’s interior. “Ah.
Better.”


He took his time driving on
the snow-covered roads, his mind wandering to Lyra’s news. Damn! If only
he’d identified that black butterfly last summer. At the time, Lyra was upset
after learning that her grandmother, four times removed, had marked her to be
the next Scribe of Dragonspeir. Distracted by her unrest, he didn’t go after
the butterfly fast enough.


Large purple wing spots,
almost like eyes on a moth, had stood out from the otherwise all black body.
The purple coloring brought Eburscon to mind. Claiming a need to display his
independence, the alchemist refused to wear the blue color of allegiance to the
Alliance. Instead, his full-length robe of purple velvet hinted at association
with the Black Dragon, the evil red hue blending with blue. Could it be him?


Why would someone kill Jean?
To harm Lyra, so she couldn’t complete her assignment of writing the next Book
of Dragonspeir? If so, that plan failed…but at a tremendous price to Lyra
and her aunt. He slammed the heel of his hand onto the steering wheel. He
should have put protection on her aunt too!


He hoped he was wrong, and
that the person masked as the butterfly merely intended to save Jean a painful
end. He needed to confer with the Imperial Dragon in private. Many might be
involved in this scheme, but the ruler of Dragonspeir never gave him cause for
mistrust. Although weary from travel, Cullen intended to pay that visit yet
today.


Reaching the edge of the
village, he gave Lyra a quick call. It relieved him to learn she was home and
busy preparing for her extended stay. He missed her already.


When he turned down the alley
behind his bookstore, adrenaline surged. This revelation about her aunt made
him more conscious of his responsibility to keep Lyra safe. He needed to
decipher this mystery and make his presence known to whomever intended her
harm. After he parked in the one-car garage at the back, he sprang into the
store, not even bothering to gather his suitcase. Fingering his silver ring, he
raced through the service door.


He rubbed the dragon design
in the setting. “Pateo porta!” The blue topaz eyes glinted more slowly
than expected, but he had spent a week away from Dragonspeir’s magnetics, the
source of his power. Slowly, bookcases slid aside, and the portal to
Dragonspeir opened before him. When he looked up to walk across the boundary,
he caught a glimpse of something odd in the storeroom. He paused and turned.


The work area lay ransacked.
A thief? Cullen ran into the showroom. At first glance nothing valuable
appeared missing. He scanned shelves for the rare volumes. He pulled one off
the shelf and thumbed through to be certain of its authenticity. All in order.
He walked back into the storage room, picking a path over the dishevelment
toward his desk. The top drawer, always left locked, lay open and empty. He
chuckled. Someone badly wanted his copy of the previous Book of Dragonspeir,
authored by Brigid. Too bad for them, Lyra took that copy with her when she
left for Tampa. After all, it was hers, passed down five generations as a gift
from Jean on Lyra’s tenth birthday. Obviously, the intruder knew he’d be gone
for an extended time and used magic to unlock the drawer. Another mystery to
solve. If Jean had been murdered, was the intruder connected?


He looked around, but nothing
else of magical value was stored there to be stolen. The mess would wait.


He sprang through the waiting
portal, lifting his arm to grasp his staff as it materialized. Once firmly in
his control, it reacted to the adrenaline flowing though his body, and the
sapphire orb at its tip pulsated with blue light. The tooled designs of the
silver shaft fit comfortably within his grip. He strode with determination, his
leather boots striking the hard, frozen dirt path leading to the Gatekeeper of
Dragonspeir.


After a few paces he halted,
realizing his thoughts were not protected from readers. Usually this posed no
real danger, but now he suspected spies hiding in every shadow. Although mostly
peaceful, the Qumeli tribe members were skilled at reading. Even a shred of
knowledge picked up by a reader might prove disastrous. Perspiration dampened
his hairline, despite the cold temperature. With a swift revolution of his
staff, he softly pronounced the incantation, “Celo sentential!”


He resumed his rapid pace
toward the sentry. Well before he reached the gigantic, gnarled tree, he called
out, “Sentry Cranewort!”


Ponderous limbs creaked as
they snapped to attention and twisted in the direction of the wizard. The
Gatekeeper didn’t have time to erect his usual barricade of roots to block
passage of the traveler. “Sire Drake! By your tone and hurried gait, you
concern me.” His leathery leaves shook and flapped together. “Whatever is the
matter?”


“I must council with the
Imperial Dragon. Is he in?”


“Yes, our ruler is in his
lair.”


“Good. I’m stopping here to
inform you Lyra will return at the Solstice for an extended stay. Since you’re
among those expected to give her magical instruction, you need to know we’ll
commence after the Solstice Festival, rather than during the summer, as
initially intended.”


“Oh! What of her teaching
responsibilities in her world? Is anything wrong?”


“She decided to conduct those
from my bookstore by computer.” A lie would be detected by the sagacious tree,
but the wizard hoped a partial truth might pass unnoticed.


“Computer?”


Cullen shivered with the cool
air. He drew his fur-lined winter cloak close and fastened it with his jade
brooch. Running his thumb over its smooth surface, his mind traveled to Lyra.
She possessed its mate—the lovers’ jadestones. The gems called to each other,
and he felt the essence of her soul in his hand. A chill wind prompted him back
to the reality before him. “It’s a type of distance communication with her
students.”


“Ah. Will be grand to see my
little Adalyra again. I’ll start preparing my lessons.” His branches popped as
they strained closer toward the wizard. “Sire…you seem agitated, but I can’t
discern clearly. Can you share or shall I …”


Cullen stepped away from the
twig looming out to touch him. Advanced at clairvoyance, the sentry’s touch
would reveal his mind shield.


“You avoid my contact. Hmm. I
suspect the Imperial Sorcerer has employed a guarding spell.”


He couldn’t deny the wise
tree and made note to use more care displaying his stress to others. “Yes, I am
in stealth.”


Cranewort nodded his upper
trunk. “I respect duty to the Alliance and will not press. Your actions are
telling. Be watchful.”


“Good guidance.” Cullen bowed
his head. “I must hurry on.”


“My eyes follow you and shall
serve as your aid.”


“I knew I could count on your
allegiance, my venerable friend.” He planted his wizard’s staff on the ground
and rotated it. A thick blue fog emitted from the sapphire gem. With his free
arm, Cullen waved goodbye to the Gatekeeper.


“Good day, Sire Drake,” the
tree bellowed.


 


***


After the blue cloud
dissipated, Cullen walked past a group of men and women from the Meadow. They
shook rugs on the rock landing outside the Imperial Dragon’s lair, set on the
plateau high above the Great Steppe of Ora. Many called to him with their
welcomes. He thanked them and paused to address Nade, the burly man in charge.
“Have you seen my assistant, Kenzo?”


“Not since I left from home
this morning, Sire. Should I summon him for you?” A good-hearted, simple
fellow, Nade was always eager and proud to use the basic magic skills Cullen
had taught him.


“Yes, please. If I’m in
council, have him wait for me here in the outer chambers.” With a slight wave
of his staff in gesture of appreciation, Cullen strode into the main hall,
where more details of workers prepared for the Solstice Festival.


Some swept the vaulted stone
walls while others scrubbed the marble floors. A group of Qumeli men, women,
and even children polished the forged metal of table candelabras and wall
sconces. The tribe gave school lessons for their boys and girls during evenings
because daytime hours were spent learning hunting, herding, craft trades, and
self-sustenance.


Cullen scanned the group,
looking for any manner or spirit that exposed cageyness or deception. For the
most part, they appeared to be peaceful, hard workers. Their ways seemed
superstitious to him, involving mystical study of the moon and stars, used to
predict and manipulate the future.


Some nodded shyly to him. He
tipped his staff in response, recognizing many of their people, but only by
sight.


Along one side of the grand
room, various Meadow-folk assembled a long buffet area, capable of serving
various types of residents, both animal and human forms. Bero, the leader of
the blue deer, directed a team of his young bucks to pull a wide sledge laden
with thick wooden table tops and legs. He tipped his great silver rack toward
the wizard. “Sire Drake, glad to see you’re back.” He turned to give his workers
guidance. “Hold up there lads. It’s all yours now, Sam.” He nodded to the man
beside him.


“Hello, Bero! Preparations
seem in order here. Good work.” Cullen took a breath, mustering patience to
relax with some normal conversation and hide his concerns.


“For the most part. I’m
keeping them in line. Will Lady Lyra join our celebration?”


“She will, indeed.”


A sudden breeze blew across
Cullen’s cheek. Noiselessly, a silver-striped tiger owl made a deft landing,
talons gripping onto one of the buck’s antlers.


“Good landing, Kenzo. Hardly
felt a thing,” Bero commended.


The bird folded his massive
four-foot wingspan, and set ice blue eyes on the wizard. “Good day, Master.
Something’s different about you. If you ask me, you’ve added some weight to
your frame while away. Lyra must’ve fed you well.” He snapped his beak several
times—an owl’s laugh.


Bero’s lips curled back as he
guffawed.


Cullen squinted at his
assistant and chuckled. “I see you’ve done well practicing agility flight while
I was gone, like I asked. Too bad it didn’t diminish your cockiness.” He
reached up and rubbed underneath the bird’s neck feathers.


Kenzo rotated his head around
to expose the part he loved to have scratched. “Did I hear you mention Lyra
visiting? For the Festival?”


“Yes.” Cullen pulled his hand
back. “I need to speak with our leader now.”


Kenzo moved to better display
his neck. “One more minute, please Master.”


“No time now,” he curtly
replied, stepping away.


“Hmpf. You’re acting strange.
If a visit with her did this, not sure I want her company.”


From over a century of
working together, Cullen knew his assistant detected something was amiss. The
wizard leaned toward the pair and lowered his voice to a whisper. “And she’ll be
staying to begin her magic study with the Imperial Dragon, rather than waiting
until summer.”


Kenzo snapped his head
forward, mouth gapping, then wisely clamped his beak shut.


Cullen cast a sideways glance
at the owl. “Remain here until I finish. And stay out of trouble.” He bowed his
head to Bero and hastened down the wide corridor leading to the private
chambers. Upon admittance, he found Oasth, the warlord, speaking with the
Imperial Dragon.


The burgundy fire drake bowed
his head low. “Hello, Sire Drake.” Cullen didn’t question Oasth’s allegiance,
so his presence posed no impediment.


“Welcome home! What brings my
Imperial Sorcerer to seek council of the Alliance?” inquired the golden leader.


“I have a matter of strict
importance to discuss. Our Scribe will be returning at the time of the
Solstice—”


“Wasn’t that the plan?” Oasth
interrupted.


“—and accept your offer to
train as a sorceress of your Alliance, my lord.”


The warlord’s short, spiky
tail curled. “Hmm. Trouble, no doubt. Tell us.”


“She just received a letter
from a healer, written soon after her aunt’s death but lost in transit. He
believes something isn’t natural about the death and requested to meet with
Lyra.”


Oasth’s neck spikes pinned
back. However, the ruler remained watchful and pensive, his eyes still blue and
calm.


“Lyra asked a healer’s aide,
a woman who cared for her aunt, to recount details of the last hours. In the
aunt’s room, she located an unusually large butterfly, black with purple
markings. Also, the body remained warm to touch for several hours, although
clearly dead.”


“You mentioned that type
butterfly to me previously, last summer when it chased Adalyra in her world.”
The leader looked down, deep in thought.


“Someone in that butterfly form
killed her aunt!” Oasth blurted through smoke puffing from his nostrils.


“Additionally, while I was
away, someone broke into and pillaged the storage area of my bookstore.”


The fire drake leaned closer,
claws clenched “Was anything taken?”


“No. I’m certain the intruder
sought Lyra’s copy of the previous Book of Dragonspeir, expecting me to
have secured it there. Fortunately, she took it with her. My leader, do these
acts fit together? Do you believe someone harmed her aunt?”


The Imperial Dragon cleared his
throat and lifted his long, thick neck, his eyes now gleaming yellow with worry
and alarm. “Sadly, I do think it was foul play. We may learn more after Adalyra
meets with the healer. I’m not surprised, considering the scope of the evil
forces we face. One fact I do know is that possession of all five versions of
the Book is said to grant the owner enormous power.”


“Isn’t the first book
unavailable, the last copies burned in a fire? And the second and third
versions are rare, secreted away?” asked Cullen.


“That is true, and the
Alliance library only includes the fourth and fifth volumes. But, the Black
Dragon is hungry for power to takeover this world. Perhaps he has knowledge
those early volumes still exist. Those heinous acts bring me no surprise, only sorrow.”


“Joke’s on them about that
book you had!” proclaimed Oasth. “But, who killed her aunt? We have a score to
settle.” His pounding tail shook the floor. “No one will harm our Scribe.”


“Allow me some time to
consult my instruments and references,” the leader said as he paced along the
glass storage cases lining his quarters, lit by flames of oil sconces. Raised
edges of his golden scales caught the light. “I will determine a path.
Meanwhile, guard your thoughts…I assume yours already are, Sire Drake?”


Cullen nodded.


“I’ll do the same. Please now
safeguard Oasth’s. Do not speak of this outside us three… and of course,
Adalyra.”


“You have my word.” Pointing
the sapphire tip of his staff at the warlord, the wizard repeated the spell, “Celo
sentential!”


“And mine, too,” Oasth added,
choking on his words as Cullen’s magic shook his body.


The golden Dragon paced
nearer to them. “Doubtful I need to remind you to observe everyone for
suspicious acts. I will be glad to teach our Scribe upon her early return.”


Cullen’s eyes met the
leader’s gaze and better understood the depth of his concern. “I’ll now leave
for the other world. I must be available for contact from our Scribe.” His bow
was returned by the two dragons.


“Watch yourself, and summon
me any hour if needed,” Oasth called after him.


Cullen strode back into the
great room. He hoped Lyra would call tonight. With suspicions now raised, he
needed to hear her voice, one person he trusted completely. Like the Sage of
the Isle of Lumen said, the one who holds my heart.


He met briefly with Kenzo,
detailing some assignments for their contribution to the Solstice Festival.
“I’ll return tomorrow. Meet me midday at my cabin.” He saw the concern in the
owl’s face, but dared not reveal what bothered him.


 


***


From the plateau, Cullen
vanished in a cloud of blue vapor and materialized directly outside the portal.
Stepping across into the storeroom, he picked his way to the staircase, even
less interested in cleaning the mess than before. He unlocked the apartment door,
pushed it open, and turned on a light. Everything in order, in every room.


While in the kitchen, he
realized his last meal had been a very early breakfast. He opened the
refrigerator and found nothing appetizing other than a couple cans of ale. He
opened one and sat at his kitchen table. Tipping back in his chair, he pondered
the day’s revelations. His mind felt numb. He thought he knew who to trust. Now
he was uncertain.


After he drained the brew,
the alcohol warmed his spirits. He needed to escape the isolation of the
apartment. At least he could mingle among this community without suspicion. The
freedom tempted him, and he set a destination to the local grocery store. His
last visit there, he went on behalf of Lyra in the summer. Such ventures helped
him maintain a normal, non-magical appearance to the villagers, so he located
his car keys and headed off.


At the market, he enjoyed the
simple novelty of selecting foods. His mind drifted from one colorful package
to the next, dropping all worries. He continued this way, from aisle to aisle,
until his eyes registered a familiar face—Revelin. The man who he once escorted
out of his storeroom. Later, Revelin appeared in Jean’s house as a medical
worker, snooping at Lyra’s computer.


With his powers heightened from
the visit to the magnetic center in the lair, in a flash Cullen detected the
presence of Dragonspeir magic in the man. All of Cullen’s built up tension from
the day spilled out.


Revelin shot him a fearful
look and moved to exit.


Cullen, always an expert at
fast firing, required only a fraction of a second to hurl a blue powerball. His
delivery, fueled with stress, traveled at a speed faster than mortal sight
could register. Good thing, because when Revelin let out a scream and dropped
to the floor in a mass of long black hair and leather while clutching his
charred hand, no one noticed Cullen. Customers flocked around the wounded man
while the wizard casually wheeled his cart to the checkout. It didn’t matter
what Revelin might be guilty of. Knowing he acted suspiciously was enough to
gain Cullen’s vengeance that night.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Three: Fire and Ice


 


 


A brisk wind lifted whitecaps
across Lake Huron to meet the setting sun as Lyra pulled into the tiny village
of Washaw on the shore of Michigan’s upper peninsula. Most houses sat dark,
left vacant for winter.


She’d visited there a couple
times during this season. Since her immediate family had lived in Florida, her
parents wanted to treat her to a few white Christmases when she still believed,
or pretended to believe, in Santa. She smiled thinking of the snow angels she
and Aunt Jean had made. One time they built a snowman from a fresh fall of
heavy, wet snow. Such good memories. There should have been more. A tear slid
down Lyra’s cheek, and she wiped it away.


Now, the deserted streets
seemed lonely. No fluffy white snow brightened the yards. Instead, brown grass
matted together in frozen clumps.


She approached Walnut Street
and slowed almost to a stop before she turned. It cheered her to see a lamp
glowing in the dining room of Mrs. Kendall’s house. A tiny Christmas tree
twinkled in the front picture window. She’d be sure to pay the elderly woman a
visit. Why did she remain through the winter? Her sons lived in warmer places.
Perhaps she felt closer to her deceased husband staying here, where they lived
for years.


Love connected people in
unusual ways. It was a hardship being apart from Cullen. He couldn’t stay long
in her world since he needed to return to Dragonspeir and recharge the magic
that kept him alive. Until she gained more magical ability, her time in his
world remained limited since she entered only as a short-term, invited guest of
the Imperial Dragon. She and Cullen were determined to find a way to bring
their lives together, by advancing her magic craft. In addition to learning the
truth about Jean’s death, Lyra also intended to work toward their goal as a
couple during this visit. After she completed the new Book of Dragonspeir,
the Imperial Dragon rewarded her with a golden bookmark. She had memorized the
etched inscription:


Adalyra, this is my gift
to you for completing the Scribe’s quest more successfully than any before. It
is an invitation to train as a sorceress in my alliance. Three such bookmarks
exist and together they can open doors to the future you and Sire Drake both
envision.


Three bookmarks to open doors
to our future together. What about one? Obviously, it allowed her to train as a
sorceress. What else? How did she earn the second and third? Gazing at the
widow’s tidy home, shining with decorations used for decades of happy family
celebrations, she wanted to make new memories of loving Cullen—no task would be
too great. She would earn those other bookmarks and their life together.


Steering around the corner,
she expected Jean’s cottage to be a dark, dreary reminder of her grief. Lyra
held her breath, afraid of what emotions would wash over her during this first
time back since the funeral.


Her mouth dropped open. White
lights draped the bushes and wrapped the trees under blankets of sparkling ice
crystals. Downstairs windows glowed with soft, yellow light. The place looked
warm and inviting. Cullen had a key she gave him, so he could keep watch on the
place. Apparently, he’d used it recently.


She parked in the drive and
cautiously stepped out to stretch her legs. Ice covered only the lights and not
the pavement or the neighbors’ houses. Lovely magical crystals. The cottage
appeared ready for winter with the front porch swing raised up to the ceiling
and screens taken down. She grinned. He had worked hard to welcome her. She
hoped he also used a spell to keep the neighbors from noticing his handiwork.
Goosebumps rose along her skin from the cold breeze. She grabbed her overnight
duffel, locked the car, and stiffly walked to the door. After a quick knock,
she stepped inside. The hooked wool rug rested on polished hardwood, the lamp
glowed on the oak side table, the hall tree stood ready to accept her winter
coat—cozy warmth of home.


The rich smell of beef and
vegetables roasting in thyme greeted her. “Hello!” she called out with a smile
in her voice.


“You’re here!” Cullen
responded from the kitchen. He raced out to meet her and swept her up into a
hug. “At last. You feel cold. Come in.” He led her into the family room, where
flames crackled in the fireplace.


Lyra wrapped her arms around
his neck. He’d let his hair grow past his shoulders. Her fingers played in the
light brown waves. “What a wonderful welcome.”


“Welcome home.” He pressed
his lips to hers.


“This is home, with you and
memories of my family.” She buried her head against his shoulder, sinking into
the warmth of his wool sweater and strong arms. “I thought I’d come back to a
gloomy, cold house. Thank you.”


“I wanted to see you smile.”
He lifted her chin. “There it is! And in those pretty blue eyes.”


She rubbed her hands along
his sweater. “I only had a few warm clothes to bring and no time to shop.”


“I can take care of that.” He
stroked her hair.


“I hoped you could. Something
smells delicious.” She followed the aroma into the kitchen. “You always conjure
good food. What is it? I’m starved after that long drive...and sore.” She
arched her back.


“Dinner’s ready. It’s stew
and biscuits. I’m doing my best to warm up my frozen Florida girl.”


“I can think of another way
to make some heat.”


“That’s dessert,” he added
with a sly grin. With a wave of his hand, the dishes filled and moved to the
antique drop-leaf table set with placemats and candles. He poured wine into
goblets.


“Is that the wine your
sprites make? Whoa. No more. That stuff is powerful and I’m tired. I don’t want
to crash right after the meal.” She laughed and added, “I need to save some
energy for your dessert.”


Dinner passed with little
spoken conversation. Too tired from the drive to talk much, Lyra amused herself
watching the expressions change in his gray-blue eyes. “I can almost figure out
your responses to what you read in my thoughts.”


“Really?” He tilted his head.
“That’s odd. I cast a mind guard to protect me from readers. I need to do that
for you before we visit Dragonspeir.”


After licking the tasty gravy
off her spoon, she explained, “I understand what your eyes say, little bits of
meaning. Like now, about my hair shining gold like my aura. Is there more
stew?”


“Yes, on the stove. That’s
remarkable, almost impossible. I wonder how…with that spell in place. We must
have a natural connection, stronger than the guarding spell.”


She ladled another bowlful
and grabbed a biscuit. “I haven’t had a good meal in weeks since I’ve been so
busy getting set to be here.”


“The past three weeks were
long. I wonder if, with some training, you’ll be able to know my mind as I do
yours.”


“Well, the Sage said we hold
each other’s souls. The Imperial Dragon said our hearts are bonded since our
paired jadestones call to each other. Seems like our minds would be joined
too.” Thirsty, she drank the wine a bit too fast and hiccupped. “You could read
my thoughts charged with emotions from the first moment you saw me in the
bookstore.”


“Come to think of it, I could
even follow your mind when you were a child.”


Lyra laid down her biscuit
and gave him a quizzical look.


He grinned ear-to-ear. “You
had such a crush on me then.”


“Did not!”


“There’s no point in lying to
a wizard.”


 “Probably not,
especially one connected to my soul. So, what am I thinking now?” She popped a
bite of biscuit, and the corners of her mouth turned up.


“Dessert.” He chuckled and
waved his fingers at the dishes, transferring them to the sink where cleaning
commenced.


“Funny, I saw the same thing
in your eyes,” Lyra teased and moved to the couch in the other room. She
settled into its plush micro suede and gazed at the fire.


Cullen followed and snaked an
arm behind her shoulders.


“Mmm. That feels so good. I’m
stiff from driving over twenty-four hours since Friday evening. Too bad I
needed to bring so much. Flying would have been easier.”


“Let me help.” He kneeled on
the floor beside the couch and guided her to lie on her stomach.


She turned her head toward
him.


He pressed his palms together
and slowly opened them to reveal a tiny blue orb. “Caleo,” he whispered
to the sphere.


Lyra watched intently. So
much to learn. But, she would and do whatever it took to earn those other two
golden bookmarks.


He reclosed his hands, and
they began to glow. Opening them once more, the sphere disappeared and his
palms blazed blue-white. “Give me your hand. Let’s test to be certain this
isn’t too hot.”


She extended her hand. “Oh,
icy warm and tingling. Feels great.”


He loosened her top from her
jeans and pushed strands of long hair from her neck. Under the thin cotton
blouse, he moved along the skin of her back, massaging the tight muscles.


“Ahh. That feels so good.”


He kneaded her shoulders and
caressed the sides of her neck.


“Mmm,” she purred. “You could
put massage therapists out of business.” She followed the dancing flames in the
fireplace. The soft crackles eased her tired mind, and the warm pressure of his
hands penetrated deep, soothing her clenched muscles. Slowly, her eyelids
drooped. She focused on the sensation of his magical and loving touch. The
winter wind whipped outside, like problems and danger surrounding them. But
with him she was safe, secure, and loved...experiences new to her.


 


***


Cullen flattened his palms
over the expanse of her back and traced the delicate lines of her shoulder
blades. She eased lower into the cushions. Her hair caught the firelight like
spun gold. He couldn’t resist wrapping his fingers around her sides, grazing
the soft, rounded edges of her sweet breasts covered only by the thin material
of her bra. His groin pulsed with blood flow.


A strand of hair fell across
a rosy cheek, directing his attention to her face. Her eyes were closed; she
slept. With a smile, he slowly moved his hands onto her back, not wanting
arousal to awaken her. She’d journeyed far and needed rest. Relaxing under his
touch, Lyra repaid all of his effort preparing for her welcome. Moving
carefully, he turned her into his arms.


Her eyes flitted open briefly.
“Tired. Too much wine.”


“Shh. Sleep.” With a nod of
his head, he doused the fire and locked the door, before carrying Lyra up the
stairs. He laid her onto the wide bed and eased off her jeans. He pulled the
down comforter to her shoulders, and she turned onto one side in a snug fetal
position. He quickly undressed and curled up next to her. For a while he lay
awake, monitoring her thoughts like he did last summer when Jean’s death
haunted her. Thankfully, she slept peacefully without dreams. After the past
three weeks worrying about how to protect her, he was relieved to have her in
his arms. He welcomed a good night’s rest.


 


***


In the morning when Cullen
woke, he reached for Lyra, but she wasn’t there. His eyes flew open, and his
feet hit the floor.


“I’m just over here,” she
called from the bay window, leaning against the back of the tweed armchair.
Blinded by sunlight streaming in, he saw her silhouette, outlining slim bare
legs.


He dropped back onto the
pillows. “It’s hard to know where danger lies now.”


“Yes, but we’re safe
together.” She turned her gaze outside, looking over the backyard and Lake
Huron behind. “There’s a skim of new snow this morning. I woke up early,
nervous about the appointment today. I was just remembering the Christmases
here when I was a child. Right there next to the flower bed, Jean and I used to
make snow angels.” She moved back to the bed, nestling under the covers. “I
miss her.”


“I know.” He held her close,
hoping to comfort her.


“We didn’t get dessert last
night.” She gave a little laugh.


He ran his hand over the
swell of her breast. “Tonight, after the celebration. We’ll stay at my cabin on
the lake.”


She lifted on an elbow. “With
the flickering lights like before?”


“With whatever lights you’d
like.” He nibbled her lips and ran his hand along the curve of her hip.


She pushed the comforter off.
“I need to get cleaned up for my appointment with the doctor.”


“I’m joining you. You shower
while I unload your car.”


“Thanks. The only good thing
about that long drive was I slept like a log. Otherwise, thinking about this
meeting would have kept me awake.” She leaned in to give him a kiss and then
slid off the bed and headed to the bathroom.


On his way out the door, he
stopped, intending to remind her to take their paired jadestones. Slim chance,
but they might help. Better judgment stopped him, fearing his caution would
only serve to upset her. She routinely wore it. He picked up her blouse from
the floor, unpinned the brooch, and laid it on the desk in front of the bay
window.


When he returned to the room
with her duffel bag, he laid it alongside the jadestone.


 


***


“Adalyra McCauley!” a nurse
wearing a scrub top covered with pink hippos called into the waiting room.


Lyra and Cullen rose and
followed her into the complex, winding down a hallway to Dr. Betts’ office.
Fishing memorabilia hung on gold colored walls, more friendly and welcoming
than Cullen expected for a coroner. An older man stood from his seat in front
of the large desk. He extended his hand to each of them. “Hello, I’m Dr.
Schultz. I think we met last summer. I cared for your aunt.”


Lyra shook hands with him,
attempting a thin, polite smile. “Yes, I remember you.” Stepping to the side,
she introduced Cullen. As they greeted each other, the coroner entered and
closed the door behind him.


“Ms. McCauley?” He held his
hand out to her, which she accepted. “I’m Dr. Betts. I apologize for my letter
being addressed incorrectly.” He exchanged a handshake and introductions with
Cullen.


“I’m just glad it didn’t get
lost,” she replied.


He waved toward two red
leather arm chairs in front of his desk next to Dr. Schultz. “Please, have a
seat.” The coroner cleared his throat and took a place in the large tufted desk
chair, then nodded to the other doctor.


Dr. Schultz leaned forward
toward Lyra. “Ms. McCauley, upon routine review of notes made by the attending
home care nurse, I discovered some unusual observations. I questioned her and
corroborated with readings stored in databases from the monitoring devices. The
nurse discovered your aunt’s body remained unusually warm to touch three hours
after her death when heartbeat and breathing ceased. The monitors recorded her
temperature at that time to be one hundred two degrees…considerably greater than
normal body level…especially unusual next to an open window.” His voice
sputtered. “I studied recordings preceding death. During the entire
thirty-minute period prior, her temperature…it soared to one hundred ten.” He
paused to remove a handkerchief from his pocket and wipe his brow.


Lyra scooted to the edge of
her chair. “How? I spoke to her at one o’clock, just one hour before she died.
She was lucid and her skin felt normal.”


Cullen placed his hand over
hers, feeling her pulse racing under his fingertips. He sensed the panicked
chaos of her thoughts.


“Did the machine delivering
her drugs malfunction?” Lyra asked with a high-pitched, shaky voice.


“No. Digital records reported
correct administration, and staff reports indicate a corresponding remainder of
medication. Even if overdosed, the treatment would not induce fever.”


“At first I suspected a
sudden infection,” Dr. Schulz continued.


“An infection. Must have been
that.” Lyra repeated.


“I can tell you about that.”
Dr. Betts rested his elbows on the desk, but struggled to maintain eye contact
with her.


Cullen laced his fingers
between Lyra’s. His own breath became shallow. A faint flicker caught his
eye—his jadestone attached to the pocket of his jeans emitted a pulsating glow.
His eyes darted to Lyra’s stone on the neckline of her top. Nothing. Her magic
did not operate here in this world like his. As much as they connected, as much
as they loved, she remained mortal.


“I examined your aunt’s body
in an autopsy, looking especially for evidence of infection. The spleen showed
no enlargement. No marked infection—”


Lyra interrupted him, tipping
her chair forward and clutching the edge of the desk. “A reaction to the
medication? She must have been given something new. Right?” Her voice screeched
wildly. Cullen knew she desperately wanted any explanation logical in her
world.


The doctor shook his head
negatively and then spoke with his head down, facing the papers on his desk.
“Her medication had not been altered in type or dose for over two weeks. The
dramatic increase in temperature to that degree for thirty minutes caused organ
failure, leading to death. I have no explanation. Internally, her organs showed
burn—”


“No!” Lyra clenched the arms
of the chair so hard her knuckles turned white. “No. No,” she repeated, shaking
her head.


Cullen stood and pulled her
into his arms, holding her trembling body tight to his chest. “Breathe. Hold
on.”


Dr. Schulz rose. “I know this
is a horrible shock. If there is anything we can do…help support a sheriff’s
investigation?”


“There’s no point,” Lyra said
with a garbled voice, choking through tears.


“Maybe you’d like a sedative
now, or for later to help you sleep.”


“Yes. No. I mean yes, the
investigation. I would like to know how Jean’s bedroom window was opened. When
I left her at one, it was closed.”


“I’ll be glad to call the
sheriff for you and have them determine if the casing was forced. However, I
can’t think of any external action that might have raised her temperature for
that long.”


“Thank you, Dr. Schultz,”
Cullen said.


“You’re welcome. If there is
anything later you think of, please call either of our offices.”


Dr. Betts rose and added,
“Yes, whatever we can do. Please ask. Ms. McCauley, are you certain you don’t
need something to help you sleep tonight?”


“No, I’ll be okay,” Lyra
murmured, now quiet, but still shaking.


Cullen wrapped an arm
securely around her shoulder and helped her to his car.


She sank lifeless into the
passenger seat. Peering into her thoughts, they were filled with confusion and
self-blame.


As he drove, he reached over
and took her hand. “If you don’t feel like attending the Solstice Festival
tonight, we’re not required to go.”


She didn’t reply, and he
didn’t prod.


 


***


Throughout the afternoon,
Lyra sat quiet, staring at the lake.


He left her alone, although
he hurt with her. If only he knew of a way to ease her pain. It didn’t matter
to him if they skipped the festival; Lyra was more important. He conjured a
book and attempted to read. Concentration failed him. Blame crept in. Why
hadn’t he protected her aunt?


After a couple of hours, she
moved from room to room, like she had after Jean’s death, reliving memories. He
read so many happy memories in her thoughts. If he only might have a chance to
give her more.


Finally, she approached him
in the family room. She stood tall, her head high, and appeared collected. “I
want to go tonight. I’ve cried for months. I want to move forward. If Jean died
because of me, there are things I owe her that I must do.”


“Are you sure you’re ready?”


“Jean was the last of my
blood family and wanted me to find real happiness. I want you to be my family
now; nothing would make me happier. I need to learn the magic of Dragonspeir.”
She handed him the golden bookmark. “Read the inscription again.”


He read aloud, “Three such
bookmarks exist, and together they can open doors to the future you and Sire
Drake both envision.”


“And I’m ready to search for
the truth about my aunt’s death.”


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Four: The Winter Solstice


 


 


Cullen stared at her as
though reading her thoughts. His blue eyes gleamed. “We’re connected, heart and
soul. Yet, how do you still surprise me? When we met you were a curious, shy
child. Last summer, life’s problems left you battered, looking everywhere for a
path marked ‘happiness.’ Now, you’re a determined woman.”


“Completing the last stages
of my quest, I had to work hard, with strength from deep inside. I learned happiness
is to be made, not discovered.”


“Those crystal eyes glow with
resolve. I wonder if others will see.”


“I hope so! When do we
leave?”


He chuckled and shook his
head. “Soon. The festivities commence at sunset.” He held up the bookmark.
“First, I should secure this and your copies of the Book of Dragonspeir.
Did you bring them?”


“Yes, but my version is
digital.”


“Lock the file on your
computer. Bring me any hard copies and Brigid’s volume.”


She did as directed, and he
passed his hand bearing the dragon ring over the items. “Abscondo ops
proprietas!” They disappeared. “I can restore them at any time, but no one
else can.”


“Why so cautious?”


Cullen explained the theft at
his bookstore as they left.


When they entered the
storeroom from his garage, she peered around, but nothing looked different.


“One more precaution—I need
to cast a mind guard over you.”


She stepped back. “I don’t
want my thoughts blocked from you.”


“Theoretically, the
enchantment will do that, but I wonder…you’re able to read bits of ideas in my
eyes, despite that protection. Are you willing to test it?”


“Yes, but you must be able to
read my mind.”


He gave her a sideways glance
and laughed. “I remember times you hated that.”


She smiled. “Love and trust
are wonderful.”


“They certainly are.” He
grinned and twisted his ring. The blue topaz dragon eyes glowed. “Ready?”


She relaxed her shoulders and
nodded.


“Celo sentential!” He leaned away, giving her space. “Now let’s test.
Think of something tied to strong emotion, something worrying you.” Their eyes
met, and he chuckled. “Yes, there are a lot of spells. You’ll learn them in
stages, according to your growth. I’ll teach you some lessons, as will the
Guardians, Cranewort, Eburscon, and members of the Qumeli tribe.


“Eburscon? No! Or the Qumeli?
I don’t want to learn from them. How can they help?”


“The Imperial Dragon believes
you’ll learn much from their unusual methods. And I concur.” He opened the
portal, and they stepped across.


Lyra froze. The intense change
of being within the environment of Dragonspeir flooded her senses. She had
forgotten the tingling along every inch of her skin. She reached to Cullen to
steady herself while her body acclimated. She expected his clothing to change,
to dress like a gallant wizard rather than a bookstore owner, but...in formal
attire he looked even more handsome. A smile spread over her face. He wore a
hooded dress cloak of royal velvet lined with white ermine fur.


He attached his jadestone
clasp to fasten it closed at his neck. Underneath, she caught glimpses of a
bright blue tunic with lighter embroidery.


He stepped up to her,
crunching the snow with his over-the-knee black boots. “You look breathtaking.
Let me fix your brooch. Here, hold my staff.”


Impatiently, she tried to
sneak peeks of her outfit, frustrating his efforts.


“Chin up.”


She fidgeted with the glove
leather between her fingers.


Finally, he set her free, and
she discovered her cloak matched his. The fur lining was toasty warm, although
her ears felt a chill. Fingering them, she located long earrings conducting the
cold air. At her throat she found her usual protective necklace of black amber
sets in the shape of a butterfly. It was created eight hundred years ago for
the first Scribe, Elisabeth, her grandmother many times removed. Each of the
succeeding four women of her family, who became Scribes, wore it to prevent
Guardians, dark or light, from commanding her magic to do their bidding.


Lyra kicked out a foot with a
black, fur-lined ankle boot having a cute heel. Her long gown was made of a
brocade similar to the fabric of Cullen’s tunic, except in a gold satin with
blue cording on the bodice. “These colors match our auras. Is that
intentional?”


“Yes. Everyone will wear blue
and also the color of their respective aura, if they have powers. Mortal people
wear breeches and sweaters or skirts with capes for the women. Titled magical
persons, also called higher magicals, dress in a variety of this fabric we
wear. I like you in gold. It makes the waves of your hair shine.” He leaned in
for a kiss. Blue topaz earrings dangled from his left ear. “Shall we go?”


She nodded eagerly and handed
his staff back to him. “Your blue topaz, does it hold power?”


“Yes, it intensifies my
natural magic.” He drew her to his side and planted the staff.


With rotation, his blue mist
rose from the snow and twirled around them. Lyra couldn’t see anything except
Cullen and the glowing sapphire at the apex of the silver shaft. The sensation
of being nowhere, other than with him, felt like a dream. “This is what I want,
a space with only us,” she whispered into his ear.


“It will be ours someday.”


 


***


The mist receded to reveal a
wide rock escarpment brightly lit with torches. Looking out over the flatland
below, Lyra gasped. Against the dusky sky, laser bonfires lighted a wide area
where thousands mingled and danced to a lively fiddle band. She turned to
Cullen. “Where are we? I vaguely remember being here.”


He took her arm and spoke
into her ear to be heard over the noise. “This is the entry to the Imperial
Dragon’s lair.” Waving a hand out over the plain, he continued, “Down there,
the Steppe of Ora.”


“Yes. Last summer we passed
through at the Geminus tree. We were attacked by fire drakes and a green dragon
from the Dark Realm.”


Above them a squadron of huge
blue dragons sailed past, roaring their greetings to her. Trailing behind, a
slightly smaller bronze dragon squawked wildly.


“Look! Yasqu! How big he is
now,” she exclaimed.


“He’s all of ninety feet now,
a good twenty feet longer than expected for his age,” a man nearby remarked.


Leaning into Cullen, Lyra
asked, “Will I get to talk with him?”


“Yes, later on the plain.”


Cullen directed her attention
inward toward the rock wall extending above the ledge. He pointed at an arched
opening. “And over there is the antechamber to the lair. You were here as a
girl.”


“Yes, flowers floated in the
air, but now....” She spun around, following pinpricks of colored light moving
in every direction above the crowd. “Are those sprites?”


“Yes, they are. You’re right,
that was the Spring Equinox Pageant.”


She laughed as one fairy
darted in front of her face, leaving a sparkling pink trail. This mixed with
the condensing vapor of her breath. “I don’t know which festival is prettier.”


Soon guests surrounded them,
gawking at her entry. Lyra scanned people for any hint of wariness or
suspicion, but instead saw only friendly faces.


Squirrels chased in and out
of conversation groups, their fur flared out, lit with glowing auras.


One plump woman approached,
wearing a navy woolen dress and matching cape of heavy fulled melton. She bowed
her head to Lyra, a wide smile covering her face. “I’m honored to meet our
Scribe. Thank you for helping us.”


Others responded with a
chorus of agreement. The mortal women and men dressed in some shade of blue to
show allegiance with the Alliance. Their garments looked to be their best, or
made especially for this occasion, showing no signs of wear. Males wore tweed
trousers and hooded knee-length capes over thick, hand-knitted sweaters. Under
shorter capes, women’s full skirts draped about them in sections, held out with
ruffled, light blue petticoats. When they walked or danced, the fabric spun out
like flower petals blowing in a breeze, revealing the gauzy undergarments.
“What lovely skirts on your dresses, like blossoms,” Lyra remarked to one group
of ladies.


They giggled and lowered
their heads in modesty. One stepped forward and replied, “Lady Lyra, your kind
words flatter us. Many of us worked for months sewing these garments. Your
brocade gown is so much more beautiful, such fine detailing with trim.”


It was Lyra’s turn to bow.
She took hold of the lady’s hand and gave it a slight squeeze. “Thank you. I
wish I could say I made mine, too. Your skills impress me greatly.”


The woman’s eyes shined. “My
name is Tessa. Please feel welcome in my home at any time.”


Lyra grinned and nodded,
warmed by the sincerity. In her mission to find Aunt Jean’s killer, she’d need
every ally.


A gathering of blue deer
joined them and stared, apparently curious about the display of emotions. Their
auras pulsed light along their silver antlers.


Cullen steered through the
crowd, stopping every few feet to allow residents to greet Lyra and express
appreciation. In the threshold of the cave, they paused among a group of young
men and women wearing plain velvet full-length cloaks in an array of blue hues.
Each possessed a faint white aura. They bowed to Lyra.


“Word in the Meadow is you’ll
be learning beginning sorcery with us,” said one male, who looked to be in his
twenties. He took her arm and continued, “I’ve studied for a year, and I’m
certain I can assist you with your studies.” He stood stiffly erect and wore a
soldier blue cloak and robe, adorned with only a gold cord belt.


His forward manner raised a
red flag of caution. Lyra stepped back, glad for her mind shield.


The Imperial Sorcerer bowed
his head to the youth. “Thank you, but the Scribe will be taught private
lessons.”


The young wizard lifted his
chin and looked down his nose at her. His aura gained a blue-violet tinge.
“She’s only had practical experience and no formal training. I dare say—”


A familiar, haughty male
voice said from behind, “Customarily, sorcerers are gifted with specific
ability to learn craft. She alone possesses a unique natural magic. It’s an
inherited trait passed through generations of her family, which she will learn
to channel in an entirely different training and learning process. More like
harnessing the wind.”


Lyra turned to see the sweep
of purple velvet attire worn by the Imperial Alchemist. Torch light gleamed off
his numerous pendants, each encrusted with similarly colored gems, hanging
against a lavish violet and gold brocade robe. He extended a hand to her, each
finger adorned with a long, pointed nail and a massive ring of iolite or
amethyst. “As per your custom, Adalyra.”


Reluctantly, she reached out
to accept his handshake. The ring-stones resembled the circular markings on the
wings of the mysterious butterfly. The look in his beady, dark eyes made her
shiver. Abruptly she pulled her hand back. “Local customs will be fine, thank
you.” She bowed her head to him.


As he bowed before her, his
gray braid fell forward with the weight of gemmed strands worked into the
plait. “As you wish.” When he rose, the corners of his mouth curled.


“Sire Eburscon, you’re
looking handsome tonight,” a female called out.


Lyra recognized the soft,
melodic voice and eagerly looked to her right to see Mimio glide into their
circle. Breaking all convention, Lyra opened her arms and embraced the
sorceress who assisted the Tortoise Water Guardian. This lady deserved more
gratitude than a bow. Her gift of one of the paired jadestones let Lyra save
Cullen’s life when nearly drowned by a sea dragon. She also deserved her trust,
and Lyra relaxed her guard. “I didn’t know you’d be here. Is the Tortoise with
you?”


Mimio gave a sweet laugh, not
at all flustered by Lyra’s affection. The sorceress took a small step back and
answered, “Yes, with his advanced age, magical transport proved arduous, but he
insisted. Into Lyra’s ear, she whispered, “Your touch gave me the feeling
something is unsettled. Are you all right?”


Lyra shook her head, not
wanting to explain details with so many people around.


“We’ll have to talk soon. For
now, do your best to enjoy the evening—it’s a lovely time.” Mimio gave Lyra’s
hand a squeeze before she leaned away and continued a more open conversation.
“All four Guardians are present inside. The Lady of Peace, our Phoenix Fire
Guardian, is particularly delighted to be able to take shape in the community,
now that you’ve brought us some happiness again.” Mimio also wore an
embroidered gown, hers with golden stars set on a pale blue ground. Her gray
hair was tucked neatly into a headband, adorned with a coronet of sky blue stars
that sparkled with the light of her matching aura.


“Your gown is so pretty, and
I’m looking forward to talking with them again. I assume they will each teach
me lessons. Will you? I really hope so.” Lyra worked to maintain a gay
appearance, hoping none other than Mimio and Cullen could sense more.


“If Sire Drake recommends me,
I will gladly,” Mimio replied.


The two women looked
imploringly at Cullen.


Cullen chuckled. “Well, I can
see in those eyes there is a correct—”


“Preposterous!” Eburscon
interrupted. “Only members of the Alliance High Council and the four Guardians
have been approved to train scribes throughout Dragonspeir’s history.”


Cullen’s blue aura surged,
and muscles of his hand tightened under Lyra’s fingers. “I’ll consult with the
Imperial Dragon, but I do think Mimio could provide valuable lessons in
mineralogy craft—her area of expertise.”


Without another word, the
alchemist stormed into the lair, his robes billowing and purple aura blazing
wildly.


Cullen took a breath, and his
own aura reduced to a glowing outline of light. He held out an arm to each lady
and smiled. “Shall we enter?”


Lyra proudly accepted, as did
Mimio, and together they strolled into the antechamber. Everything shimmered
with lights and sparkling ice crystals, certainly created by magic since the
air inside was warm. Lyra removed her gloves and cloak, fastening the jade
brooch to the neckline of her bodice.


With a wave of Cullen’s hand,
their heavy outer garments vanished.


The high stone walls were lit
with tiered wrought iron sconces, each bearing dozens of candles. The metalwork
captivated her, patterned into leaves detailed with veins and stems. Garlands
of ivy touched with frostings of crystals draped the fixtures.


Cullen leaned close. “Most
inside are lesser wizards. It will be good to mingle with them before we meet
with the Imperial Dragon. They may be able to help us.” He pointed his chin
toward a congregation of mature residents dressed in fine robes or tunics,
rather than woolen breeches and skirts of the mortals.


“I’ve seen many of them…in
the Meadow, during our victory celebration,” Lyra observed.


“A dependable lot who
maintain regular functions,” Cullen continued. “Some I trained with in basic
lessons and some were my first teachers.”


“Yes, many are close friends
of mine,” Mimio added. Waving at ladies across the room, she dropped Cullen’s
arm. “Thank you, Sire Drake and Lady Lyra. Please notify me of the leader’s
decision about teaching.”


Cullen nodded, and she joined
the conversation of a nearby group.


They continued through the
crowd. All turned to gain a glimpse of the Scribe. Most were not born in time
to see Brigid, who wrote the previous Book. Meeting a Scribe was an
event.


As they walked toward the
group of wizards, Lyra’s boots padded over thick pile of patterned rugs, all in
shades of blue. Where they entered the main hall, the ceiling vaulted beyond
sight, draped with a shimmering mist. Sprites chattered and played hide and
seek with each other, using the cloud to cover their sparkling trails. The
festival was beautiful, but Lyra sensed the gaiety and opulence masked real
danger and conspiracy for some present. There was a subtle, dark undercurrent
energy present.


“Welcome, lovely Lady
Adalyra,” one white-haired wizard in the group called to her with an animated
voice, his face beaming. He gave a sprightly bow. “I’m Wingold. We met in the
Meadow when you returned from your venture into the dark lands. I’m glad you’re
staying awhile this visit, so we can have a chance to know you better.”


A broad sorceress pushed in
front of him. “Stop flirting with our pretty Scribe, you old coot!”


“We’ve been bonded for two
centuries…at least I can look, can’t I?” he teased his wife.


Her eyes twinkled, and she
gave him a playful pat on his drooped shoulder.


Lyra grinned, imagining she
and Cullen might one day act like this, after being together over a hundred
loving years. “Please call me Lyra.” Under her smile, she felt impatient to
begin that life, tired of imagining.


The plump sorceress reached
out and touched her forearm. “Dear, we’re all eager to know you and help you.
Certainly, you possess more power than any of us, but if we can be of aid, do
ask.”


“Yes, do!” another wizard
added.


“Thank you. I’m looking
forward to knowing you all and learning what you do.”


A slim woman on Lyra’s left
joined the conversation. “I teach beginning power throwing. Many of us teach
basic craft to those newly identified with an aura, whether animal or human.
Others manage those magicals once they’re trained, like organizing fairies to
work together on group tasks.” Lyra’s mind swam. What was power throwing, or
anything these folk did? So much to learn. Would they take advantage of her if
they realized her lack of skill? Perhaps some did already. She hoped her
nervousness didn’t show.


Cullen squeezed her hand at
his elbow closer to his side and whispered. “You were born with these skills.
It will only take minutes to learn to use them.”


The elder wizard continued,
“Well, my wife and I are in charge of alerting non-magical plants and animals
of coming seasonal changes. We work together, but my specialty is winter and
hers is summer.”


“Is your supervisor, Symar,
here tonight? I’d like to introduce him to Lyra,” Cullen asked.


“Hmm. He was earlier.”
Wingold craned his neck side to side. “If I see him, I’ll mention you to him.
He’s likely to show up soon since food is being assembled on the buffet.”


“Let’s pay a visit to the
Guardians before the meal begins.” Cullen steered Lyra out of the gathering,
into a wide corridor. They passed a line of workers carrying huge covered
platters to a long table spanning an entire wall of the great room. Savory
aromas filled the air. Nerves cramped Lyra’s stomach; she couldn’t imagine
enjoying a feast.


Guards approved their passage
in the private study, and soon they stood before the magnificent golden dragon,
the leader of Dragonspeir, the Guardian of Air. The other three Guardians of
Fire, Earth, and Water joined them from where they relaxed around the room.


Cullen and Lyra bowed low to
each.


“Lady Adalyra, welcome back.
Please rise.” The leader bent his neck, so he spoke on their level. “It saddens
me to learn of unfortunate matters surrounding your aunt’s death. However, I’m
glad for the occasion to begin your course of sorcery study earlier.”


Lyra took a step closer to
the Imperial Dragon. “Your Highness, doctors in my world could not logically
explain what caused my aunt’s death. This leads me to believe she was killed by
magical means. One of my goals in returning here is to learn who is behind
these events and why. Do you have any information that might help me?”


“Since Sire Drake informed me
of initial suspicion contained in the healer’s letter, I’ve consulted my
instruments. Many of those I will teach you how to use. But for now, the sum of
my readings agreed with your conclusion.”


Lyra kept her breath shallow,
to be as quiet as possible in order to hear and observe every nuance of what he
might say about the killer.


“I’ve worked for weeks
attempting to determine who was responsible. Obviously, one or more forces wish
to overthrow my Alliance. Their darkness thwarts me; the more intent my
efforts, the less my tools revealed. The only useful knowledge I discerned was
the method needed to uncover the offender’s identity. Alas, I do not possess
the required power to execute the procedure.”


Lyra looked down to gain
strength to overcome this disappointment. In an instant, her will renewed and
she asked, “Doesn’t your power exceed all others?”


“It does, but the magical
language was specific to your lineage. Only you, Adalyra, will be able to gain
the knowledge.”


Heartened, she reached over
and took hold of Cullen’s arm while keeping her gaze fixed on the leader. “How
do I—”


“Unfortunately, the necessary
power far exceeds your current ability. It may take years of practice before
you are capable.”


The Phoenix flew closer. “I
pledge to speed your process. I understand how you want closure on your dear
aunt’s death.”


“As do I. You’ve done much to
help the Alliance. We will work to return your aid,” added the Unicorn Earth
Guardian. He pounded a hoof against the stone and lowered his single horn to
Lyra’s feet.


“Mimio and I will do our
utmost, dear.” The Tortoise lumbered up to rub his scaly head against her hand.


“Perhaps, I can boost her
strength,” Cullen suggested. “We did so to great effect, combining our powers,
during battles in the Dark Realm last summer.”


The Imperial Dragon nodded to
each who spoke. “Thank you for your offer, Sire Drake. That is my exact hope.”


“When do I begin my lessons?”
Lyra asked eagerly, given one more reason to apply herself to learning
Dragonspeir magic.


The golden dragon laughed,
snorting so hard that small puffs of smoke blew from his nostrils. “Report here
tomorrow at midday. Now, let us celebrate the Winter Solstice.” He waved a wing
toward the door.


The Imperial Sorcerer and
Scribe led the four Guardians of the Alliance down the corridor.


At the end of the hall, Lyra
felt a chill pass along her spine. She looked around and found a man staring at
her from a shadowy nook. As his gaze held her, he planted his ornate staff with
a skull radiating light from its black gemmed eyes. His essence intensified the
sensation within her until she flinched.


Reading her alarm, Cullen
snapped his attention to her, but then only nodded to the man, without any
concern.


The man stepped out, dressed
completely in the darkest gray tunic and pants. He brushed past her, not
acknowledging the Guardians. The hem of his cloak danced magically about his
heavy black boots.


Beads of perspiration formed
along Lyra’s upper lip. “Who was that?” she asked Cullen.


It was impossible to hear his
response above the din of cheers and roars of appreciation in the main hall.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Five: Shadow Man


 


 


A deep-voiced, navy buck
bellowed, “Attention, please!” His words commanded attention and filled the
hall. “I present to you the four Guardians of the Imperial Alliance of
Dragonspeir.” Cheers rose, forcing him to pause. “Our golden leader, the
Imperial Dragon, Guardian of Air.”


The enormous dragon bent his
neck into a graceful bow, and the crowd responded with a round of applause.


Where was the mysterious man
from the shadows of the corridor? Lyra felt obliged to watch the presentations,
but couldn’t keep her eyes from darting around the edges of the hall.


“It is my great privilege to
introduce the longest serving member of the four Guardians, the Tortoise, our
Water Guardian.”


The elderly member slowly
plodded into central view, enjoying the attention of the gathering.


White wisps of the Unicorn’s
massive aura spilled among the onlookers, well ahead of his first steps forward
to be recognized.


In one area, the vapor
momentarily thinned and drew Lyra’s attention. The clearing exposed the face of
the strange man. Brighter light of the hall accented stubble along his jaw,
making his cheeks appear somewhat gaunt. His dark eyes flashed at her before he
turned away. He stood tall with wide, angular shoulders. Again, his look
brought Lyra an instant of painful delirium. This alarmed her; surrounded by
unknown dangers, where Jean’s killer might lurk, she needed to command her wits
and abilities with certainty.


The buck’s voice was
overpowered by cheering. He cleared his throat and began again, louder, “The
powerful Unicorn—the Guardian of the Earth element.”


Grateful for their
appreciation, the Unicorn touched the tip of his glowing, spiraled horn to the
floor and then withdrew.


The Phoenix majestically
glided high near the ceiling, and all eyes followed.


From her long, gold tail feathers
she sent out showers of sparks that floated through the air.


A chorus of oohs and aahs
resounded like voices of a choir.


When the crowd quieted, the
buck lifted his head. “And our Phoenix, the Lady of Peace and Guardian of Fire.
She delights our Winter Solstice Festival with her phoenix dust.”


The shimmering spheres cast
an ethereal light. Magical gemstones captured the rays and illuminated from
within. Cullen’s blue topaz and jadestone pulsed with soft light. Lyra lifted
her own stones to see the effects. Her matching jade brooch looked the same,
and her glass orb containing a phoenix flame blazed, as if answering the energy
in air. Oddly, the black amber of her necklace appeared dull, like a bottomless
hole, absorbing light. As she watched, fragments of other colors of light
zipped into it and vanished. She nudged Cullen. “What’s happening to my black
amber butterfly?”


He examined it for a few
minutes. Deep in thought, his staff twirled absently in his fingers. “It’s
absorbing particles of dark magic, as it’s intended to do, but in the light of
the Phoenix, those actions are visible.” He leaned closer and whispered in her
ear, “The true question—where is the dark magic coming from?”


Lyra frantically scanned the
room. “What is the range of Elisabeth’s necklace?” she asked in a hushed voice.


“It doesn’t pull magic from a
set distance, as you are thinking. Instead, it annuls whatever approaches you.
The sender can be far, if his or her power is great.”


Lyra shuddered. People were
actively sending dark magic at her, and they could be in that room or on the
other side of Dragonspeir. She slowly looked from person to person, animal to
animal, focusing on any being with an aura. She was relieved to know the
necklace, belonging to her distant grandmother, did protect her.


Throughout the hall, only a
few members displayed glowing gems. The Guardians each wore a sapphire pendant
that pulsated blue light in a rhythmic pattern, responding to the initial
signal given from the gem worn by the Imperial Dragon. Cullen’s staff topped
with a large sapphire behaved similarly.


The leader resumed the
central area. He looked regal with the edges of his gold scales reflecting the
illumination of the phoenix dust. “Now it is my pleasure to call attention and
give gratitude to members of my High Council.”


When he stepped to the side,
Lyra noticed Eburscon standing next to the shadow man. Covered in all types of
purple jewels—amethyst, iolite, and others she didn’t know—the alchemist
sparkled and gleamed like a chandelier. One of his rings and one stone in a
pendant behaved differently than the rest he wore. Light shot out of those two
stones, directly at her. Her heart raced. She tried to watch the rays leave and
then absorb into her black amber, but they traveled too fast. She grabbed
Cullen’s arm. “Look! Some of Eburscon’s gems are firing at me. I think they’re
being destroyed by my pendant.”


His gaze locked onto his
colleague. He spoke in a hushed voice, “You’re right! Purple light. Not blue of
the Alliance, or red used by the dark forces. Curious. Keep this quiet. We need
to investigate.”


“The senior member of my
staff—the illustrious alchemist, Sire Eburscon,” the golden dragon tipped his
head as a signal to his advisor.


The alchemist waved casually
to the crowd, an aloof gesture. He didn’t seem to mind the lack of support, or
even a few groans, from the crowd. As he turned toward the interior of the
hall, the shadow man did also. Then, the phoenix dust caught a gem apparently
hidden underneath his gray tunic. Purple slips of light shot from his chest,
aimed at Lyra.


“Cullen, that man—”


The Head Guardian interrupted
her. “Next, my talented Imperial Sorcerer, known to you all—Sire Cullen Drake.
I honor you today, my friend.”


Cullen bowed in four
directions to show his respect to the residents. Men withdrew their hats and
bowed low to show deeper appreciation. They clearly thought highly of him.


Despite her fear, Lyra’s
heart swelled with pride.


When the attention shifted
and the Imperial Dragon introduced his warlord, Oasth, Lyra latched onto
Cullen’s arm. “That man beside Eburscon—who is he? Watch! His chest shoots
purple light at me from a hidden pendant.”


“His name is Symar. He isn’t
governed by either leadership since his job is essential to all of Dragonspeir.
He is a higher magical and his power is equal to mine or to Eburscon’s. His
assignment is to guide the weather and regulate the seasons.”


“Yes, there’s my boss you
were asking for,” Wingold, the old wizard, added, overhearing Cullen’s remarks.


Each Guardian drew attention
to his or her assistants or councils. The Phoenix called Cullen forward again,
as part of her staff.


Lyra wanted to ask many more
questions, but realizing others listened to their conversations, she didn’t
dare continue. Curiosity and fear mingled, churning her stomach into a knot.


Cullen moved back to Lyra’s
side, squeezed her hand, and leaned close. “I hear your thoughts; we’ll talk
later in private.” He led her to the grand buffet line. “It’s our custom during
festivals, Guardians and their councils enter first.”


The foods made Lyra’s mouth
water, but her stomach clamped down even harder. Several types of lines served
humans and animals. Before her, attendants carved thick, juicy slices of roast
boar, minted legs of lamb, and turkeys stuffed with apple sage dressing. She
wondered how people here ate animals when many were valued magical citizens.
The idea further tightened her belly.


Before she could ask about
this, Cullen read her thoughts and explained, “These animals used for food
possessed no auras, and therefore no ability to speak and interact in educated
ways. No different than those in your world, available in markets.”


Lyra filled a plate. She knew
it would be expected.


She found Mimio, and with
Cullen, they sat in a group of lesser wizards. The Lady of Peace joined them.


Lyra cautiously sipped the
wine. After identifying it as sprite wine, she kept to only one glass. The
roast vegetables and something like a curried casserole tempted her to eat more
than she expected.


“Did you enjoy my phoenix
dust?” the Guardian asked those at the table.


“Yes, magnificent.”


“Lovely.”


“A beautiful addition to the
celebration.”


Turning to look squarely at
Lyra, she continued, “It did provide a most revealing illumination, don’t you
think?”


The phoenix flame within
Lyra’s pendant orb sparked high. She wrapped a hand over the glass and received
mental communication from the Lady. I saw the strange dark magic sent at
you.


“Yes, it showed the fire of
many unusual gems,” Lyra replied.


“Good. That was my
intention.”


The other wizards at the
table looked bewildered, but knew better than to question a Guardian.


Lyra was glad to have her
help, looking for suspects who may have killed her aunt.


After the meal, everyone slowly
moved outside. In the last glow of dusk, dragon corps delighted the residents
with an aerial show. Lyra’s heart leapt with joy when she spotted Yasqu, this
time joined by Noba and Kenzo close behind.


They sailed close above her
on their pass across the rock ledge, squawking and bleating their hellos.


She was eager to greet them.
“Let’s go down to the lower level on the plain to be there when they land,” she
urged Cullen.


He escorted her and Mimio
below onto the Steppe of Ora. The cliff face held grand iron torches, but the
bonfires provided plenty of illumination. Instead of actual flames, lasers shot
from central points on the ground. Dazzling white lights, revolved onto all
nearby objects and residents, or dissipated into the blackness of the night sky.
Lyra stared into one display, thinking back to the laser fire Cullen conjured
last summer for their special night in his lake cabin.


Once Lyra’s vision adjusted,
she located her flying friends. She approached Yasqu, but when they stood
face-to-face, he was so big she didn’t know what part to hug. Bowing seemed too
formal, so she stepped closer and encircled her arms around one of his stubby
front legs.


Onlookers gasped. Apparently,
her behavior was uncommon, inappropriate, or unwise. She didn’t care what
anyone thought, and neither did her hatchling. He curved his neck down and
nuzzled her shoulder with the side of his face.


She rubbed his ear, knowing
what would please him.


“Noba too! Welcome, Lady
Lyra! Rub Noba’s ears too.” The little pseudodragon pushed up to join them,
nestling next to her other side. He looked the same, still only three feet
tall, easily dwarfed by the growing dragon who was once his charge.


Lyra extended her other hand
down to give equal treatment to each of her dear friends.


Yasqu froze, obviously
enjoying her touch, and as he relaxed, a tiny puff of flameless smoke escaped
his nostrils.


Again, those nearby seemed
appalled. Too afraid to address her, they murmured to each other. “Oh, my!”


“Dragons don’t ever to do
that.”


“She has such a way with
him.” They separated to allow someone to pass through—Eburscon.


He drew up close, yelling in
Lyra’s face. “How dare you spoil this dragon! I’m preparing him to be among the
High Council, a serious position of great honor. His training is most strict
and includes none of your mothering.”


Yasqu gave a snort of
disapproval, but cowered when the alchemist raised his staff as a threat.


“Where were you when he was a
newborn with no one to care for him?” Lyra stood tall and glared into the
alchemist’s piercing eyes.


The crowd fell silent at her
statement.


He lifted his frame, standing
stiff and erect. “You have the audacity to question me? You’re so unskilled, I
could…” Looking around at those nearby, his voice trailed off into a haughty
laugh.


From where they mingled,
Cullen and Kenzo moved quickly to her side. The sorcerer planted his boots
firmly, and his blue aura extended—a clear sign of his rage. The sapphire gem
of his staff glowed wildly.


Eburscon’s brow lifted
slightly, revealing a hint of fear. “Be grateful he protects you,” he snarled
at her. With a flourish of his cape, he stomped off out of the gathering.


Those near gave a collective
sigh and slowly resumed their celebrating.


A shiver ran down Lyra’s
spine and a sigh escaped her lips. Before she could evaluate what happened, a
hand rested on her shoulder. She jumped and spun around, shaking off the
alarming touch.


“I’m quite sorry. I didn’t
mean to frighten you.” The shadow man…what was his name…Symar.


Nerves on edge, Lyra backed
into Cullen, who thankfully remained solid behind her. She kept her head high,
not wishing to show weakness.


“We haven’t formally met.
Your heritage and reputation precede you, Lady Adalyra. I am Symar, Lord of
Tempestas, and will gladly serve to assist you.” He bowed low and long layers
of dark brown hair spilled from his hood. Lyra noticed the weight of a pendant
push forward against the inside of his tunic, confirming what the phoenix dust
had revealed.


Believing his statement to be
insincere and not wanting to give him her respect, she returned only a cursory,
slight bow.


“Please pardon Sire
Eburscon’s harshness. I’m certain he’s pleased to have you returned to share
his troubling responsibility of rearing this dragon to expected standards.”
This man seemed the sneaky counterbalance to the alchemist’s arrogance.


Lyra’s head spun with
possible explanations, desperate to make some sense of the puzzle.


“Thank you, Lord Symar. She
may very well need to call upon you.” Good thing Cullen read her emotions and
spoke for her since she forgot the expected courtesy.


Symar tipped his head and
departed, soon lost in the large crowd. Lyra imagined him sliding back into the
shadowy edges, watching and plotting some self-serving act.


Cullen took hold of her
waist. “Would you care to dance with me? To relax a bit?” Waiting only a second
for her response, he steered her into the central area reserved for dancing.
The floor was of natural stone, worn smooth, almost flat.


He pulled her into his arms
and slowly two-stepped, following the circling movement of other dancers. Glad
for the easy pace, she took a deep breath, enjoying his woodsy spice scent.
Faster couples, performing tricky steps she’d never seen, passed them on the
inside. The speed of rotation of the lasers matched the rhythm of the band, now
a group of acoustic guitarists. Their style seemed a bit Latin, but also with
bars like Medieval minstrel songs, while their bridges sounded modern and futuristic.
An unusual mix Lyra couldn’t identify. She gave up and eased into Cullen’s
embrace, letting the tones soothe her anxiety.


“The four laser fires honor
the four Guardians. If you look close, the inner core displays an image of
their element. Within that one, you can view a wave cresting—for the Tortoise,
the Water Guardian,” Cullen explained.


Lyra lifted her head from his
broad shoulder and noticed the detail of each fire. “Yes. I hadn’t seen that
before.” She pointed to another. “The one over there shows the sky above a
mountain peak. The air? For the Imperial Dragon.”


“Correct.”


She examined the remaining
two and identified which Guardian each represented. “Still, these aren’t as
pretty as the one you cast for our night last summer.”


“Oh, how was mine better?”


“It changed colors, taking
reflections from the colored light of the setting sun.”


He grinned and held her
closer. “A special technique, just for you.”


“Can you make a special one
for us again?


“Hmm. That would likely call
attention to your location in my cabin, something I’d rather not do. It’s in a
far corner of the Meadow that’s usually safe, but it is remote.” When they
turned the corner of the dance area, the glare of the rising full moon caused
them both to squint. “But, maybe tonight…since many will be building their own
laser fires, continuing the festival all night in smaller celebrations. Ours
will not stand out. That moon gives me an idea I think you’ll like.”


“Let’s go now. I’m tired of
crowds where I feel on edge with dangerous people lurking around me. I need to
begin my lessons, so I can find the murderer and stop their evil.”


He kissed her forehead.
“First lesson tomorrow. Let’s make our farewells and depart.”


 


***


Cullen twirled his staff and
vapor lifted around them. Hundreds of supporters surrounded them, calling out
their goodbyes and cheering them. In the instant before their bodies became
weightless, Kenzo sailed in, landing with a thud into Cullen’s chest.


“Sorry, Master. Couldn’t see
through your magic. Hope you don’t mind. I didn’t get a chance to visit with
Lyra. I won’t stay long with you, wherever we’re going. Where are we going,
by-the-way?” Kenzo flapped up to the sorcerer’s shoulder and folded his wings.


Cullen chuckled. “At least
you welcome Lyra by flying into her.”


Lyra laughed at their banter.
“Glad you came along, Kenzo.”


In minutes the cloud
dissipated to their feet. They stood at the edge of the small lake, outside
Cullen’s cabin. She pointed across the icy water. “Look at that powdery blue
mist hanging in the air…mostly that direction, but all around. What is it?” The
haze reflected on the skim of ice across the lake, crackled like a gossamer
sky.


“The thick magic in the air
tonight captures the moon glow. Pretty, isn’t it?” Cullen replied.


“Yes.” Her boots crunched ice
as she stepped toward Kenzo. She ruffled his neck feathers with her hand. “I’ve
missed you. How have you been?”


“Working too hard on flight
drills with my slave driver master.” He snapped his beak and chortled. “Glad
you’re back. I hear you’re going to begin lessons. I make a good practice
partner…if you need one. Noba might volunteer, but I know more magic.”


“A practice partner…good
idea, but what if I hurt you by accident?”


“I know enough to sense wrong
magic coming my way and am quicker than anyone at dodging. Ask Master.”


“Very true, he is.” Cullen
looked over his shoulder, from where he conjured a fire.


“You’re hired then. Thank
you.” She gave the owl a pat.


Suddenly, dozens of laser
lights extended from a single point, looking to Lyra like a giant zinnia in
shape. However, the colors captured the silver and white-gold of the moon and
blue of the mist in the air.


“Wow! That’s beautiful.”


“Glad you like it,” Cullen
said, rejoining her and slipping an arm around her waist.


“I don’t smell any vanilla
bluet, but that looks like a lovers’ fire to me.” Kenzo extended his wings with
a yawn. “I’ll sleep in my usual tree over the cabin if you need me,” he said
before taking flight.


“Night,” Cullen called after
him with a chuckle. He turned back to Lyra, nuzzling her ear. “It’s cold. Want
to go inside?”


“Will you bring the lights?”
she asked with a teasing smile.


“Of course.” He led her onto
the porch of the tiny dwelling.


Inside, it looked as she
remembered, although the work area was decidedly messier with reference books
strewn over the downstairs sitting area.


He unpinned the brooch at her
throat and let the heavy ermine-lined cloak fall to the floor. After hastily removing
his own, he led them upstairs.


The same white lace and
embroidered bedding looked fresh in the loft bedroom—newly conjured. His
efforts made her feel warm and special. Lasers streamed in through frozen
crystals that covered the large front window, casting spectacular patterns on
the walls and ceiling.


She sat on the edge of the
fluffy bed, goose down rising up around the sides of her full skirt. “Lovely,
just like I remembered.”


Smiling, he kneeled in front
of her, taking hold of one foot and then the other to pull off her fur-lined
ankle boots and socks. After he set them aside, like before, he pressed his
palms together and opened them to show a small blue orb, the size of a golf
ball. “Caleo,” he whispered to it. His voice was rich and deep, raising
hairs on Lyra’s arms. He reclosed his hands over the sphere. Once his skin
glowed, he opened them and slowly massaged her ankles. After a few minutes, he
moved to the upper sides of her feet and slid his fingers between each of her
toes.


She dropped into the thick
duvet, mesmerized by the patterns moving along the walls and the icy-hot
tingling sensation of his hands over her bare skin. She moaned when his strong,
warm touch passed along her insteps. The sensation crept up the curves of her
calves and along her inner thighs. The magical warmth spread across her hips.
Her whole body vibrated with desire.


“Maaaaster!” Kenzo screeched.


In the next instant, a loud
crack sounded outside.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Six: Stealth Aura


 


 


A blood-curdling wail, laced
with power, reverberated in Lyra’s ears and passed tremors along her nerves.


A shadow swept over the large
front picture window and collected into an image of a horrible dragon, covered
in black shimmering scales.


She tried to signal Cullen,
but it held her motionless.


Two pairs of horns extended
back from an elongated head. Flames ringed its nostrils and eyes. The voice box
pumped as the chilling sound echoed from the gaping mouth, with rows of pointed
teeth. The fierce head turned and pupils, dark as pitch, glared at them. The
length of the beast filled the expanse of the window, the size of a fire drake.


Yet, unlike other fire
drakes, between its translucent wings sat a rider, completely hidden under a
cloak. Broad shoulders indicated a male form. The person faced into the cabin,
yet no features were visible under cover of the hood. Only the strange,
undulating hem of his garment caught Lyra’s eye. Seconds later, beast and rider
sailed off.


When the shriek died, she was
released. “Look!” Lyra cried, pointing toward the trailing bit of shadow.


Cullen sprang into action. On
his feet in an instant, he spun around in time to see the last of the
blackness. He grabbed his staff and bolted down the stairs, boots thumping
against the wooden treads.


Determined to help, Lyra
levered herself out of the deep fluff of the duvet and yanked on her boots. She
missed a few steps, clinging to the railing to prevent a fall. She raced
through the open door onto the porch. Her breath caught in her throat.


Just beyond the steps, Cullen
kneeled over a lump of silver striped feathers.


She drew down beside him.


Kenzo quivered, lying flat on
his stomach with wings hanging limp.


“How is he? What can I do?”
she asked.


Cullen closed his eyes while
holding his palms above the body of the owl. The wizard’s face tightened into a
grimace. He trembled and swallowed hard, moisture dampening his lashes. Nothing
appeared to happen. He opened his eyes, and furrows creased his forehead more
deeply. “Injustus!” He rubbed his hands together, then again held them
over Kenzo. No magic sparked. Exasperated, he withdrew and leaned back. “No!
This cannot be happening!”


The giant tiger owl fluttered
his large eyes open and attempted to turn his head toward Cullen. Pain blocked
his movement. “Master, please…” he pleaded with a faltering voice.


“Some strong dark magic did
this.” Cullen forced an angry exhalation.


Lyra took hold of his hands,
moving them over the bird once more. “Try again.” Did she have enough power to
make a difference? She took a deep breath and slid her palms onto the backs of
Cullen’s.


He closed his eyes to
concentrate.


Lyra focused on the inner
fire of her soul, as she taught herself to do last summer. Slowly, she drew it
from the base of her brain and into her limbs. When it met Cullen’s hands, a
pulse of electricity ebbed in cyclic waves.


A faint glow discharged into
the air between skin and feathers. Cullen’s face relaxed, and the light grew
more intense. He moved their joined hands above all parts of the owl. Soon a
gold-blue haze draped the bird’s body, the hue of their comingled auras. “Lyra,
there may be a jolt—don’t let go.”


She nodded and braced
herself, wrapping her thumbs and little fingers around the sides of his hands.
She did some simple healing of injuries before, but nothing like this.
Suddenly, strong current rushed up her forearms. Invisible, without the typical
colored light of the sender’s aura, she misjudged its strength. The dark power
made her nauseous and weak. Her torso wavered.


“Hang on!” Cullen clenched
his jaw.


Blood drained from her head.
She needed to lie down, but held her hands steady. Stars floated behind her
eyes as unconsciousness threatened.


Cullen leaned his body
against hers to stabilize her. “Lyra, listen to me. Think of your family, of
Aunt Jean. Their images. You must enable Elisabeth’s necklace.”


She filled her mind with Aunt
Jean’s smiling face…laughing after making snow angels…caring for daisies in the
flowerbeds together…marveling at the gown Cullen created for Lyra hours before
Jean died. Tears of both joy and grief flooded Lyra’s closed eyes. Resolve
clamped hard onto her heart and renewed her strength. There, she found another
source of her inner fire. Could she channel power from her heart? When she
saved Cullen, it came from there naturally. How could she control it? Maybe
thoughts of her family were keys—her natural, inherited magic, which Eburscon
bitterly envied.


She focused harder on
memories showing the passage of her family’s scribal power. Her tenth birthday
when Aunt Jean gave the Book of Dragonspeir, dedicated to her from
grandmother Brigid, four times removed—the preceding Scribe. A vision of the
two centuries old wedding gown, worn by a long list of family brides, which she
now possessed and hoped to wear when she married Cullen. In response,
Elisabeth’s necklace weighed heavier against the base of her throat.


Abruptly, the necklace
prickled her skin. Her eyes flew open. The currents swept higher up her arms.
Increased nausea and lightheadedness threatened to block all thought. She clung
to a mental image of the black amber sets arranged in the pattern of a
butterfly. An intense fever passed over her, despite the cold night air. Her
skin was drenched with sweat under her clothes. She collapsed into Cullen. Just
as she slipped from the edge of consciousness, crackling noises sounded under
her chin where the gems hung. Strength crept through her muscles. She did
it—the necklace shielded her from harm!


The evil charge also traveled
up Cullen’s arms. He slumped with weakness as it entered his body. For another
minute the process continued, the strength of their combined powers drawing the
darkness from Kenzo’s body.


Finally, the owl stirred,
able to move his limbs. In the next moment, Cullen gave way. He yanked one hand
up to the sky, and waves of radiation dissipated out of his body until claimed
by a breeze. “Devious. No color matching the aura. Shrouded,” he said, watching
the trailing lines of evil power flow away.


“Do I need to do the same?”
Lyra asked, still rather dizzy, but now able to command her muscles.


“No, Elisabeth’s necklace
annuls the evil force,” he gasped, exhausted.


“Is Kenzo mended?” She ran
her free hand over the bird. He felt extremely hot to touch.


“Yes, I’ll be fine.” He moved
his stubby legs underneath him and after a couple tries, rocked onto his feet,
his talons clawing the frozen ground to maintain his balance. “Feeling better.
Thank you both,” he croaked.


Cullen nodded and withdrew
his other hand once his assistant seemed stable. “We need to talk, but first I
must bolster the shielding spell on the cabin. I think it held. They probably
didn’t intend to attack Kenzo, but to be certain…” He took hold of his staff
and braced his weight against it to stand, his legs wobbling. “Contego!”
His voice wavered, struggling to muster a firm command. With the other hand, he
grabbed the railing and ascended the steps. “Let’s go inside where it’s more
comfortable.” He extended an arm to help Lyra up. “What evil was that?” he
asked as they went into the sitting room. “I only saw the trail of its shadow
after it flew past.”


“Didn’t see much,” Kenzo
sputtered, “only the fierce head of a dragon, about the size of a drake. But
the wrong color scales and no aura at all. Its mouth opened wide, and I saw a
rider. The dragon’s red eyes kept me from flying out. Those eyes and teeth both
came at me. I closed my eyes. Don’t know which cast the blow.”


Lyra sat on a twig rocking
chair and clasped a hand to her necklace, hoping it might ease her shaking.
“They went across our window. The dragon had sheer, black wings and iridescent
scales like a raven. I couldn’t see anything of the cloaked rider other than
broad shoulders.” She rubbed her forehead, feeling tired. “What kind of dragon
was that? I didn’t see any in the Dark Realm.”


Kenzo shuddered. “Ravens.
Dreadful birds. Hate to call them any kin of mine.”


“From your descriptions, that
beast sounds like a cimafa, and they do live in the Dark Realm as well as some
remote places.” Cullen took a seat in the worn armchair next to the bookcase.
Obviously his favorite, the way it conformed to his body. “They serve as the
Black Dragon’s messengers, likely away on a mission while we were there. Many
also aide the Lord of the Tempestas.”


A chill ran down Lyra’s
spine. “You mean Symar?”


“Yes. They’re cunning enough
to fly him into storms as he needs for his job. And they can be in total
stealth—the only dragons whose power doesn’t form an aura.”


She twisted a strand of hair
into a tortured knot. “So, do you think he was the rider?”


“Could be. I don’t know.
Whoever it was didn’t want to be known. It requires great power to hide your
aura. Was there anything else either of you saw about the rider that stood
out?”


“Nope. Trying to think who
else might have access to cimafa,” Kenzo pondered.


“Tarom certainly, and any of
his assistants. Also, some Qumeli chiefs ride them.”


“Does the Dark Realm have a
master sorcerer?” Lyra asked. “I’ve only head of Tarom, their alchemist.”


Surprisingly, Kenzo broke out
in a sort of chuckle, smacking his beak and wobbling his head. “Master sure put
an end to him. Outsmarted him, killing him with a ricochet of his own
powerball.” He sailed across the room, awkwardly landing on the back of Lyra’s
rocker. “Oops. Not back to normal yet.”


“As far as I know, they
haven’t named a replacement. However, news about the dark forces is scarce.”


Lyra suddenly sat upright in
her chair. “I just remembered—the rider’s cloak had an odd, jagged hem that
twisted up and around against the wind. Symar wore that sort of cloak at the
festival, and Tarom wore one when we met him in the Black Dragon’s lair.”


“A useful clue, going along
with those who’d have access to the cimafa,” Cullen replied.


She fingered her black amber
necklace to steady her nerves. “After I was attacked on the Sea of Cogadh, I
had a nightmare and saw a man with that same type of cloak. I have a feeling
that dream meant something.”


“Most likely. In some way you
remain a threat, even after you’ve completed your task as a Scribe.”


“Maybe my job isn’t
finished?” She gazed up at him.


“Trouble is they know what
that mission might be and we don’t.”


“Another reason for me to get
started learning how to use my inherited abilities. I’m ready to start.”


“Indeed, but that’s tomorrow.
We need some rest tonight. The house is safe.”


“What about the porch?” Kenzo
asked. “It’s too hot in here for my winter down layer.”


Cullen let out a laugh. “Of
course, I secured the porch for you. Make yourself comfortable.”


“Don’t really want to be
anywhere near if you two decide to break out the vanilla bluet,” he hooted,
quickly making for the door as Lyra playfully tossed a throw pillow in his
direction. “Need to practice your aim,” he called over his shoulder.


“Soon I’ll be so good you’ll
wish you never signed up to be my practice partner.” Lyra walked after him and
shut the door, glad to find her strength nearly restored.


Cullen met her at the foot of
the stairs and waved her up. “After you.”


“Do you still have enough control
of your power to conjure that amazing warm touch again?” she asked. Before he
could answer, she raced up the stairs.


Tempted, he sped after her,
swept her up into his arms and laid her back into the fluff of the coverlet.
“Plenty.”


She wrapped her arms around
his torso and pulled him close to her. The weight of his body comforted her.
“What do you think that man wanted with me?”


He rolled off to the side of
her, but kept his arm around her waist. “My guess would be he intended to make
you use your unique powers to do what he wished. Kidnapping might have been a
possibility, if he or they want something from the Imperial Dragon, which is
plausible. I doubt they’d kill you. It’s unlikely they would attempt to steal
your aura since it’s well known no one can use that power unless born a
Scribe.”


“That’s some reassurance, but
seems like they’re willing to kill anyone to block my actions or get to me,
first my aunt and now this attempt on Kenzo.” She ran her hand along his cheek,
the rough stubble prickling her fingers. “That frightens me. I’ll fight them
however I can.”


He turned his head and kissed
her palm. “I was relieved to see Elisabeth’s necklace absorb that dark energy.
You weren’t prepared to handle it yet. That’s why I didn’t ask you to combine
your magic with mine. That much pain might’ve harmed you.”


“You struggled to heal him.
He was suffering. I wanted to help.”


“I know…and I love that about
you.” He leaned over her and found her mouth for a long, soft kiss.


Lyra ran her hands along the
firm muscles of the sides of his torso, then wrapped her arms around his back.
After the attack, she relished the security of their closeness. She stretched
her legs and pressed her whole length against his.


He broke away, murmuring,
“Almost forgot, you wanted me to heat my hands again.” The corners of his mouth
curled into a devilish expression.


His desire was infectious,
and she returned his smile, eager to have him pamper her.


He slid to the foot of the
bed, and as before, raised a tiny powerball between his palms, allowing its
heat to penetrate.


Lyra sat up and removed her
boots. She unlaced the bodice of her gown and stood, letting it drop to the
floor. Underneath, she discovered he’d dressed her in a slip of the softest
white cotton lawn. Its white embroidery and lace all over the camisole top and
hem of the flouncy skirt made her feel feminine.


She thought his blue-white
light seemed more intense than earlier. Perhaps overcoming tonight’s challenge
together strengthened their connection. She brushed her hair away and ran her
hands along the fine cloth covering her breasts, enjoying the softness of the
fabric and also anticipating his touch. Her nipples hardened, clearly visible
through the sheer lawn. She looked up to see Cullen’s face beaming, taking in
the view. Heat rose in her cheeks.


“You’re beautiful. That slip
looks even better than I imagined when I created it for you.”


This detail overwhelmed her.
She bit her lower lip to hold back happy tears. His thoughtfulness, the
expressions of his love, made her feel so special that her heart throbbed with
desire.


The corners of his eyes
crinkled a bit with the happiness on his face. He reached up and eased one
strap of the slip, then the other, off her shoulders. With a single finger, he
slowly teased the camisole down to expose one breast.


Even that light touch pulsed
with magical heat and gave Lyra goose bumps.


He circled her breast,
exploring its wide lower curve. Yet, he avoided her nipple. He knew exactly
what to do to drive her wild.


She lay motionless, her body
aching with anticipation as he continued to caress and skillfully avoid what
she wanted most. When his thumb finally grazed sensitive areas, she jumped.
Tingling warmth shot in all directions throughout her body and prompted her
into motion. She loosened the fabric tie around his tunic and did the same with
the belt of his trousers.


He pinched her nipple, and
she let out a soft moan. Replacing his fingers with his mouth, he flicked it
with his tongue.


Adding moisture to her skin,
still glowing from his magic touch, brought Lyra a new wave of erotic wonder.
She arched her back to lift her chest closer to him.


He pulled the slip free from
her waist and ran his hands under her panties, kneading her cheeks with that
incredible warmth.


She pushed against him, and
he grabbed hard onto her hips to hold her there.


He pulled back and removed
his clothes. He straddled her legs and slid a hand between her thighs.


She moaned as a wave of
pleasure weakened her limbs. She located his free hand and pressed her palm to
his. Embraced by the fluff of the down and entranced by his touch, she closed
her eyes to fully enjoy the rapture.


He leaned over and kissed her
hard on the mouth, exploring every surface of her tongue.


With some difficulty, she
moved her hand, nearly numb from soaking up his magical warmth from his palm.
Tracing forward from the side of his hip, she found the fine line of soft hair
on his stomach and followed it down.


He lifted his hips, making space
for her fingers to caress him. He groaned.


Her eyes fluttered open to
see her hand glowing, transferring light and tingles. 


He moved between her thighs,
and she gasped as more of the electricity shot along her delicate skin.


He pressed harder and the
magic shot through her hips legs, traveling with waves of her own release. In
seconds, his own satisfaction sent even more tingles. She dropped back into the
soft bed, savoring the final pulses.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Seven: Instruments of Air


 


 


Dressed in her slip and
socks, Lyra padded into Cullen’s small galley-style kitchen. The full-skirted
party gown was much too fancy and poufy to wear while cooking. She considered
conjuring a new outfit, but only remembered fragments of spells. Shivering in
the cool air of the cabin, she scanned the downstairs walls for a thermostat or
a radiator. Finding none, she searched for a sweater, but only located her
cloak on a chair, again too cumbersome. A coarsely-woven wool throw draped
across her shoulders worked better.


Cooking some eggs and toast
would warm the tiny downstairs. She opened the half-sized refrigerator and
found it filled with neatly arranged glass jars and crocks, but nothing that
looked like a carton of eggs or loaf of bread. One held something with a little
furry face floating in liquid. It must have suffered some painful death, baring
its teeth in a last desperate attempt to fight back. She slammed the door.


Her studies today needed to
include some basic survival craft, in addition to powerful methods for solving
quests. The Imperial Dragon probably wouldn’t bother teaching her how to cook.
She sighed. So much she needed to learn. His lesson began at noon. She
considered how to make productive use of her morning hours.


Lyra walked along the large
bookcases, which spanned three walls of the sitting room. Many titles sounded
interesting: History of the Power of the Four Elements; Lunar Magic;
Isolating Powers Within; Advanced Fascination. This library of hundreds of
volumes would likely fill months of study. Where to begin?


She ran her hand along the
gilded leather spine of Compendium of Common Charms and pulled it from
the shelf. Settling into Cullen’s favorite soft club chair, she understood why
he liked it. The wide arms were set low, the perfect height to rest an open
book.


The book smelled musty, and
the edges of its yellowed pages were frayed to a well-loved softness. It was
organized into units according to basic use: household; personal; social. She
turned to the household section and found chapters on laundry, cleaning, home
repairs, and cooking. Just what she needed.


While she previewed the
specific types of charms, a tiny ray of light shined upon the page. She looked
up to see her jadestone brooch on the collar of her cloak shimmering…no…it was
the small stone hooked below it, the heliodor. She placed the book down and
pulled the garment from the back of the rocker. It was a scrying stone, to be
called upon. How or why did it call its owner? It shot out dozens of small
sparks. Strange. Perhaps it wanted her to visualize some image of the future.


In her palm, the golden gem
gleamed with a tiny white star, its arms radiating across the smooth surface.
Lyra focused on her internal fire. It hummed through her mind for a couple
minutes as she stared at the stone. An image slowly took shape on its surface,
her own face twisted into an expression of shock or horror. With her brow
knitted into deep furrows, in slow motion the image of her mouth opened, and
Lyra heard the first note of her own terrified scream. The vision was so vivid
she trembled, and prickling heat crawled along her neck.


Suddenly a scraping noise,
followed by a thump, sounded from the porch. Then a thud hit the door. Her
attention jerked from the heliodor. Kenzo plastered his face against the door
window. She opened it, glad for the rush of icy air to brace her nerves and
cool her hot face.


He tumbled inside upon her
feet. His actions reminded her of when she used to press her nose onto Jean’s
window, making funny faces at her aunt. Despite the scary vision, she couldn’t
help laughing at the big feathery kid. “Come in, silly. Help me make
breakfast.” Still, the image of her own frightened face stuck in her mind.
Before she closed the door, she looked around outside, but saw no one.


“I can usually grasp that
handle with my beak or talons. Darned ice crystals over everything to decorate
for the celebration.” He spun his head around a full one hundred eighty
degrees. “Hope my tail feathers aren’t ruined. I slipped and landed square on
them. Hmpf.” He ran the tip of one wing as far as he could reach, smoothing his
mangled tail. “Drat!” Two feathers defied his efforts—one standing at a right
angle, bent straight up, and the other curved far to his left.


Lyra muffled a laugh with her
hand. “You look like some wild Indian headdress.” She bent down and tried
unsuccessfully to straighten the unruly quills.


His huge ice blue eyes
followed her every move. “What’s Indian?”


“Umm, never mind, long story.
I think we’ll need to wait for your master. I’ve only healed with his touch
guiding me.”


The owl’s face snapped back
to the front, glaring at her. “Don’t you know any charms yet?’


She shook her head.


“All that grand inherited
power of a Scribe everyone envies, and you can’t cast a simple healing charm?”


“I have a lot to
learn…beginning with how to conjure clothes and cook. Can you help me with
breakfast?”


“That’s easy.” Waving for her
to follow, the owl waddled, a bit off-balanced with his damaged tail, into the
kitchen. “I usually serve myself.” He grasped a scoop with the talons of one
foot and fluttered above a wide drum canister set on the floor. After knocking
off the lid with his other foot, he lowered down and gathered some grain. The
contents of the scoop he poured into a nearby shallow ceramic bowl. “There you
go. Cracked grain—my favorite, but I’ll share with you.”


“Can’t you conjure me some
bread and eggs? What’s in that refrigerator surely isn’t food.”


“Ah, no. Wizarding stuff.” He
shifted his weight from foot to foot. “Umm. I can’t do spells and charms
either. My power only lets me fly like the wind and spot things over a mile
away…and a bit of power throwing at short range.” He looked up at her,
pleading, “Don’t tell anyone. Only master knows.”


She stooped beside him and
rubbed under his neck feathers. “I won’t. I understand. What you can do is very
special, like me. We’ll make a good practice team, you and me.”


A roll of laughter caused
them to look up. “You two look a sorry pair,” Cullen said. “A shivering maiden
with no clothes but a slip and an owl with a crooked tail,” He shook his head.
“…the two I’m relying on to face a host of mortal dangers.” He paused to
chuckle again and kneeled next to them on the floor. “Lyra, a lesson…hold your
palm lightly touching one of his bent feathers. Summon your inner fire and let
it spill out through both the word ‘Repairo’ and your hand.”


“Fire from my mind, or heart,
or both?” she asked, moving her hand over one of the injuries.


“Use that from your heart
only in rare cases that require extra effort like last night; it’s very
draining. Use from your mind most often.”


She followed his directions
and forced the word out with her inner strength. “Repairo!” It rang
clear and the shaft of the quill straightened under her vibrating fingertips.


“You’re sure a fast learner!
I’ve seen many take a month to do that much,” Kenzo remarked.


“Yes, with basic instruction,
the process is intuitive for her,” Cullen added.


Lyra repeated the procedure
on other damage. “That’s good. I have a lot I want to learn.”


“Can I try?” the tiger owl
asked, eyes wide.


“Perhaps later. I must
concentrate on Lyra’s training for a while,” Cullen replied.


Lyra noticed Kenzo’s wings
and head droop. His downcast look melted her heart. “I’ll try to help you learn
during our practice sessions.” She wanted to do something nice for the bird who
offered her so much cheer and assistance.


He rubbed a wing
appreciatively against her arm.


“Now for the breakfast
lesson.” Cullen stood to continue his instruction. “Imagine what food you wish
and then channel out as before, holding your palm above the counter or table.
Use the word ‘Creo’ in your spoken charm.”


This proved tricky to imagine
all the parts and qualities of the meal she wanted. She screwed up her face and
held her hand over the table. “Creo!” A plate of scrambled eggs and
buttered toast materialized. “Oops, forgot a few things.” She clamped her brow
together again. “Creo!” A glass of orange juice, jar of strawberry jam,
and a pepper grinder took shape. “Got it all now!” she pronounced with
satisfaction as she sat before her meal.


“Almost!” Cullen waved a
hand. Forks and spoons floated from a cabinet drawer onto the table.


“Darn. So close. It’s hard to
think of so much at the same time.”


“Practice. It will come.” He
lifted a hand while fingering his dragon ring. A plate filled with a large
omelet, and a mug of steaming coffee appeared across from her. Smiling, he
seated himself and grabbed up a fork. “You did such a good job on your eggs I
couldn’t resist.”


She beamed at his positive
evaluation of her effort. “Why didn’t you have to say the charm word?”


“This ring contains the power
in numerous common charms and spells. The Imperial Dragon gifted me with it,
after I completed a quest that helped the Alliance.”


While they ate, Lyra’s
examined his ring, wondering how it worked. Eager to begin her lessons, she
could barely sit still.


After Cullen cleared away the
remains of their meal, she flipped through Compendium of Common Charms. She
experimented with several examples from the book, setting a feather duster on
its way through the house. She sent a cordless electric vacuum whirring over
the carpets. “Oh! I’d like to take this one back to Jean’s cottage.”


Cullen leaned over her
shoulder. “You should slow down. The Imperial Dragon’s lesson might be taxing.
You’re not accustomed to magical concentration.”


“I feel fine, and these are
such easy tasks. Just a few more and I’ll stop. I need to learn.”


He raised an eyebrow. “Not
all in one day. How about trying to conjure some clothes?” He laughed and
wrapped his arms around her waist. “Much as I love you in that slip, the
Imperial Dragon may not find it proper attire.”


After he assisted her with
selecting the correct invocation words and necessary intonation, she successfully
conjured many garments. Dressed in jeans, a cabled Aran sweater, hiking boots,
and a down parka, her choice of outfits drew criticism from both the Imperial
Sorcerer and his assistant. When she finished, only the sweater remained, over
a long, light blue, tweed skirt, topped by a hooded cloak of the same fabric
lined in navy, wool flannel. “I’ll admit the boots you came up with are better,
surprisingly warm and lightweight. But skirts and cloaks always?”


Cullen nodded. “Women in
Dragonspeir don’t dress in trousers.”


“Hmpf. No one but me here
hugs dragons either. Seems I can wear what I want.” She tossed her hair, and
with a couple more incantations, traded the skirt for jeans, but kept the rest,
hoping the long cloak would be properly feminine enough. She headed for the
door, not looking at either of the two males for approval. She only heard a
sigh and a flap of feathers behind her.


 


***


Lyra and Cullen transported
to the ledge outside the Imperial Dragon’s lair. When his vapor dissipated, she
looked far across the Steppe of Ora. Directly below them, workers cleared
decorations from last night’s party. In the distance, a gray mist hung over
Silva Nocens, the dark forest home of the Black Dragon. She shivered,
remembering the dangers of last summer and her vision from the scrying sphere
this morning.


They walked into the
antechamber where more workers removed centerpieces, gathered garlands, and
folded tables and chairs. Not waiting for guidance, she strode across the wool
carpets of the grand hall to the private corridor. Upon meeting the guard, a
blue dragon, she forgot the customary bow. Instead, she declared, “I’m Adalyra
McCauley, and I’m here to meet with the Imperial Dragon for my first lesson.”


The blue eyed her curiously
and bowed. He glanced at Cullen, but kept watch on Lyra. “Sire Drake, will you
be accompanying the Scribe?”


Cullen bowed, the corners of
his mouth drawn up as he muffled a laugh. “Yes, I will.” As they followed the
guard, he whispered to her, “You must remember to bow.”


“If I think of it.” Lyra
tossed her hair over one shoulder. “I have a lot more important things on my
mind.”


Cullen chuckled and shook his
head.


Inside the leader’s study,
several stacks of volumes rested on a table. The wall sconces were lit since
the small window openings admitted little light. The golden dragon stood on the
opposite side of the room, holding a long brass cylinder to his eye while he
surveyed the sky.


When the guard announced
their entry, he lowered the device onto a stand. “Hello, Adalyra,” he called to
her with a low, gravelly voice. “I’m glad to see the eagerness in your eyes,
although your mind is shielded…for good reason.” He gave Cullen a knowing nod.


Lyra bowed. “Thank you. I’m
ready to begin.”


He and Cullen exchanged a
round of bows. “First, I want to be sure Sire Drake possesses these books for
your use. If not, please borrow what is needed.”


She examined the collection
of at least twenty. “I saw Lunar Magic, History of the Power of the
Four Elements, Isolating Powers Within, and some of the books on
fascination this morning.”


The Imperial Dragon chuckled.
“Very good. Sire Drake, are you missing any titles?”


“Yes, The Guide to
Mystical Astronomy and these four related ones. I do little with
that craft.”


“That guide is the first I want
you to study, Adalyra. My element is air, and I use the principles of mystic
astronomy with many of my instruments.” He waved his thick forearm around the
room, causing his lower wingsail to flutter and catch the light. The
translucent golden membranes glowed like stained glass. “Today, I’ll introduce
you to my two most important and reliable tools.” He crossed under a wide
archway, his footsteps pounding against the stone floor.


Lyra and Cullen followed into
an observatory with glass-covered windows set in three walls as well as in a
high ceiling skylight. Barely large enough to accommodate the massive body of
the dragon, they wedged around a central table. It reminded Lyra of a pool
table. Built of dark wood, an elaborately carved serpent coiled around the
perimeter to form a lip, which contained four balls on a felt-covered top.
About six inches in diameter, they were comprised of various types of opaque,
banded stone.


“This will be interesting.
I’ve never seen the Spheres of Sidus used,” Cullen said, stepping close to
examine them.


“Are these made of marble or
onyx?” Lyra asked.


“Onyx would be correct for
three—white, gray, and black. The fourth is the utopian rondure—a grand
moonstone.”


“I’ve never seen one so big,”
she remarked. “May I roll it over?”


“Yes, of course.”


She slowly turned the milky
white ball, exclaiming when it shot blue flashes of opalescence. “A rainbow
moonstone of this size is amazing.”


“The set must be positioned
to draw energy from the stars. The workings are unique to each user. The
Spheres of Sidus answer questions about the past. I’ve attempted time and again
to employ this to determine who is responsible for the death of your aunt, but
alas, I cannot channel into the energy of your heritage. Dark powers now block
some of my abilities to read for my people and protect them. The evil must be
stopped.”


Lyra examined the differences
in the four stones and their present positions.


“The darkest ball must be
placed in the mark of the star governing the birth of your maternal ancestor a
generation preceding your question. The gray, the same for the generation
living at the times of your concern. And the white, the following generation.”


“That doesn’t seem difficult.
I only need to know birthdates of the three past female relations and to place
the balls where those stars are currently?”


“True, in part. You must also
focus your full magical power on each as it is set and as you move the utopian
into line with your own star. Then, if all is correct and your power
sufficient, the moonstone will reveal your answer.”


“But I won’t know where the
stars are in the daytime. Isn’t this something I must do at night?” She turned
away from the table and looked into the sky. “Oh, I can see stars even at
midday. How?” She stepped closer to the glass, almost bumping her nose against
it. Brightly colored lights dotted the sky.


“The Spheres of Sidus must
draw their energy, making them visible,” Cullen added.


The Imperial Dragon lifted
his forearm to a window. “Correct, Sire Drake.”


“Seems I need to learn my
astronomy to know which star is which,” Lyra said.


“Indeed. But, for today I
will assist you. Do you know the month and day your grandmother was born, your
aunt’s mother?”


“Hmm. Let me think.” She moved
from the distracting display of stars. “Grammy’s birthday. It was in
winter…December…December first.”


He rolled the darkest orb to
the far side of the table. “Sagittarius is the orange star far to the left in
the sky. Do you see?”


Lyra craned her neck, looking
for an orange light. Cullen pointed to something, but she wasn’t certain she
saw the star. “I guess.”


“And your aunt’s date?”


“July thirty-first,” she
blurted out, leaning toward the window. “Mine is March thirtieth.”


“Leo—that yellow star low and
to the right, and Aries—high, straight in front of us. How unusual, all fire
signs. I wonder…” With a single long claw he nudged the balls into the correct
positions. “If all women in the scribal lineage are from fire. Brigid certainly
was.”


With a little help from
Cullen, she successfully located the other two stars, each a different shade of
red. “I don’t know, but can research and find out.”


“I think it would be
worthwhile. Now to activate the instrument, you must set the Spheres of Sidus
yourself, but today is practice. Place a hand on one, then another, and deliver
your power to each while you focus on the question you wish answered.”


She pulled mind fire up from
deep inside and channeled it into her touch, keeping her mind steady on seeking
the identity of Aunt Jean’s killer. When her hand contacted the moonstone, it
sparked a huge flash of blue light, so bright she jumped back.


Cullen gasped.


The golden dragon’s quick
reflexes allowed him to catch and hold her hand in place. “Continue,” he said
with a calm tone, his eyes studying her.


Refocusing, she pulled power
deeper from her heart, but couldn’t produce more than a series of bright
surges. “I don’t see anything.”


The leader removed his hold,
and Lyra relaxed back from the table, losing her balance as she moved.


Cullen caught her around the
waist. “These instruments all require great mental strength and can be tiring.”


“They do. Adalyra, do not
dismay. You called more response than I thought possible. Your inherited power
is strong. With training, you’ll be able to channel it enough to easily command
this instrument.” His face lit with a toothy grin. “I’m pleased. You are free
to come and practice using these instruments at any time. The guards will be
alerted to allow you to pass. Now let’s learn one other device.” He strode back
into his study, crossing to a marble pedestal.


A shallow earthenware bowl
sat on top. It was wide, nearly three feet in diameter, but otherwise
unremarkable. A clear liquid filled the vessel, which looked like water to
Lyra. She stepped near the edge, eyes wide and watching for changes.


The Imperial Dragon stirred
it with his claws, and the liquid disappeared as wisps of vapor rolled around
the basin—certainly not water. A fragrance of myrrh wafted from the spirals of
steam. “This will allow you to see into the future, much like a scrying stone,
but more accurate and detailed. It is the Lacuna Ales, another instrument
calling powers from the air.”


“Pool of augury,” Cullen
added.


“Indeed. This is simpler to
use since you need no knowledge to set the device. However, it requires as much
skill in your craft. Sire Drake, you’ve used this one, have you not?”


“Yes. Your focus must be
intense, using heart aura, or images blur.” Cullen stepped close, gazing down
at the churning steam. “First, you slowly stir with your fingertips to awaken
the powers of the charmed water. When the vapors rise high and you breathe in
their spell, you become united in purpose with the Lacuna Ales. Then is the
time you silently ask your question about what may happen. Maintain contact
with the gases no matter what occurs. Remember—all sensations are illusions.”


The Imperial Dragon looked at
her and withdrew his hand. “The pool is ready. Begin.”


Lyra cautiously touched the
vapors with a single extended finger. Surprisingly, it felt cool. Encouraged by
the pleasant sensation, she stirred wide circles from her shoulder, her whole
hand submerged. As the gases slipped between her fingers, she called forth her
power. In response, steam rose high, carrying a different fragrance. While she
couldn’t drop her concentration to identify the smell, it imparted a feeling of
comfort. This encouraged her to inhale the scent deeply and pose her question.
She wanted to know why her scrying stone showed her face with a horrified look
this morning. Holding her focus took great strength. She trembled and sweat
beaded along her upper lip.


Abruptly the basin glowed,
and the gases burst into flame. She screamed and tried to jerk her arm free.


From behind she felt hands on
her waist and arm, holding her still. “Remain. You are safe,” the deep,
fatherly voice of the Imperial Dragon reassured.


Then, the central area calmed
back to liquid, and hazy images slid across the surface. She fought to hold her
question, her face dripping with perspiration. The vision cleared into
something like a slow-motion video. Cullen lay collapsed on the ground. An
image of herself kneeled beside him, trying various methods to repair the
damage. After no success, her likeness looked up to the sky, face constricted
with despair.


“No! No!” Lyra screamed into
the augury pool. Her body went limp, and she slumped to the floor, guided by
arms holding her.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Eight: Reading the Stars


 


 


Her eyes still shut, Lyra
smelled roses. Images flitted through her mind: roses decorating the rug and
furnishings in Aunt Jean’s bedroom; the bouquet of Mrs. Kendall’s prize pink
roses on Jean’s dresser to ease her suffering; arrangements surrounding her
casket. At first, the visions comforted, then with the association to Lyra’s
loss, they brought a sense of urgency. She opened her eyes and fought to sit
up. Wisps of perfumed vapor spilled over the edges of the bowl.


Cullen kneeled at her side,
and his arm supported her from falling backward. “Easy. You’re safe. How do you
feel?”


She looked at him and
remembered the forecast of the Lacuna Ales. “Scared stiff. Did you see that
prediction? You were seriously injured. I can’t lose you. I need you.”


He rubbed along her spine. “I
did see, but nothing will separate us. I promise. Don’t worry. Now besides
that, how do you feel? Tired?”


“Drained.” How could he
dismiss what the instrument foretold? The Imperial Dragon remained composed,
modeling calm behavior to keep peace. However, the irises of his eyes, usually
a contented blue, were streaked with yellow, revealing worry.


Cullen nodded and addressed
the leader. “She needs to rest before her evening lesson.”


“Most certainly she does.”
The dragon stepped back to give them space.


“I’ll take her back to my
cabin where it’s quiet and she can get some sleep.”


“Use caution. Quiet can
invite danger.”


“I’ve set numerous
safeguarding spells. A new one last evening after an attack by a cimafa carrying
a cloaked rider.”


The leader’s eyes now shined
a vivid, golden-yellow. A puff of smoke blew out of his nostrils. “Not good!
Did anyone suffer injury?”


“They hit Kenzo hard with
stealth magic that bore no aura color. Lyra and I combined efforts to remove it
from his body—strong dark magic.”


“Any clue who the rider might
have been?”


Lyra sat up straighter. “Only
that his ragged cloak hem moved like tentacles.”


“Ah. That style garment is
favored by many, including several of the Qumeli chieftains and priestesses.
Use great caution going into their tribe tonight.”


“My lesson is with the Qumeli
tribe?” Lyra gasped. “Why?”


“They possess knowledge of
the stars beyond my use.” The leader waved his foreclaw toward the window.
“They are expert at mystical astronomy—a craft that is imperative for a Scribe
to master.”


“Don’t they also use dark
powers?”


“They do, and who better to
help you identify those types, so you can defend yourself? Be assured the
dangers are minimal. They are under my watch, so close my guards are nearly
always overhead. I will call for a squadron of blue dragons to patrol your lake
area, Sire Drake.”


“Much appreciated.” Cullen
rose and held Lyra close as she stood. “Can you walk?”


“Yes. I’m just tired, and
rest will help…if I can relax.”


They exchanged bows with the
golden dragon and walked toward the door. “Sire Drake, may I have one moment
alone with you?” the leader called after them.


Lyra continued out the door
and bowed to the blue guard to make amends for her earlier forgetfulness. She
listened to catch what was said in the closed study.


“…cimafa? In Alliance
territory?” The Imperial Dragon’s tone was higher pitched and more clipped than
normal.


“No aura…black shadow trailed
after,” Cullen said in a whisper, so low she needed to move closer.


The guard cleared his throat
and raised an eyebrow. His noise prevented her from hearing some words.


“Worse than I feared…Does she
understand?” the leader spoke in a raspy, hushed voice.


“…glad she doesn’t. Must
she…with the Qumeli? Like I’ve said before, you and I can…surely… and safer.”


“I insist she learn what…much
depends upon her success.” The leader’s voice rose with an angry tone, then
quieted as the guard scratched his claws across the stone. “…stay by her side.”


Cullen’s boots clapped
against the floor, and the heavy wood door banged open as he stormed through.


Lyra jumped and tripped on
the large, clawed foot of the guard.


Cullen waited for her to
regain her balance. “I know you’re tired, but…” His humor seemed feigned, as if
to hide what bothered him.


Out on the overhanging ledge,
they held each other close in a blue fog cocoon as they transported back to his
cabin.


Cullen prepared a meal for
them of roast chicken, potatoes, and carrots. He put a plate before her.


Lyra managed a bite of
chicken. “I’m not very hungry.” She picked at the vegetables with her fork,
sneaking glances at Cullen. “Why did you argue with the Imperial Dragon? What
is wrong?”


He looked at his plate.
“Don’t worry. Try to eat. You’ve spent much strength and will again at
tonight’s lesson.”


What was he hiding from her?
Lyra shifted in her seat, trying to read whatever she could in his eyes. She
couldn’t see, so she dropped her napkin and bent to retrieve it.


Caught off guard, he looked
up for a few seconds, and she saw fear reflected in his blue eyes.


When she’d half-finished her
meal, she pushed away from the table. Despite her worries, Lyra’s eyelids
drooped from exhaustion. She trudged up the stairs and he followed. After stripping
to her underwear, she climbed into bed and pulled the comforter under her chin.


Cullen lay on top of the
covers and wrapped an arm over her waist. “I read your concerns. Would you like
to talk about them?”


“Don’t you believe the augury
pool?” She laced her fingers between his. “And what is the Imperial Dragon
worried about?”


“You won’t be able to learn
craft if you’re upset. Let us shoulder the burdens.”


“But I need to look out for
you. There’s some danger. Do I really need to study with the Qumeli? Must we go
there?”


He sighed. “Apparently so.
There’s something the Imperial Dragon wishes you to learn from them expressly.
He senses your gift in mystic astronomy. None know that craft better than the
Qumeli.”


She moved her arm over his.
“I don’t want anything to happen to you. I can be strong, but I need you behind
me. You’re my family now.”


He pulled her close to his
side. “I know. And you’re the family I’ve missed for almost two centuries. No
matter what, our bond will always survive. Trust me.” He kissed her forehead.


In the secure warmth of his
arms, she gave way to sleep.


 


***


Lyra woke tangled in the
sheet and drenched in sweat. She lay alone in the bed. Shadows of tree trunks
draped the room and reminded her of dark shapes from her nightmare. She lay
still and listened for the reassuring sounds of Cullen stirring downstairs.
Only twigs scratched against the front window. She pushed the covers aside and
sped along the staircase.


Cullen looked at her over the
top of his book. “I was just going to wake you. We’ll need to leave shortly for
your lesson.”


Needing the comfort of his
touch, she perched on the wide arm of the reading chair and ran her hand inside
his elbow. She peered at his book about fascination. “Why are you studying
that? I thought you were an expert?”


“Well…” he faltered and
closed the cover.


She turned to look at him.
“Does this have something to do with what you and the Imperial Dragon
discussed?”


He stood and replaced the
book in the bookcase. “It’s best you keep a clear head to apply yourself
tonight. If you’re distracted, you won’t be able to summon your aura.”


“I need to know what might
affect us! Why are you being so stubborn?” she spat the words with a shrill
tone.


“You will in time…when you’re
a more skilled fighter.”


Lyra stomped up the stairs. I’m
plenty skilled to give that man a fight. She hurriedly dressed and ran a
brush through the snarls of her long hair. Going back down, she scooped up her
cloak in a straight path onto the porch and looked back in through the open
front door. Without a word, she waited impatiently.


Cullen examined the twilit
sky. “A clear, cold night. Fasten your cloak.” He twirled his staff, and his
vapor rose, but didn’t encircle her. “I know you’re vexed with me, however you
must come closer.”


She stepped toward him and
gave him her back. Her rapid breath puffed out in small, frozen clouds.


As his mist thinned, she
looked over a village of oval tents, reminding her of Indian wigwams. Ribbons
of white smoke lazily wafted out of central holes in the roofs.


The smell of wood fires
reminded her of happy times, celebrating Christmas with her family at Aunt
Jean’s lake cottage. But here the air was still and crisp, the sky cloudless. A
dog howled. The starkness of this place contrasted with her holiday memories.
She shivered. Strange how Christmas was only two days away. She wanted to be
home then, but where should she call home now that her family was gone? With
Cullen, but where? They needed to belong somewhere…a safe place.


Two older female Qumeli tribe
members hobbled past, their backs hunched and faces buried in layers of hoods.


After the women stepped
inside tent flaps, Lyra and Cullen stood alone. The eerie stillness made her
move her hand toward his arm, but then she remembered her anger and quickly
pulled it back to her side. “Where do we go?” she whispered.


“I don’t frequent this
community. Let’s inquire in an active-looking tent.” He headed toward one
larger than the others.


Not in the mood to be led,
Lyra scooted around him and lifted the heavy woolen covering over the entryway.
Inside, what looked to be an extended family group of at least ten people sat
around the fire, eating dinner from wooden bowls. Most were adults of various
ages, and she counted three children.


They all turned and looked at
her.


“Hello. I’m Adalyra, the
Scribe. I’m expected for my lesson. Is this the right place?”


The oldest man acknowledged
her with his eyes, but said nothing. His snowy beard dropped to his waist, and
a beaded leather strap held back his long white hair. He nodded to a
middle-aged man across the fire. No one replied. Did they speak English? The
only Qumeli member she knew was Glisla, their guide into Silva Nocens. Although
odd and not-so-trustworthy, the woman had spoken fluently.


For several uncomfortable
seconds the family members communicated among themselves with knowing looks.
They were dressed in brightly colored woolens and animal hides. Paired horns in
a variety of shapes grew from the heads of the adults and held strings of
gemstone beads. Some horns spiraled close around their ears, and others
extended far past their shoulders. More turns seemed to indicate advanced age.
The younger women used their small ones to fashion hairstyles and draped strands
in elaborate ways around the curves. They glanced at Lyra, then quickly looked
away.


Finally, the middle-aged man
stood and beckoned to Lyra and Cullen. “Stella will teach you the lesson, a
sibyl. Find her tent in the outer circle, facing Steppe of Ora.” He waved his
arm to direct them. “Sibyls must watch far.”


Cullen bowed and Lyra
followed his example, before they backed away from the tent. In the starlight,
they picked their way around boulders and clumps of dry brush until they
reached the fourth and outer concentric circle of the village. Goats in a
nearby herd bleated, but no noises came from within the dwellings.


“For so many tents, this
place is strangely quiet. Those people seemed afraid of us. Why?” Lyra
whispered.


Walking down a lane, she noticed
tent flaps lift and reclose as they passed.


“I don’t know. I’ve only been
here in the company of the Imperial Dragon or Eburscon. Around the alchemist,
the tribes-people talked openly. With the leader, they were extremely polite
and welcoming.”


Then, faint musical notes
from a stringed instrument reached her. “Listen.” She pointed ahead, to a row
of small tents near the edge of the cliff overlooking the great plain.
Heartened by this sign of life, she quickened her pace to discover its source.


The path narrowed to a three
foot walkway next to the drop-off. The door to one tent stood open. An aged
woman sat cross-legged just inside, her eyes closed, fingers spread wide, palms
upturned on her knees. Sandalwood incense wafted out and caught Lyra’s nose as
she glanced at the woman, motionless in meditation.


Suddenly, the sibyl’s eyes
opened, but her body remained still. Without a word, she motioned toward the
neighboring tent.


When Lyra reached the next
door, she lifted the flap. Inside, a plump old woman sat opposite the fire. She
strummed an instrument similar to a mandolin, but with an irregular body and a
fretboard finished with splayed twigs. Her eyes passed over Lyra, and a slight
grin raised her rosy cheeks while she worked to keep her lips tight around a
hand-carved pipe. Ribbons of smoke encircled her, and its rich, woodsy scent
mixed with the musky incense hanging in the air.


The woman’s welcoming
expression invited Lyra to enter and sit on a hooked wool rug.


Cullen followed, but gripped
his staff as it rested across his lap.


The sibyl’s haunting dirge
continued for several minutes. The flickering light cast shadows across her
features. A wide nose stood out against her face, criss-crossed with deep
wrinkles. Her skin appeared olive-colored and weather-beaten. A pair of horns
spiraled high on her head of wiry gray hair. Dangling beads and charms
festooned the bottom of each turn.


When the song ended, she
tilted her instrument away from her thick mid-section. Polished wood of the
mandolin reflected the soft firelight. The woman rearranged herself on a pillow
and leaned back against a wooden trunk, still saying nothing.


“Lovely instrument,” Lyra
offered, to break the silence.


The sibyl nodded and grinned.
“Thank you. I carve. Rests my mind from labors of sky reading.” She dumped the
spent contents of her pipe at the edge of the fire. “My birth name for my craft
is Stella. Be welcomed, Adalyra and Sire Drake.”


“Call me Lyra, please.”


She waved a hand in the
direction of Cullen’s staff. “No concern for safety here.”


He bowed his head, but made
no attempt to move it out of a position for direct use.


Looking to Lyra, Stella
continued, “Tonight, I teach you mystic astronomy, known to Qumeli as sky
reading. This you need to draw on particular stars to boost and shape your
power. I will teach which stars and how to use. When is the day of your birth,
Lyra?”


“March thirtieth.”


“As I expected, a fire sign
for a leader. Stars of Aries are brightest in winter sky. Come, let’s find
them.” She rolled onto her knees and rose from a squat. She crouched to step
through the entry, but once outside her bent spine scarcely allowed her to rise
more than a few inches. To compensate, she craned her neck into an arch. “Easy
to pull energy from evening fire signs in all seasons except fall.” She pointed
up at a star. “There! Your strongest star, Hamal, slightly west. See it in ram
lying down with head facing us?”


Lyra stepped close and
aligned her sight with Stella’s arm. She jumped and let out a gasp. “Oh!”


“You found it!” the sibyl
exclaimed in a rough tone and patted her on the back. “You got a jolt of your
own energy force. A surprise first time.” The old woman snickered.


“How does it feel, Lyra?”
Cullen asked.


She held out a hand to him.
“Feel it for yourself.”


With the first brush of her
fingertips, he flinched. He clasped her hand and smiled, obviously enjoying the
rush of her enhanced magic combining with his. “Amazing! I use this technique
when I’m tired and need to boost my power, but don’t gain compared to this.”


“She has enormous power from
her ancestors, much of that stored in the stars when they died,” Stella
explained. “Ancient dark ways connect with those relations.”


“When I look away, the effect
is still there. Will it diminish with time?” Lyra asked.


“Gradually.” The sibyl
nodded. “Can’t say how long since you gain so much from this, more than usual.
Experience will teach. As winter fades to spring, look for fire sign Leo in
same position as Hamal now. Find very bright star, Regulus, in the walking lion.
Will appear sickle-shaped. Then, in summer, at far south, fiery Sagittarius
archer will ride on Milky Way. Neither as great as your own star, but useful
for sure.”


“How do I use this in the
daytime?”


“Look with knowing eyes and
they will find you. Again, experience will tell. You now have the feeling and
won’t mistake a wrong reading.” Stella turned toward Cullen and pulled his hand
from Lyra’s. “You need to let off touch for next lesson.” The sibyl resumed her
teaching. “Lyra, that last added to your power within. Next, to strengthen your
power-throwing defense. What stars will you choose? Look and decide.”


Lyra took a step away from
them along the footpath and lifted her face to the sky, considering what type
of energy would perform that task. She knew constellations were governed by the
four elements, like the Guardians: fire; water; air; earth. Fire enhanced fire.
What would spread fire, moving it outside of her? “Air! I need stars with air
power.”


“Good.” Stella encouraged.
“Go on. Find the star.”


“Air
constellations...Gemini…Libra…and one other. What is it?”


“Aquarius. Will show a bright
air star near Pegasus in the fall. In spring, Libra. Can you find Castor and
Pollux, stars of Gemini out now?” Stella stepped back, along the side of her
tent, and lit her pipe. “Feel for it, Lyra. Find it.”


The sharp pine smell of her
tobacco tickled Lyra’s nose, held high as she scanned the sky. Then, she felt a
wave pass along her skin.


“Your aura! It’s twice…no,
triple!” Cullen cried.


Lyra looked down at herself.
Rather than her usual outline of golden light when she called upon her power,
at least a foot of glimmering mist extended in wisps all around her. “I’m like
the Unicorn!” She twirled, delighted to see how her aura trailed after her. “I
must have found the Gemini star.”


Suddenly a strong wind caught
hold of Lyra and pushed her toward the edge of the cliff. A shadow fell over
her, pulling on her aura. The darkness pressed upon her.


She struggled to breathe and
couldn’t call out.


It yanked harder on her
extended magic.


“Lyra, hold onto your power!
Concentrate!” Cullen yelled. “Do not look up!”


In the background, Stella
cackled, “Magic enough for a dozen high wizards, but can’t control an ounce of
it.” Her maniacal laugh blended with the whipping wind and roared in Lyra’s
ears.


She clamped her eyes shut.
Focusing deep inside, she found the magic in her heart and willed it into her
mind.


The winds and the strong
power of the shadow sucked the physical and mental energies from her mortal
body. The attacking force attached itself to her aura.


She gritted her teeth. Her
feet lifted off the ground.


“Keep your eyes closed,
Lyra!” Cullen shouted. “Focus! Hold onto your power!”


She scrunched her eyes tight,
and pushed more deep energy into her mind. Finally, with that surge of raw
power where she could use it, she yanked her aura back toward her. Without
training or experience, she operated on instinct and felt from within how to
wrestle the dark force for what was hers. After a good initial attempt, she
used the bit of returned aura to fuel another try. Lyra took a deep breath and
jerked on the external trail of her aura.


Abruptly, the evil shadow
relented. The noises ceased. Her aura snapped whole back inside her. Startled,
she opened her eyes and scanned around her. She hung in mid-air over the edge
of the cliff.


Directly above hovered a
cimafa, draped in dense shadow. The weight of its darkness threatened to
collapse her lungs. The outline of its wings, the red of its eyes, and its
cloaked rider were barely discernible from the umbra around them.


Weak from the fight, her
muscles sagged limp.


Those fiery eyes caught and
held her gaze.


“Lyra, look away!” Cullen
screamed.


The dragon’s energy hit her
without warning, invisible with no aura. It flung her body down the side of the
cliff, then sailed away with a shrill screech.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Nine: Throwing Powerballs


 


 


The rock wall blurred as Lyra
dropped. Wind rushed down her windpipe and into her lungs with such force she
couldn’t scream. She forced her eyes closed. After gathering her will, she
summoned her inner fire. Panic blocked access to power from her heart. In
desperation, she put what she could command to use, willing herself upward.
With clenched fists and gritted teeth, she concentrated.


After a few seconds, the air
no longer stung the skin of her face. She flashed her eyes open, only long
enough to see distinct shapes of stones as she dropped—slower, but still
dangerously fast. She didn’t waste time looking down to determine how soon
she’d impact ground.


She concentrated again to
draw on deep power. She searched inside where she remembered feeling the warmth
before. Not there. Where was it? Twice she sensed a tingle within and mentally
followed it, only to find it vanished. Panic escalated. Wind bit her face.
She’d lost hold on her primary power. A trace of it passed through her mind and
she commanded it to act. Her body spun out-of-control like a wobbling top,
jolting her to look down. The ground still lay far below. While distracted, she
hit a branch jutting from the stone wall. Intense pain shot through her elbow.
Clamping it to her side, she fought to ignore the sharp ache and looked at the
sky.


Hamal shined and flooded Lyra
with a new strength. Again, she slowed her descent.


Then, blue light surrounded
her. It broke her fall and floated down like a large bubble. A mass of blue
mist sailed past her.


The loud flap of dragon wings
snapped her attention upward. Her heart raced as she strained to make out the
color against the dark sky. Blue! She exhaled with relief as the huge sentry
hovered close.


Her bubble continued easing
nearer the ground. In the middle of the receding vapor, Cullen stood with feet
planted wide apart, commanding his staff. He directed her landing and
dissipated his sphere.


Lyra took a step toward him.
The pain in her arm caused her to waver.


After a long stride, he
caught her in his arms and lowered her to a seated position.


She flinched and jerked her
head upward. “Are we safe?”


“Yes, with that blue above us
we are. They must have planned that attack between regular patrol passes.” He
circled an open palm to the Imperial Guard.


The blue assumed a circular
flight pattern, guarding the sky overhead.


Lyra relaxed against Cullen’s
shoulder.


“You’re drained. Lean against
me while I mend your wound, so you can travel comfortably.” He pulled her cloak
back from her injured arm, and a blue light from his finger tore the remaining
sleeve away.


Bloody skin hung loose at her
elbow and exposed bones jutting at odd angles. She winced. A wave of nausea
swept over her.


Cullen’s palm glowed blue and
he ran it lightly over her arm. With his first pass, she cried out, and the
fingers of her other arm clawed at the frozen soil. “The most difficult—realigning
the bones. I promise it will get easier.”


After his treatment, her
muscles still twitched, but the pain was reduced.


“Time to get away from here.”
After a hand signal to the dragon, he lifted his staff. With a twirl, sapphire
light spun around them as they huddled on the ground.


The weightless sensation
soothed Lyra’s frazzled nerves.


The fog dropped, and before
them the dark silhouette of a dragon sat on the lake shore.


Lyra shuddered and withdrew,
until she noticed a few scales shimmer bright cobalt.


The familiar sound of dragon
wings pushed against the air over the tree tops. Two more blues.


Although questions spun
through her mind, she was too exhausted to talk. Without a word or glance at
Cullen, she paused only to nod to Kenzo on the porch before she plodded inside
and up the stairs. Dull soreness made the injured arm a heavy burden. She felt
tiredness unlike any before, as though the nerves inside her brain and spine
ached. It required real effort to move her feet up the steps. In the bedroom,
she fell backward onto the bed without even taking off her cloak.


Cullen followed close. With a
turn of his staff, a fire lit in the fireplace, and her clothing disappeared,
except for her undergarments.


Lyra managed a weak smile.
“So, you can get me naked anytime you want?”


“True, but what pleasure
would that bring? I prefer to tease you.” A sly grin spread across his face,
lifting the corners of his goatee the same handsome way as when she met him in
his bookstore.


She watched him intently as
he moved over her, applying his healing touch. Although her mind and body were
spent, she soaked up comfort in his presence. With this single focus, she felt
a new connection. A warm sensation spread over her heart. She let out a gasp.
“Do you feel that or am I crazy?”


He chuckled, continuing to
trace her injuries. “I do. Our inner fires connected.”


“Like with the lovers’
jadestones?”


“No. Those paired stones
unite our power. This unites our love. A very different thing.”


The strange, gentle warmth
spread throughout her ribcage, and she ran a hand over her chest, trying to
understand what it was. “What is this?” She struggled to lift her head.


“Our souls unite deep in each
other’s hearts. I’ve heard tales told by the Meadow sorceresses about this,
when they were trying to convince me how nice the bond of love would feel.”


She raised her eyebrows.
“They needed to convince you?”


“I gave up on love after I
found your copy of the Book of Dragonspeir in a bazaar. I thought that
meant our bond was broken, and I’d never find you when you matured into a
woman. Duty to the Alliance became my life.”


“I can see how they’d worry
about you then.” She rested her hand on his thigh. “So this feeling inside,
this warmth…you’ve never felt it before?”


“No, I have.” He moved down
to the end of the bed, took one of her feet into his hands, and massaged it
deeply.


She pulled her foot from his
hold. “With who?” As soon as the words left her mouth, she was embarrassed. If
she hadn’t been so tired, that never would have slipped out. How could she
expect to have been his only love? He was 185 years older than her. She tucked
her feet to one side and hugged her injured arm. She dreaded his response about
ladies much prettier or more skilled in sorcery, but she had been foolish
enough to ask.


Cullen’s head hung down. “I’m
sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you. I forget you can’t read my thoughts like I
can yours. There was only you, when you were a girl. Late one night…you were in
the hospital. I touched your forehead, intending to take some of your pain
away. I felt a twinge of this heat in my heart.”


“Why haven’t I felt it until
just now?”


“Probably because your magic
has grown stronger and so has our love.”


Lyra struggled to sit up and
wrap her arms around his shoulders.


He eased her onto the pillows
and helped her under the covers before removing his clothes. Under the feathery
duvet, he held her tight.


Lyra lay quiet, observing the
unusual warmth inch beyond her chest. When it passed into her limbs, she
murmured, “Ahh.”


He stroked her hair. “Yes, I
hear your thoughts—like when we transport.”


She drifted along, fascinated
by the ebb and flow of the heat, until dreams and reality blended.


 


***


A voice called out, “Hey,
Master! Rise and shine. I’m ready to be Lyra’s study partner today.”


Kenzo’s silver-striped wings
flapped at the transom window. Lyra nudged Cullen’s back and whispered.
“Kenzo’s teaching today’s lesson?”


“What?” He looked over his
shoulder at her, eyes still half-closed. “Kenzo? Why do you think…” The flutter
of wings against the window caught his attention. “Oh, I see. No, he’s
assisting my lesson. I’ll teach you defensive craft today.”


“I sure do need that. I had a
hard time last night.”


Cullen raised an eyebrow. “A
hard time? More like a near fatal encounter.”


“I beg your pardon. I was
doing just fine once I found my Hamal star and boosted my power. I could have
slowed my fall enough for a safe landing if you hadn’t butted in.” She poked
his ribs.


“Ouch!” He rubbed his side.
“It was an impressive save to be able to concentrate with such an injury.” He
rolled to face her. “What I meant was your battle with the cimafa and rider.
That beast nearly stole your aura, your entire power, your soul.”


“It could?” She shuddered. “I
had no idea an aura could be stolen. Why would someone want my aura?”


“Only cimafa can. The magic
of a Scribe is unique and powerful in unusual ways. I didn’t think it was
possible, but apparently someone believes that they can assume and control your
aura. I was powerless, watching you fight. I have no skill to defeat cimafa. I
don’t know if anyone can, although there are rumors. Riders must willingly give
a portion of their auras to be able to command them. In the worst association,
the rider gains some of the aura the cimafa harvests—a wicked exchange.”


“Like a druggie getting a
fix?”


He nodded. “Exactly.”


“Is this about the cimafa
what you and the Imperial Dragon kept from me?”


“It was an awful chance going
into the Qumeli territory. I was opposed, but he felt certain they would teach
you valuable skills usually keep secret. That sibyl had prearranged a deal with
the cimafa rider. Those creatures are deadly. All in Dragonspeir fear them
since they are not truly under either leadership.”


“What are the rumors?”


He hesitated.


“Tell me!” She glared at him
as she sprang out of bed. “I need to know everything in order to protect
myself.”


“Unfortunately, you do. That
one managed to slip past both me and the blue guards, who have been on high
alert for cimafa.” He got up and conjured wool pants and tunic. “Some of the
lesser wizards you met at the festival claim Tarom has the ability to fight
those stealth dragons.”


“What do you think? Can he?”


“He might. Let me explain
while we prepare for the day and get some breakfast. I need to heal your arm
more. Should I conjure you some clothes?” He raised a hand, and Lyra batted it
down.


“I’m quite capable.” With a
strong voice, she stated the incantation to produce jeans, a sweater, and
fleece-lined boots. Clothing in hand, she headed for the stairs. “Come tell me
in the bathroom while I shower. My practice partner is waiting,” she teased.


Following behind, he said,
“More than a century ago, Tarom was Eburscon’s apprentice in the Alliance.”


“Then why is he part of the
Dark Realm now?” she asked as she ran water in the claw-footed tub.


“Tarom is incredibly
intelligent. He devoured the alchemy lessons and within a couple years posed a
threat to Eburscon.” Cullen located towels as he talked. “From the start,
theirs was a stormy association.”


As Lyra stepped into the tub
and drew the shower curtain closed, she asked, “Who could get along with
Eburscon?”


“A follower. Tarom is clearly
not that, but rather a fierce, quick-witted leader. The antagonism eventually
led to a showdown of skills. I came upon the battle in time to separate them.
They were intent on fighting to the death. Each still bears injury from that
day. That ended Tarom’s apprenticeship. He left and never went back.”


“To work for the Black Dragon?”
she called out over the noise of the spray.


“No. He disappeared for a few
decades. A couple times, he sent word asking me to visit where he’d established
his own laboratory in remote northern Dragonspeir. Somehow, he trained a flock
of ice drakes to help him—horrid beasts. Last I heard, while Symar traveled
with his duties, he discovered Tarom. Although I don’t know what transpired,
shortly after, Tarom became the Dark Alchemist. I’ve not had much communication
with him since.”


These new connections intrigued
Lyra. She poked her head out while sudsing her hair. “Why did he call you to
visit him? Are you friends?”


“We were close, working
together on special tasks for the Alliance.” He glanced up before he continued
shaving. “He and I met while apprenticing. Fascination is one of his natural
talents. We each possess some basic inclinations. He taught all the classes on
that topic, which I took. When I quickly mastered the material, he became fond
of me and struck a deal. He asked to be my practice partner for defensive craft
since he didn’t have time to take advanced sorcery along with his alchemy
studies. In exchange, he developed a higher level course on fascination with me
as his only pupil.”


“So that’s why he referred to
past duels with you when the two of you fought in the Black Dragon’s lair last
summer? He seemed to enjoy the challenge.”


“Exactly. It used to be a
game for us. We were fierce competitors, but always got on like brothers,
trying to best each other.”


“Which one is better?” she
called out, probably too loudly since her head was under the shower stream.


“I don’t know how we would
match up now, but back then, I was considerably better in defensive wizardry.
We were rivals in fascination skills, but I could’t match him with alchemy.”


Lyra shut the water off and
stepped out of the tub. “Sounds pretty equal.”


“Hard to say…we’ve each had
plenty of time to learn more since then.”


As Lyra dried herself, she
wondered if having a lesson with Tarom might be good.


“Not going to happen; too
dangerous. Stop thinking about that,” Cullen quipped as he took his turn in the
shower.


“If I wanted to discuss that,
I would have said it aloud.” Lyra snapped her towel on his bare ass.


He jumped. “I can’t know when
reading your mind is something you want or when you’ll be upset.”


“Seems like a simple task for
an Imperial Sorcerer.” She laughed as she combed tangles from her wet hair.


 


***


In the middle of the forest
glade, Cullen opened his clenched fist to expose a pale blue ball of light the
size of a golf ball. He intended to keep the power slight, in both quality and
quantity, until Lyra learned some control. “Call upon your inner mind fire.”


She screwed up her face into
what looked like a painful expression and in short time, her whole hand glowed
with bright, golden light. Fragments slipped from between her fingers, and he
feared what might happen.


“Kenzo—on the ready!” Cullen
cried as he lowered his staff and fired the moment her powerball burst from her
opening hand.


His assistant sailed up into
high branches, well out of the path.


Cullen’s vivid blue beam
surrounded and extinguished her large, loose mass.


“Whoohoohoo! What a first
attempt!” Kenzo called as he glided to the ground.


“What happened?” Lyra asked.


Cullen read her emotions,
trying to judge how personally she might take his constructive criticism. She
clearly wanted to learn and fast. However, it seemed strange she didn’t want
much help from him, the one person assigned to keep her safe. Understanding her
defied his magic and his logic—left him guessing like a mere mortal. “You
brought forth a huge amount of power, which was incredible…but without proper
management. We need some practice.”


“You mean no control,
Master!” the owl chortled. “She’s got firepower for a dozen mages, but it’s
running amuck.”


Lyra looked from one to the
other. “Okay, stop standing around looking shocked and show me how to hang onto
it.”


“You must save a portion of
power, and wrap it around the raw force before you push it out to your hand.
Visualize what you intend to create first. With practice it will appear as such
in physical form. Let me demonstrate.” He initiated a loose mass, then paused.
“I have a better idea. Hold my other hand.” He held out his left hand to her.


“Can’t wait to see this
trick.” Kenzo extended his neck.


Cullen laughed. “I can see
you trust me since you’ve tucked in your wings.”


“Don’t forget, I have
remarkable reflexes.”


“Better than any I know.”
Cullen nodded with a smile and drew a small portion of the energy surging
between him and Lyra into his mind. “There, I’ve placed a controlling layer
around the mass. Do you feel it?”


“Yes, I think. Can you take
it away, and put it back around again, so I can sense the difference better?”


“I can. There it is without
the shield and now, with it in place again.”


She grabbed his hand tighter.
“Yes. I felt how you covered it with our auras.”


“All right. Good. You do the
same and I’ll monitor.”


Lyra partitioned off a huge
unit, and he felt her slide another layer on top. He gasped at the amount she
was able to manipulate in her mind. Then, he panicked. “Hold it there. Don’t
extend it outward. That’s too much. Release it back inside to the heat source.”
He held his breath. His other hand readied his staff.


She followed his direction
and discharged it safely. “How was that? It seemed good to me. I could feel the
steps.”


“Good process, but too large.
Let’s try this. I’ll do those same steps and add a third, serving it to my
hand.” Soon, he created a small sphere of golden blue in his palm. The
intensity of the light pulsated, holding more power than even he intended.
Their combined energy pushed hard against his skilled control. “Bring your free
hand next to mine with your palm open.”


She did as directed, and he
continued, “Now, I’m going to allow it to roll into your hand. Let it rest
gently and observe what it feels like.”


“Can I touch it?” Kenzo piped
up.


“Sorry, my dear friend, this
only works between us, through the bond of lovers’ jadestones.”


“Hmpf. I love Lady Lyra. That
should count.”


Lyra laughed, causing her
hand to jiggle. The orb bounced and nearly rolled off her hand.


Terrified of a powerball
exploding at their feet, Cullen quickly reclaimed it and vanquished it back
within his mind. “Your turn to make one. Keep it smaller than you intend.” He
observed, somewhat dubious about the lumpy, softball-sized magic she brought to
her hand.


“Next, how to throw a
powerball.”


“I threw a small bolt of your
power when we fought those half-dragon demons last summer, so I remember a
little of the process,” Lyra said.


“Yes, it will feel similar.
Keep yours at rest while I demonstrate.” He rested his staff against his chest
and reformed a glowing sphere. “Fix your mind on the intended destination.
Then, gather another portion of energy from inside you, and send it directly
behind that in your hand. I’ll go first. Hold my hand, so you can feel my
mid-range effort.” The ball shot out and broke a dead branch from a tree about
eighty yards away. He nodded to Lyra and took hold of his staff, poised to
fire.


The tiger owl prepared for
flight, wings loosened.


Again, a grimace disfigured
her face. She fired. The orb zipped like a laser, misaimed at a sharp downward
angle.


Cullen fired the sapphire
staff, but not fast enough.


A cry pierced the forest.
Kenzo awkwardly rolled onto one side, his right wing outstretched and limp, the
end feathers singed.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Ten: Summoning Inner Fire


 


 


Cullen rushed to his
assistant’s side, but Lyra beat him there.


She placed her hands lightly
onto the wound.


Cullen bit his lip. “Allow
me. I can ease his pain faster.” He pushed one of her hands away.


“Stop,” Lyra said with a
sharp tone. “I’m almost done. It was my error, my responsibility.”


Kenzo lifted his head and
clapped his beak. “I love all the attention, but don’t quarrel. She’s not as
fast as an expert, but the wound was slight. Just a singe really.”


“How did this happen?” Cullen
asked. “You’ve never been hit before in countless skirmishes.”


“That was more a bolt than a
ball. I didn’t expect she could fire so fast yet. Wasn’t fully on guard.”


Lyra sat back. “How does that
feel?”


The owl fluttered the tips of
the affected feathers. “Fully functioning.”


“I’m so sorry.” She turned to
Cullen. “I don’t know what happened. It felt to me like what you did.”


“You have a lot of energy
under pressure. Tomorrow’s lesson with the Phoenix should be of benefit—how to
manage inner fire. She’s an expert on that topic.”


Lyra nodded. “And there’s
something I want to study from the Imperial Dragon’s reading list that might
help.”


Cullen hoped the Guardian
could solve this dilemma. It worried him. Although powerful as a high order
mage and able to survive great physical injury, Lyra lack of experience left
her still mortal. She needed to be able to defend herself if he wasn’t there.


Their love still baffled his
use of magic to anticipate danger. He cursed how that rider guided his cimafa
right over her without his knowledge.


 


***


Her eyes fluttered open to
see the familiar surroundings of the cabin bedroom with Cullen asleep beside
her. Last she remembered she was reading. How did she get there? Under the
covers, she wore a black lace nightgown. Best not ask. Instead, she ran her
fingers through strands of his soft brown hair, content to have a man care for
her. She wondered if Cullen could accept her growing independence. Her intent
was not to challenge or compete with him.


Cullen’s eyes opened.
“Morning,” he said with a grin. “You certainly devoured that book on basic
fascination. You fell asleep with it late. I carried you upstairs.”


“You carried me? No magic?”
She rubbed her bare leg against his.


The corners of his mouth drew
up into a devilish expression. “Touching you is always more desirable.”


She ran her hand over his
chest and kissed his ear.


He caressed her hip and slid
a hand over her butt. “We don’t have time. You have an early lesson with the
Phoenix.”


Between licking his ear, Lyra
murmured, “You know tonight’s Christmas Eve.”


“Do you want to do something
to celebrate?”


“I want to spend the night in
Jean’s cottage and take Noba and Kenzo along. Yasqu too, if he’s allowed.”


“He’s grown too large, and
I’m sure Eburscon wouldn’t allow it. But, the others can travel. What do you
have in mind?”


“Nothing much—listening to
Christmas music and unwrapping presents in the morning. I just want to be home
at Christmas. Home is with you, but also close to Aunt Jean.”


Cullen raised an eyebrow.
“Presents? What should I get for you and them?”


She gave him a wink and got
out of bed. “I’m sure you’ll think of something. I’ll give Yasqu his later.”


He gave a frustrated grunt
and flopped the covers off.


Downstairs, Lyra prepared a
dish of grain and invited Kenzo inside. “Guess what? You’re coming to visit my
cottage for Christmas.”


“Christmas? What do you do at
Christmas?” He pecked at some grain, and his big pointed ears pricked up so
high, the earring in the left one tinkled. His head whipped around a full 180
degrees. “At your cottage? In the human world?”


“Yes. That’s right.”


“Do we leave soon?” He
attempted to turn his neck forward and, at the same time, move his body toward
her. Somehow, he got stuck in the process and choked a bit before he unwound.


Lyra laughed. “After my
lesson.”


“Hootie-hoot-hoo!” He hopped
around the tiny kitchen, running Cullen down as he emerged from the bathroom.
“I get to go to the human world!”


“I know. We’ll be staying
overnight, and Noba will be joining us.”


Lyra made a quick trip
upstairs and fastened her cloak with the brooch.


On her way back down, she
overheard the two of them whispering. Kenzo squeaked, “What kind of gift? What
does she like?”


She tip-toed and strained to
hear Cullen’s response, but his voice was muffled. She shook her head and
smiled.


When she entered the kitchen,
he immediately straightened from a crouch beside his owl.


She eyed one, then the other,
but neither gave away any clues.


“His feathers seem completely
healed. You did fine work,” Cullen stated as he waved a hand toward the hallway
leading to the front door. “Shall we go?”


Outside, beyond the porch,
Lyra stepped close to Cullen for transport.


Kenzo perched on a railing.


“Aren’t you coming?” she
called.


“No, I need to find Noba and
tell him about our trip. Have fun at your lesson. Meet you at Cranewort’s
Crossroads.” In the next instant, he spread his silver-striped wings wide and
sailed through the trees.


 


***


In the Meadow, the Lady of
Peace waited for them, feeding a central bonfire with flames from her long,
golden tail feathers. When each of her sparks hit, the entire blaze crackled
and rose higher. Her wings shimmered with a vivid cobalt blue and her head, a
rich periwinkle.


“My Lady may we enter your
Meadow?” Cullen called out a formal greeting.


“Yes, Sire Drake and Scribe
Lyra, please join me.”


Lyra picked her way past
brown heads of wildflowers, glistening with ice decorations from the Solstice
Festival. They tinkled together like miniature wind chimes in every breeze.
Large, red berries, like giant holly fruits, hung from garlands strung on tree
branches around the perimeter of the clearing. The berries joined the
wildflower music with a deeper ring, like choral hand bells.


Low, formal bows were
exchanged.


“Lyra, it brings me great
pleasure to welcome you back to my Meadow. The theme of today’s lesson is
calling forth and utilizing your inner fire. So I may determine where to
commence, please inform me of your progress during Sire Drake’s teachings.”


“I’m afraid I didn’t do very
well,” Lyra said. “I wasn’t able to control my throws.”


“I see,” remarked the
Phoenix. “Sire Drake, would you describe the shape and composition of her
spheres?”


“Large, misshapen, and
loose—they allow tremendous quantities of power to surge out.”


Lyra looked at the ground and
fidgeted.


Cullen cleared his throat.
“Lady, it seems Lyra has difficulty using her power outside of her body. Not
only in the send-off of a powerball, but also during a fight with a cimafa. The
beast pulled much of her aura out of her and nearly won its capture.”


The Phoenix thrashed her
wings. “A cimafa! Oh my. Dreadful beasts.”


Lyra trembled, unable to
respond.


Abruptly, the Lady sailed
directly through the flames.


Lyra gasped.


Once on the opposite side,
the Guardian proclaimed, “I know how to proceed. Let us begin. First, Lyra,
will you please raise a powerball for me—small to medium form.”


Lyra squinted her eyes and
then relaxed her face, trying to at least appear calm. Her process was so slow
that perspiration beaded on her forehead. Flustered, she settled for whatever
she could gather and layered a wrapper of aura around it. After letting the
ball seep into her closed fist, Lyra took a breath and watched intently as she
spread her fingers back to reveal the form in her palm.


An irregular, way-too-large
mass, the size of a softball or greater, pulsed wildly, like it might explode
at any moment. She held it out to the Guardian, embarrassed by her effort.


“Hold it still.” The Phoenix
flew overhead, took the orb into her feet, sailed again through the bonfire,
and dropped Lyra’s powerball. The flames jumped in random gold and blue sparks.
“My fire tells me much. Your power is so great within you, pushing to release,
it confuses your attempt to select and fabricate a useful tool. That, indeed,
would manifest as Sire Drake detailed.”


“I have one method that may
be of aid. Please step very near my fire and pass your hands through the
flames.”


Lyra stared at her. “You want
me to burn my hands?”


Cullen nodded. “You’ll be all
right.”


She gave up the notion of
pretending to be calm. With face scrunched tight, eyes closed, breath
suspended, she held out both hands and waved them fast through the flames. Loud
crackling noises caused her to open her eyes.


The Phoenix hovered above the
bonfire, her tail feathers occasionally dropping sparks. “Perfect. Hold them
there until you feel my flame.”


Lyra’s skin glowed bright
blue, her bones a darker hue. She screamed at the sight of her bones, but
strong magic of the Lady prevented her from backing away. She felt the Phoenix
flame move inside her. “It’s there. I feel it.’


“Now listen carefully, Lyra.”
The voice of the Phoenix was smooth and steady. “I’ve now separated my flame
into particles. Find and reassemble them, then bring them forth into your palm.
Take your time. Accuracy is more important than speed.”


Lyra mentally chased the
portions around, gathering them into a single mass. Many escaped while she
sought others, but she persevered. When nearly all were collected, she was
satisfied and sent the group out to one hand. She opened her eyes.


“Well done! A small, tight
aggregation. This is how you must assemble your own powerballs. Sire Drake,
please step in and offer assist. Lyra, you may now remove your hands from the
fire.”


Lyra felt weak, but declined
Cullen’s help. “Am I to try my own now?”


The Phoenix flew away from
the fire. “Even if you are weak, practice after that lesson will help reinforce
the new skills.”


Lyra followed the steps she
just learned. Again, she formed a grossly oversized lump, which undulated and
pulsated like it would explode at any time. No better than before. She sighed
and hung her head.


The Lady flew beside her.
“You have more power than your skill can manage. During the lesson, your
process was visible and correct. Perfect, in fact. You must practice daily to
become accustomed to your unique power. It differs from that of a mage, a high
order wizard, or a Guardian—it is the inheritance of a master Scribe. Once
adept, you will be indomitable. However, until then, you are extremely vulnerable
since you are still mortal. Use caution at all times, Adalyra. Danger will seek
you in this fragile state.”


Hearing the truth, Lyra
trembled. “Couldn’t I use a wand or staff or ring like Cullen and Mimio? Last
summer I fired our combined power through his staff at attackers, and my aim
was accurate. Please?” she begged the Phoenix.


“I’m afraid not. You have not
gained enough skill or paid enough service to the Alliance to be awarded that
honor. Those who carry such tools served for at least a decade prior to being
decorated or made huge sacrifices. I wish I could make exception, but cannot.”


Lyra ran a hand through her
hair. She desperately needed to be better able to defend herself. Waiting a
decade…her goals would be lost, or more likely she’d be killed. Her
determination crashed against a wall of disappointment. She choked out a thank
you to the Phoenix and headed for the path leading toward the Crossroads. All
she wanted was to be close to Jean’s memories, in her cottage where she could
still feel her love.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Eleven: Gifts of Christmas


 


 


At the Crossroads, a scene
brought a slight smile to Lyra’s face.


Kenzo and Noba waited
impatiently, torturing poor old Cranewort as they flew in and out of his branches.
He managed to catch the tiny pseudodragon in the crook of one gnarled limb, but
the owl proved too swift. The old tree gave up with a burst of laughter when he
noticed Lyra and Cullen approaching. “Adalyra, my child. I hear you’re taking
these two rapscallions back with you into the human world—brave.”


She nodded and quietly
accepted Noba from the branch, keeping her hands away from his sharp spines and
the poisonous barb on his tail.


Once freed, he hopped to his
master for safety.


Cullen talked with his
familiar and assistant, most likely to pass time until she was ready.


Lyra took hold of the craggy
branch and wrapped her arms around it. She’d played many happy games with
Cranewort as a girl. Remembering those times, his touch comforted her. She
rested her cheek against his rough bark, enjoying the tickling sensation as he
softened it for her.


“What’s troubling you, little
one?” He twined twigs around her back in a gentle embrace.


“I can’t make a decent
powerball. The Phoenix said my inherited power is so great it confuses my
efforts. I wanted a staff or ring to make it easier…but that won’t happen. I’m
defenseless and I need to—”


“Shh. Have patience with
yourself. Don’t give up the path that is in your heart.”


His words were reassuring,
but her spirit still ached. Her resolve was broken…it was time to go home. She
didn’t feel like being a hostess for holiday celebrations like she planned. She
pulled away. “Thanks, Cranewort.”


Grateful for his
thoughtfulness, she hurried to the group. “Ready?”


“Not quite,” Cullen said with
a slight smile. He twirled his staff and two packs appeared on his arm, one
tightly closed and the other brimming with her books. “You might want these.”


“Maybe later, not now.” She
couldn’t make her voice sound positive and cheery.


He motioned the three closer
around him and conjured a wide blue cloud. Kenzo perched on Cullen’s leather
wristlet while Noba jumped around their legs.


The Gatekeeper waved them off
with a large, swaying branch.


They transported to the threshold
of the portal. Lyra stepped into the bookstore with Noba hopping at her heels.


Cullen took more time to ease
Kenzo across.


When the tip of one wing
passed, the bird flinched, wings beating wildly. “What is that?” he cried.


“Just a tingling feeling as
we move from one world to another. You’ll be fine. Settle yourself,” Cullen
said and stepped fully through. His wool trousers, tunic, and cloak transformed
into jeans, sweater, and parka.


The tiger owl shook from head
to toe like a wet dog.


Despite her downcast mood,
after seeing his reaction, a smile burst over Lyra’s face. She walked into the
bookstore’s showroom, eager to see the world outside. Dusk allowed the large,
fluffy snowflakes to catch the light of streetlamps. The snow blanketed the
sidewalks with a fresh coating, although the road remained clear thanks to a
layer of salt. She opened the door, stepped outside, and looked up, letting the
flakes kiss her face.


Cullen appeared at the
doorway, carrying a towel-draped bundle she knew was Noba.


Kenzo clung to his wristlet,
head turning in every direction, using his full 360-degree range. Although
abnormally large, he did resemble a typical horned owl unless studied
carefully, so he didn’t need a covering.


She took Noba from Cullen to
lighten his load, and they walked toward his car. Inside the vehicle, the
pseudodragon quickly settled onto his usual spot on Lyra’s lap. Kenzo required
more help.


“Retract your claws and perch
on the back of the seat,” Cullen suggested to him.


When they turned onto Walnut
Street, Mrs. Kendall’s house sparkled with Christmas lights over the front
bushes, and a tree stood in the front window. Two cars were parked in her drive
and shadows of people moved inside. Lyra smiled, glad her elderly neighbor had
company at the holiday. As a widow, she spent too many days alone.


Once parked in the cottage
garage, Lyra turned to Cullen. “Can you get them inside and occupied for a
little while? There’s something I need to do.”


He raised his brow and
nodded.


She wasted no time and headed
into the backyard. Four inches of fresh snow covered the grass. Lyra kneeled on
the lawn beside the flower bed. She lay on her back in the soft, white blanket.
Tears welled into her eyes as she stretched out her arms and legs. Moving them
back and forth to make a snow angel, moisture streamed out the sides of her
eyes.


She lay motionless, sobbing
and remembering the last time she and Aunt Jean made snow angels. Her
disappointment from today, along with anger, grief, and sadness, flowed out
with those tears. The wet snowflakes fell heavy and hard, wetting her face and
hair. Together with her tears, they washed her face clean of stress. Finally
lifted from those burdens, she stood and looked at her angel, satisfied. Within
her mind, she heard Jean say, Keep a clear head, but follow your heart.


A soft, yellow glow of
interior lights streamed across the yard. Inside, Cullen walked around a bare
pine tree in the family room, obviously a surprise to please her. She rested a
hand over her heart, where she felt a glimmer of the magical warmth of their
love.


Finding the door to the
enclosed back porch locked, she tapped to get his attention.


He held the door open. “Come
in. You must be cold, although I know you’re happier. I hear you thinking about
a snow angel. Not really sure what that is.”


She stomped snow off her
boots on the mat. “I do feel much better. Jean and I made snow angels at
Christmas—our tradition. It felt good…like her.”


“I know you’re disappointed.
There will be a way to do what you intend. It’s hard now; you’re still a guest
in Dragonspeir, only permitted to come and go in accordance with your lessons.
The important thing is that we’re together for now.”


She unzipped her down jacket
and hung it on a hook. “I love this house, but you can’t really live in this
world. What will it take for me to be able to live in Dragonspeir?”


“A resident is either born
into that land, or like me, must show ability and dedication to serve after an
extended time.”


She wrung her hands, head
down. “Another ten year waiting period, I imagine?”


“Usually, or longer, unless
someone in the High Council grants you an apprenticeship. That was what I did.
I met you while I studied under the former Imperial Sorcerer.”


She looked up at him as she
sat on a wicker lounge and pulled off her boots. “Can I be your apprentice?”


“I would have already
appointed you if that was possible. The fact you’re placed under my care
prevents me from accepting you, or any, as an apprentice.”


“That makes no sense. If
you’re assigned to me, you can teach me at the same time.”


“Rules of the High Council,
formed centuries ago.”


“Is there anyone else who
might take me on? Except Eburscon of course.”


“Yes. That would end badly.
Which leaves Oasth, the firedrake warlord—you aren’t a candidate for warlord.
And the Imperial Dragon himself.”


“Would he?” Lyra asked
eagerly.


He leaned against the door
frame to the family room. “I already broached the topic with him after your
lesson. I couldn’t persuade him. He claimed he had no time, which is likely
true since he must run the Alliance. I beseeched him to make time because I
wanted you with me.”


“We’ll continue to find ways,
day by day.” The snow angel reminded her what was important, following her
heart. She stepped close to him and placed her arms around his broad shoulders.


“I know we will.” He pulled
her close and pressed his lips hard onto hers. They were so warm compared to
her chilled skin. His hand worked the zipper of her soaked jeans. While his
tongue flicked inside her mouth, the pants dropped in a soggy lump at her
ankles. His hands cupped her butt, and she pressed close into him.


She stepped out of her wet
socks and jeans. Hearing Christmas cartoons showing in the family room, she
quickly grabbed a couch throw and wrapped it like a sarong around her hips.


Cullen led her by the hand to
where Noba and Kenzo were mesmerized the television.


“Thank you for the tree.”
Lyra squeezed Cullen’s hand. “That’s so nice of you. I think I know where the
decorations are.”


He smiled. “We can do that
tomorrow morning. Kenzo and Noba are content with the shows now. I already fed
them and conjured sandwiches for you, if you’re hungry.”


“Thanks, but I don’t feel
like eating.” She walked around the tree. “What are those? There are presents
already under the tree!” She exclaimed with a smile. “I didn’t have a tree last
Christmas. No Christmas at all. My parents passed away, and my ex left me, all
just before the holidays. I was in too much shock to travel here.” She
stretched to ease the stiffness in her shoulders from today’s lesson. “I’m glad
to be home with you.”


“Time for bed. I’m certain
the Phoenix wore you out. I was spent watching.”


“Will they sleep here?” Lyra
nodded toward his helpers.


“Eventually, when they can’t
keep their eyes open any longer,” he said with a chuckle.


Again, he took hold of her
hand, and they walked up the stairs to her bedroom.


Cullen applied more healing
to her arm and massaged her sore shoulders. His touch intensified the
intoxicating sensation of warmth around her heart. He slid his hands down to
caress her breasts.


She let out a soft moan as he
pulled gently on her nipples. “This is different…and wonderful,” she murmured.
The new sensation at her heart oozed over her whole body, slow and smooth like
the flow of honey.


“It is.” His mouth circled
every curve until she cooed.


With that bond fusing them as
one, they rolled together, entwined with limbs and tongues, not allowing any
space to interrupt the euphoria of the magic.


She clung to his body, wildly
stroking and kissing all of him she could reach. When he pressed inside her,
Lyra was startled at how the familiar feeling had changed. She directly felt
his emotions—excitement, anticipation, and need. And after their climaxes, as
he rested on top of her, she also sensed his fear of losing her.


During the night, they
huddled together, keeping that magic bond covering them like a shield against
unknown dangers.


 


***


Well before sunrise, Noba and
Kenzo assaulted them. Jumping on every free inch of the bed, they often missed
and toppled over feet, knees, and each other.


“Merry Christmas,” Lyra
greeted the pair. She ran a hand along the owl’s wing. “We’re going to have fun
today. But first, some breakfast. I’m starving.” She prodded Cullen and pushed
off the covers. “Will you start breakfast while I shower?”


“Sure,” he grunted. He sat
up, hair sticking out in all directions. He clearly hadn’t slept well. Every
time she woke during the night, his breathing sounded like he was awake. His
concern worried her. He shouldered too much responsibility for her safety.


Regardless, she wanted to
make the day a happy one. “After we eat, let’s decorate the tree.”


When Lyra made her way
downstairs with a stack of wrapped packages, she found Noba and Kenzo wound up
and playing a game of chase through the kitchen and family room. “Stop! You’re
making me dizzy,” she declared as she laid the presents under the tree. While
Cullen sneaked upstairs to shower, she diverted them with her CD player. “These
are special tunes for Christmas. We’ll listen while we trim the tree. Let me
eat, and then we’ll find the decorations.”


She nearly choked on her
bagel, watching the pair hop about on the rug to Frosty the Snowman.


Cullen quickly reappeared and
helped her carry boxes of Christmas things from the storage closet under the
stairwell.


She located the miniature
lights and handed the end of the last strand to Kenzo. “A job for you—fly
carefully around the tree and drape this on the branches. Start at the bottom
and work up.”


He proudly took it in his
beak and set off.


The little pseudodragon
danced from foot-to-foot, almost on top of her. “Lady Lyra, what can Noba do?
Noba wants a job too.”


“After Kenzo has finished,
hang bits of this tinsel on the ends of branches.”


He grabbed a clawful and
skipped to the tree, so excited little clouds of smoke puffed out of his snout.


“You won’t be my familiar
much longer if you burn down Lady Lyra’s tree. Keep that fire under better
control,” Cullen called out with a laugh.


Lyra was glad to see Cullen
relax and enjoy himself. She handed him a small box of delicate ornaments and a
collection of unbreakable ones for his helpers.


Kenzo dropped his lights and
flew backward. “Watch where you’re flying, Noba! You nearly hit me with your
poison tail.”


“Noba sorry. Tinsel sticks to
claws.” He tucked in his tail while trying to shake off strands of silver foil
wound around his talons.


Lyra sat back and laughed at
the three of them colliding as they decorated.


“Come join us,” Cullen
called.


She picked up a lid of
ornaments, mostly ones she made as a child with Jean, and was soon lost in
happy memories as she hung each one.


When they finished, tinsel
lay everywhere on the floor, stuck to Cullen’s sweater, in her hair and Kenzo’s
feathers. But Noba fared the worst—his spines and wing joints were plastered
like they’d been glued in place. Lyra sat on the floor and drew him alongside
to pick it off.


Cullen chided, “That’s too
slow. I want to get to the presents. Allow me.” She leaned back and Cullen spun
his dragon ring. “Abstergo!”


Free of tinsel, the
pseudodragon wiggled all over. “Presents!”


“I never thought to try my
magic. Will it work here?” Lyra asked.


“It should, but may be harder
to control. Mine certainly is.” He stood to flip on the tree lights and sat
back down beside her.


She extended a hand toward
the carpet. “Abstergo!” The strands gathered into a single clump. “Not
quite what I envisioned, but close.” She rolled her fingers and repeated, “Abstergo!”
The tinsel disappeared. “It requires twice as much focus.”


“Time for presents!” Kenzo
announced and clapped his beak. “Noba and I got Lyra something special.”


The familiar crawled below
the bottom branches, turned around underneath, and stuck his brown-scaled head
out with an angel ornament resting on his forehead. Everyone chuckled.


“You’re no angel!” the owl
hooted. “Give Lyra the gift.”


Noba laid a large package at
her feet.


It was soft, without a box,
and wrapped in rough burlap. Lyra untied the twine around the parcel. “I can’t
guess what this might be.” She hoped nothing flew out at her, something they
might consider an edible delicacy. Inside lay a white wool cloak, trimmed with
gold embroidery. She held it up. “It’s lovely. Thank you.”


Kenzo blinked one eye, then
the other at her. “Try it on—it’s magic.”


She stood and draped it
across her back. It felt very cozy, like an ordinary wool cloak. “I can’t tell
what it does.”


“Go outside,” the owl
encouraged.


She stepped onto the front
porch. A gust whipped at her face, but the cloak remained unusually warm, like
an electric blanket. She returned to the group, and the fabric cooled. “This is
great! It changes temperature according to my body and the surroundings.”


“It’s good all year round to
keep you warm or cool, using a special advanced charm. And it will shrink for
storage if needed,” Kenzo explained, chest feathers puffed out.


Lyra reached over and gave
each a loving touch. “I have gifts for you, too.” From under the tree, she
produced a package for each wrapped in Christmas paper.


Noba dug in and clawed his
way through the wrapping. “Shoes? There’s a picture of shoes on this.” He
lifted one of his clawed feet and tilted his head.


“She wouldn’t get us shoes.
Look inside,” Kenzo quipped.


“What is this?” Noba asked with
a blank look. “Not shoes.”


“Mine is similar, but gray
and yours is brown. Ah, to match our colors. We wear these.” He leaned down and
poked his beak through an opening in the garment. “How do I get it on?”


Lyra chuckled and pulled it
over his head. “It’s a neck warmer I knitted for you. Your feathers are thin
when you spin your head. This will keep you warm in the winter.”


He flapped up to see himself
in a wall mirror. “Wonderful! It’s perfect with my earring. Thank you!”


The familiar wrestled with
his. “Is Noba’s a neck warmer too?”


“Yours is a sweater.” She
held it out for him. “Stick your arms in the holes.” Once he did, she popped it
over his head and admired how it ended just above his spines and wings. She
tried hard to remember that measurement when she knitted it.


“Careful with your fire,”
Cullen cautioned him.


“Noba careful with Lady
Lyra’s pretty gift.” He trotted to her and hugged her knee.


“You’re welcome. Now my gift
for your master.” She located a bigger box and handed it to him.


“Another sweater?” he guessed
as he opened it. “Indeed, a special handmade sweater I can use to keep warm.
Did you make all these cables without magic?”


“Yes. And there’s more. Try
it on,” Lyra said with a smile.


He rose and buttoned the
cardigan around him. “It fits well. Thank you.” He dipped his hands into the
patch pockets. “Another present?” He held the item up for everyone to see. “A
pocket watch? I remember these from when I was a boy. Let’s see what’s inside.”
He opened it, but remained speechless. Slowly, he looked up at her, his eyes
shiny with moisture. “These pictures of you…in your family’s magical wedding
gown we found in Jean’s closet…and you in the gown I created for you for our
first night together in my cabin. But how?”


“I posed for a photographer.
The watch belonged to Brigid’s husband. I found it in the inside pocket of the
wedding dress. It’s inscribed with his name, Charles. Maybe her wedding gift to
him. I wanted you to always have a picture to remember one of our most wonderful
times past…and another to look ahead to the future I want for us…if you want
that too.”


Cullen kneeled next to her
and pulled her close. “I do want us to be married, and I accept your proposal.”


“Master and Lady Lyra are
getting married!” Noba squealed and whipped his tail, catching it on more
tinsel from the tree.


Kenzo spread his wings and
embraced the couple into a feathery hug.


When all the excitement and
laughter settled, Cullen turned to Lyra. “Both of your gifts are extraordinary.
Thank you. Now
my gift for you.” He twisted his ring, and a package the size of another shoe
box floated into her lap.


Lyra removed the gold foil to
find a decorative wooden box with an inlaid design on its hinged lid. “It’s
beautiful.” She opened the latch and discovered three items inside: her copy of
Brigid’s Book of Dragonspeir, one of the few in existence; a skeleton
key; and a flash drive.


“That box belonged to my
mother, the only item I have of hers. I received it when she died, during my
apprenticeship. I placed a rare protection spell on it and found, as a result,
it had good use to safeguard small valuables. You need such a device, so I
altered the spell to work under your command. Close the lid and pass a hand
from left to right over the top.”


She followed his direction,
and it vanished. “Where did it go?”


“Reverse the process.”


She did and the box
reappeared in her hand. Looking inside again, she said, “I assume that is my
flash drive with my Book, but what about the key?”


“It’s a magical key, but only
works for you, to open the bookstore and also my cabin. The shop is the only
portal to the Alliance nearby. There are portals belonging to the Dark Realm,
but those would be very dangerous to use. You will need to come and go between
the two worlds, perhaps without me. This will allow that.”


His gift made her both happy
and sad, like her present to him—bittersweet. He trusted her with
irreplaceable, valuable objects. But, the idea of being separated from him
reminded her of the image in the forecast of the Lacuna Ales. She shivered and
closed her eyes, praying one day to return his mother’s box to him as a wedding
gift while wearing her family’s gown.


Cullen squeezed her hand.
“You will.”


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Twelve: The Call of Lake
Waters


 


 


The doorbell chimed,
startling Lyra from her thoughts.


Cullen’s aides froze, curious
looks on their faces.


“Will you take them out of
sight, then join me at the door? I don’t want neighbors to think I’m here alone
on Christmas,” Lyra whispered to Cullen. She peeked out of the view hole and
called to him on his way upstairs. “It’s Mrs. Kendall, from down the street.”
She opened the door, smiling. “Mrs. Kendall, it’s so good to see you. Come in.”


“I saw lights in the house
last night and wondered if you were here and needed some company. I brought you
some homemade cookies.” The elderly woman held out a foil-covered plate.


“Thanks for thinking of me.
I’ll be glad to have your cookies. Jean was always so miffed that you were a
better baker than she was.”


Mrs. Kendall wiped her
walking shoes on the door mat and stepped inside.


“Let me take your coat.” Lyra
laid the plate on a side table and patiently assisted her neighbor’s thin frame
from the heavy garments. “Cold hands don’t work so well.”


“No, old hands don’t work
well. Thank you, dear. Are you here by yourself?” She pulled off her scarf, and
tendrils of snow white hair escaped her braided bun.


Lyra hung her things on the
antique hall tree in the foyer, listening upstairs for any suspicious noises.
“It’s so nice of you to care, but I’ve been seeing the owner of Drake’s
Bookstore, Cullen, since last summer. He’ll be downstairs in a minute. You
remember him, I think.”


“Ah, yes, the nice man who
helped you so much at Jean’s funeral.” She patted Lyra’s arm and spoke in a
quieter tone. “He’s a fine catch. You need a good husband, one who will treat
you right. But if he doesn’t turn out, a handsome young man with a dark
ponytail asked after you when I volunteered at the nursing home. He was a
medical worker and seemed to know you quite well, I assumed through caring for
Jean.”


Lyra’s eyebrows shot up, and
she stared at her neighbor. Probably Revelin. Mrs. Kendall was right, Revelin
was very handsome, but also a bit creepy…like when Lyra found him reading her
draft of the new Book of Dragonspeir. Was he actually a resident of the
Dragonspeir? He didn’t attend the Solstice Festival. She didn’t see him in
Silva Nocens last summer.


She needed to ask questions,
but didn’t want to alarm Cullen. He already worried enough about her safety. Guiding
her neighbor into the next room, she offered, “Can I get you some hot chocolate
or a cup of tea?” Lyra motioned her into the kitchen, hoping no evidence of
Kenzo and Noba could be seen there. Reaching the room first, she quickly picked
up a couple Christmas CD cases scattered across the floor.


“No, I can’t stay that long.
I have my two sons visiting. I just wanted to drop in and make sure you were
all right.”


“What did that medical worker
want to know about me?” Lyra asked in a hushed tone.


“If I knew when you might
come back, like he wanted to get to know you. If you intended to sell this
cottage in the spring. I see you’ve cleared out the house some. Looks nice. I
noticed the sign came down. I hope you’re staying.” She placed a thin, soft
hand over Lyra’s, resting on the counter. “I get so lonely here.”


Cullen stepped into the
doorway. “Hello, Mrs. Kendall. Good to see you again.” He held out a hand to
greet her. “I’m Cullen Drake. I think we met at Jean’s funeral and maybe waved
some other times last summer.”


Lyra glanced at his eyes,
trying to determine if he had overheard their discussion. He seemed calm.


“Yes, I remember you.” She
accepted his hand and smiled. “I’m glad Lyra has a friend.”


“You asked about Jean’s
house…I took it off the market,” Lyra said. “In fact, I’ll be here for a while.
I’m taking a leave for the second semester, sort of—I’m teaching one course
from here by computer. So you’ll see me around. When your company leaves, I can
come and have a nice long visit, maybe bring you lunch.”


“That sounds good, dear.”
Mrs. Kendall patted Lyra’s shoulder. “In that case, I’ll be getting back to my
boys. We can find time soon.” The elderly lady shuffled back into the hall.
“Give me a hug, and I’ll be going.”


Lyra grinned and took her old
friend into her arms. “Can I walk you back?” she offered while holding the coat
and scarf.


“No, I’ll be fine. I got over
here by myself. The sidewalks are all clear, but thank you.”


Lyra held her breath,
watching her neighbor teeter back to her own home. When she knew the old lady
arrived safely, she shut the door and found Cullen in the kitchen.


“These are really good,” he
mumbled through a mouthful of cookie. “Are you all right? You seem a bit
upset.”


“No, I’m fine.” He often read
her emotional thoughts, but so many crowded her mind today, what was visible?
Cullen worried enough about her. She could handle whatever Revelin intended; he
didn’t seem very important since she never saw him anywhere except there in the
village.


“She must remind you of your
aunt. I know the grief is still fresh.” He took a long swallow of milk. “Do you
want to remain here this evening or return to Dragonspeir?”


If someone was watching
Jean’s cottage, it would be wise to return Cullen’s helpers. “Let’s go back, so
I won’t have to travel before my next lesson. Who teaches that one?”


“Our illustrious Imperial
Alchemist,” he retorted.


Lyra groaned.


 


***


They reached the bookstore
with little trouble. Few vehicles traveled on Christmas Day. When they did meet
one, Noba and Kenzo plastered their faces to windows on that side of Cullen’s
Barracuda. Lyra was thankful most passersby didn’t seem to notice. One driver
honked, but didn’t turn to follow them.


Just in case, they parked
behind the shop, and Lyra bundled the pseudodragon into a bath towel to hide
him during the short walk to the back door. She turned to Cullen. “Hold him a
minute, so I can try my key.” With her hands were free, she declared, “Exorior
pyus pyxidis!” Directed by Cullen’s spell, his mother’s inlaid box
reappeared. She withdrew the skeleton key. “The lock is new. This old key won’t
fit.”


“Yes, it will,” Cullen
assured, working to keep Noba’s head covered since he impatiently flopped the
towel off to look around.


Lyra touched the tip of the
tarnished brass to the steel. Upon contact, the lock changed shape and accepted
the key. She turned it with ease. “I don’t need Brigid’s Book of Dragonspeir
to open the portal do I? Shouldn’t my jadestone work?” After replacing the key,
she reclosed the lid and stated, “Recedo!” It vanished on her command.


“Yes, or even your heliodor
scrying stone. Any object given to you and imbued with Alliance magic will
allow you to open the portal,” Cullen answered. “Give me a minute to feed
Sheridan and say hello.” He disappeared into the front part of the store with
Noba and Kenzo following at his heels.


“I hate winter. You only pass
through. Summer’s better when you pretend to be a shopkeeper most of the time,”
the locust chirped.


“Just consider yourself fortunate
you’re inside and alive,” Cullen responded as he changed the water and food in
the tiny iron cage. “You’ll have a nice long sleep while we’re gone.”


Sheridan crawled to the end
nearest where Lyra stood and climbed up on the bars. “With a hot babe like
that, I can see why you’re gone so much.”


Cullen laughed.


“Hot babe?” Kenzo asked.


“Don’t get out of Dragonworld
much?” the bug scoffed. “It’s humanspeak for pretty lady.”


“I must use that back in the
Meadow,” Kenzo said, fluffing out his feathers. “I can think of a few hot babes
there.”


Lyra chuckled. “Looking for a
girlfriend? Too bad it’s winter, or I’d suggest you try some vanilla bluet.
Worked well for your master.” She gave Cullen a sideways glance and smile.


His neck lengthened. “Good
idea! I do know where to find some…in Master’s refrigerator.”


“Mixed in among the jars of
salamanders and bats? Why is vanilla bluet stored there?” She eyed Cullen with
a grin.


Cullen shook his head and chuckled.
“You never know when a hot babe requires a dose of vanilla bluet. Okay, time to
go. Where’s Noba?” He headed to the back room.


Lyra thought differently and
walked around a bookcase. “There you are. Time to go.”


Tail wiggling, his little
dragon face peered through the opening in the curtain to the street display
window. He looked over his shoulder at her. “Noba saw three cars go by, all
different colors.”


She guided him into the
storage room where the others gathered. “Ready?”


Cullen lifted his hand to
twirl his dragon ring.


“Wait! Let me do it,” Lyra
called.


She held the jade brooch in
her outstretched hand. “Accio porta!” The bookcases parted and the icy
path into Dragonspeir lay before them. She stepped across, shivering as she
entered the frigid air. The wind blew bitterly, like a storm was on the way,
not at all like the calm, clear Christmas Day in the village. Since Symar
moderated the weather, Lyra wondered if storms here meant evil approached.


As the others passed over the
threshold, she reopened her magic box in search of the cloak Cullen’s aides
gave her. From a tiny wad, it fluffed out to a full-length garment of white
satin-lined wool. She quickly draped it over her shoulders and soon felt toasty
warm.


Cullen drew his cloak up
around his chin. “Good gift of that magical cloak—mostly Kenzo’s idea. It
wasn’t my magic. That’s not a charm I know.”


The owl required some time to
ease across, the change still unfamiliar to him.


Once everyone settled, Cullen
motioned them to join close. He cast a cloud that transported them to the
Crossroads. “Good afternoon, sagacious Cranewort,” he called ahead to the
Gatekeeper.


“Good day to you, Sire Drake.
Well, I see Adalyra’s smiling, and Noba and Kenzo have proudly donned new
garments—must have been a good holiday.” His voice rang out, echoing off the
surrounding trunks. “Where are your destinations?”


“My cabin for the evening,”
Cullen looked to his helpers for their choices.


“I’m going to the Meadow to
display my new neck warmer to some hot babes,” Kenzo offered, puffing out his
feathers.


“Me too!” Noba sidled up to
the big owl, who was equal in height, but three times his girth.


“Have a good time, you two!”
Lyra called as Cullen motioned her in the direction of the correct path.


She looked over her shoulder
and waved goodbye to the old tree while watching the others sail along the
entrance to a different trail.


***


Lyra promptly stuck her nose
in The Guide to Mystical Astronomy, a subject she seemed good at.


After a few minutes of
clatter in the kitchen, Cullen called out, “Dinner’s ready. Hot soup and bread
to ward off those chill winds.


Engrossed in her reading,
Lyra walked with eyes glued to the page.


“I realize you’re eager to
delve deeper in that subject, but you have time to put the book down during the
meal,” Cullen suggested.


She ripped off the corner of
her napkin and used it as a bookmark. “If only there is a way to apply the
energy from the stars to control my powerballs…” She quickly slurped several
spoonfuls of chicken and carrots, followed by a wad of bread.


Cullen shook his head,
although his eyes gleamed. “I see you’ve set your mind to that pursuit.”


She gulped down the rest of
her meal and picked up the book again. As the evening wore on, she came to a chapter
about application of celestial energy. Included there, she found a few pages
about enhancing alchemical reactions using properties of mystical astronomy.
Perhaps it would be useful tomorrow and make the dreaded lesson with Eburscon
more interesting.


Flipping further, she located
what she hoped to find—utilizing birthmate starpower to affect and guide the
aura. She scanned the section, then reread the complex method more carefully.


She pulled her new cloak
about her and stepped outside. Heading toward the clear area on the lake shore,
she looked up to find Hamal shining against the twilit sky. At the point where
the tide wet the tops of her shoes, the astral force swept into her body. She
jumped, startled by the abrupt change within her. Using it as external
leverage, as suggested by the text, she easily drew a powerball into her hand.


Suddenly, a chilling shriek
split the air behind her. Lyra spun around. An icy sensation tremored along her
spine. Then a bolt of blue light surrounded her.


“Look out!” Cullen cried from
the porch, his hand connected to the light around her.


Another screech of a deeper
note sounded. Reflexively, she looked up. An enormous blue dragon soared above
the tree tops, wings stretched taut, mouth open and hurling lightning.


Behind her, the first made
another piercing cry. A black shadow flew like a torpedo high above the lake,
sucking up the shimmer of the water as it swept across.


Her legs froze, transfixed by
the hypnotic call of the cimafa.


“Lyra! Run!” Cullen yelled,
pulling at her with his magic.


Under his power, her feet
moved, but she couldn’t turn her gaze away from the red eyes or shrill voice of
the cimafa. Red flames ringed the beast’s nostrils, and its iridescent scales
shimmered in the last rays of the sun. The rider’s hood shielded his features,
but again his cloak hem coiled like writhing snakes.


In the next instant, Cullen
stood at her side. He yanked on her arm. Unsuccessful, he picked her up with an
arm under her knees, the other around the back of her waist. “Look away from
it!” he ordered as he ran toward the porch.


She gritted her teeth and
forced her head up to the position of Hamal. Her star shone dimly through
clouds and a network of bare tree branches. However, the cimafa’s energy held
her gaze.


While Cullen leapt up the
steps, the two dragons screamed and snarled at each other.


Under cover of the porch
roof, Lyra lost contact with the starlight. Immediately, the cimafa and rider
claimed her once more.


The blue shot out a bolt of
lightning, and the shadow creature yanked an injured wing to its body. An
invisible force caused the sentry to wail in agony and drop into a lower flight
pattern.


Cullen shoved her inside and
shut the door. “This will only block the cimafa’s grasp on your aura through
your eyes. He and the rider can still pinpoint your location from your energy.”
He used his staff to spin another protective layer around her. “To confuse them
a little more.”


She heard a guttural roar,
almost a growl, followed by a high-pitched, blood-curdling scream…nothing more.
“What happened?” she asked.


Cullen drew her to the front
window. “It’s safe to look now.”


The filmy black wings of the
stealth dragon flapped weakly, flying a ragged path in retreat over the lake.
The shimmer on the surface returned in his wake.


The sentry made a rough
landing in the clearing before the cabin, still blowing huge clouds of smoke
and sparks as his chest heaved.


Cullen ran a hand over his
forehead and through his hair. “Damn! My detection still falters. Our love
throws me off. I should have known sooner.” He grabbed open the door. “I’m
needed. Come with me, but stay close.” He jumped off the porch and ran up to
the blue dragon.


Lyra followed, struggling to
keep up, her strength drained from the connection to the cimafa.


He stepped next to the guard,
who lay hunched with arms and legs folded beneath him. Cullen’s hands raced
along the dragon’s massive body.


As Lyra approached, she said,
“Thank you isn’t enough.”


“It is my duty to the
Alliance.” The dragon’s voice rang low and clear, his head high, although
gnarled remains of his right wing sagged against his flank, bleeding profusely.


“I need your help!” Cullen
entreated her. “Yord’s wound is long and deep, into many bones. Heal what you
can. I cannot work fast enough to save the wing.”
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Cullen gently stretched out
the limb, and Yord flinched. “I’ll treat the upper wing, which has deeper
musculature. Take the forewing.”


Lyra ran her hands over the
scraps of skeleton that remained. Channeling her magic directly to another
seemed easy compared to extending it out to the atmosphere. With a first pass,
she knitted the bone fragments. At least half of the lower wing hung in shreds.
Lyra called forth more of her power to repair massive areas of connective
tissue.


After stabilizing the wing,
she joined Cullen on thick muscles of the shoulder that were burnt to the bone.
Four hands moved in unison, rebuilding layer upon layer. They continued in
silence, side-by-side, for over an hour, working outward from deep muscle to
the delicate wingsail membranes.


Sometime while they were
busy, Kenzo returned home for the night, and he perched above on an overhanging
birch branch, large ears pricked high, revolving all around. Lyra was glad he
kept watch.


Cullen paused long enough to
plant his staff in the ground nearby. “Illustro!” A bright blue light
shone over them.


The owl settled higher, away
from the torch.


From under a bank of clouds,
the oversized Dragonspeir moon rose high in the sky. Lyra’s legs and feet ached
from standing. Her hands stung from the magic coursing through them. When her
calves started to prickle with numbness, Cullen proclaimed the healing
finished.


Covered with blood, Lyra
stepped back and leaned against a tree trunk.


The tremendous blue dragon
gingerly worked the wing. It flexed smoothly, but he grimaced at full
extension. “I am forever beholden to you both. Lacking ability to fly back to
the lair is certain death to my kind.” He bowed his long neck to the ground at
Lyra’s feet.


She reached forward and
hugged the side of his great snout. “You saved my life, driving off that
cimafa. I’m also indebted to you.” Dampness seeped over her right hand at the
angle of his jaw. She looked up and saw the trail of a tear, coursed from
Yord’s eye down the side of his cheek. Lyra hugged him a bit tighter, then
stepped back. Her wet hand felt odd. Tiny silver sparks shot from her palm.
“What is this?” she asked.


Cullen examined the fluid
dripping from her wrist. “Very rare—dragon tears,” Cullen answered.


She studied her hand more
carefully. “The sparks follow thin lines.”


The wizard glanced over the
affected skin. “This is new to me. Seems like cracks in your skin, from where
you forced your power out to heal Yord’s wounds, have now admitted his tear.”


“Lady Lyra, your kindness
brought forth my tear. We are trained from birth to be brave and not cry. My
tear entered beneath your skin—we are bonded. I commit to repay you for the
duration of my life. Consider me your servant in times of need.”


Her heart swelled, and tears
of her own welled in her eyes. In this unfamiliar place with enemies hiding in
shadows everywhere, it reassured her to have a magnificent blue sentry as her
trusted friend.


“Will you return to the lair
now, or let the wing heal more overnight?” Cullen asked him.


“It is stiff yet. I will rest
here until first light with your fine assistant to keep watch.” Yord nodded to
the tiger owl.


“Very well.” He turned to
Lyra. “Time for bed.”


“That’ll feel good.
Goodnight, Yord. Kenzo, thanks for keeping watch.” She plodded toward the
cabin, legs and back aching more with each step.


Cullen took her arm to steady
her as she ascended onto the porch. “You’ve become exceptionally good at
healing craft. I couldn’t have saved his wing without you. Yord is correct. He
does owe you his life.” Inside, he gave her a tired smile and kissed her cheek.


Lyra returned a weary half
hug and trodded through the hall with a single thought—a hot shower. In the
bathroom, she turned on the tub faucet and stripped off blood-stained clothes
into a heap. Inviting steam rolled up as she stepped in and pulled the shower
curtain around. She let the hot spray wash away all the horrors of the evening.
A thorough sudsing helped her feel like herself again, rather than a prized
possession, hunted by dangerous beasts and shadowy enemies. When she reached
out for a towel, she found a clean nightgown left in place of the dirty things.
She smiled, glad to have someone look after her. She dragged a comb through her
damp hair and slipped into the gown.


The house was quiet and dark.
Soft light invited Lyra to the bedroom upstairs.


“The shower felt good. Thanks
for the clothes,” she said to Cullen as she pulled back the coverlet.


He reached an arm out for her
and pulled her close to his bare chest. “Tired?”


She let out a soft groan.
“Yes. And mentally exhausted from being hunted. Was that the same cimafa, or
are there many after me?”


“Not many. They have peculiar
breeding requirements. I’ve heard the eggs incubate for six months and
temperatures must be exactly maintained. Just a guess, but I doubt more than
twenty live. The Black Dragon keeps an order of about a dozen, and Symar boasts
that he masters five.”


“Whoever controls those
attacking me sure does want my aura…and my life.” She curled into a fetal
position. “Did the connection to my star, Hamal, call the beast and rider to
me?”


“Mystical astronomy is not my
craft. I can’t answer. The Imperial Dragon would know. However, when I was
alerted to danger you must have just stepped into the lake. Its water mirrored
your magic upward, like a beacon, easily read by me and others who are
powerful. Or they just took a pass over my cabin in hopes you’d be outside
where no charm protected you.”


“I’m both afraid and eager
for tomorrow’s lesson. I need to learn every bit of magic I can, but don’t
trust Eburscon. What if he sets me up for another attack?” She pulled the
comforter under her chin. “I’m scared—don’t know how to protect myself against
them. Look at what that cimafa did to Yord, a dragon five times its size and
able to breathe lightning bolts.”


“You do well with your astral
alignment. Find ways to make that enhance every craft. Know where your stars are
at all times. And you have folks looking out for you: all four Guardians,
Mimio, Yord, Kenzo, the wizards and magicals from the Meadow,” he rubbed her
shoulder, “and me.”


Lyra quickly scooted out from
under the covers and slipped downstairs. In the moonlight, she located the book
on mystical astronomy and her present for Yasqu. Back upstairs, she ran a hand
over the text and package while quietly declaring, “Decresco!” She
placed the reduced versions inside her magical box. Snuggling against Cullen’s
body heat, she allowed the tingling of their combined inner fire to pass over
her.


 


***


The overcast sky matched
Lyra’s mood when they transported to the wide ledge outside the Imperial
Alchemist’s laboratory. A shadow fell over her, and she immediately recoiled
behind the edge of a boulder in the rockface.


“There’s no danger. It’s only
Yasqu,” Cullen called to her, waving his arm in the air at the massive bronze
dragon.


A cone of fire escaped the
adolescent’s nostrils as he skipped to make landing on the ledge.


“Yasqu!” Lyra darted out,
meeting him half way.


He lowered his big head, eyes
blue with contentment, and nuzzled her side. His scales were now hardened to
those of an adult, a metallic bronze with a shimmer of gold glowing underneath,
perhaps the color of his aura.


She grabbed whatever she
could and hugged, smiling ear-to-ear. “I’ve missed you.”


“Meeee too…mizzz you,” he
replied with a slurring, deep voice.


Lyra stepped back. “You can
talk now. You’re only five months old.” She patted his nose. “I brought you a
Christmas present.” Producing her magic box, she withdrew and enlarged the gift
for him. “Take the outside paper off and open the box.”


The corners of his mouth drew
up, and he held the package in his foreclaws. He examined every angle before he
opened it. With a single claw, he lifted his gift up to his face and rubbed the
knitted wool over his nose. “Mmm. Soooft.”


She grinned and stepped
closer. “Here, let me show you how to wear it. I made this just for you to go
over your tail and keep you warm on cold nights.” Fashioned like a stocking
cap, she fitted it up his tail to the point where his spines began.


He waggled his tail to one
side and then the other, twisting his neck and head back to see it. Finally, he
pulled it close along one side and, again, rubbed the fabric over his nose.
“Warmmm…thank you.”


Cullen muffled a chuckle.


Suddenly, the Imperial
Alchemist’s voice resonated from within the cove’s entryway. “Yasqu, I heard
your voice. I strictly told you not to speak other than to me. People are not
to know…” He appeared on the ledge. “Well, I can now surmise why you were
addressing others. Scribe Adalyra, good day. Sire Drake.” He bowed to them, his
graying black braid and purple gemstone pendants swinging out from his velvet
winter robe.


Lyra shuddered as the sight
of his necklaces, the type he and Symar used to send dark magic at her during
the Solstice Festival. Also like the one Tarom wore when she and Cullen fought
him in the lair of the Black Dragon. She made no motion to return his gesture
and noticed the muscles of Cullen’s jaw clench. “Why is he not to speak?” she
asked, stepping directly in front of the alchemist.


Cullen stood beside her and
added, “He commands language easily six months before the most advanced dragon,
blows a stream of fire rather than bolts of lightning expected for a bronze,
and is twenty feet longer than normal for his age.”


Eburson’s lips curled. “I’m
merely experimenting with an advancement in diet for young dragons to ascertain
if we can achieve healthier defenders for the Alliance. The regime is secreted
against spies of the Dark Realm.”


Lyra crossed her arms over
her chest. If nothing else, today’s lesson would be a test of restraint.


“It seems unlikely you’d
conduct an experiment on one appointed by the Imperial Dragon to serve on his
High Council, but to your credit, he does look healthy,” Cullen responded.


Then Yasqu’s knit-covered
tail wrapped around Lyra’s legs and gently drew her backward into his folded
forelimb. His neck encircled her from the other side. Within moments his
breathing changed into a soft humming, a rough version of the snoring sound he
made while napping when a hatchling.


She stroked his stockinged
tail.


Eburscon glared, speechless.
His eyes narrowed as if he grasped the situation. “What is that hideous thing
on his tail? Take it off at once.”


“He does seem to enjoy Lyra’s
gift. What is the harm?” Cullen stepped between the alchemist and the others.


Eburscon gritted his teeth.
“This dragon is expected to perform as a fierce leader, not a spineless,
coddled follower.”


“Leaders need to know love to
treat others fairly,” Lyra declared. “It’s to make him more comfortable while
sleeping during the cold winter nights.”


“He is not to be sleeping
now, so remove it from him. He has work to do and so do you. You are scheduled
for my lesson today…if you are able to comprehend it. Sire Drake, I’d prefer if
you allowed me a private session with my pupil.”


“That will not happen for any
reason,” Cullen retorted.


The alchemist gave a haughty
laugh, spun on his heel, and spoke over his shoulder. “Promptly follow inside
when you have done as I requested. We have much to accomplish.”


Lyra patted the tail around
her, while debating whether to comply.


“Wait.” Cullen held an open
hand over Yasqu’s tail. “Ornatus opto! He will now be able to command it
to go on and off.”


“Wonderful!” She directed the
dragon, “Tell it to come off.”


He eyed his tail and grunted,
“Off!” In a flash, the stocking slid down his tail and he picked it up with a
foreclaw, holding it to his nose with a smile.


Lyra whispered to Cullen,
“Why does he do that? Is his nose extra sensitive, like human babies who suckle
everything?”


The wizard chuckled. “Yes,
and he smells your scent imparted while you knitted. Remember, he bonded with
you as a hatchling.”


“I keep making dragon
friends. Seems good.” She smiled.


“It is at that. Let’s go
inside.” He led her into the dark corridor, wide enough for Yasqu to follow
into a gathering room. The stone walls were lit with iron torches, plainer than
those in the Imperial Dragon’s lair. The floor was uncarpeted and damp. A moldy
odor made Lyra grimace.


Cullen led her down another
hallway, too narrow for a dragon.


Yasqu whimpered a bit. Lyra
watched over her shoulder to see him lie down with his nose against his
tail-warmer.


They walked into a large,
dank room. An array of rotting, putrid odors assaulted Lyra.


Cullen sat at an old wooden
library table off to one side, tapping his fingers impatiently. “So much for
promptness. Our alchemist is tardy.”


Lyra turned around and
examined the laboratory. Stone walls lined with dim backlit shelving displayed
hundreds of glass jars filled with unusual contents. Matter in all
shapes—liquid, powder, granular, crystalline, aggregate—in a range of colors,
even some that fluoresced like bodies of lightning bugs. Other bottles
contained preserved living things, not unlike what she found in Cullen’s
refrigerator: eyeballs, fish scales, bat heads, eggs, dried flowers, and seeds.


She stepped around a corner
of one case and let out a yelp when her face came inches from the propped open
jaws of an alligator. It and an assortment of frightening dead things hung by
chains from the dark ceiling. Not far away a huge snake dangled by its neck,
like a boa constrictor in shape, but white with black diamonds. Many other
shadowy things were suspended in the darkness, but fright quelled her
curiosity.


She walked to the central
area, where a laboratory bench held an intricate system of flasks and glass
tubing. Chandeliers lit the workspace with dozens of burning tapers.


“Do not touch anything!”
Eburscon exclaimed in a shrill tone as he strode toward her. “You are here to
listen unless encouraged otherwise. My first lecture will pertain to the
alchemical composition of prima materia.” He waved a hand around the room. “In
my laboratory are all types of substances: solid, liquid, gas, vegetable,
animal, or mineral. Did you get a time to look around?”


She nodded.


“Good. What we call prima
materia is only what we can cognize through our senses. It is but a label we
utilize to designate what we can readily observe. However, in reality, each
material and each of us is a unique and complex waveform that shares many of
the same harmonics. All possess components of two opposite energies, passive
and active, celestial salt and celestial niter, respectively. Similar to the
sine wave of your world’s yin and yang. Is it possible you are acquainted with
that concept?”


“Yes, I am. Yin is the
female, more fluid and graceful, while yang is male, representing strength and
power.”


“Surprising you are so
knowledgeable,” he scoffed. “Continuing…the active energy of life, the niter,
operates through the elements of fire and air. The passive celestial salt
energies take forms of water and earth.”


“Like the four Guardians?”


“Yes, that is the fundamental
principle of the arrangement of energy in the Alliance.” He scowled. “I will
continue where I left off prior to your interruption. Water and earth are
equated with the force of prana, vital energy carried by the air we breathe and
the food we eat. A bridge exists between those water and earth elements of the
material world to the high energy sulfurous world of fire and air elements—that
is spirit. As all Scribes, you are governed by a fire sign, the most active
energy, modulated by high amounts of sulfur, the principle of the soul.
Therefore, your inner life force is vast. The power of your soul extends far
beyond your body, into future generations, exactly how Brigid’s force of
scribal fire extended into you—a rare and enviable inheritance.”


Lyra’s mouth dropped open.
Much as she disliked this man, he did answer one of her biggest questions—how
she inherited such a powerful magic aura and how she was selected before her
birth to become the next Scribe. She also now understood why the Imperial
Dragon kept this vile man as a member of his High Council; he possessed
incredible knowledge.


He waved her to one end of
the bench. “Here you see an alchemical inspissation taking place in this
system, beginning in this alembric flask. Liquids are heated at the bottom of
the flask, and vaporize into the upper tube where they condense before
channeling into the long spout. This particular solvent has required months of
preparation following the moon’s phases in to conduct specific procedures.”


Lyra inspected the liquid
remaining in the original flask. Clear, like water, but probably not. She
stepped along, following the connecting tubes and glass cylinders.


 “The solvent is
completing as I speak, and I might add, in a timely fashion for your visit.
Your personal fire is so volatile, so unbalanced, you can easily suffer from
impatience and unrest. I have repeatedly sensed that in your manner. Your soul
unbalances those around you; Sire Drake’s predictory powers are limited in your
presence. I assume you’ve noticed this.” The alchemist pointed his chin in
Cullen’s direction to draw her attention.


Stunned to learn there was a
chemical explanation for that problem, she stared at Cullen. She thought it had
been the disorienting effects of love affecting Cullen. But now she wondered if
love even existed in this strange world. Or was everything here merely a system
of energies moving in and out of balance? Her head spun.


With a couple swift steps to
the library table, Eburscon picked up a mug from the library table and returned
to the bench. He placed the cup under the dropper end of the collecting tube
and opened the stopcock. After a few tablespoons of the liquid dispensed, he
handed her the sample. “This will mitigate your extreme sulfurous nature and
calm your nerves. Sire Drake will also benefit, his full power restored. Drink
it. I’ve spent months preparing it. Swirl it around first to activate the
energies.”


His logic seemed convincing
to Lyra. She twirled the bottom of the mug, watching the dark liquid spin. The
circular motion seemed hypnotic. She fought against its pull, drawing her inner
fire into her mind.


Cullen took hold of his
staff, twisted it slightly, and spoke a conveyed thought to Lyra. Don’t
drink it! Do not chance anything on my account. He isn’t to be trusted.


His first words shocked her
from the mental hold. While she listened, her hand stopped moving. She looked
into the mug, and in the still liquid floated tiny silver spheres, just like
she created in a lab when she took chemistry. Shiny, metallic balls of deadly
mercury!


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Fourteen: The Fifth Power


 


 


Lyra assembled her inner fire
into a unit, forcing her mind on a single purpose—to gain information. Working
on a gut level, without advantage of training on whatever she intended, she
initially sent out a mass so scattered that it passed invisible through the
air. She directed it to return to her. She hoped Eburscon couldn’t notice.
Blind hope, since she didn’t know his abilities. Her magic wafted through the
room and around the alchemist.


He didn’t flinch. In fact,
his face lit with a devious grin, lips curled high at the corners. “Go ahead,
Lyra. It will help you,” he urged further.


She held her breath,
wondering if he perceived her magic and remained stoic to convince her to drink
the solvent. She waited for her magic to loop back to her. Those seconds were a
sort of deadly poker game with the alchemist, reading every nuance in each
other’s expressions. Perspiration broke along her hairline.


Finally, her magic arrived.
Her heart raced as she pulled the energy from the perimeter of her skin into
her mind. She assembled and analyzed every particle. He intended to kill
her…for some reason to do with her scribal aura. That she read clearly. But
why? Fragments of information about his motives were detached.


Cullen stood, obviously
reading her mind since it was flooded with clear emotions. He shot her a mental
reply. Continue with the lesson. He has already and will continue to teach
you much that is very valuable, but you must outsmart the bastard. Do not let
him see your fear. He will use it against you. Although dangerous, he is
brilliant. That is why he has remained on the High Council. But, this evil from
him is new. Remember Jean’s advice—keep a clear head, but follow your heart.


Lyra placed a hand on her
forehead and coughed. “Sorry, I’m not used to the fumes in here. I need some
air.” She slipped the mug casually onto the bench as she dashed out of the
room, straight through the gathering chamber, and kept going until she reached
the ledge. Her excuse was not much of a lie; she filled her lungs, glad to be
alive.


Yasqu chased behind and
wrapped his tail around her as she gasped for air. “Lyra huuurt?” He must have
felt her trembling inside. His touch gave her comfort.


“I’m fine. Thank you.” She
patted his tucked wing.


Cullen pulled up fast at her
other side, put a hand on her shoulder, and twisted his staff with the other. A
moment later, she heard his voice within her mind. Terrific first use of
basic fascination on Eburscon in there! How did you do that without a lesson,
after only reading a beginner’s text? I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t
read your thoughts. Incredible.


Fascination? Is that what she
did? She turned mental pages of the textbooks in her mind, but came up with no
answer. She acted from instinct, did what came naturally…backed with raw,
intense need. A ray of hope—if only fascination was one of her gifts. She
resigned to the fact throwing powerballs would never be a strength. Instead,
she committed to mastering what worked. However, pressure from attackers seemed
to force her to discover new abilities and then master them in the next breath.


“Well then, we shall proceed
with our lesson out here since the atmosphere in my laboratory upsets your
unusual balance.” The words preceded the alchemist, who strolled leisurely onto
the ledge. Once he came near, he sneered at Lyra. “Unless you have had enough
for one day.”


She studied his expression.
Apparently, he didn’t like having his plan foiled, but then sneering was his
normal countenance. Looking into his expressionless eyes, her heart thumped in
her chest. What other ways did he have in mind to kill her? His face remained
an insincere mask, inscrutable in this game of wits.


Yasqu jerked and snarled at
Eburscon.


She cleared her throat. “Yes,
please continue here.”


“My second topic will be on
the creation of celestial dew. You may find occasion to use this process.
Please step to this side of the entry where I am collecting samples of said
chemical.” He motioned for her to follow him several paces along the ledge.


There, she found a row of
half a dozen shallow bowls, at least two feet in diameter, resembling fancy
bird baths.


“Celestial dew is condensed
moisture with alchemical properties. It has a special purity when gathered
under specific astrological auspices, imbued with corresponding properties of
magic.” Eburscon leaned down and tilted one bowl. The surface of the water reflected
a red color. “These are being gathered under your own birthmate starpower. I
heard about your mystical astronomy lesson that you mastered with remarkable
ease. As a test—what is your birth soulstar?”


“Hamal,” she stated without
explanation, not wishing to engage him in conversation. Mentioning the name of
her star, she glanced up to note its location in case she needed to call forth
more energy. She chided herself for not checking its location immediately upon
exiting the cave. Irresponsible—her life might hang on her state of
preparedness.


“Indeed. That star, which is
foremost in your Aries constellation, shines high in the December sky. It
imparts the reddish hue to this collection. The water contains properties much
like those you draw from its light. It would be useful to store a quantity.
There may be times of need, when you find yourself indoors, or at periods of
the year when predominating constellations do not enhance your specific power.
It will be my pleasure to bottle a sample of this for your later use, if you
like.”


Again, his face showed the
typical unreadable haughtiness. Lyra assumed this was another toxic liquid to
help him steal her aura and kill what remained. If she continued to deny him,
he would suspect her knowledge of his malicious intentions. “Yes, thank you. I
would like that.” At least she didn’t have to consume it on demand at the
moment and could throw it away after the lesson.


He held open his palm. “Creo!”
A small amber bottle appeared, which he opened and dipped into the basin.
“Additionally, this dew will help heal medical conditions, imparting fire’s
sulfurous qualities of enhanced consciousness and inner will.”


“Will this harm those born
under a different star?” she asked.


“No, only confuse and
unbalance their systems. It’s best administered to those only when in dire need
of said abilities.” He paused and studied her face. “You bear incredible
proficiency with astral craft.”


Soon after she accepted the
bottle, dark clouds rolled in with an approaching storm.


Eburscon raised his arms
upward to the blackness and continued, undaunted. “This sky demonstrates my
last lecture for your lesson—the topic of quinta essentia. It is the fifth
element or divine spark, the most purified part of matter, a psychic spiritual
energy superior to the other four elemental Guardians of earth, water, air, and
fire.


A jag of lightning slashed
the sky, striking the adjacent rocky peak. A shotgun blast of thunder
immediately followed. The crack resounded in Lyra’s ears, blending with the
pounding of her pulse.


“Behold quintessence in that
mighty, ripping force.” His voice rose to compete with the blasts. “I situated
my laboratory here for good reason. At this elevation, I have long tried to
gather the fifth power from the tempest.” The alchemist surveyed the turbulent
sky with eyes of a madman, open so wide that white rimmed his black pupils. The
violet gems of his pendants flashed, absorbing some source of energy.


Lyra glanced to Cullen.


He held his staff ready.


“I’ve dreamed of possessing
that one master power of quintessence, able to bind and imprison the others or
dissolve them at will. Yet, I have been unsuccessful.” He dropped his
unblinking stare onto her, his eyes boring holes into her, and yelled into her
face, “But you, a simpleton, a naïve girl are gifted with something so great as
the quinta essentia.”


Lyra trembled, terrified by
his wild glare. She possessed this fifth power? Why?


 “Maddening that it is
given to one who does not yearn for it. She knows not how to best wield its
intricacies, and cares more for the heart of a common wizard than ruling all
energies before her. But, I will correct this injustice!”


Lightning and thunder struck
all around like an outward display of his wrath. Lyra edged backward from the
demonic vision of the alchemist. Her legs struck something solid.


In the next moment, the chin
of the bronze dragon passed into her peripheral vision from above. Yasqu
snarled at the alchemist.


Eburscon raised his arms to
the sky and pronounced, “Your aura, the quinta essentia, will be mine!”


From the top edge of the rock
face, the blood-curdling shriek of a cimafa sounded.


Lasers of Cullen’s blue magic
whipped in all directions.


Unable to call upon Hamal in
this blackness, Lyra crawled under Yasqu’s straining chest and hid her eyes
from the wicked beast. Her bronze dragon roared, and she felt the heat of his
flames. Lightning struck all around.


Cullen cried out, “Lyra stay
there. Yasqu is protected.” Then she heard Cullen scream in pain.


Other male voices yelped as
though they took hits.


Her heart leapt to her
throat. She took a step away from Yasqu and looked out. Cullen lay crumpled on
the stone ledge.


She leaped out further, but
Yasqu batted her back under him with a huge foreclaw. She crashed hard against
the stone, and her arm made a cracking sound. Sharp pain shot through her
elbow. From her crouched position, she saw a bolt of lightning strike the rock
wall in front of them. A gigantic boulder dropped onto Eburscon and pinned his
leg.


Yasqu growled and spun
around.


The cimafa answered with a
loud screech.


The bronze dragon’s legs
danced in every direction, and Lyra worked to avoid being trampled or crushed
when his chest heaved to shoot flames.


After one of his volleys, she
heard the stealth whimper in pain. A hit! Was it enough? A low eerie wail told
her it was not.


Enraged, Yasqu braced and
shot fire with all his might.


Sweat dripped off her face
from the heat.


Then, he relaxed his legs and
raised his torso.


Thunder rolled farther away.
Rain began to patter down against the stones. Sounds of the storm were all she
heard. She peered out from under the bronze dragon and saw nothing of the
cimafa. Remarkably, Yasqu appeared unharmed.


A torrent unleashed, but that
didn’t stop her from running to Cullen. He lay on his side, and she touched his
shoulder. He didn’t respond, yet his body was warm. “Cullen!” She gently rolled
his upper body onto her lap, scanning his body for a wound to mend. Placing her
fingers at the side of his throat, she felt for a pulse. Reading was a struggle
since her own heartbeat thundered in her veins, and rain pounded against the
rock. Unable to locate his, she bent low and placed an ear over his mouth.
Nothing.


“No! I won’t let this
happen,” she cried and pushed away drenched strands of her hair, placing her
hands over his heart. Adrenaline pumped through her and she drew forth more
power than she thought possible. Scanning his chest, no damage responded that
she could mend, but his heart beat faintly. “Yasqu, he’s alive!”


The dragon hovering above her
gave a smoky snert.


Heartened, she continued to
look for the source of the injury elsewhere, laying her hands over his skull.
Damage reflected into her. She passed her hands in all directions, but it would
not respond to her healing. Another attempt gave no success.


The jadestones—she removed
both hers and his and held them together against the side of his head. With her
other hand, she stroked and monitored. Irregular vibrations resounded, but she
couldn’t channel into the injury.


She sat back. “I won’t let
you die! I’ll signal for help.” Taking his staff in one hand, she touched him
with the other. She twirled the staff and the sapphire stone shot golden light
in a wide arc. “That’s only my aura. Where is Cullen’s blue light?” Perplexed,
she tried again, but could not draw out his power.


Panic mixed with confusion.
According to Eburscon, she possessed a power greater than any other. Why
couldn’t she heal Cullen? What was wrong? Was he dying? She looked up to Yasqu.
“Do you know how I can save him?”


“Nooo. Sorry. Cullen huuurt.”


The rain lightened to an icy
drizzle. Her body outside the magic cloak felt frozen. She pulled the hood over
her soaked head. A tremor passed through her, not from cold, but fear and
panic. Alone, somewhere in Dragonspeir she’d never been before. She looked up
at the sky for Hamal, hoping maybe she could transmit a signal for help through
its light. Thick, gray clouds blocked her connection. She needed help and had
no way to call anyone.


Yasqu kept her alive, but
unless she did the same for Cullen, her life held no value. She needed him and
loved him. Eburscon was right; she was just a simpleton, happier to love this
man than to possess all the power in the world. She’d gladly give up the
Scribe’s aura to live a life with Cullen.


“Lyra,” a hoarse voice
croaked from behind.


She jerked up and turned
around.


Eburscon waved a limp hand at
her. “Lyra, help me,” he choked with a gravelly voice.


Tempted to let him lie in
pain, she sat still for a moment, considering her conscience.


“Please help me,” he begged.
“My leg is crushed. I’ve lost considerable blood. I’m too weak to command my
magic and remove this boulder.”


She stood and walked a few
steps in his direction. “Will you help me save Cullen?”


“I cannot, even if I wanted
to,” his voice squeaked, for the first time sounding desperate and sincere.
“His aura was taken, at least in large part, their secondary choice—an attack
probably meant for you that I had nothing to do with…I swear. I suspect, since
I saw you command his staff somewhat, at least a portion of his heart aura
remains. Now help me.”


She turned and walked away.


“Lyra, wait. I need your
help. Come back.”


She continued walking.


A powerball grazed her ankle,
stinging sharply and leaving a cut several inches long—a surface wound. Even if
he was weakened from blood loss, with better aim he could do far more damage
than that strike. He certainly craved her death. But Lyra wasn’t afraid. Now
the tables were turned; he needed her alive to help him. The wound was meant to
scare her into helping him. She called his bluff and kept walking, eyes
straight ahead and shoulders square. “Yasqu, please step between me and
Eburscon.”


“Yezzz. I’lll protect you.”
In one stride, his massive frame shielded both her and Cullen.


“Lyra! You can’t do that. I
need you. Help me. Please. Please,” his voice droned on, fading into sobs.


She felt no empathy, no
anger, no contempt for him. Nothing. She only wanted Cullen whole again.
Kneeling beside him, she unfastened her magic cloak and spread it carefully
over him. Fierce determination flooded her body with heat. She would find help.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Fifteen: A New Quest


 


 


Still only a mage-level
sorceress, Lyra hadn’t been permitted to transport. She wondered if she was
capable and picked up Cullen’s staff. She didn’t know the technique. Instead,
she simply focused power on her need and intended destination, then twisted the
staff. The sapphire only shot a beam of her golden aura into the mist, but no
transport cloud formed. She hoped her power directed the beam to the Imperial
lair.


“Yasqu, can you take us to
the Imperial Dragon?” she asked, desperate for more ways to get Cullen some
help.


He lifted his head from the
ground, showing his yellow, worried eyes. “Yes. Will take youuu. Where?” He
scanned all directions from the ledge, as if attempting to see the destination.


That idea seemed hopeless.
Although he flew well enough, he didn’t know much as a five-month-old, barely
able to communicate.


Instinct told her Cullen
would die without care. On the frigid mountain top, she and Yasqu couldn’t
remain long without shelter, food, and water. She thought of using Eburscon’s
cave and craned her neck to see past the dragon’s snout. Outside the entrance
lay the boulder that crashed onto the alchemist.


He was gone! The huge rock
sat in the same position. Not even a scrap of his purple robe remained. She
shuddered. His threat still existed.


She needed to get herself and
Cullen away from danger. Yasqu too.


Out in the open on that
ledge, she felt like an easy victim. She rechecked the sky. The gloomy sky
still blocked her view of Hamal. Without it, she couldn’t trust her ability to
channel the aura out of her body. With a Scribe’s incredible aura, she should
be able to solve everything…if she only knew how to use it. She focused inside
on the wild, whirling mass of energy. How could she corral it all?


“Damn!” Frustrated, she
curled close to Cullen’s side. A bitter wind whipped against her face, and
loneliness clawed at her heart. Her throat tightened, but she fought back
tears. This was no time for self-pity. She needed to keep her wits together to
find a way to save them.


Yasqu wedged his nose into
the curve of her back. His calming touch slowed her breathing.


Lying quiet with her arm over
Cullen’s chest, she felt a pinprick of warmth at her heart. This ray of hope
encouraged her. She looked into his face, only to find the same frozen
expression. Yet, as she ran a hand over his pale forehead, more heat sparked
around her heart—the love connection of their inner fires. The cimafa didn’t
steal the aura of his heart, only from his mind.


She sighed and pulled closer
to him, realigning her cloak over them both. Her hand grazed the glass orb
fallen onto Cullen’s shoulder from the cord at her neck—the phoenix flame—she’d
forgotten it! She sat upright, her hand tight around the globe.


She lifted it before her
eyes. “Guardian of Fire, Lady of Peace, I need a direction. Please help me,”
she croaked, her throat swollen and ragged.


The tail feather of the
Phoenix sparked. A beam of light shot out from the ledge, disappearing into the
fog.


“How can I follow that path?”
she questioned the pendant.


It gave no answer. The ray of
light did not yield or alter.


A bank of clouds floated
across, thickening the fog.


Yasqu jerked and wrapped his
tail around them.


“What is it?” she whispered,
craning her neck in the direction he looked.


After a while, a faint
whipping noise reached her ear, but the mist shrouded whatever made the sound.
A shiver slid down her spine. She reached to the brooch attached to her cloak,
unpinned the opal ring, and slipped it onto her finger. After touching Cullen
and Yasqu, they also became invisible.


The beating of wings grew
louder.


Lyra strained her eyes in the
direction of the noise, but saw nothing. Her heart thumped so hard, her head
ached and her vision blurred. Although unable to extend her powers, direct use
might work. Streaming her aura into her eyes, she blinked a few times and her
vision cleared. She squinted and narrowed onto the location of the flapping.


Tips of huge wings appeared
dark against pale gray clouds. Its span seemed too big for the cimafa, but
perhaps larger sizes existed.


Moving away from her reach,
Yasqu became visible again. He lifted onto bent legs, as though poised to fight.


Lyra trembled, but maintained
contact with Cullen to keep him invisible. She needed to form a powerball—one
that actually worked. For half a second, she considered swallowing Eburscon’s
celestial dew gathered under Hamal. Since he didn’t insist she drink it in
front of him, it could be safe. Not worth the chance. Desperate, she gazed at
the sky. A faint shimmer gleamed through a thinning cloud where she expected
her birthmate star. A second later, it confirmed her guess by transmitting a
massive force into her. She kept the astral energy concentrated and used it to
contain her aura, like she attempted to do at the lake cabin. Pushing the
powerball into her palm, she marveled at its tight, smooth design.


Throwing was another matter
though. Lyra grabbed hold of a mass of fire power in her mind, ready to launch
the golden sphere.


The beast shrieked, and she
unleashed her strike. The powerball left her hand with too much force.
Immediately after being fired, it exploded like a firecracker. “Get back!” she yelled
to Yasqu and ducked under the cloak, covering both herself and Cullen. Sparks
rained down against the fabric, but didn’t burn through.


Both Yasqu and the incoming
dragon screamed.


She peeked her head out.


A tremendous blue dragon
reared back from the ledge, treading in place with rapid wing beats.


Yasqu landed with a plop on
the base of his tail, hind legs in the air.


“Lady Lyra! Is it you? Don’t
fear. It’s me—Yord,” the blue exclaimed.


“Yord!” She stood, carefully
leaving the cloak over Cullen to keep him warm.


The sound of more wings
hitting the air followed, and a pack of blues came into view.


“Where are you? I hear your
voice, but I only see Sire Drake and Yasqu.”


“Oh! I forgot.” She slipped
off the opal ring.


“Your gold laser called to me
since I’m bound to you. I was glad for the flash of Phoenix flame. In the mist,
I confused my bearing.” He landed on the ledge, as did the other sentries.


With a snert, Yasqu quickly
found his feet and joined them.


Yord and another blue,
obviously older with gray edges to his thick, curved scales, stepped close and
examined Cullen. “He’s in urgent need of care and must be taken to the lair.
What happened?” the elder asked her.


“Yes. He needs help now. He
and Yasqu battled Eburscon and a cimafa with a rider. Much of his aura was
stolen by the cimafa. Is it safe to transfer him?”


Yord shook his head. “This is
sad. Yes, it’s safe.”


“The Imperial Dragon will be
able to help. Let us proceed,” the older declared. He turned to the other blues
and barked orders. “Yord, you take Lady Lyra, and the first guard will carry
Sire Drake. The rest of you hold high alert for drakes and greens. Cimafa won’t
attack a pack. Keep Yasqu in the center with our carriers.”


Yord crouched low on his hind
legs and extended his forelimbs together onto the ground, clawed hands spread.
“Lady Lyra, if you please. Under these conditions it is safer for you to ride
in my grasp, so in case of attack strong maneuvers will not dislodge you off my
back.”


After a nod to the bronze
juvenile, she tied her cloak securely around Cullen, then lay across Yord’s
open palms.


His talons curled up slowly
around her, arms coiling toward his chest and surrounding her snuggly with
muscles hard as iron.


She tipped her head in all
directions, but couldn’t see Cullen. “Yord, please turn so I can see Sire Drake
for a moment.”


He did as directed. With help
from the elder leader, a strong sentry scooped Cullen into the same position
within his claws.


In two steps, Yord set sail
off the edge of the mountain face. The cold air bit her face and cut through
her winter clothing. Wind rushed down her throat so fast, she worked hard to
exhale. Her hands and feet grew numb. Despite her discomfort, she was glad she
secured her cloak around Cullen.


 


***


“Lyra! Wake up. Lyra,” a
woman’s voice urged.


She opened her eyes to see a
hazy face of a lady with silver hair tied up in a wide scarf. “Mimio. Where am
I? Where is Cullen?”


“You’re both in the Imperial
Dragon’s lair.” The sorceress’s hands worked up and down her limbs, spreading
warmth like Cullen did during his massages. “Sire Drake is with the leader.”


Lyra jerked her head up and
struggled to lift her torso against the weight of layers of fur skins. “I need
to see them.”


“Stand slowly and hold the
table for a bit.”


Not heeding her warning, Lyra
planted both feet on the ground and started to walk. Her legs buckled, and
Mimio caught her by the armpits.


“Your circulation is still
adjusting.” She eased her back to the table and helped her perch on the edge.
“Stay here until your head clears. It should only take a minute.”


“I don’t have another
minute,” Lyra snapped. “Let me lean on you to walk. I have to see the Imperial
Dragon right away.” She didn’t wait for Mimio to answer and rested a hand on
top of the sorceress’s shoulder, bracing a few steps.


The older woman laughed. “At
least you’re wise enough to take your healer along.”


Lyra did feel queasy and
needed some support, but didn’t allow that to slow her down. After reaching the
hallway, she got her bearings and steered them down the corridor toward the
entrance to the Imperial Dragon’s study. She made a slight bow of her head to
the usual blue dragon guard, then demanded, “I must speak with the leader now.”


He raised his snout and blew
a tiny puff of smoke. “Follow me.” He pivoted on one foot and swept his tail
wide behind him, forcing her to keep a distance.


Once inside the chamber, she
moved away from his grand tail, dropped her hold on Mimio, and squeezed past
the guard to stand directly in front of the golden leader. He towered above the
blue, double in size.


“Thank you, Dern. That is
enough. You may leave us. And my dear Mimio, will you leave us as well?” The
Head Guardian nodded toward the door. His manner appeared calm, yet his scales
rose at their edges and eyes glowed vibrant red.


Lyra sensed his tension. She
looked around the room and noticed Cullen lay upon a bed in a corner, softened
with thick, fur hides. As soon as the heavy wooden doors shut, she began, “Your
Highness, I need your help. Cullen is gravely injured. He and Yasqu were in
battle against Eburscon and a cimafa directed by a cloaked rider. Eburscon said
they intended to steal my aura, but settled for Cullen’s instead.”


The dragon’s gigantic tail struck
the stone floor with a strong thud, shaking the instruments around the room.
“Eburscon! I should have listened to Sire Drake centuries ago. I knew the
alchemist was high-strung and difficult, especially with those of near equal
skill. But, he maintained impeccable respect toward me.” He fought to smother
sparks emitting from his nostrils. “While Mimio treated you, I examined Sire
Drake and stabilized his body functions, but only had time to determine his
aura has been tampered with. Stealing this significant portion of such a large
aura requires immense capability in magic craft. Tell me more of what you
know.”


“I can feel some of his inner
fire, but I can’t call it out. Eburscon said Cullen’s heart aura remained
because I was able to channel my power through Cullen’s staff while touching
him.”


“I see.” His eyes narrowed
and he lowered his head. “Adalyra, please sit down. This will be difficult.”


She seated herself on a
leather stool beside Cullen’s bed and took his hand.


“You used the word grave
wisely. We can stabilize and maintain Sire Drake’s physical body, but his mind
will not function without his complete aura. I’m touched that his heart aura
remains, that you can still feel his love for you. He held onto your love with
his very life. That is admirable.”


Lyra glanced at Cullen’s
suspended features, and tears streamed from her eyes. Choking, she begged,
“What can I do to bring him back? I have so much potential power everyone seems
to want. Is there some way? Please guide me.”


“There is a way, but it’s
extremely dangerous. It is a quest more perilous than your first, and this time
you will be without Sire Drake’s guidance.” The dragon looked her in the eyes,
then paced the floor.


“Couldn’t Mimio go along?”
she asked eagerly.


He shook his head. “No, while
she is an advanced healer and our expert in mineralogy, she is weak in
defensive skills and would likely present a hazard as much as an aid.”


“The Unicorn or Phoenix?”


“Their presence within the
Dark Realm would instigate an immediate war between the two factions. I cannot
allow that; thousands of lives would be lost.” A burst of fiery smoke blew out
with his deep sigh and he faced her. His iris color changed to a worried
yellow. “One of my most arduous tasks as a leader is to make decisions about whether
beings in my care will live or perish. It is agonizing for me to choose which
life to put in jeopardy, yours or Sire Drake’s. Certainly, he will perish if
left this way for an extended time. It is not certain you will die while
completing a mission alone. You have advanced much through your training and
experience and have a real chance at success, despite serious risks.”


Lyra sprang to her feet. “I
was prepared to give my life for him to complete the first quest, to save
Dragonspeir so he could live. My life is empty without him. I will take any
risk.” She stood tall and looked up at the Imperial Dragon. “Tell me what I
need to do. I will find a way.”


“Before I tell you, I want
your promise, a formal bloodswear, that you will complete your assigned series
of lessons before you begin and then accept the orders of the quest to your
fullest ability.” He resumed pacing across the floor. “Sire Drake is safe here
and in a stable state, at least for the short term. Although time is short to
prevent permanent damage, there is no need for rash urgency. You have three
remaining essential lessons with the Unicorn, Cranewort,and the Tortoise. These
will each give you information or skills to enable your safety on the quest. If
there is time, Mimio will instruct about mineralogy.”


Lyra felt impatience surging
through her veins.


He stopped and, again, set
his eyes upon her. She felt a twitching sensation, as though he was attempting
fascination. “Sire Drake’s mind guard spell upon you has broken. I read your
thoughts, but please tell me your words.”


She swallowed and squirmed in
her seat. He held the cards, making her promise before she knew the job. But,
he was the ruler of the Alliance. She touched Cullen’s forearm. He trusted this
leader for nearly two hundred years. Shouldn’t she?


“All right, I agree, if I may
use your air instruments to prepare me.”


“Yes, of course those are at
your disposal, and I expect you to utilize them. Let us conduct the bloodswear
ceremony now to bind our agreement. For this we will use one of those
instruments, the Lacuna Ales.” From a shelf in one of the dozens of cases
lining the walls, he took an ornate gold and sapphire encrusted dagger and a
plain crockery jar. After scooting the lid off with his talons, he dipped the
tip of the dagger into what appeared to be white lineament. “I will need drops
of blood from each of the three of us, the only beings bound by dire need to
complete this quest. Our blood will be dropped into the swirling mist of the
gazing bowl. I’ll go first to demonstrate.”


With the tip of the blade, he
sliced between the pads of his talons and let a single drop fall into the
basin. Then he dipped the tip into the cleaning crock and handed the knife to
Lyra.


In her hand, the gems of the
hilt sparkled, radiating light onto the walls of the chamber. The blade gleamed
and tempted her to touch it. She ran a finger along the side, and it sang a
mournful note that echoed off the masonry.


“It calls to the powers of a
Scribe,” the golden ruler observed. “As acceptor of the bloodswear, please add
three drops.”


Watching the leader, she
worried cutting herself would be difficult. But the blade encouraged her to
pass a fingertip along its sharp edge. Red oozed from the thin line, and Lyra
held it above the Lacuna Ales for the drops to fall. “Three drops, one for each
of my goals—to save Cullen’s life, find a way for us to live in one world, and
to learn who killed my aunt.”


The Imperial Dragon nodded.
“Well done. Now do you want to gather some blood from Sire Drake’s finger or
should I?”


“I will.” She recleaned the
knife and brought its edge to the tip of his thumb. Her hand shook
uncontrollably. She leaned against the edge of his bed and steadied her knife
hand with the other around her wrist.


The Head Guardian held a
small glass plate under Cullen’s hand.


Finally, she made a small
cut, no longer than a quarter inch. A single drop fell.


“Treat your and his wounds
with some salve.”


“Your quest is a single
assignment that, I believe, will further two, if not all, of your goals. The
Black Dragon is aging, as am I. He will transfer power to a new ruler in the
coming decades. You must go into the Dark Realm and kill the sole male heir to
the rule of the Black Dragon. In saving the Alliance from this threat of
continued evil, you will be granted powers of the bloodsworn. This will unlock
a vast new level of your scribal powers. Completing your sorcery studies, you
will gain the next bookmark a Scribe may earn. Both will help you and Sire
Drake become more alike in magical ability and level of mortality and,
therefore, reach toward your goal of enjoying a common life. It is my surmisal
his missing aura has been given to the young heir to increase his power. Your
lessons will prepare you to extract the stolen aura.”


He allowed the drop of
Cullen’s blood to slide off the plate into the churning cloud.


Lyra’s thoughts spun. She
wanted desperately to sit and bolster herself against a host of new fears. But
the Lacuna Ales was set in motion, waiting for her.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Sixteen: The Bloodswear


 


 


“Lyra, this is your
bloodswear. Cast your promise into the Lacuna Ales.” The Imperial Dragon stood
back.


Lyra stepped up to the marble
pedestal. She stared into the wide, earthenware basin. The blood had collected
into a mass at the bottom of the clear liquid. She cautiously extended her
uncut index finger from her right hand and touched the surface. As before, it
surprised her, feeling like air rather than liquid. In response, the droplets
danced wildly.


Tracing a slow, circular
path, the charmed water transformed into wisps of vapor carrying the same
fragrance as before—roses. When the spell tickled her nose, she inhaled deeply
and her mind connected with the swirling steam. “I bloodswear to complete my
course of sorcery training before I seek out the heir to the ruler of the Dark
Realm and…” her voice faltered. “…kill him.”


The gases responded, twirling
the blood to form a line surrounding her finger.


“Ow!” Lyra yelped, but kept
her finger steady. A deep scratch traced around the digit. Silently, she posed
the question she wanted answered more than any other. Pool of Augury, please
tell me if Cullen will be restored. Her back ached and her legs shook from
the effort required to maintain concentration and keep her hand steady in the
basin. She knew if she wavered, the images wouldn’t be sharp. Meditating on
that single request, sweat dampened her hairline. Her legs swayed beneath her.
She struggled to hold on for the answer.


The center of the pool
resettled into liquid. The surface served as a screen, showing filmy
reflections.


Perspiration ran down her
face while she focused on her question.


Like before, the vision
cleared into a sort of slow-action film. Cullen lay in this room as he did now,
his face fixed and pale. She saw herself approach the side of the bed with her
palm extended, holding a jadestone brooch.


She leaned farther over the
pool. Needles of pain shot through her knees and hips.


The jade glowed with a
luminous pale green light she had never seen before. The image of herself
touched the stone to Cullen’s hand.


A flash of light shining off
the image of the jadestone brooch shot up from the pool’s surface and blinded
her. She let go and covered her eyes, wavering backward. When her eyes
adjusted, she looked again into the basin, but the surface lay clear. “It’s no
use. The pool won’t let me see what I want to know most. Why can’t I view the
rest?” Her cut finger seeped blood and she wiped it on her skirt, caring
nothing about her appearance.


“I cannot say. There is a
good reason for every reading it gives.”


“At least the vision showed
me I will return with his aura.”


“We cannot conjecture that
much either. Take the image literally and no more, or you may carry false hope.
One other matter—stay safer by keeping the nature of your quest secreted to
prevent information from reaching the Dark Realm ahead of you.”


“What about Eburscon? Is he
alive? Could he have escaped that boulder? Who do you think is the rider of the
cimafa?” Her body shook as questions poured out.


“These queries are all good,
but will wait until tomorrow when we talk again.” He opened a wing in the
direction of the door. “For now you must rest.”


“Wait. The reading made me
think of something I must do.” Lyra perched on the edge of the bed beside her
incapacitated lover. She unfastened her brooch and withdrew the magic cloak
from him. Underneath he still wore his own cloak and jadestone pin. She turned
the stone inward, touching the skin at the base of his throat and then did the
same with her own.


Cullen’s neck moved slightly
as he inhaled and better contacted the stone. His next breath came fuller,
pressing harder against the jade. Checking his face, his expression remained
fixed.


Lyra smiled, warmed at how
his heart fire reacted to hers, if only through reflexes. “I’m ready now.” She
followed the Imperial Dragon down the corridor toward her guest chamber.


Along the way, they met the
Tortoise, and he bowed his large, wrinkled head to the golden dragon. “May I
have a word with the Scribe along with Mimio?”


The leader nodded. “Follow.”


Light from the setting sun
streamed in through the tall window, illuminating Mimio’s long, silvery hair as
she sat in a sable upholstered chair. She jumped to her feet when she noticed
them enter. “Lyra, what happened? You look so tired.”


“Too much magic in one day,”
Lyra replied as she sat on one of the two twin beds in the small room the women
shared.


“She needs some treatment for
her hands, but otherwise, rest is in order,” the Head Guardian directed the
sorceress and turned to face the Tortoise, who lumbered beside the bed. “Your
assistant will be needed here indefinitely to maintain Sire Drake’s health.
You’re welcome to conduct more of your work from my lair.”


“I understand. She is our
best healer, next to Sire Drake. I will gladly serve the Alliance from here. It
will give me good reason to spend additional time organizing my library here.”


“Lyra, I know you’ve had a
difficult day, but both you and Sire Drake are safe. Rest now.” The leader
turned and left them alone.


Mimio glanced at Lyra’s
bloody hand and shook her head. “How did you get injured in company of the
Imperial Dragon?”


Since her quest was
confidential, Lyra didn’t know how to answer. Instead, she settled into the
bed, similar to the one they made up for Cullen, covered in hides with soft
fur. It reminded her of polar bear fur, thick and luxurious, except it was
camel-colored. She couldn’t imagine what sort of animal it came from. Surely a
herd animal since a predator would probably be of a higher order and protected.


The sorceress lit nearby wall
sconces and a candelabra on the side table before she took Lyra’s hand between
hers. “What’s this?” she questioned, touching the circular cut made by the ring
of blood during the promise ceremony. “Acts like a bloodswear laceration since
it defies my healing.” She shot questioning glances at Lyra and the Tortoise.


The magical symbols on the
thick plates of the Water Guardian’s shell shone bright white in the candlelight.
He extended his craggy neck and stiffly lifted his stumpy front feet onto the
edge of the bed for a better view of the wound. The laceration raised, a row of
bubbles tormenting the skin. He winced at the sight, which seemed odd to Lyra
since it only looked like an infected scratch.


Not caring about the
condition of her finger, Lyra lay her head back onto the pillow to avoid their
gazes. She wanted to spill her story to Mimio. Lyra needed a friend, but she
had to assume the leader didn’t want the sorceress to know because he sent her
out of the study. Lyra’s mind ached with grief and fear. It all seemed unreal,
like a nightmare, and Cullen would walk in with a smile any minute. Every time
footsteps clapped along the hall, she turned to see if he might open the door.


Mimio placed a leather pack
on the heavy wooden side table next to the bed. She rummaged inside and pulled
out a jar similar to the one in the study beside the knife. “This special
herbal liniment will keep down infection on that bloodswear mark, but, alas,
the line will remain as a permanent scar to remind you of your promise…and the
danger.” She dabbed cream around the base of Lyra’s index finger. “Something
will work for you and Sire Drake. I know.”


Lyra lifted her head. “How do
you know?”


“I never told you about those
paired lovers’ jadestones. That set is the only one in existence.” She nodded
to the Water Guardian.


The Tortoise craned his neck
closer to them. “When I did some research preparing for my lesson on
Dragonspeir history for you, I learned a curious fact. Those jadestones were
last owned by the first scribe, Elisabeth, and her lover.”


At the mention of that name,
Lyra sat upright.


“I already knew Elisabeth
faced similar conflicts and difficulties when completing her quest because she
loved a member of Dragonspeir. I read stacks of old journals kept by former
Guardians, high wizards, and alchemists. You share much in common with her. You
alone rival her in power, far exceeding the three Scribes between. One
similarity I just now pieced together.” He paused for a deep breath and
continued with a hushed voice. “You have just performed a bloodswear. That is
obvious from the wound on your finger. No one is permitted to know what you
promised, but I conjecture such a formal promise would only be necessary if you
are about to begin a second quest. Of all previous Scribes, only Elisabeth
followed another mission for the Alliance after she wrote her magical volume,
the first Book of Dragonspeir.”


“What did she do on the
second task?” Lyra asked.


“Something to help our
present Imperial Dragon accept his position, but the entries were vague. What I
did discover was an outcome of that quest unlocked more of her power, and she
found additional uses for those stones. We can hope you are following a similar
path.”


“Jade is an amazing stone,
capable of storing much information, performing many functions,” Mimio added.


Lyra sat speechless. Images
she saw in the augury pool replayed in her mind as she attempted to piece clues
together. After a few minutes, she asked, “During our lessons, may I read some
of those journals and focus on learning about the magic of jade?”


The sorceress nodded and gave
her a warm smile.


The Tortoise stepped back to
defer to his assistant. “Certainly. You are undertaking a dangerous task
without protection of a high wizard. That concerns us greatly, and we’ll do
anything in our power to aid you. You have had a troubling day. You need to
rest now.”


Lyra leaned over the edge of
the bed. “Thank you. That gives me useful knowledge.”


Mimio stepped closer. “Your
body is desperate for sleep. Do you think your mind will settle? I’ll gladly
promote your sleep, if you like.”


“My mind is spinning. I could
use something to relax, but not a drug that would make me feel groggy in the
morning.”


“No, just some magic with no
side effects.”


Lyra nodded and lay back as
the sorceress placed her hands over Lyra’s forehead. “Quiesco!” She
recognized the sleeping charm Cullen used to quiet Noba and baby Yasqu at Aunt
Jean’s. She longed to return there, where life seemed simpler. Thoughts of the
love-filled cottage faded into a soothing blur as sleep claimed her.


 


***


Sunshine reflected off an
angle in the stone wall outside and caught the mica specks in the interior
granite walls. Their tiny room sparkled with hope and promise, but Lyra didn’t
embrace those feelings. Much weighed on her shoulders.


She tossed off the cover of a
fur hide and slid out of bed. The other bed was empty, but Mimio’s robe draped
over the chair. In their bathroom, a basin of water, a bar of soap, and towels
sat on a table. Beside, stood a wooden stool fitted with another basin, which
seemed like a sort of antique toilet. She cleaned herself and conjured new
clothing. She found her boots next to the bed.


The door opened, and Mimio walked
in carrying a breakfast tray. “Good morning!”


“Thanks for bringing
breakfast,” Lyra said as she laced her boots.


“Let me have a look at that
cut.” The sorceress drew Lyra to the window. “There are still boils around the
line. I’ll apply some liniment now. Where are you going today? Will I be able
to treat you again?”


“I think I have lessons with
either Cranewort or the Unicorn. I’m confused with all that’s happened.”


“Not a surprise.” She handed
the jar of cream to Lyra. “Here, take this with you and reapply to that wound
every couple hours until the blisters recede.”


Lyra accepted and also
snatched up a muffin from the tray. Her stomach felt empty after missing two
meals. She sat at the bedside table and wolfed it down, as well as a bowl of
porridge and a few odd fruits she didn’t recognize. After taking a long draught
of milk, she rose. “I’m going to meet with the Imperial Dragon. Thank you,
Mimio. I’ll see you for a lesson soon.”


The sorceress bowed with a
smile.


 


***


A different guard led her
into the leader’s study.


The Head Guardian looked up
from turning a geared instrument. “Hello, Adalyra. Did you manage some sleep?”


“Yes, Mimio helped with a
charm.” She answered as she went to Cullen. She sank onto the stool at his side
and drew his hand to her lips. She shook her head, unable to accept what had
happened.


“Lyra, are you all right? Do
I need to summon Mimio?” He drew closer.


“No. I’m fine. Really.” She
tried to sound convincing.


“I think you need a day to
deal with what has happened before you resume lessons. Where would you like to
go? What comforts you, my dear?”


“I want to go to Aunt Jean’s
cottage.” She choked the words out.


“That can be arranged.”


She nodded. “Thank you.” She
slowly released Cullen’s hand and looked up at the leader. “I have a few
questions first.”


He folded his front limbs
across his chest. “Yes, please ask.”


“What about Eburscon? Who is
the rider of the cimafa?”


“Hard questions. It’s
possible Eburscon perished and his body dispersed, but more likely he saved
himself. He’s shrewd. I’ll certainly instruct all sentries to be on watch for
him. If found, he will be banished from the Alliance. The cimafa’s rider could
be many persons. It’s plausible that is a Qumeli member gone astray since the
moving hemline cloak is typical for adult males in the tribe. Watch has been
increased to a continual state over their lands.”


She swallowed and
straightened her posture. “Will they still seek me out for my aura since they
have Cullen’s?”


“Yes, they will, perhaps more
now because they are certain you have lost your protector. Although we will all
work to safeguard you, you must be ever watchful, even in the human world. No
place is safe.”


“And how do I take an aura
from the Black Dragon’s heir and replace it into Cullen?”


“That is best directed to the
teachers of your remaining lessons. I have requested those instructors adjust
their curricula to address concepts you will need for those tasks.”


Lyra ran a hand along her
forehead. “That is all I can think of now, but probably will need more answers
before I leave on my quest.”


“Very well. I’ll summon
Yord.” He left her alone in the room with Cullen.


She stood, leaned over, and
kissed him, her tears slipping between their lips.


A snert sounded behind her,
and she quickly wiped away her tears.


She turned to see Yord, head
hung low as he witnessed her sadness.


“I’m ready whenever you are,
Lady Lyra.”


“I’m ready now. I’d like to
go to the portal outside the bookstore.”


“If you feel well, you may
ride. Or I’ll gladly carry you. Please follow me outside.” He walked into the
hallway.


The Imperial Dragon stood
talking with his guard as she left. He paused and called to her, “Rest and
restore yourself, Adalyra. Your lesson with the Unicorn is tomorrow at noon.
Meet him at Sire Drake’s cabin.”


“Thank you.” She bowed low to
the floor.


He gave a slight inclination
of his head and waved her to depart.


On the rock ledge, Yord
kneeled, waiting for her. Uncertain about what lay outside the lair, she opted
to be carried in his claws. As they sailed high over the Steppe of Ora, the
forests rose and then cleared at the Meadow of Peace. After they passed over
the swamplands, trails converged at the Crossroads.


“Yord, please stop here. I
want to talk with Cranewort,” she directed the dragon.


“Certainly.” He glided to a
gentle landing in the middle of the junction.


As soon as he released her,
Lyra gave a quick bow. “Thank you. I can walk to the portal from here.”


He returned the bow, but
didn’t take flight. He remained, watching as she turned toward the Gatekeeper,
his branches all extended to embrace Lyra.


She ran straight to the old
tree, eager to feel those twig arms enfold her.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Seventeen: Desolate and
Suspended


 


 


Lyra sputtered Cullen’s name
a few times, trying to describe what happened to him.


Using his supple, newer
twigs, the ancient tree drew her closer. “No need to speak, my little Adalyra.
I saw it all with my clairvoyance.”


She let go and sobbed against
his trunk for several minutes. Her throat swelled, and she gasped for air while
uttering a desperate plea. “How…how do I go on…without him?”


“It will be hard, but you’ll
find a way. I have faith in you, always did. And I know Sire Drake does also.”


Lyra pulled back and stared
at Cranewort’s craggy face gazing down at her from high on his trunk.


“When the cimafa attacked
him, as it grabbed onto his outer aura his mind guard charm broke. In those
seconds before the beast won, I read Sire Drake’s subconscious, focused on
holding his inner aura, the part which houses his love for you. He prepared to
give them his body, to die, but not to relinquish the part of his soul that
connected to you.” The old tree’s thick bark lips quivered. “His last emotion
was joy, when he intended to be whole again and see you.”


Lyra froze, not knowing
whether to cry or smile. She treasured the gift of this secret knowledge.
“I’m…” She looked down. “I never thought anyone would feel that way about me…
trust me so much.”


“You underestimate yourself.”
His twigs lifted her chin. “You’re an amazing woman. Sire Drake is very lucky
and everyone knows that, especially him.”


“What if I can’t make him
whole again?” Her eyebrows pushed together and her voice cracked.


“I believe in you. So does
he. The Imperial Dragon, too, or he wouldn’t have assigned you a new quest into
the Dark Realm without a protector.” A thin twig wrapped around the tip of her
right index finger. “The bloodswear mark of the Alliance. I’ve heard Elisabeth
bore one, the only Scribe entrusted with such responsibility, until you. In all
my years, I’ve only seen two others. Sire Drake bears one underneath his dragon
ring.”


Lyra’s eyes opened wide. “I
didn’t know. What was he asked to do, if we’re allowed to talk about it?”


“Yes, we may talk once the
bloodswear quest is completed. At one time, the Black Dragon and his council
placed a dangerous curse upon the lair of the Imperial Dragon. It brought
illness and suffering to all those who entered, the leader himself and his blue
sentries. The curse had to be lifted to cure them. Sires Drake and Tarom were
formally appointed to locate their counterparts in the other faction and follow
any means to remove the black magic.” He raised a branch to scratch his upper
trunk. “Which may surprise you since you fought Tarom, the present Dark Realm
Alchemist, last summer in the Black Dragon’s lair.”


“Cullen told me Tarom trained
here under Eburscon and left after a disagreement between them. And, I do
remember Kenzo mentioned Cullen killed the dark sorcerer in a fight.”


“Yes, he did. The pair tried
to force the opposition to remove the curse, but it became a death match.
Thankfully, Sire Drake, at the request of our leader, studied arduously with
the Tortoise before he left. Together, they poured over volumes of black magic.
It came in handy when he utilized the craft to sever the last threads made by
the curse worker’s inner aura. Upon his return, the Imperial Dragon awarded him
the ring that covers his bloodswear scar, for his heroic service to the
Alliance.”


She nodded. “What about
Tarom?”


“He was also rewarded with
the same style ring. But, the next day Eburscon challenged him, as you
know—probably envious of his decoration.”


“What happened to Tarom once
he left?”


“I don’t know. My gift only
permits me to view members of the Alliance. He renounced his association.”


“Can you still see Eburscon?
Is he alive?”


“I cannot, since he has been
exiled by the Imperial Dragon. Be on guard wherever you go. Our lesson will be
in two days time, as soon as you can arrive after dawn. Where will you be until
then?”


“Today, I’m going to Aunt
Jean’s cottage to rest. Tomorrow, I start the Unicorn’s lesson.”


“Ah, good idea. The loving
reminders of your aunt will bolster your strength. Shall I signal for a guide
from the nearby Meadow to accompany you on your walk?”


“No, thank you. I need to be
alone for a while.”


Creaking and popping, he
leaned his upper trunk into a bow, sending the white crane-like birds out of
their roosts in his limbs. “Rest well, and I’ll see you soon, my dear.”


Lyra returned the bow and
took the path leading toward the portal. The wind whipped dry leaves across the
path and bit her face. She pulled up the hood of her magical cloak. The gray
sky threatened snow. Ice-covered heads of the bell flowers bent low, as if the
life was about to be snapped from them. She missed their gay, tinkling songs of
summer. Although glad for the quiet to sort through the chaos of her thoughts,
the bleak landscape made her even more sad and lonely.


A clatter of icicles hanging
from the leaves of the jasmine-scented vines drew her attention to the
trailhead leading toward Cullen’s cabin. She stopped at the intersection,
straining to see down the path for a glimpse of the house and its happy
memories. After a few steps under the vines, she made out the chimney top. She
wondered if it would it be all right to go inside for a minute, or if the rider
of the cimafa or Eburscon still watched for her there. She expected Cullen’s
charms securing the cabin had dropped when his aura was stolen.


She hurried down the side
path, her boots crunching frozen leaves. She looked from side to side,
surveying for any movement. At the edge of the glade where the cabin sat, she
stopped to listen. Only the soft whistle of the wind through the bare branches
of tree tops greeted her. On the lake, waves crested into small whitecaps,
gliding across to the shore nearest the cabin. Everything looked desolate, life
suspended by winter, much like Cullen’s present state.


She darted across the
clearing to the steps. Her foot slid on the ice, and she grabbed the railing to
break her fall. She unlocked the bolt and stepped into the sitting room. That
too seemed lifeless with such a chill in the air, she saw her breath. The stack
of textbooks on the side table caught her attention, along with a few titles on
fascination and dark magic from the bookcase. She shrank them all to fit within
her magical box. With the cushions of Cullen’s favorite chair enveloping her in
a friendly embrace, she latched his mother’s case and ran a finger over the
intricate wood design.


The circular cut on her
finger began to throb. Thinking it meant some danger from the Dark Realm
approached,, she jumped to her feet and fumbled with unfastening her opal ring from
the brooch at her throat. She slipped it on and raced up the stairs. One thing
remained she wanted to get before she left.


There, draped on the back of
a wooden chair hung was what she needed—Cullen’s sweater he wore Christmas day.
She lifted it to her face and buried her nose in the soft wool, inhaling
deeply. His scent—a woodsy citrus cologne mixed with his own musky, male
odor—filled her nose and sent pleasant shivers along her skin. She tucked the
garment under her cloak and bounded downstairs and out the door, taking time
only to set the lock and apply the vanishing charm on her storage case.


Wings whooshed above the
porch roof.


She stood still, her heart
thumping in her chest.


Then she heard a scratching
noise, like talons clawing thatch of the roof to locate a secure perch.


She barely breathed, trying
to remain as quiet as possible.


Feathers hung over the eave,
dark against the ash-colored sky. She considered locking herself in the cabin
for protection. That would require stating the charm aloud to get the key
again, giving whatever it was time to attack.


In the next instant, a face
appeared hanging over the edge of the roof—Kenzo. She sighed in relief.


“Who’s there?” he demanded.
The feathers on the back of his neck rose as he glared down at her.


“Kenzo! It’s me—Lyra.” she
called up to him.


“Lyra? Where are you?”


“Oh, I forgot.” She slipped
off her opal ring and became visible.


“There you are. How was your
alchemy lesson?”


“Not good.” He didn’t seem to
know about yesterday’s tragedies. She braced herself against the porch rail.


Before she continued, he
piped up, “We all expected such since the Imperial Alchemist is such a likeable
guy. Where’s Master?”


“Kenzo, please come down and
take a perch.”


He dropped head first from
the roof and whipped around to a graceful landing on the porch rail. Tucking in
his wings, his ice-blue eyes open wide and fixed on her.


“Eburscon set me up to be
attacked by the rider of a cimafa. During a lightning storm, he and the rider
attacked Cullen and Yasqu. The cimafa wanted to take my aura, but took Cullen’s
instead.”


The owl’s eyes popped out
even wider. “What? He’s dead? No!”


“No, they only took part of
his aura. He held onto the portion in his heart. His life is maintained in the
lair, but he doesn’t respond.” She held her breath and watched him carefully.


His eyes squinted. “Where
were you during this fight?” he snapped.


“Yasqu shoved me under his
belly to protect me while he fought.”


Kenzo’s face twisted and his
beak gnashed. His talons cut through the paint on the railing to bare wood.
“This can’t happen! Not to him.”


She took a step toward him,
her hands out to comfort him. “I’m so sorry.”


He hopped away, farther along
the rail, his huge eyes staring at her. “Why didn’t you help Master fight? You
could’ve saved him.”


“I…” Tears streamed down her
cheeks. Again, she held her arms open to him. “I’m sorry, Kenzo.”


He scooted farther from her
and looked away.


Lyra fell to her knees on the
frigid porch floorboards. “I’d give my life to save him,” she whispered.


He gave her a blank look,
then unfolded his wings and took flight.


She watched him fly until the
trunks blocked her view. His reaction sliced into her heart. She caused another
friend enormous pain. She shuddered. Did those in the lair also blame her for
Cullen’s injury?


Moments later, the scar on
her finger throbbed again. She got to her feet and once off the slick steps,
ran across the open glade into cover of the forest.


The whipping of wings
flapping in the distance alarmed her. She took off at a run in the direction of
the main trail, twisting and turning under limbs and vines overhanging the
circuitous, narrow lake path. A twig hung down and stuck in her cloak, tearing
into the fabric.


At the end of the connecting
passage, she paused to look both ways along the main trail. Nothing moved. She
gasped for air and pushed hair out of her face. Her fingers fumbled with her
opal ring, thrust in a hurry to the bottom of her skirt pocket.


Then a distant spine-chilling
screech, she knew well to be from a cimafa, pierced the air.


It took her only a split
second to decide it followed from far enough away for her to run for the
portal. Inside the bookstore, she’d be safer. She slipped the ring back on.
Even though the cimafa located her by detecting her energy, she hoped
invisibility might slow the dragon down. Gathering her energy, fueled by
adrenaline, she powered into a sprint. Icy wind whipped down her open mouth as
she panted for air. Her pulse pounded in her head. Several times, the long
skirt of her cloak bunched between her legs, breaking her stride. She noticed
various clumps of bushes, trying to remember which grew near to the portal.


Wing beats pounded the air,
coming closer.


Once she reached the weeping
pluch tree, she knew the portal stood just past the jasmine on the left.


Another shriek split the air,
so loud she looked over her shoulder. It sailed only a quarter mile down the
trail, neck extended, straight for her. She set her jaw and forced her eyes
away, not to be caught by its bewitching stare. Before she focused on the path
in front, her foot hit a root, and she tumbled hard onto her hands and knees.


The portal sensed her
Alliance magic and opened, only thirty feet straight ahead.


She tried to get to her feet
under her and her ankle twisted. Pain shot through the joint when she put
weight on it. Wincing, she ignored the stabbing sensation and hobbled as fast
as possible, forcing the ankle to perform.


A shadow of wings fell over
her. She felt the sickening sensation of the rider’s dark magic and the
hypnotic pull of the cimafa, calling her to turn around.


She gritted her teeth. Only
ten more feet. She set her focus on the familiar clutter inside the bookstore’s
work room.


The cimafa clamped his jaw,
biting the air immediately behind her. The noxious sulfur odor of the beast
made her dizzy.


She shut her eyes and kept
moving at top speed. Her injured ankle crackled as though the bones splintered.
Pain shot up her leg, and she dragged it along. The moment after she crossed
the threshold, the cimafa’s gaping mouth hit the closed barrier like an
invisible wall.


The impact stunned the
dragon, and he dropped his head down, drooling and shaking it from side to
side.


Lyra trembled on the
bookstore floor, only a couple feet from the terrifying beast. Could it sense
her through the portal like the Phoenix who sang to her? Was the rider able to
pass through? She held her breath and worked to gather any available power into
a fireball.


The rider turned the stunned
creature and pulled up beside the threshold. He stared at her, less than three
feet away, from under his deep hood. His masked face only revealed red, glowing
eyes.


She checked for markings.
Gloves covered his hands, but a purple gem pendant peeked out from the opening
of his cloak. She studied the setting—silver suns and moons decorated the
sides.


His lips drew into a smirk.
“You are not long to own the Scribe’s aura, Adalyra.” His disguised voice gave
an unfamiliar, eerie cackle. He shot a beam of red light from his eyes to the
cimafa’s head, and they took flight down the trail.


She watched until they flew
out of sight, then lay back. Her chest heaved, and her ankle throbbed. The
coolness of the vinyl floor against her temple steadied her. She was alive.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Eighteen: Gatekeeper of the
Portal


 


 


For the first time, Lyra
noticed sparkling flecks strewn over the floor near the portal. She lay there
and rested for several minutes, mustering strength to move.


Finally, she rolled to move
her uninjured leg under her. Using the shelves of the bookcase bordering the
threshold, she hoisted herself to stand. Balancing on the tiptoe of the other
foot, she steadied herself. Cautiously, she took a step. Small enough that the
swollen ankle wouldn’t need to support her weight long. The ankle made a dull
crack, and she grabbed the back of a chair to slow her fall. Its legs scooted
out, and the wooden arm clattered against the floor.


“Who’s there?” a tiny voice
called from the showroom.


“Sheridan, is that you?” Lyra
gasped as pain shot through her extremity.


“Lyra! I need some food and
water in here. Seems you two have forgotten this lowly locust,” he called out,
with his usual snippiness.


She inched into a seated
position and bent her right knee to bring the ankle closer for inspection. Her
hands sensed the deep wound, a complete fracture, probably broken clean through
with that last step. Wrapping her palms around the throbbing joint, she took a
deep breath. She self-healed before and hoped it would work for her again. The
torn connective tissues of the bursa mended easily, but the ripped tendon and
bone injury defied her. She focused more intently. Sweat beaded along her brow
and hairline. No better. Only the swelling and heat reduced. Using magic
outside of Dragonspeir took more control and focus and was even harder to do
when injured.


“Lyra. You’re awfully quiet.
Is Master with you?”


“No,” she spit out between
attempts to concentrate.


“You sound awful. What’s
wrong?”


“Broken ankle.”


He ranted on in a chirpy high
pitch, but she ignored him to make one more try. Her hands felt a line cutting
diagonally across the end of the larger bone. She only managed to make basic
repairs to the tendon above that area and reduce more swelling. Leaning aginst
the upturned chair, she considered her two choices. She could go to the local
emergency room. Or she could return to Dragonspeir, where she could properly
self-heal, and chance the cimafa might locate her again. Plagued by pain and
unable to choose, her mind fell into delirium.


“Lyra. Do you hear me? Lyra.”
Sheridan’s voice startled her back to reality.


“Yes,” she answered weakly,
noticing for the first time she wore a parka rather than the cloak. Rummaging
inside the inner jacket pocket, she found her cell phone. Luckily, it still
held a charge. She dialed 911 and asked for an ambulance.


The woman’s voice on the
phone sounded warm and comforting, helping Lyra collect her thoughts to tell
where she was located—a difficult matter since the bookstore moved randomly by
magic. After much stammering, she remembered the location known to non-magicals
on Tenth Street near Elm.


After she hung up, she closed
the phone with a sigh, then sat upright—the door was locked. If the ambulance
crew broke the lock and it needed to be replaced, her enchanted key wouldn’t
work.


Nearby, she located a wheeled
office chair. Crawling on hands and knees, she pulled into its seat and rolled
backward into the outer room, pushing with her good leg.


As she passed the counter,
Sheridan called, “Are you all right?”


“I have an ambulance coming.
You’ll need to be quiet then.” She continued to skid across the wood floor, but
one wheel caught in the fringe of a Persian rug. “Damn!” She twisted to look
over her shoulder at the door and raised a hand. Before she uttered the
necessary incantation, a loud whirring sounded behind her, and the bolt slammed
open. She whipped around to face the cicada. “Did you do that?”


He silenced his song. “Who
else?” he quipped, clinging to the front bars of his cage, his antennae waving
outside.


She took one hop from the
chair and held onto the counter, leaning on it to scoot toward the cicada.
Placing a palm above his cage, she choked, “Creo!” The simple
incantation worked. Sugar cubes and water appeared in his bowls. “How did you
open the lock?”


“This portal’s mine—I’m the
gatekeeper. Each has its own keeper. I make this store change locations…and
rearrange the furniture and books in here when I’m bored. I felt bad vibes
approaching and strengthened the portal barrier. Tricky business since you cut
it so close. Trouble is, my magic’s limited to watching the damn door. Thanks
lots for the grub.”


“No problem.” Lyra studied
the insect for a moment, glad she hadn’t made an enemy of him when they first
met. Then, she thought he was just an insolent bug.


He lapped at his food while
keeping one of his green compound eyes on her.


Being vertical, the swelling
increased in her ankle, making it throb even more. She hopped back to sit in
the desk char. The shrill siren of the ambulance drew near.


“Lyra, take care,” the bug
whispered when the door creaked open.


Two strapping young men
helped her onto a gurney and whisked her away.


 


***


The young male orderly met
the ambulance at the curb of the emergency room and rolled Lyra’s cot into a
prep room. Another nurse followed him in, but stayed behind her head. After a
couple minutes, the orderly gave a grin and left.


“Bet that hurts,” the man
said casually as he stepped to the side counter, writing notes on a clipboard.
He wore his straight, black hair long in a ponytail. Revelin?


Lyra turned her head toward
him, but she couldn’t see his face. His broad shoulders narrowed to a trim
waist.


After several minutes, he
turned. “Good to see you again, Lyra, although not under these circumstances.”
He nodded in the direction of her ankle, now twice the size of the other.


Lyra grunted and squirmed on
the hard bed, wishing she could get away from him. Pain shot up her leg, and
she grimaced.


“You’d feel better lying
still until the doctor orders tests and meds. Let me have a look.” He moved to
the foot of her bed, and Lyra propped up onto her elbows. He smiled and said,
“I met your neighbor lady at a nursing home function, and she thought you’d
taken your aunt’s house off the market. Is that true? I was hoping you’d be
around still.”


“I thought you worked with
elder home care. Why are you in emergency?” She avoided answering his question.


Revelin gently cupped the
underside of the swollen joint with his hands. His touch raised goosebumps
along the skin of her leg.


She bit her lower lip to
replace the pleasant sensation with something more real—pain.


He ran his fingers along
outer edges of bands of muscle and tendons with skill and precision. “Lie back
and relax. I take a week rotation in the ER regularly. Was supposed to come in
last week, but I traded for a guy who needed to travel over the holidays. Luck
must have been with me to be here when you came in.”


An icy hot sensation coursed
deep inside her ankle. Although she tried to fight it, his touch radiated
throughout her body. Lyra rested her head against the pillow, and soon her
eyelids drooped. Through flutters of her lashes, she saw his dark eyes, almost
black with silver glints in the irises, fixed onto her. Her eyes shut, and she
drifted into half-sleep as his firm hands massaged her lower leg.


 


***


A rush of icy wind smacking
her face woke Lyra. She jumped, unable to place her surroundings.


Revelin shut the passenger
door of a car where she sat. The black sedan faced a tan brick wall of the
hospital. He walked around the hood and opened the driver’s door. His muscular
frame filled half of the front seat. “You had a nice nap while we ran tests and
took x-rays. When the doctor cleared you to leave, my shift was ending, so I
offered to drive you home.” He flashed a friendly smile. “Hope that’s okay. At
least it’s better than a cab.”


His offer seemed harmless
enough and his expression sincere.


“Yeah. Sure. It’s fine. Thanks.”
She shook her head, trying to feel less disoriented. “Sorry, I’m groggy.
Really, thank you. It’s kind of you.”


“That’ll wear off in a little
while.” He turned on the radio and hummed softly with the harmony of the song,
his voice deep and rich.


As they turned into her
neighborhood he asked, “Are you alone this Christmas? Here to be with memories
of your aunt?”


“No, I mean yes. I’m not
alone. I came to be with Cullen Drake, who owns the bookstore.” Feeling
drugged, she blinked and swallowed hard, trying to become more alert.


He glanced over to her with
those same dark eyes streaked with silver, and she couldn’t look away. “Is he
at your aunt’s house staying with you? Will you have someone to look out for
you this evening?”


Unprepared to answer his probing
question, she searched her mind for any believable excuse. “I…I’ll be fine. He
had some business to attend to, but will be home soon.” She silently cursed her
voice for wavering. Then, she recalled why she went to the emergency room and
looked down at her ankle among the clutter of fast food cups littering the
floor. The joint looked normal, no swelling. She expected to see a plaster
cast, but found only an elastic bandage. Moving it from side-to-side caused no
pain. She bent her right knee and pulled the foot into the car seat. “What
happened? What did the doctor say was wrong with my ankle?”


He stared ahead at the road
while he turned onto her driveway and put the car in park. “It’s fine. No
serious damage. Just elevate it as much as possible for the next couple days.”


Lyra’s eyes opened wide,
looking between him and her ankle. She thought she remembered feeling a
fracture line cutting across the end of the larger bone. And a tear in the
tendon on the side.


Before she could ask any
questions, he hopped out of the car, opened her door, and offered his arm for
her to stand.


She wobbled, her head still
unsteady, and accepted his help.


He wrapped his other around
the small of her back and escorted her onto the porch.


Too much was happening at
once for her clouded mind to sort out. His touch, even through the parka, gave
her inviting shivers. The injured ankle supported her weight with little
discomfort. She couldn’t remember where she stored her house key and didn’t
want to hesitate at the door to allow an awkward moment if Revelin made a move
on her. He did help her today, and she didn’t want to appear ungrateful and
offensive, but he seemed too friendly. Fumbling in one pocket and then another,
she finally located the key and stepped onto the mat. Smoothly, she unlocked
the door, pushed it open, and stepped inside—quite an accomplishment the way
her head spun.


“Thanks for everything you
did to help me,” she said, inching the door closed a bit to give him a subtle
hint.


“Glad to. I’d be happy to
stay until Cullen returns. You really shouldn’t be alone feeling like you do.”
As if nervous, he surveyed the ice-covered bushes to one side of the door.


“I’ll be all right, really.
Thank you.” She started to close the door.


“Oh, wait a second. I almost
forgot to give you the hospital papers.” He opened his jacket and removed them
from an inner pocket.


She reached out to accept
them, and his fingers glided over hers, again bringing that same seductive
feeling. Their eyes met and held her suspended. Her breath arrested for those
few seconds. Using a portion of outer aura to initiate motions, she jerked both
her hand and eyes away. With a simple thank you, she shut the door and leaned
against its inner side, waiting until his car motor turned over and moved away.
She relocked the deadbolt and checked the other outside door from the family
room to the screen porch. The eerie calm of dusk spread over her view of Lake
Huron.


She sank onto the couch, took
a deep breath, and unfolded the crinkled papers bearing her signature on the
release form. It seemed like her handwriting, but she didn’t remember signing.
The diagnosis: grade one sprain. How? She lifted the ankle into her lap and
hurriedly unwound the bandage. Underneath, the skin appeared slightly reddened
with only minor swelling. She laced her palms above and under the joint…no
fracture, no torn tissue. The truth evaded her fuzzy mind.


A gnawing emptiness in her
stomach sent her to the kitchen in search of something simple before she
dropped into bed. A quick sandwich and tall glass of orange juice served the
purpose, and she headed toward the stairs.


In the quiet house, every
creak, click, and whir of the structure and its appliances sounded loud. Lyra
glanced into Jean’s first floor bedroom as she passed. The last and only time
she spent alone in the cottage was the night after her aunt died. She shuddered
at the bad memory and cast it out of her mind. In the room, she picked up a
framed picture of her family with Jean and Sam on their boat. Remembering that
summer vacation put a smile on Lyra’s face. She walked around the room,
enjoying the keepsakes and their memories. It was good to feel her aunt’s love
in this cottage.


Inside her own bedroom, she
dropped her clothes in a heap and slipped on a favorite nightgown. After
quickly washing up, she located an extra pillow in the closet to prop up the
injured ankle. Once arranged, she turned out the bedside lamp and sunk into the
familiar feeling of the bed.


Exhaustion didn’t yield to
sleep as she hoped. She tossed and turned, unable to get comfortable with the
odd height of the sprained ankle.


Black eyes stared at her from
across the room. For an instant they resembled Revelin’s, with tiny silver
streaks. Lyra threw on the light. Just Little Bear with his black button eyes
reflecting the moonlight. She gathered him off the dresser and snuggled back
under the thick down comforter with her childhood teddy.


With Little Bear tucked under
her chin, she smiled at the memory of happy times with Jean when the furry
stuffed animal went along. Her smile faded. Memories weren’t enough. The ones
she loved were gone. She needed Cullen to love and guide her. And Jean to help
her follow the right path toward happiness.


If only she hadn’t left Jean
with a nurse the night she was killed. If only she hadn’t hidden under Yasqu
rather than helping Cullen fight the cimafa. Kenzo’s blame cut deeply. Her
throat clenched. She dug her fingernails into the soft fur of the bear and swallowed
hard against the raw lump. The path ahead would be hard as hell, but she owed
Cullen his life and Jean every bit of honor she could muster.


Lyra pulled Little Bear under
her chin once more and let her mind drift into stillness.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Nineteen: Magical Creatures


 


 


Sun streamed in through the
bay windows and woke Lyra. She sat up quickly, her mind focused and determined,
racing in ten directions. Holding her palms open, she stated, “Exorior pyus
pyxidis!” The invisible box appeared, and she lifted out a miniature stack
of books onto her lap. “Amplio!” The pile spilled over her legs.


Flipping through the volume
on magical creatures, she slowed at the dragon section until the page on cimafa
opened. She eagerly scanned the contents, but found no new information. Perhaps
the Unicorn would know more and be able to answer her questions.


She reviewed the other types
of dragons, particularly varieties of drakes that served as minions to the
Black Dragon. In battles last summer, she witnessed magma and fire drakes
aiding a green attacker. Those drakes, customarily acting as followers, formed
the backbone of the Dark Realm’s army. The text told of three other evil types:
ooze, with an acid attack; ice, having chaotic temperament and a deadly freezing
touch; smoke, ruthless with a smoke breath weapon. The stealth drakes, or
cimafa, were a variant of smoke drakes, the most fiercely independent and
intelligent. Lyra recalled a group of ice drakes protecting the dark lair when
they visited—fearsome blue-white, serpentine bodies. She shivered. Tarom
supposedly trained them.


The thought of him guided her
to pick up the basic fascination text. After a quick survey, she settled into
the beginning. Without benefit of lessons on that craft, she needed to teach herself.
She sank into the soft sheets and comforter with the volume propped next to
her.


Eventually her growling
stomach sent her to the kitchen with yet a different book in hand, this one for
charms. She felt like one of her college students, cramming for an exam. While
running through the list of incantations, she assembled breakfast and tried to
commit the spells to memory. Looking over the edge of the page, held above her
cereal bowl, she read nine o’clock on the wall clock—time to shower, mend her
cloak, and go to today’s lesson.


On her way out the door, the
flashing light on Jean’s answering machine caught Lyra’s attention. She pressed
the play button and listened to the one message. “This is the Birch County
Sheriff calling for Ms. Lyra McCauley. We have inspected the exterior of your
aunt’s house and found no evidence of forced entry. We would like to continue
our investigation in the interior of the home at your earliest convenience.
Please give me a call back to set up a time.”


She didn’t need further
investigation to convince her that Dragonspeir magic had been used to kill her
aunt. Lyra hurried to her car.


 


***


Lyra refreshed Sheridan’s
food and water before she said goodbye and headed toward the portal. Apprehensive,
she scanned as far as she could see from the storage room side of the portal.
The bookcases on either side limited her view. She stuck her head through and
checked in all directions. The wind blew raw against her face. No life appeared
anywhere, which was not a surprise with the weather.


She stepped fully through the
portal. Her magical cloak kept her toasty warm where it covered. Exposed parts
quickly grew numb as she trudged against the gales. She wished to conjure a hat
and gloves, but couldn’t remember the new charm words while she hurried. She
didn’t dare waste time and encourage another attack. The strong winds already
made her journey slow-going. Despite that, she walked with renewed
determination. Time at Aunt Jean’s cottage, in familiar surroundings, helped
her sort out priorities and strengthen her resolve.


Lyra scanned the sky for
dragons, but only saw the tree tops whipping wildly. The storm probably caused
a real problem for flight, something to be glad about as far as the cimafa were
concerned. She hoped Yord, a much larger blue dragon, would be steadier in the
air, so he could transport her to the Unicorn.


She intended to stop and
visit with Cranewort, but fighting the wind took more time than expected. The
vines hiding the trailhead to Cullen’s cabin had lost their heavy icicles, now
shattered over the frozen dirt path. She darted underneath the archway and
moved along, working to keep near the center and avoid being swept into sharp
branches and thorns. Snow began to fall, or, rather, hurl horizontally at her
face. Around one more bend lay the lake clearing. She shielded her eyes with a
hand.


In the glade, she found Yord
already there, stooped near a large bonfire, his blue color nearly obscured by
the driving flakes.


She scurried to him. “Hello.
Can you fly in this wind?”


“Hello to you, Lady Adalyra.
Quite the storm, but yes, I can, if we keep high enough. I made this for you.”
He beckoned toward the fire with a forelimb. “The cabin won’t be comfortable,
left unheated for several days. Take a few minutes to warm yourself before we
depart.”


Lyra stepped close to the
flames, ordinary in color, but magically maintained straight and steady. The
blaze quickly warmed her. Remembering the bone-chilling ride she made with Yord
when he saved her from Eburscon’s ledge, she conjured a hat, scarf, and gloves.
Once she adjusted the scarf over her face, she said, “I’m ready now, if you
are.”


“I am. We’ll course high and
slow. I’m certain the Unicorn will understand if we are a bit tardy. How would
you like to ride today, my lady?”


“Which method will keep me
warmer and allow you to navigate best?”


“I suggest you ride on my
back, and alter the shape of the spine anterior to your seat to deflect wind.
I’ll likely need to move my forelimbs to fine tune my balance, so carrying you
below will prove difficult.”


He crouched and laid one wing
to the ground.


She stepped onto his wing
tendon and hurled her leg across his back at a gap between spines to
accommodate a rider. She took hold of the spine ahead of her. “Laxo
contego!” It widened perpendicular to the row, like a dashboard she could
duck behind or peer over.


In response, Yord’s back
trembled slightly. “Are you ready?” He turned his long neck and looked at her.


“Yes! Ready!”


He rose higher onto his hind
legs and took four wide steps, wingsails expanded, talons clawing at the
rock-hard dirt for any available traction. They cleared the leafless forest
canopy, undulating at the whim of whirling gales. Just above the tree line,
turbulence became fierce. Winds bobbled his body, slapping down one wing and
then the other.


Wind rushed into Lyra’s
throat so fast she couldn’t breathe. She shut her eyes tight, but her face
stung, pelted with ice particles. She was grateful for the spine shield that
offered a little protection.


Yord extended his neck, and
she felt the muscles of his back contract underneath her thighs. With a sudden
downward push of his wings and a guttural growl, he lifted upward.


Her body pitched back. She
clung to the edges of the spine and squeezed hard with her legs. Keeping her
head low for protection while in this position proved tricky, but thankfully
the sentry soon leveled his frame. They sailed, with only minor disturbance,
through the upper wisps of clouds. She called to him, “I didn’t know dragons
could reach this altitude.”


He glanced back. “Only a few
can. It requires great strength.” He stretched his wings fully, more than fifty
yards. The sun glinted off his iridescent cobalt scales, and they glided
smoothly.


She felt honored by such an
adept defender. Yord was magnificent for a blue. Lyra patted his flank and
lifted her head high to enjoy the view of the terrain far below between thin
spots in the clouds.


She located the Meadow, a vast
clearing in the dense woods. It stood deserted on this cold day, but wind
yanked smoke from the chimneys of hundreds of cabins tucked into small glades.


As they flew on, the canopy
thickened into a dull, brown mat with trees unwilling to give up their dry
leaves.


Eventually, the waters of the
Sea of Cogadh appeared on the horizon. Whitecaps pounded the shore with
considerably more force than those on Cullen’s lake. Along the northern
boundary lay another stand of wood, strangely shrouded in mist. It seemed odd
for mist to form with these fierce winds. Pinpricks of light flickered from
within, hazy under the vaporous cover. She stared to determine a pattern, but
none repeated from the same position.


Yord called back to her,
“Secure yourself!” He descended into the turbulent zone again, heading toward
the near shore.


Lyra grabbed onto the
perpendicular spine and crouched, glad to descend. The altitude made her
breathing shallow and rapid. She peeked around the edge. A gust threw off her
hood. An icy blast hit her ears and made her teeth chatter.


A wispy cloud of the
Unicorn’s silver aura surrounded him as he stood waiting. He raised his head
and circled his horn in greeting. The sight of him warmed her.


The dragon’s talons dug into
the black sand to slow their momentum. Under her legs, Lyra felt his shoulders
rotate forward in their sockets, curving the wingsails to offer resistance. The
sudden braking action bumped her several inches off her seat. She clamped hard
with her knees.


After a few more pounding
steps, Yord halted and reared his neck to release a long flame along with a
fearsome roar.


Alarmed, she ducked lower and
searched the sky.


A squadron of six fire drakes
circled high.


“Are we in danger?” she
asked.


“No. They are likely a scout
collective sent to learn your location.” He settled his stomach onto the sand
and tipped one wing down, depressing the shoulder.


Lyra lifted her opposite leg
over and slid slowly down his side until her foot located the wing tendon.


“Greetings, Adalyra.” The
Unicorn walked near and extended his horn for her to hold as she hopped onto
the sand. “We have a long lesson today, one now much more critical given you
have been bloodsworn to another quest.” His hoofs pounded the ground.


The bitter wind pierced
Lyra’s clothing underneath her cloak, and she clutched it to cover the gaps.
“Hello to you, Guardian of the Earth.” She bowed low, shivering.


“Rise and come closer, within
the expanse of my aura. It will protect you from the storm.” He sighed. “If
only Alliance Guardians could pass undetected into the Dark Realm, I would
serve as your guide without reservation. Alas, no magic allows that. We’ve
tried and failed through the ages. In my stead, I will do my utmost to teach
you about both allies and enemies you may encounter along your journey.”


“I read sections of your
assigned text on drakes and cimafa, but still have many questions.”


He nodded. “I’ll do my best
to instruct you.” He turned to Yord. “You may depart. I will deliver our Scribe
back to Sire Drake’s cabin.”


A puff of smoke erupted from
the nostrils of the great blue as he swelled his chest, then bowed his head.
“Yes, my Guardian. I’ll post watch there through the evening to keep her safe.”
Yord extended his long neck closer to Lyra. “Until later, Lady Adalyra.”


She patted his jaw, careful
to stay clear of the heat at his snout.


With a few wide steps and a
forceful downstroke of his wings, he leaped into the air. The gusty winds
unsettled his balance only once before he regained control. Within the quiet of
the Unicorn’s wispy aura and distracted by her worries, Lyra forgot the storm
still raged until she noticed Yord’s struggle.


Alone with the Guardian on
the desolate shore, she wondered how he intended to teach the lesson at that
location.


He touched her shoulder with
his horn. “We have much to discuss and not enough time, so I will adjust how
time passes. Trace your fingers along the spirals of my horn as you take a
deep, slow breath. Maintain contact until one single breath is spent.”


Beginning at the tip, the coils were tight and narrow; her
wrist revolved fast. Contact with his horn caused her ribcage to relax and
fully expand. Inches closer to the base, the rings of his horn widened with
age. With her breath full, she felt the fresh oxygen course through her
vessels, like a gentle breeze. When she paused at full inhalation, her mind
opened, ready to receive information. Exhaling, her pulse slowed. She had
worked her way up his horn almost half way before her breath entirely left. Her
arm dropped gently to her side.


“Well done. More than I expected. You have now slowed the
passage of time where we stand to three-quarters the normal speed, so we may
accomplish our task. Please remain within the expanse of my aura, or we will
again need to reset time.”


Startled, Lyra lifted a hand
to her mouth. “What sort of magic is that?”


“A modification of
fascination. Your energy channeling through my horn allows me to alter the
physics of time on a small scale. Usually, I can only add about five to ten
percent, based upon the skill level of the cooperating wizard. You gave your
power freely, with your own natural fascination skills. That enhanced the
effect.”


“Do we have time enough for
you to also teach me advanced fascination? I believe I have talent, but need
instruction.”


“Alas, I cannot. I am not
adept enough to instruct Sire Drake’s topic.”


An awkward silence passed
between them.


The Unicorn cleared his
throat and tipped his horn to the ground, drawing a line. Once he closed the
irregular line, an image of a bird appeared in the space, in full detail and
color.


Lyra kneeled. Before her, a
picture of a large, white crane flapped in place, like watching a television
screen. “I’ve seen this bird. They roost in Cranewort’s branches. And last
summer, one came to take the dead body of one of our squirrel friends. Another
brought me a gift, this opal ring.” She touched where it hung from the brooch
at her neck.


“Correct. This crane is one
of your few allies capable of traveling into the Dark Realm. As messengers for
dead souls, they are protected and may pass unharmed through any part of
Dragonspeir. Also, they can aid you as messengers from Cranewort. He will teach
you more about that method.” He drew a mark through the image and it vanished.
Then he traced another bird, this one smaller and red, like a kite with long
tail feathers. “You should recall this species this as well.”


“I do. That was the companion
of the Qumeli woman, Glisla, who guided us through Silva Nocens toward the lair
of the Black Dragon.”


“And what of the bird?” He
tipped his head, questioning her with his eyes.


“Very intelligent, followed
her devious commands, acting like her scout. The colors were odd, like the gems
Glisla wore, changing in different light from blue to red. I’ve not seen
another. Is that the only one?”


“No, these carmine-tinged
crool are trained by the nomadic Qumeli tribe for the purpose you described.
They are intended to scout fresh grazing land for the tribes’ herds. But, use
care if you spot them; they are spies nonetheless.” Again, he crossed out the
figure and created another. “One more bird.” The new image appeared black,
slightly larger than the crool. It turned and vanished, even though background
branches remained. “These are avril, spotters for the Black Dragon. Wicked
black birds that lurk in shadows, but capable of stealth in sunlight.”


“I’ve not seen one.” Lyra
leaned closer when the background darkened and the bird reappeared.


“They are few in numbers,
perhaps half a dozen or less. If you see one, find cover and form a ward, or
they will sample your aura and take it back to the lair, enabling his drakes to
find you with greater ease.”


Lyra kicked a small rock with
the toe of her boot as she imagined steps she would need to take to create a
ward while faced with that danger.


“Those are the three most
important birds that travel in the Dark Realm you must know. Many others exist,
but pose less threat or aid. Now, let us proceed to survey dragon-like
creatures who may bring harm. Describe what types you encountered during your
first quest.”


“Glisla set us up for an
ambush by a band of three half-dragon men, each different in the shape of their
upper bodies. One a handsome human torso, another a scaly, reptile-like bird,
and the third was slimy, almost skinless. Each incredibly strong.”


“Those are various types of
dracura. Numerous varieties exist from inbreeding, but all possess the
characteristic lower body of a dragon, with or without wings. And they all have
a keen sense of smell that they use to hunt prey and enemies. Move downwind of
them for safety.” He illustrated examples of different forms, each more
gruesome than the last.


Then, he sketched a circle of
various drakes. “Along with green dragons, elemental drakes of fire, smoke,
magma, ooze, and ice are the minions of the Black Dragon.” He related
information Lyra read earlier in her text.


She waited as patiently as
she could while he repeated what she already knew, but eventually blurted out,
“What about cimafa? Aren’t they drakes too?”


“Yes, a variant species of
smoke drakes. Their genetics were manipulated by a previous Dark Alchemist,
yielding a highly unusual stealth capability. This is unlike the avril birds
who merely vanish. These drakes were designed to hide their enormous auras,
making fierce, surprise attacks possible.”


Encouraged by his knowledge,
she continued, “I’ve heard a rider may control them if he forfeits a piece of
his own aura to the beast. Is that true?”


“Yes, in part. The intended
outcome is for the cimafa to gather the aura of prey and share with his rider,
strengthening both. Therefore, they pose a serious threat to our wizards. Our
blue patrols are trained and maintain watch for the few observable signs of
their presence—the unmistakable shrill screech and fiery eyes.”


“Can they be controlled any
other way?”


“There is much speculation
about that. Actually, such an extreme predator, with the independent nature of
smoke drake lineage, proved difficult for the Black Dragon and his council to
utilize for their intentions. He has only managed to keep a handful. The only
answer I can give is that the degree of control varies with the individual
temperament of the beast.”


“Since they were created by
alchemical means, is it possible the cimafa can be controlled that way?”


“I’ve pondered that very
question of late myself, given the horrible encounter with Eburscon. I do think
it may be likely.” He turned around and crossed out each drake.


“I have one more question
about cimafa.”


“Certainly. Please ask.”


“How do you manipulate the
aura of a dragon, take out all or part of it?”


His head jerked to face her.
“That requires the skill of a master wizard.” He pounded the ground with his
front hoofs and shook his head. He looked at her directly and spoke slowly, as
though each word hurt him to say aloud. “You use fascination. After physically
subduing the dragon, you must channel your entire power into his or her mind,
search through all recesses to identify the fragments desired, and surround
those with your aura. The most difficult part is withdrawing the huge combined
power; it requires the utmost mastery of fascination.”


“Why is that the most
difficult?” Lyra asked.


“Because the extra aura makes
such a large load, many are not powerful enough to return the combined mass
into their own minds. They lose their auras inside the beast.”


Lyra stared across the lake,
realizing the potential dangers of her quest. She needed instruction in
fascination or time to apply her own studies from texts. She didn’t have either
a teacher or time.


The Unicorn sighed, looked at
the ground, and continued, “There are many magical creatures, both good and
evil, who dwell outside the Dark Realm in the neutral wastelands of
Dragonspeir. I will now give you an overview of those. It’s unlikely you’ll
enter those harsh environs for extended periods since the climates alone would
prove torturous, but knowing them may make a real difference to you.” He
continued illustrating various creatures and magical residents until Lyra
wondered if she could keep them all straight.


Finally, he lifted his horn.
“There are many more, but these are the most important allies and foes of the
Alliance. Your success will largely depend upon how well you associate with
other kinds outside our territory.”


She bowed. “Thank you for the
lesson. I hope I can remember all your advice.”


“You will as it is needed. I
have faith in you, Adalyra. The sun is beginning to set. Let’s return you to
Sire Drake’s cabin in the Meadow.” He dropped to his knees for her to mount.


They took off, battered by
the same turbulent winds Yord faced, but within the Unicorn’s aura Lyra
remained unaffected, like the times she rode him during the past summer. As he
turned over the edge of the lake toward the Meadow she heard soft music, barely
audible, a haunting tune with a harp accompanying a woman’s angelic soprano. It
came from the same mist-covered forest she saw before Yord landed. Again, tiny
lights flashed momentarily, then faded back into the fog. She watched and
listened until they grew dim. That region lay neither in the Dark Realm or
Alliance, not useful to her quest, but still lovely. If only she could share
that beauty with Cullen. She buried her face into the Unicorn’s mane to
suppress her anguish and pain.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Twenty: White Cranes of Dawn


 


 


Lyra’s breath turned to
vapor, and her nose went numb inside the frigid air of Cullen’s forest cabin.
She wrapped the magic cloak tighter around her chin, considering what
incantation would set ablaze the living room fireplace. Sharp gales pelted ice
down the chimney. Extending her hand, she exclaimed, “Aduro!” Not strong
enough to overcome the brisk winds, she tried another, more forceful
declaration. “Inflammo!” When satisfied with the growth of the flames,
she added, “Caleo!” to radiate the heat throughout the tiny dwelling.


While the room warmed, she
peeked around the edge of the heavy drapes out the picture window for Yord. She
saw no sign, but wing beats overhead gave hope. And a chill of fear. She could
never tell the difference between the whoosh-whoosh flight sounds of blue
dragons and cimafa. She held her breath, but was soon relieved when her guard
sailed over the porch into the glade. He circled the frozen lake and returned
to settle on the ground.


Lyra hurried to the door.
“Thank you for agreeing to protect me tonight!” she waved and called out,
stepping past the threshold.


The enormous blue stretched
out his wings and folded them to his sides. “I’m pleased to serve my Scribe.”
He gave a low bow. “Go inside and be secure. I’ll see you before dawn for your
lessons.”


“Goodnight to you!”


Back inside, the warmth
comforted her although the cabin seemed too quiet. Not only did she miss
Cullen, but also the rest of his friends, Kenzo, Bero, and Noba. Yasqu likely
stayed at the lair, but what about the others? She thought they were her
friends too. Kenzo was right to blame her for the attack on his master. If the
owl knew what she gladly accepted to do in order to save Cullen’s life,
wouldn’t he join her journey? Only the Guardians and her teachers had been
informed about her quest. She wished she could tell Kenzo. It scared her to go
alone. She hugged her arms around herself. Self-pity served no purpose, and she
let go. Frightened or not, she accepted the dangers that lay ahead without
jeopardizing anyone else.


With renewed determination,
she removed her cloak and lit several candles at a study table beside the
bookcase. Knowing exactly what she wanted to review, she pulled numerous
volumes off the shelves—everything she could find about fascination, as well as
any that might contain advanced knowledge of magical creatures. Flipping
through one of the latter, she wanted badly to learn what made the lovely song
from the mist-covered woods near the Lake of Cogadh. Finding nothing, she
returned the book and decided to give up her search to get some dinner. She had
far more important things to do with her limited time than concern herself with
happenings in a neutral region of Dragonspeir. Restoring Cullen’s life
interwove with the complex battle between good and evil in this land. She
needed to keep her mind on that.


In the kitchen, ice struck
the window of the back door, sheeting down the pane as it melted. An idea hit
her. She needed a shallow basin to collect the precipitation. Eburscon’s wicked
lesson at least taught her something—celestial dew. Gathered under the night
guidance of her birthmate star, Hamal, those powers could help during her
journey. Especially, if the dense woods of Silva Nocens blocked her view of the
constellation.


Conjuring the exact weight
and shape could take multiple tries, so first she looked through the cupboards.
In the back of one she found the exact style. On her knees, she strained to
reach into the far corner and withdrew a dust-laden, ceramic bowl. She blew off
the film. It looked to be handmade. The pattern of swirling glaze spiraled
magically before her eyes. Running a finger along the moving design told her it
was used before for what she intended. Then, she conjured an amber storage
bottle and funnel to transfer what she hoped to collect.


With the bowl in hand, Lyra
turned the door knob. A gust crashed the door into her and nearly knocked the
bowl free. Holding carefully to the threshold, she inched onto the tiny back
stoop and positioned it on the lowest step. When she let go, the fierce wind
lifted the rim and threatened to overturn it. Strands of hair whipped in front
of her eyes, and her feet slid as she crouched to steady the bowl. The other
hand clawed at the snow-covered ice to brace her precarious position. Hurriedly,
she gasped, “Fervefacio!” For an instant, the ceramic base melted the
ice, then nature refroze the liquid, bonding the basin tight. She rose
cautiously and grabbed onto the door frame to keep her balance while stepping
inside.


Lyra shivered. Something warm
in her stomach would help. She conjured a bowl of piping hot chili and carried
her meal to the work table beside the bookcase. With a throw wrapped around her
shoulders, she selected the top book in the stack, turning pages between
spoonfuls.


She devoured book after book,
then sorted them into two piles—leave and take along. The basic concepts of
fascination seemed easy enough, utilizing direct physical contact to extend her
aura for mind control of the other being. Advanced levels gained deeper
connection and more details, but required sending her power through the air.
This worried Lyra. Her ability to send power out of her body needed work. Also,
getting close enough to contact put her at greater risk. Hours passed as she
searched for how to best perform techniques of fascination.


Occasionally, she heard wing
beats over the cabin. Each time, she bolted upright. Once, the whooshing sound
grew louder, followed by a prolonged shrill screech. The stealth dragon’s black
shadow blocked the moonshine through the window above the table.


Lyra jerked and let out a
scream. The fingertips on one hand burned, covered with hot wax. A rivulet
dribbled across her page of notes. She righted the tipped candle and jumped
from her wooden chair, sending it crashing backward off its legs. Again,
lifting the edge of the drape at the front window, she found Yord folding in
his wings from a recent landing. Only a dream—no, a nightmare.


The candles burned now as
stubs, the hour probably late. She shrunk the pile of useful references and
placed them into the inlaid box. Lyra looked wistfully around Cullen’s library,
saying a silent prayer they would someday return together. After blowing out
the lights, she headed upstairs.


Heat didn’t radiate as well
into the bedroom. She quickly stripped off her outer garments and crawled under
the comforter. Although exhausted, her racing thoughts prevented sleep. She
imagined the down to be Cullen’s arms holding her close…her mind let go.


 


***


Up before dawn, Lyra took no
time to bathe, dragging on newly-conjured underwear and yesterday’s sweater,
jeans, and boots. The Unicorn hadn’t seemed bothered by the fact she wore jeans
rather than a customary skirt, and she certainly wasn’t in the mood to dress
up. Cleaning up would wait until evening at the lair. Her unwashed hair
billowed in all directions, so she twisted it into a rough braid.


Before leaving, Lyra checked
on her basin outside. She found it frozen solid, but with a repetition of the
previous nights’ incantation, she quickly warmed it and poured the shining
golden liquid into an amber bottle she had left on the counter. She shrunk it
to fit inside her magic box.


Yord stood ready with one
wing spread across the ground for her to mount.


She picked her way in the
darkness, hands following the edges of his wingsails to locate where to step
upon the shoulder. With one swift spring, she lifted a leg wide and settled
into the flattened seat between his spines.


The night air remained
bitter, well below freezing, but thankfully the wind now lay calm and the sky
clear. After wrapping her scarf, she conjured mittens onto her hands and took a
deep breath—the last day before beginning her quest. Two more lessons. Could
she stuff more into her crowded brain?


Minutes later, Yord landed in
the Crossroads.


Lyra dismounted and scurried
over to meet her clairvoyance instructor—the grand, ancient gatekeeper tree.
Outlined by the teal colors of a new day, his boughs stood taller and wider
than she remembered, making him easily the most majestic tree she’d ever seen.


“Greetings, my little
Adalyra.” He bent his upper trunk into a bow, and although his eyes were sleepy
slits, the bark of his lips curled into a broad smile. He called to the dragon,
“Sentry Yord, will you please come nearer to assist our lesson?”


“But of course, sagacious
Cranewort. For saving my life, I’ve pledged to help our Scribe as long as I
breathe.” The great blue bowed.


“Wonderful. Let’s begin our
lesson. I have two topics to share with you. One I will teach at the exact
moment of dawn, so I may interrupt our discussion when that occurs. The other
topic is the magical skill of clairvoyance. The basics must be learned working
over a shorter distance. Adalyra, do you have any prior experience in the
craft?”


Lyra shook her head. “Only
what I’ve read in books from Cullen’s library.”


The old tree touched her
shoulder with a gnarled branch. “Quite resourceful of you. That’s indeed of
value since his library is exceptional and prized throughout the Alliance, only
second to that of the Tortoise.” He gave a raspy cough that shook his branches
and proclaimed, “Dawn is come!”


This roused a flock of a
dozen giant white cranes, previously hidden by his large, flat leaves. They
squawked wildly and circled high overhead, before separating along the many
pathways at the Crossroads.


Lyra tilted her head back and
watched the migration of the graceful birds.


Cranewort continued, “They
are heralding the dawn of the new day, part of my job and theirs. Each day they
travel all over Dragonspeir to imbue the new light with bits of energy
collected while helping souls pass to new bodies. If you are ailing and see one
pass, ask for a gift of energy. They will aid any Alliance member in need. I
wanted you to see them in that act at dawn, so you would remember. Now, we
shall begin practicing the technique of clairvoyance over short distances.”


“I’m afraid I’m not very good
at throwing power,” Lyra apologized.


“Not to worry, my dear. For
much of what you’ll do, there shall be no need.” He stroked a limb alongside
his face. “First, extend a small measure of your aura to your outer edge—bark,
skin, scales, feathers, makes no difference. Let it hover there, but no
further, as though it rests on the tips of the hairs covering you. It requires
delicacy and awareness to maintain it there. Go ahead. Try now.”


Lyra did as directed. At
first, her aura wavered back into her. Once she got it to her skin, she
carefully identified the sensation so she could reproduce it.


At the same time, Cranewort
explained, “Correct. Open your eyes and behold yourself. Come to know both the
feeling and the appearance.”


She pulled off her mittens
and examined her hands glowing with a pale golden light, the color of her aura.


“Now from that position, feel
for subtle vibrations touching you. When one happens, take in a sample, enfold
it in your power, then study it. First, determine who the originator is and
what emotions are in the captured energy. Start with that much. Go ahead.”


Lyra shut her eyes to
concentrate on using her aura as another sense organ. A buzzing disturbance hit
and bounced off her. She tried to catch it, but it proved too quick. One more
got away and then another. Frustration mounted, and she looked at her teacher.


His gnarled limbs shone an
ethereal greenish-blue, emitting from the cracks in his bark. Veins in his
leathery leaves pulsed with the same shimmer. If only she could hold her
concentration like that. One of his eyes fluttered, then fully opened on her.
“What is happening?”


“I can’t catch one. How do
you get a hold?”


“Many deflect. Don’t bother
yourself with those. Wait for a greater disturbance. Try once more as I observe
you.”


Again, she set some of her
power at the edge of her skin. She let the small stuff pass away, and in a few
minutes a strong burst brushed the length of her arm. Easily enough, she pulled
a bit of it within her. She read a few emotions immediately—concern and
frustration. They belonged to her blue defender.” Her eyes flew open. “I read
Yord’s feelings!”


“Excellent!” The tree beamed,
his leathery leaves smacking together. “You’ve picked up the craft quickly.
That’s the very skill you’ll need at the pivotal moment during your quest—to
assess the exact moment between death of the heir’s body and mind, in order to
harvest Sire Drake’s aura.”


“Were you told, or just read
that information?” she asked.


“Both. The Imperial Dragon
met with all your teachers, so we could guide our lessons correctly.”


Yord’s head jerked, as though
startled by the information of the true nature of her quest.


The old tree continued, “With
practice, you’ll be able to extend your sampling distance. Especially if you
have something belonging to the one you wish to read, to use like a talisman.”


“Do you or the Guardians have
anything of the heir’s?” she asked the old tree.


“I put that question out, but
found none. Now, let’s resume our lesson and see if you still have the sample.
If not, select another. Then turn it over and study it. Tell me what message
you detect.”


The collected bit was still
tucked in a pocket of her aura. With inspection, cracks and crevices dented the
surface. Every edge contained meaning. Each told of ways the blue dragon
considered to make himself available to her along her quest, outside the
boundaries of the Alliance. She gasped and stared at Yord. “No. I can’t let you
put yourself in danger to help me. Stop those thoughts. I won’t have anyone
else hurt because of me. I should never have allowed Cullen to go along for my
lesson with Eburscon.”


The dragon reared up on his
haunches, smoke and sparks spurting from his nostrils.


Before he could respond,
Cranewort interjected, “Those aren’t his active thoughts, like one reads with
fascination. They’re his subconscious intentions, amorphous emotions rather
than organized thoughts—feelings that he may soon act upon. Those deep ideas
were hidden to him, as you see how he startled.” He gazed at the blue. “Sentry
Yord, we will not share this knowledge unless to help avoid serious danger.
Your intentions are most noble, ones I would give my life to follow.”


Yord bowed his head in
silence. The Gatekeeper did the same. Tears trickled down in rivulets following
the cracks of his bark.


Lyra stared for a moment,
needing no magic to feel their pain and love. She rushed to the wise tree and
flung her arms around a portion of his trunk. “You’ll be with me in thought, my
dear friend.”


“Indeed I will. Count on
that, my little one. I’ll post alerts to any who may aid you. It’s time for you
to go with Yord to your last lesson. Learn well and be brave.”


Lyra gave his trunk a last
squeeze and pulled away.


Yord extended a front claw
and gently guided her to mount.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Twenty-One: Destiny of the
Stars


 


 


Lyra trembled as she walked
down the wide corridor in the Imperial Dragon’s lair. Emblems and banners with
insignia of the Alliance hung on the stone walls. These reminded her of her
grave responsibility to both Cullen and the Imperial Realm.


Mimio took her hand. “I feel
fear in your fingers.” She lifted their joined hands and gave a weak smile. “We
all share your fears and would challenge each other to be the one to accompany
you if we could.” She led Lyra into a large room lined with full bookshelves,
five times the size of Cullen’s library.


The Tortoise worked in the
center at a specially-designed low table. It reminded Lyra of those at Japanese
tea rooms. He raised his wide, craggy face from the book before him.
Round-rimmed spectacles sat low on his nose, and he peered above them.
“Welcome, Adalyra.” He nodded to a floor cushion. “Please be seated. My area of
expertise and role as a Guardian is maintaining the history of Dragonspeir. The
lesson I present will focus on documents related to scribal experiences similar
to your own. May we all learn from knowing that history.”


While settling on the flat
pillow, Lyra nodded. “Thank you both.” She fixed her eyes on him, not wanting
to miss a word.


One-by-one, he rested the
bottoms of his two ponderous front feet on the table edge and extended his neck
to address her at eye level. “I’m certain you want to learn more about
Elisabeth’s second task for the Alliance.”


“Yes, I do. Cranewort told me
she was also bloodsworn.”


“That is true. You and she
have been the only Scribes to receive that mark of highest dedication.”


“I’ve heard there are other
similarities. Like me, she also fell in love with an Alliance member and our
powers are alike.”


“Again, correct. Let me
expand on those from what my records reveal.” He bent his face low and rifled
through a series of brittle parchments, loosely bound by a frayed cloth
binding. “This is the official journal of the Imperial Dragon of that day, two
generations removed from our current golden leader. Here on this page he
stated,


The Imperial High Council
bade safe departure to our Scribe, Elisabeth Walsh and her specialis, Sire Lann
Garrett, the Imperial Alchemist, as they took leave this day out of our
peaceful realm into the malevolent lands. Each accepted the marks of highest
distinction of duty—the bloodswear circlets upon their index fingers. Let it be
known, it is the principle intent and hope of this council they will be met
with success and return unharmed.”


“What is a specialis? I don’t
know that word,” Lyra asked.


“It is our word for an
intimate friend.”


Lyra leaned forward. “What
did they have to do?”


“For days I’ve made an
exhaustive search for that very answer, but I only know what has been passed
unreliably, word-of-mouth. The source is also questionable, a Qumeli sibyl. She
told me Elisabeth and Sire Garrett were sent to destroy the Emtori ruby of the
Black Dragon at that time, which he used to magnify his powers.”


“Did they…did they survive?”
Lyra stammered as she shook her arm to squelch a tremor.


He cleared his throat and
turned the yellowed pages to a bookmark. “In the same journal, dated three
weeks later, an entry reads:


It is with extreme sadness I
enter this report. Our Scribe returned today from her assigned quest. Her
success on the mission brings continued peace to the Alliance—the Emtori ruby
is no longer in possession of the Black Dragon Lord. But, this good fortune is
countered by the loss of our Imperial Alchemist, Sire Garrett. Both her heart
and ours are broken. The good tidings of her completed task received no celebration
other than a solemn presentation of the customary dragon ring to seal her
bloodswear mark.”


Lyra’s throat swelled into a
painful lump. “What happened to her after that? Does it say?”


“It does.” He looked up at
her over the rim of his glasses, wrinkles of concern cutting deeper into his
face. He studied her and then continued, “After she recorded her mission in
detail, she declared her intention to leave Dragonspeir forever, to forsake her
magic and live a mortal life.”


“What about her Book of
Dragonspeir, her bloodswear quest document, or her notes? Do any of those
exist?” Lyra leaned over the table, her palms leaving trails of sweat as she
slid them across the surface. “I’d really like to read them.”


Keeping his eyes down, he
answered, “I’m afraid not. Most documents of that period were lost due to fire.
We don’t even have her Book of Dragonspeir. Only these few entries
remain. Remember, those writings were made eight hundred years ago. Time has
allowed them many chances to be lost and destroyed. But, since my assistant is
currently stationed here in the lair, I will apply my additional research time
to your question.”


Then, he looked her directly
in the eyes. “I’m so sorry. I realize you want to know more. I’ve searched for
months, ever since you completed the first quest. Your love for Sire Drake…the
magic of it…how it uplifted everyone in the Alliance…compelled me to do all I
could to find clues to help you both.”


Sensing his worry, Lyra
fidgeted with her hands.


Mimio’s soft arms embraced
her. “I know you’re scared, but those quests were different. You must believe
and be brave.” Her voice was strong and encouraging.


Lyra surrendered her concerns
to the sorceress. Or rather, Mimio used her magic to draw them out of her. Lyra
pulled away, feeling renewed. “How does knowing Elisabeth’s sad story help me?”


The Tortoise stepped his feet
along the table edge, closer to the two women. “The last entry about Elisabeth
I think you will want to know. Written after her final departure:


We of the Alliance bade a sorrowful
goodbye to our Scribe, Elisabeth. Numerous gifts were bestowed upon her by many
who loved her. Yet, as per her customary manner, she left us with the greatest
gift of all—news she carried the child of our departed Sire Garrett. We
rejoiced that their legacy would continue into future generations, the magic
would endure for the good of the Alliance. Elisabeth promised to encourage her
gifted descendants to aid our Alliance and, in return, asked that our stars
allow one to have a destiny embracing the happiness she sought.”


Lyra blinked. “Is that me?”


“It may very well be. That is
our greatest hope.” He rubbed the dry scales of his foot against her hand. “I
have shared all I know about her second quest.” He paused for a breath and then
continued. “Unfortunately, we Guardians agreed that Mimio’s lesson in
mineralogy must wait since time is short for you to begin your quest in order
to best restore Sire Drake.”


Lyra straightened her posture
and looked at Mimio. “May we talk just a while about the properties of the
jadestones?”


Mimio smiled and turned to
the Tortoise, raising her eyebrows.


“Of course we have time for
that,” he replied and nodded to his assistant.


The sorceress took a seat on
the other side of Lyra. “Like I said before, jade is capable of many magical
operations. Its primary function is to be the concentrated essence of love,
embodying a sample of the actual love between a couple. It can be called upon
to aid the pair when troubled or in danger, reflecting the exact quality of
their love. With application of higher power from the user, jade will also
store large amounts of information.”


“I learned something of
interest on this topic.” The Tortoise cleared his throat. “That particular pair
of gems, belonging to you and Sire Drake, was mined in the underground world of
Terza. One of the journal entries indicated Elisabeth was given the matched set
when she visited there.”


“Why was she there?” Lyra
asked.


“I don’t have that
information, other than it was part of her second quest. Again, I will search
for your answer.”


Mimio placed her hand over
Lyra’s and continued. “Being paired or bonded, those jadestones have special
properties. You have certainly witnessed how they call to each other. Also,
those brooches can only be given as gifts to a loved one. If stolen or found,
their magic will not function. That is what I know about those gems.”


“Thank you.” Lyra nodded to
the sorceress. “That information does help, and I’ll be eager to learn whatever
you uncover from the journals, Guardian Tortoise.”


“You’re most welcome, Lyra.”
Mimio squeezed her shoulder.


Moving to the opposite end of
the table, the Tortoise nodded to a large map. “Here is a diagram of
Dragonspeir. You can see the two realms and much surrounding neutral territory,
with largely uninhabitable climate or geography. You may find need to use
limited portions of those areas to approach the dark land without detection.
The main paths will be heavily guarded.” He pushed a scroll nearer to her.
“This is the same, only smaller for your journey. The stack of maps on the
corner of the table contains various other views you may review and take along.
The rest of this day is yours, to study here in my library, or that belonging
to the Imperial Dragon.”


Mimio rose from her cushion.
“This evening the Guardians will host a meal in your honor. Under cover of
pre-dawn darkness, Yord alone will transport you to whatever Alliance boundary
you wish. Spend time considering a potential route. The Tortoise and I will be
pleased to assist you, and all other Guardians are on hand as well.”


Lyra stared at the map,
fixing its shapes in her mind. She traced the border of the Dark Realm, looking
for a good entry point, then paused on the foggy forest she saw at the edge of
the Sea of Cogadh. That region shared a boundary with Silva Nocens. If she
traveled through the neutral forest, her route to the Black Dragon’s lair would
be shorter and hopefully safer. The forest of Silva Caliga. Her mind traveled
to the lights flashing through the mist, and the angelic song called to her.


“Silva Caliga,” a deep voice
spoke over her shoulder, and the saffron scent of the Imperial Dragon filled
the air.


Lyra looked back to see the
massive form of the Imperial Dragon above her. “Is it a good choice? I noticed
it when I had my lesson with the Unicorn.”


“Ah. If it called to you,
then it means either you will pass easily, as a kindred spirit, or the
creatures possess affinity to lure you in for their gain.”


“Is there a way to know for sure?”


“There is none until you
enter.”


Searching for an answer, Lyra
looked from him to the region on the map and back again. Her confusion only
mounted. Unable to concentrate any longer, she stood. “I can’t think. I need to
see Cullen. May I go into your library?”


“Of course you may. And feel
free to utilize the instruments we studied. I’ll be along shortly, in case you
have any questions.”


She gave a slight bow and
headed for the hallway, feeling disoriented and ill-at-ease from mounting
stress. She walked into the hallway, following the noise of greater activity to
guide her to the main corridor. There, she easily located the correct door with
the familiar, grumpy guard stationed outside.


He gave a stiff bow and his
usual smirk, grudgingly allowing her to pass.


Inside the chamber, Cullen
lay as he did before. When Lyra drew nearer, it appeared his chest rose
slightly higher. Did she imagine the change? She took his hand into hers. His
skin was warm and alive, yet he remained motionless. A knot swelled in her
throat. “Cullen, can you hear me? Please, please show me a sign,” she pleaded.
After watching him for several minutes, hoping to see some change, she dropped
her forehead to their hands. “I promise you, with my life, I will return and
make you whole again.”


She lifted her face and
through the watery film covering her eyes, she saw the jadestone at his neck
emit a faint, green glow, almost imperceptible, but real. A sign—he heard! Her
lips drew into a wide smile.


Lyra strode with purpose
across the room to consult the Spheres of Sidus in the Imperial Dragon’s
observatory.


The late afternoon sun
gleamed off the polished carvings on the table legs. The four croquet-sized
balls were arranged in the center of the felt top. The single moonstone, the
utopian rondure, shone with a bright inner light. She moved them apart and
began to focus on the easier of her two questions.


She reviewed how to use the
instrument: the darkest ball must be placed in the position of the birth star
of the maternal ancestor from a generation preceding the question; the gray,
for the generation living during the time of the query; the white, for the
following generation; the moonstone, for the one asking the question.


She moved the spheres into
positions corresponding to the correct stars, as she had been taught.


Lyra took a deep breath,
pulled inner fire from deep inside her and channeled it into her touch. Her
mind held steady on discovering who killed Aunt Jean. One-by-one, her hands
contacted the spheres—black, gray, white.


Then she placed the
moonstone, for herself as the owner of the question. Her fingers shook when
feeling its smooth surface. Immediately, a rainbow of light surged from between
her fingertips. The refracted colors twirled above the table, then joined into
a dark image of the back of a man, resembling a hologram with distorted colors.
Lyra’s heart pounded. She focused harder, sent more power, producing a
brilliant show from the rondure. But, his face remained hidden. The only
remarkable feature was the man’s long, straight hair to the middle of his back.


He began to turn. She held
her breath. Just as the profile of the tip of his nose came into view, the
image faded. Damn! So close. That physical appearance could be any one of three
men she knew: Eburscon, Symar, and Tarom. She kicked the stone floor with the
toe of her boot. Or he could even be a Qumeli chief since they wore their hair
the same way. She hadn’t learned much.


With the sun setting, there
was no time to waste. She wanted to ask one more question, just as important.
She needed birthdates from the Tortoise’s historical library. Lyra raced past
the guard, who yelled after her to not run.


Out of breath, she reached
the Tortoise in discussion with the Imperial Dragon. She gasped, “Guardian
Tortoise, can you help me find the birthdates of Elisabeth, her mother, and her
daughter in line to me?”


“Yes, indeed I can.” He
raised his shell off the carpet onto stumpy legs and made a deliberate path to
a glass case. With the wave of his head, the doors opened and a book floated
through the air to rest on the low table. “This volume bears records of factual
data known about all the Scribes. With certainty it contains Elisabeth’s birth
records and perhaps her mother’s as well.” He flipped pages with a front foot,
with surprising precision and care. “March twenty-ninth, the birth of our first
Scribe.”


“The day before mine. I
wonder if that means something?”


“On August twentieth, her
first child was born, a girl whose lineage produced the next Scribe, Nareene.”
The Tortoise turned back and forth in the tattered book. “Carina was
Elisabeth’s mother. No birthdate. Hmm. Wait. I remember something in the
journal we used for our lesson.” He removed another selection from the case and
opened it to the last bookmark. “Yes. Here it says: Elisabeth stated her mother
would be joyous to receive the gift of her first grandchild, birthed during her
mother’s own month of August.”


“That should suffice, even
without the date, since most of August falls under the star of Leo,” the
Imperial Dragon added.


Lyra smiled. “Yes, I agree.
Thank you.” In her excitement, she wrapped an arm around the shell of the
Tortoise, before remembering custom and stepped back to bow.


He gave a chuckle. “Don’t
waste daylight for gratitude. Go submit those dates to the Spheres of Sidus.”


 


***


The sun’s rays slanted across
the table in the observatory. Lyra was thankful there seemed to be a pattern
for all Scribes to be born under fire signs. She already knew positions for the
primary stars of Aries and Leo and quickly set the onyx balls without
rechecking the sky positions for comparison.


Outside the sun teetered on
the horizon. Would her memory of the astral positions be correct? No time to
check. Lyra grabbed her inner power and yanked it to her hands. The question
burned in her mind without deliberate focus—was she destined to embrace the
happiness Elisabeth sought? She touched the onyx balls in order of history,
imbuing each with her magic. When her fingers neared the moonstone, sparks of
static electricity crackled, stinging her hand. She gritted her teeth and
grabbed hold of the rondure. Nothing happened.


Abruptly more sparks flew in
all directions. The Utopian vibrated under her hand. She steadied her arm with
the other hand and pushed with her body weight to keep the ball aligned. The
room lit with fireworks. She heard gasps from outside the doorway, but her
determination to learn the answer kept her eyes and power riveted on the
moonstone. After several minutes, the stars revealed an image, a hologram like
before.


Through sweat dripping into
her eyes, she saw a kind-faced woman looking squarely at her. “Adalyra, you are
indeed the heir to my desired destiny if the stars will allow. Magic of the sum
of our generations is yours. These may or may not be your own wishes.”


At first Lyra’s soul soared
with the message, but Elisabeth’s last statement seemed cryptic. A second
question burned on her tongue—what happiness did the first Scribe seek—but the
image faded too soon and so did the sun. Lyra dropped back onto a side chair,
exhausted from the extreme effort required to channel into the instrument.


The Imperial Dragon, the
Tortoise, and his assistant joined around her.


Mimio wrapped an arm around
Lyra’s shoulder. “Can you stand?”


Lyra nodded and stood. Her
legs wobbled slightly, and she gripped the hand of the sorceress.


“We’re expected in the dining
hall,” the Imperial Dragon said and led the way into an intimate dining area.


Lyra melted into the soft
cushion of her seat and eagerly accepted a glass of sprite wine. After a few
swallows, she felt somewhat renewed.


Mimio smiled. “You’re
regaining some color. Very good.”


Lyra sat up straighter and
looked around. The walls and floor were granite stone, like the rest of the
lair. Richly-patterned wool carpets lay under the massive table of polished
planks. A variety of chairs suited each of the four Guardians and Mimio. Two
wrought iron chandeliers lit the room with hundreds of candles.


The golden dragon cleared his
throat. “This afternoon, the Spheres of Sidus confirmed what we all believed.
Lyra is heir to Elisabeth’s destiny. Magic of the sum of all scribal
generations is hers. However, the image of the first Scribe cautioned that her
destiny may or may not be Lyra’s wish.” He paused and looked around the table.


“I expected as much about
Lyra’s power,” the Unicorn observed. “The optimism of that message is tempered
with caution.”


The Phoenix nodded in
agreement.


The leader continued, “Yes,
there will be happiness and also hardship.” He turned to face Lyra. “To make
Elisabeth’s visions your own will test your full ability.” He raised a metal
goblet and scanned the table. “A toast to our Scribe—possessing the sum of
powers of all those before. May we help her serve the Alliance and her own
dreams.”


Glasses and goblets clinked
with a chorus of agreements and good tidings.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Twenty-Two: Farewell


 


 


Mimio appeared in the doorway
of the bathroom, smiling and dressed in a long, flowing robe over her
nightclothes. “You look ready. Wearing a skirt instead of jeans today?”


“Yes, I think it will draw
less attention.” Lyra sprang from the rock ledge. “Is Yord up?”


“He is. Come.” She motioned
into the sleeping chamber. “I’ve prepared a breakfast tray. Get some
nourishment, then it will be time.”


Lyra wolfed down the food,
gathered her supplies, and followed the sorceress outside onto the wide entry.
Hamal commanded her attention, pulsing with unusual brilliance.


No torches lit the small
group assembled to send her off, probably to keep her mission secret. Even the
Phoenix kept her tail flames darkened.


The Imperial Dragon stepped
forward. “Adalyra, it is now time for you to begin your second quest. We wish
you a safe, speedy, and successful return.


In turn, each of the other
three Guardians approached. The Unicorn touched his horn to her shoulder, the
Tortoise rubbed the dry skin of his face against her hand, and the Phoenix flew
overhead, draping her tail feathers about Lyra. Last, the golden dragon rested
the tip of his wing on her other shoulder. All four maintained their contact;
the powers of earth, water, fire, and air swelled her chest, strengthening her
resolve to serve them.


“Do you have any questions?”
the leader asked as they all stepped back.


“No, I think I’m as ready as
possible.” Lyra stood tall before the leader, trying her best to squelch any
trembling.


He motioned with his wing to
where Yord sat low on the stone floor, ready for her to mount.


She walked to him, shaking
inside. Awkwardly, she positioned her foot on his shoulder joint and hoisted
her other leg across his spine. Looking down at the assembled crowd, she raised
a hand in farewell.


“Wait! Wait! May I go along?”
From out of the darkness beyond the ledge, the silver-striped wings of a tiger
owl flapped hard toward her. Kenzo landed in front of her on a neck spine of
the blue sentry. He faced her with huge eyes stretched wide open. “I know it’s
supposed to be a secret, and I shouldn’t have listened when I perched in
Cranewort’s branches and the Unicorn began a private discussion about your
quest, but I want to help.”


“Of course, I want you to go
along.” Lyra grinned from ear to ear. “If that is okay with the Guardians.” She
rubbed the back of his neck, how he always liked, and looked up at the Imperial
Dragon.


“Allow me to confer with my
colleagues.” He turned away and bent his head low into a huddle of the four
great minds. After a couple minutes, he raised. “It is our joint opinion he
will be an asset to your mission. Sire Kenzo is hereby granted right to
accompany our Scribe on her quest.”


With the declaration, the
owl’s shoulders relaxed, and he lowered his head to give Lyra greater access to
his neck feathers.


“I’m so glad you’re coming
along. Thank you,” Lyra whispered, bending next to him. With her arms spread
wide to embrace him, she asked, “Will you ride or fly?”


“I’ll fly.” He stepped one
spine closer to her, resting his body against hers.


She wrapped her arms
carefully around her friend.


Again, she held out an open
palm to the small group below. They returned the gesture. A knot formed in her
throat as they lifted off.


 


***


Darkness pressed in on her
from land and sky, though her star blazed like it knew its destiny to fuel her
power. Lyra felt her purpose, clear and strong.


Yord’s wings beat slowly,
gliding easily on gentle breezes.


Kenzo’s ruffled feather tips
kept his flight completely silent.


After several minutes, the
Sea of Cogadh churned under them, shimmering with reflections of Hamal. Ahead,
on the horizon, water droplets forming the mist of Silva Caliga caught the
starlight and glistened as though it called an invitation.


She hoped the forest and its
inhabitants would accept her as a kindred spirit.


The sentry descended and
landed on the shore before the mysterious woods. Waves crashed high over the
narrow stretch of coast, perhaps to mingle the water’s magic with whatever the
scraggly trees possessed. His talons gripped the few dry boulders to help him
step closer to the forest. After some consideration, he lowered for her to
dismount. “I’m afraid this is as far as I can carry you.”


Lyra slid off and patted the
side of his neck. “I’ll be okay. Don’t worry.”


The owl landed on a limb
overhanging them. “If she’s in danger, I’ll be certain to alert you.”


“Thank you for accompanying
her, a task I would give my life to do.” Yord bowed his head to them. “Adalyra,
it is time we part, but I pray it will be only for a short while. If I receive
any word, from Sire Kenzo or Gatekeeper Cranewort, I shall be at your side.”


She hugged his neck and
pulled away. With a couple of steps, she reached the first trees and turned to
wave. Looking up at the owl, she asked, “Are you ready?”


He saluted a wing to the
dragon and sailed a short distance into the woods.


Lyra followed. The mist grew
thicker the farther into the forest they traveled. Ahead, tree trunks
disappeared into the haze. She paused and looked back; through wisps of fog,
turquoise light of dawn silhouetted Yord’s frame flying away.


“Lyra! Help!” Kenzo yelped
from a perch in a nearby tree. “The bark’s grown over my feet.”


She raced closer and pointed
a hand at the branch. “Liberatio!” At her command, the tree released its
grip.


The owl sped a safe distance,
panting. “Thank you. Trees have never minded me before.”


As soon as he said the words,
the offending tree, a tall exaggeration of a fir, flailed its limbs in his
direction.


“Watch out!” Lyra screamed.


He sailed out of reach, the
twigs missing him by inches. “Yeow! That tree is fast! I can miss magic bolts
with more distance. Why is it pursuing me?”


“Don’t know, but let’s move
away from it.” She motioned along a path.


He didn’t waste any time and
soared ahead about a hundred feet, hovering in a small open glade while he
waited for her to catch up.


She chased after him, looking
over her shoulders at trees on either side. Turning to face forward, she
couldn’t believe her eyes.


Trees on the perimeter of the
clearing moved their roots through the soil, closing in on Kenzo. Two wound
around his ankles and he hooted.


The roots lifted him upside
down as several branches took hold of him. They vied to claim him by cementing
him in place with extensions of their bark. The skin of his talons lay shredded
and bleeding.


“Liberatio! Liberatio!
Liberatio!” Lyra yelled, turning on
her heel. Directing the incantation through an outstretched fist, she waved
violently at each attacker. As soon as one branch recoiled, stung by her magic,
another took its place. She spun in circles, screaming, “Cesso! Cesso!
Cesso!” to force dozens to withdraw. Soon, branches and roots outnumbered
her.


She needed to blast the trees
with powerballs, her weakest skill. One last try—one more incantation. She
squared off against the largest tree at the forefront of the attack. “Aboleo!”
The three-foot wide trunk sliced in half, and the gigantic mass fell forward
toward the two of them.


Kenzo, now free, perched on
Lyra’s shoulder. He dug talons into the layers of her clothing, scratching her
skin. With hard down strokes of his wings, he whisked her clear of the falling
tree.


Once landed on the ground,
she looked around. “The whole forest is closing in. What do we do?” Her pulse
raced. She kept a hand on the owl, now at her side.


“I might be strong enough to
fly us above the canopy, but no farther.”


“They’d capture us before we
got there.” She looked to the sky for Hamal to gain strength and guidance. The
leaves and mist blocked all but tiny spots of light, and even those were
quickly covered by trees lurking closer.


In desperation, Lyra created
a small protective ward around the two of them. Twigs scratched its surface,
and she reinforced the shield with more power.


Eventually, one found a weak
spot and sliced inside, grazing one of Kenzo’s feathers. His whole body shook.


They crouched lower and held
each other.


Out of the shadows, a man
appeared in front of them. Without a word, he planted black boots solidly
outside their ward. The jagged hem of his dark cloak twisted in front of them.
A hood covered his head, keeping it from view. He carried a heavy wooden staff
carved with effigies and topped with a horned skull.


Lyra’s heart thudded in her
chest—the rider of the cimafa. Silva Caliga lured her in order for him to
collect her aura. But, Elisabeth’s message—she was destined to know the
happiness that escaped her ancestor. What was that happiness? Did it include
knowing this evil man? She stared at the darkness under his hood. At least
Elisabeth wished to stay alive. So maybe destiny would be in Lyra’s favor to
spare her.


The mysterious man strode over
to the nearest tree and placed a bare hand on its bark. He leaned his body into
the trunk, resting the side of his head against it. The gnarly branches jerked
and shrugged, succumbing to his control.


Without incantation or
powerbolt, the ancient tree relaxed its outstretched limbs and eased backward
in retreat.


Lyra quivered.


Kenzo remained low, huddled
to her. Apparently, this man was a stranger to him also.


She twisted her head to watch
the cloaked figure. With wide strides, he approached a dozen lead trees,
touching each in the same personal manner.


When he seemed satisfied, he
held his hand in the air, facing the circle of trees, and slowly stepped around
their ward.


The trees obeyed his command
and moved away, leaving Lyra and Kenzo in a mist-filled glade. Hamal twinkled
violently. Too frightened, she couldn’t read its message.


Then, the man positioned
himself before them and grabbed hold of his hood. Black, straight hair spilled
out as he drew it back. A face she knew, handsome with angular
features—Revelin.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Twenty-Three: Silva Caliga


 


 


Lyra sat motionless, her eyes
glued to Revelin.


He set his heavy boots wide
apart and flung his cloak behind one shoulder, its hem twisting and turning of
its own volition. A violet-gemmed pendant glinted, reflecting the angled rays
of dawn. His black eyes rested upon her, silvery streaks in the pupils worked
some magic to capture her attention.


She forced herself to look
down, but felt his energy pressing upon her. Her eyes rested on the ornate
buckle of his belt, silver with more purple stones. Black leather pants fit
tight, inviting her to look lower over the bulge of his male package and strong
thighs. Heat crawled up her neck, and sweat beaded along her hairline. She
clenched her jaw and balled her fists, preparing to draw her inner strength for
quick use. She scanned her memory of the texts she studied without any success.
Could he strip her aura like the cimafa?


A loud squawk sounded in the
distance, from a bird apparently much larger than the chittering forest
warblers stirring on the branches.


Beside Lyra, Kenzo jerked.
“Hoot!” blurted out, causing Revelin to grab him by a wing.


At the same time, he snatched
her arm. His strong hand dug painfully into her flesh.


She winced as he dragged them
out of the clearing. Resisting, Lyra twisted to see what creature made the
noise. Her guess proved correct—a giant crane, one of Cranewort’s, heralding in
the new day, looking for those in need of power from departed souls. She
planted her heels into the ground, wanting the great bird of the Alliance to
come to their aid.


The call grew louder and more
familiar, followed by a shrill cawing. The tiny songbirds nearby flitted
noisily in all directions.


“Lyra, please come with me,”
Revelin pleaded. “I can give you safe passage through Silva Caliga, but we must
hide now.” He kept his voice low and encouraging, but his grasp remained
fierce, clamped onto her shoulder tendons.


She wedged her foot against a
rock, hoping he couldn’t command it to move away.


He released his grip and
offered her an open hand. “An avril follows us. Please come with me. I can
help.” He had dropped the magic in his eyes.


Lyra unlocked her extended
legs and glanced around for the tiger owl.


Kenzo’s face turned away from
her, searching the sky.


She scanned Revelin’s
expression and gestures. He used no craft on her, only an imploring look and an
open hand.


Cawing resounded off tree
trunks, and Lyra’s peripheral vision caught a large shadow of a bird—an avril,
the scout bird of the Black Dragon. She accepted Revelin’s hand without
hesitation.


Kenzo’s head whipped forward,
and he flapped and hooted wildly.


In an instant, Revelin
whisked them behind a wide tree trunk. He placed her and Kenzo next to the
bark, the hard wall of his chest squeezing them so tight Lyra couldn’t breathe.
Grasping the sides of his cloak, he pressed glowing hands against the bark on
either side of her head.


The tree creaked and popped,
and a host of tiny screams and moans reverberated in her mind, increasing in
intensity until it crowded out most of her own thoughts. Noises her ears didn’t
hear confused her so much she couldn’t access her aura. She panicked, thinking
somehow Revelin claimed her power. But the press of his body upon hers meant
she remained alive and her aura was intact. Her fists beat unsuccessfully
against his muscled chest.


“You’re safe. Keep quiet,” he
whispered, his breath hot on her ear.


Seconds later, the trunk
behind her shifted and slowly engulfed the three of them inside its vascular
tissue.


Kenzo squirmed at her side,
uttering a series of trilled whimpers.


Lyra reached a hand to steady
her friend.


The noises in her own mind
changed to gurgles, gulps, and sloshing sounds. Behind Revelin, the tree formed
a new wall of bark. They were surrounded by the life force of the trunk,
transporting water and nutrients. No light reached her eyes.


Outside, the avril called
with its guttural croak, making Lyra’s skin rise into goosebumps. She wanted to
ask questions, but feared the bird would detect her voice.


Revelin’s hand inched behind
her head and pulled it to rest against his chest.


The sound of his beating
heart gave her a comforting focus, amid the onslaught of frightening and
strange noises. She relaxed her neck and eased her cheek under his collar bone,
breathing in his natural musky scent mingled with traces of patchouli cologne.


It seemed like several
minutes passed while the avril circled. The tight space, like a cocoon, grew
cramped. Lyra’s limbs ached to move. Wedged between Revelin’s leg and a hard
twist in the tree, her right thigh prickled with numbness.


Finally, the forest stood
quiet.


“Can we get out of here?” she
begged.


“Yes, I think it’s safe now.”
He moved his hands along the tree’s fibers. “Ena erumpo stipes para tres
trio dista renovo. Gratia agere dena phasma phasmatis.” Aside from a few
recognizable words, he spoke in a language Lyra didn’t understand.


Kenzo fidgeted.


The trunk reopened behind
Revelin. He stepped out, lifting a finger to his lips, so they would remain
quiet while they exited. He surveyed in all directions, then turned back to
her. “It’s safe for the meantime. There are all manner of dangerous creatures
here in this wood.”


Lyra checked the severity of
Kenzo’s wounds. She shook and stomped her numb leg, fixing her gaze on Revelin.
“Why did you save me?”


“Why not?” he replied with a
short laugh. “Did you wish to be taken to the Black Dragon by a squadron of
fire drakes that followed that scout bird?”


“What does it matter to me
whether drakes take me there or you do?” she scoffed and stooped beside the
owl, coursing her hands along his feet to mend the shredded skin.


Revelin kicked the forest
loam with the toe of his boot. “Look, I’m no bounty hunter.”


Kenzo fluffed out his
feathers, probably more to look formidable as her protector than to loosen
bruised joints.


“Dressed like a cimafa
rider—seems like the right profession,” she quipped.


“I frequent these parts. I
like you, and you need a hand in this wasteland.”


“What’s in it for you?”


The corners of his lips
curled. “Maybe I just want a chance to get to know you.”


“I’m taken.”


“Are you?” A sexy dimple
formed in one cheek as his smile broadened, and he folded his arms across his
chest.


“Just teach me how you handle
these trees, and we’ll be on our way. I’d be grateful for that,” she said
curtly.


His expression gave no clues
why he side-stepped explaining his appearance as a rider. He hid something or
lots of things, but she did need to get past the wicked trees to reach the
less-guarded border of Silva Nocens. Perhaps she could handle Revelin long
enough to learn basic skills.


“Well, that’s a start. After
being locked up in that trunk, I’m a bit thirsty. There’s a stream down the
path. Let’s rest there for some refreshment, and I’ll be happy to teach you.”


Be careful,” Kenzo whispered
as he flapped next to Lyra’s ear.


Lyra gave the owl a slight
nod and looked to Revelin. “If it’s not far.”


With a flourish of black
cloak and a grin, he pointed in the direction. “Allow me to lead the way.”


When they traversed the
clearing, Lyra scanned the sky for the avril, fire drakes, or any friends. The
sun, now high in the sky, blinded her. Evidently they were inside the tree
longer than she thought. She tried to determine if Revelin led them in the
correct direction. The sharp rays obliterated the view of Hamal she needed for
navigation, although she still perceived its energy connecting to her own. The
evergreen fir-like trees hid the horizon, so she couldn’t find the reddish haze
given off from the Dark Realm.


They traveled into a dense
part of the forest. Unlike the gnarly trees that attacked her and Kenzo, these
trees rose eighty feet on arrow-straight trunks. Lyra eyed those she passed.
With their height, they could be more dangerous. Scattered beams pierced the
high canopy like spotlights, illuminating patches of ground fog. As they
continued, a thin blanket of snow covered the floor. The fog lifted the
whiteness to meet the light.


“Why are you here in Silva
Caliga?” she asked.


“Just passing through. It’s a
short-cut.”


“What do you want with me?”
His answer seemed evasive, so she tried another.


“Like I said, I just want to
help you out. Relax.” Revelin looked back over his shoulder and winked at her.


“If you stop and tell me how
to control the trees—”


“There are plenty of dangers
in this forest other than the trees.”


“Like what? Do fairies live
here?”


“Not exactly fairies, but
tree spirits of these large hemlocks are bold and play in the fog. They are
tricksters.” He slowed and took her hand. “I’m on the lookout and will protect
you.”


Lyra attempted to wiggle her
hand free, but his grasp proved too firm. She needed to know his intention.
Focusing on his eyes, she tried to use fascination to read his thoughts. The
techniques from the reference books only allowed her to begin the process. She
connected to his aura, but an electric shock repelled her. Something in her technique
was wrong.


He gave her a quizzical look,
but said nothing, only laced his fingers tighter between hers and continued
forward.


They walked in silence for a
long while. His hand was solid and firm against hers.


No bird songs filled the air.
The forest stood noiseless, except for the brushing and creaking sounds of high
branches blowing in the wind. Becoming more aware of this eerie void, Lyra
focused on it. Listening carefully, a faint voice twittered from a tree they
passed, like something or someone watched them. She looked over her shoulder,
but saw nothing. Her skin bristled. She looked back several times without luck.


Lyra used Cranewort’s
clairvoyance, positioning her aura at her skin as another sense organ. She
cleared her mind. Energy buzzed all around. Revelin’s was loud, filled with
complex paired emotions—both lust and love, greed and generosity; cruelty and
compassion. She grabbed a sample of his vibrations and began pulling it inside
her to read, when something chattered behind them.


The hum of the new energy was
so intense, she let go of Revelin’s. Filled with strong emotions, the
vibrations stung her free hand where the impulses entered. Analyzing a sample
sent a sharp pain through her head and forced her to quit before she finished
her reading. She looked all around to find what being possessed such strange
power.


Farther along, the noise
repeated from a branch behind them. Lyra twirled around and caught a glimpse of
a tiny creature. For an instant, it froze and looked at her with an expression
of fear in its deep-set brown eyes. With a sweep of dirty white, it vanished
into the tree.


“Are you all right?” Reacting
to her quick move, Revelin’s hands grabbed her waist.


“Yes. I heard a chattering
behind us several times. I think I saw one of the tree spirits—a foot tall with
dark skin, furrowed like bark. It wore a ragged white gown. It looked at me,
then walked right into the trunk.”


“A hemlock spirit—a
cicutaminus. They won’t hurt you if you can control their trees.”


“Its strange aura stung my
skin.”


Revelin studied her face, his
eyes sparked with silver jets, holding her gaze as before. “Clairvoyance will
irritate some in Silva Caliga. Be more careful.”


All thoughts dropped from her
mind. When Lyra became aware of a new thought, she looked behind them. They had
walked at least thirty yards with her mental processes frozen. He had used
fascination on her, momentarily clearing her mental processes like a cleaning a
slate. After studying the technique, she recognized the steps. All those times
she couldn’t look away from Revelin at Aunt Jean’s house and when she saw him
in the community—at the pier and the emergency room—he had been using
fascination on her.


She snatched back her hand
and stopped. “Where is the stream? It’s been a long time.”


He motioned ahead. “Around
that bend in the trail.”


They started walking and she
stayed some distance behind him, unsure which posed the greatest threat:
Revelin, the cicutamina, or the treacherous trees.


Kenzo flew directly above
her.


At the creek, Revelin stooped
over the rushing water and charmed an area a few feet in diameter, to sanitize
it, as she had watched Cullen do many times.


Lyra looked hurriedly around
for a safe direction. The path continued to the right into what seemed to be a
sun-filled glade. There she might be able to connect with Hamal and gain extra
power. She lacked skill in fascination and didn’t know how to block the craft.
Revelin could take advantage of her.


No time to deliberate, she
ran for the clearing.


Kenzo stayed with her.


“Lyra! Wait! It’s not safe,”
Revelin called, the weight of his heavy boots pounding after her.


Something nudged her
shoulder. She turned to see a branch snaking from a tree along the path. “Get
away!” She glared at it and raised her hand to fire an incantation.


“Don’t! That will make them
all attack you,” Revelin cried and rushed to her side. “Allow me.” He entwined
his fingers between the twigs touching Lyra’s cloak. With his eyes fixed on the
canopy, he took several slow, deep breaths. The tree withdrew.


“Teach me how to do that,”
Lyra implored, sitting on the cold forest floor and brushing strands of hair
out of her face.


He stood and planted his
staff, arms folded across his chest. “You don’t trust me. Why should I help
you?” The toes on the claw of his staff clamped onto a rock, and its skeleton
head glowered at her. The jagged hem of his cloak writhed in her direction.


“You saved me twice from
attacking trees. I trust you. Please teach me.” If she could convince him,
maybe he’d teach her.


Revelin knelt, took her hand,
and opened her fingers to see the palm. “You’re cut.” His tone was low and
kind. He gently placed his own palm across it and mended the cuts. “To control
the trees, first, clear your mind. Relax.” Inhaling and exhaling deeply to
model the method, he leaned toward Lyra to encourage her to follow.


From his lead, she took a
long breath and cleared her mind, as much as possible given how his closeness
made her skin tingle. Like before, the scent of his cologne intoxicated her.


“At that point, the raging
tree will slow its attack,” he spoke slowly, with a deep, seductive tone,
edging nearer until she felt the heat of his breath on her lips. “Long enough
for you to touch it.” His fingers grazed her temple, causing her eyes to
flutter fully open and meet his.


From the corner of her eye
Lyra saw Kenzo flapping his wings, but it didn’t register why he did that.


She stared in wonder at how
silver streaks laced Revelin’s pupils. He probably used fascination, but this
time she didn’t try to look away. She wanted to dive into the darkness of his
pupils and dance with those silver lights. They pulled her closer to him.


“Lyra, I’ve loved you for
years…” His lips tentatively brushed hers. His kiss burned in a pleasing way,
like cinnamon red hots…tingling.


Her empty mind flooded with
desire, no thoughts other than wanting to be as close as possible to him.


His hand moved behind her
head and wrapped in her hair. He murmured in her ear, “watched you from a
distance…” His cheek pressed against hers, and she felt the beat of his pulse.


Released from his gaze, Lyra
closed her eyes to concentrate on the wonderful sensations. She placed a hand
over his heart. The energy drumming against her palm thrilled her.


He trailed his lips across
her cheek, breathing into her mouth, “wanted you to be mine.”


Her skin quivered,
anticipating his touch.


He forced his lips hard onto
hers, thrusting his tongue between them. His arms encircled and pulled her
against his broad chest. His tongue burned her mouth, yet she wanted more.


Lyra pressed her breasts hard
into him, wanting his hands to touch her there. She took his hand and moved it
over a hardened nipple.


He massaged and squeezed her
soft flesh. “Finally, we’ll be bonded…together forever.”


A moan escaped her mouth, and
she pulled her head away, gasping for a breath. Her eyes caught his…burning
fire red. Panic replaced all desire. She screamed and he covered her mouth with
his in another searing kiss.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Twenty-Four: Spirits of the
Trees


 


 


A woman’s voice sang a
lugubrious melody. The words were from an unfamiliar language, but her soprano
was sweet and inviting.


Lights flashed throughout the
forest, their beams scattered and softened by heavy mist. Above, Hamal glinted
between branches, bright against the twilit sky.


Lyra sat up on the floor of
the hemlock forest. Alone…abandoned…but at least alive. She searched inside for
her aura. Her powers seemed unaltered. If not that, what had Revelin wanted?


Her clothing lay in wild
disarray, her skirt bunched at her waist, and sweater twisted half off. Had he
raped her after she blacked out? Her panties were still on, but twisted. A
chill ran through her spine. Had she been tricked into giving herself to him
while under his spell? He said they were going to finally be bonded forever.


A sharp ache tore through her
stomach. Lyra placed her hands over the knot to quiet it, then traced down her
abdomen, applying power to detect for internal skin tears, any signs to show
she had been violated. She found no traces of her blood or his release. With a
sigh of relief, she drew her knees to her chest and tucked her head, wondering
what Revelin had done to her.


Fiercely cold air nipped at
Lyra’s body, and she gathered her cloak from the ground. She reached for her
brooch to hold her garment together, but couldn’t find it on either side of the
collar. It wasn’t in any inside pocket of the cloak or skirt. Crawling on hands
and knees in the dark, she searched through the snowy leaf litter around her.


The haunting song grew
louder, the singer traveling closer.


Lyra scratched at the icy
ground. Images played in her mind of her last visit with Cullen, how the
jadestone contact caused him to breathe more regularly.


The angelic voice seemed to
be coming toward her.


She clawed the forest floor.
With oncoming danger, time was running out. Yet, a possibility of hope kept her
scraping leaves aside, wildly searching for a gleam of the soft, green jade or
a feel of its smooth surface. Not only could the gem’s power save Cullen by
transferring his aura back to him, but it proved to her that his love still
existed, that he was still alive. Additionally, her opal invisibility ring had
been attached to the pin for safekeeping. In a frenzy, Lyra churned up leaves.


She wondered if Revelin had
taken her jade brooch. Her hand hit the edge of a sharp rock, and seconds later
a thought flashed into her mind from Mimio’s lesson. Her stone wouldn’t work
for a person who stole it. She would need to give it as a gift to transfer the
magic. He must have tricked her, using a spell, into giving away her prized
gem. She wildly dug through leaves and dirt, hoping she was wrong. Her idea
seemed likely, since he hadn’t taken anything else. But what good would it do
Revelin if Cullen possessed the mate? Regardless, if Revelin had her jadestone,
it was no longer paired to Cullen’s.


Hot tears streamed down her
face. She had lost her connection to Cullen’s life and more importantly, an
essential tool to help her restore him. Revelin had taken advantage of her lack
of experience. At first, she blamed herself for not being better prepared, but
knew she couldn’t have studied harder. “Damn you, Revelin!” she yelled aloud
and hurled a small rock into the darkness.


Suddenly, the singing sounded
close. Lyra was unprepared for defense. Frazzled nerves prevented her from
pulling her aura out for use. It didn’t matter what danger approached; anger
altered her priorities.


A large mass of hazy light
appeared through the trees. So intensely white, it blinded her.


Accepting whatever horrible
fate lay ahead, she watched the illumination. Although it remained motionless,
the ethereal voice continued. Its melancholy tone seemed empathetic, but Lyra
now questioned everything.


The light dimmed and a
beautiful lady approached, carrying a large lantern.


Kenzo bolted off of the
woman’s shoulder.


Against the dark of dense
hemlocks, the woman’s long hip-length golden hair shimmered with silver
highlights at the peak of each wave. She wore an emerald velvet cloak and a
flowing white gown underneath. In her other hand, she held a simple staff made
from a polished branch decorated with deeply cut runes. Around the lantern
danced several butterflies, each of a different color and shape.


A small tree spirit followed,
its dingy, yellowed gown flowing behind as it scampered toward Lyra.


The silver stripes of the
tiger owl’s feathers looked regal in the bright light. “Lyra, I’ve brought
help. Are you all right?” He landed close beside her.


Lyra shook her head.


The woman smiled and bowed
her head. “I’m Ysmena, the Lady of the Forest. I protect all that lives in
Silva Caliga.” She nodded at the tree spirit. “Ivri has spoken on your behalf,
so you are our friend.”


“Lady Lyra, I’m Ivri, hemlock
keeper. You spared me earlier today. You were able to see me before I could
hide. Most with your power kill cicutamina for fun. I was careless and should
have died.” The little creature bowed low, her yellowish-white hair floating
forward around thickly calloused bare feet. “For your compassion, in turn, I
come to your aid.”


Ysmena lifted her lantern and
surveyed the area Lyra disturbed. “What is troubling you, Lady Lyra? How may we
be of assistance?”


“A man named Revelin, a
cimafa rider, tricked me and stole a valuable possession of mine.”


“Did he harm you?”


“I don’t think so. My aura
seems intact, but…” Lyra placed a hand over her heart. “I don’t know if he
stole my bond to my love, Sire Drake.”


Ysmena’s face lit with a
smile. “My dear, many can steal magic, but none can take love.” She stepped
closer and lifted her lantern. The butterflies around her staff circled Lyra
for several minutes before they returned. “I see you are whole and well,
although not at peace with yourself.”


“No, I’m not.” Lyra turned to
Kenzo. “He took my lovers’ jadestone.”


“I’ve heard of those stones
with paired magic. Very rare. Unless the rider loves you—” Ysmena explained.


“He claimed he did.” Lyra
stood and straightened her clothing.


Kenzo and Ivri helped pick
leaves from her clothes and hair. “How do you know Revelin’s a rider?” the owl
asked.


“Do you also love the rider?”
Ysmena asked, lowering her lantern. She raised her staff and circled it once in
the air.


Dozens of cicutamina
appeared, stepping out of tree trunks, and scampered to her side.


“Accendiota,” she commanded with a soft but firm tone.


“No! But, using fascination,
he tricked me into kissing him. His eyes turned red, which told me he was a
rider—I was scared he’d take my aura. That’s when I blacked out. I think he
stole my brooch when I was under his spell. I can’t find it anywhere.”


“Apparently true. Did he also
trick you into proclaiming your love for him? If that be, from what I know, the
bond pairing of those stones is broken.”


“I don’t know, but…” Lyra ran
a hand across her forehead and shifted her weight from foot to foot. “Not
unless I can’t remember saying it. Is there a way to know?”


“I’m afraid that is beyond
the scope of my magic, dear one.”


The keepers returned with
kindling and formed a pile.


Ysmena set the blaze with her
staff.


Lyra paced back and forth
along one side of the fire. “Why was he allowed in Silva Caliga?”


“He has learned the ways of
trees and is therefore allowed to pass freely,” Ysmena answered.


“I see that man Revelin
often, going in the direction of Silva Nocens,” Ivri added.


“He doesn’t enter Dragonspeir
through the Alliance portal. Is there another nearby?” Lyra asked.


Ysmena waved her staff once
more. Several roots popped from the ground around the bonfire and formed into
crude chairs. She took a seat on one. “Please, be at ease. Yes, there is such a
place at our eastern boundary where the evergreen jass trees mingle with the
blue-leafed otase.”


Lyra sat on one of the raised
roots and shook her head. “My quest has just gotten harder. Now I must reclaim
my jadestone. Or find a way to do what I’m bound to do without its power.” She
gazed into the fire for a few minutes, lost in thought.


“However I may be of aid,
please ask. You may travel in peace here and use myself or the cicutamina
keepers as guides.”


Lyra sat up straight. “If I
have to work without my jadestone, I need to learn two crafts—communicating
with tree spirits and fascination.”


“It will be my pleasure to
teach you the ways of trees, but I have no knowledge of the other. How may I
assist with that?”


“Thank you, Ysmena. I need to
learn fascination from a master—Tarom, the alchemist for the Black Dragon.”


Kenzo fell backward off his
perch, but managed to spread his wings in time to land safely. “The Dark
Alchemist? Are you serious? He’ll kill you for your aura before he’ll teach you
anything.”


“I don’t think so, Kenzo. I
have something to show you.” Lyra materialized her magic box and selected a
specific text. She enlarged it and opened the front cover. “This book came from
Sire Drake’s library. The inscription plate reads: With great satisfaction I
award this book to Cullen Drake upon completion of Fascination studies with the
highest honors ~Sire Tarom. Fascination is one of Tarom’s natural talents,
and he taught classes on that topic. Cullen and Tarom became good friends
during their apprenticeships and helped each other with their studies. Cullen
taught him defensive craft. Later, they did a bloodswear quest together, which
also made them close. Cullen told me tell were like brothers, so I don’t think
Tarom would hurt me.”


The owl’s eyebrows jumped.
“They were friends? When I first became his assistant, I heard rumors Tarom had
helped him kill the previous Dark Alchemist and wizard. Then, he turned traitor
for some reason.”


“Before that, Tarom kept a
laboratory in the northern part of Dragonspeir and commanded a fleet of ice
drakes to protect him. I wonder if he ever returns there? Meeting him apart
from the Dark Realm would probably be safe enough.”


Ysmena leaned forward. “That
place would be in Versula, a frigid, barren wasteland to our north. I know the
mountain his drakes call home. It is a desolate, but beautiful land. I often
traverse our northern border to gain solitude and expand my mind.”


“Can you take me there?” Lyra
asked.


“I can take you to our common
boundary and show you the correct direction from there.”


Kenzo fluffed his feathers.
“How will you know if Tarom will be there since he chiefly is in service to the
Black Dragon?”


“I have an idea that may
work. Even a chance is worth taking. I want to save Cullen and am willing to
try whatever my power will allow.”


He nodded and refolded his
wings. “Thank you. Count on my help.”


Ysmena rose. “Then, let me
teach you how to talk to trees. In the morn, I’ll guide you north.” She
motioned Lyra to a nearby trunk. “Every tree has an aura. It may be viewed if
you look closely at the edges of the tree—where the aura will be most visible.
Most commonly, it will hold no color, or it will appear translucent with a
slightly white or gray halo, or perhaps even yellowish or gold. If you
experience difficulty, look up and observe the crown against the contrast of
the sky. Also, dim light of dusk is useful to enhance viewing. Although we are
in winter, which makes it more difficult, spring and summer are seasons when
trees are most talkative. That is because the above ground portions of the
trees are busiest, making their auras more active.”


She touched a hand lightly on
the trunk. “Now, soften your gaze onto the outline of this tree. Do not focus
on details of branches or leaves. Slightly above the outline, you will see the
profile of the tree repeated—the aura. It will radiate and move. In summer the
aura may wiggle as the tree dances inside.”


Lyra stepped back and craned
her neck to look at the upper boughs against the twinkles of Hamal and the
other stars. “I see it! Like movements of the northern lights—colored patterns
in the night sky.”


“What a lovely comparison.
You are right. Our name for that astral display is aquilo astrum. Now,
follow these directions as I speak. To join your aura with the tree’s, first
visualize your aura. Then, imagine it connecting with the energy field of the
tree. Hold that connection for at least a minute, then walk quietly and calmly
toward the tree and touch its bark. You will be connected. Do you feel the
tree’s aura, Lyra?”


Lyra smiled. “I do. It’s so
gentle, not like those of dragons or wizards.”


“Trees are sweet-tempered and
genuine beings, unless provoked. They often commune with each other. The auras
of multiple trees will blend. Those that are near, but not touching, often show
grayish or white strands connecting them.”


Lyra caressed the bark of the
ancient hemlock, who she now knew to be a remarkable nine hundred years old.
“Thank you for the lesson. I’m glad to meet these kind beings.”


Ysmena wrapped an arm around
Lyra’s shoulder. “You’re a brave young woman, fighting hard for the life of her
lover. You have my deepest admiration. Let me conjure you some of our local
delicacies to bolster your strength and find you warm blankets for your bed.”


With a wave of her staff,
cicutamina keepers buzzed around producing bowls brimming with food and
pitchers of ale for everyone.


Lyra eagerly sampled each
dish—many types of roasted roots drizzled with sweet tree-sap syrups. Crunchy
salads of diced roots tasted both savory and sweet, tossed with nuts and dried
fruits. “Delicious foods. I’d like to return in happier times just to enjoy a
meal.


At this news, the cicutamina
jumped up and down, and Ysmena grinned ear-to-ear. “Please do. We have lovely
festivals marking the middle of each season, especially those during our
growing season. I’d love to have you as our guest whenever you wish to join
us.”


After the tureens, bowls,
plates, and mugs were cleared away, the keepers brought a stack of thick hides.


“Lyra, dear friend, please
make yourself comfortable amid these warm furs. Stay near the base of this tree
for safety, and your owl should perch within its branches.”


“Thank you for everything,”
Lyra replied, rubbing her fingers through the soft fur.


The Lady of the Forest gave a
slight wave and vanished inside the wide trunk. The light of her lantern dimmed
to a pale flash, joining hundreds of others that marked homes of the forest
keepers.


Kenzo flew up and took a
perch in Ysmena’s tree. “Thank you, Lyra, for continuing your quest. You are
indeed brave. Goodnight.”


“Night, Kenzo. Thank you for
coming with me. I need my friends.” Snuggled between hides, Lyra ran her
fingers over the raised, glided lettering of the text, Advanced Fascination.
In the dying firelight, she paged through it, but still found its content above
her understanding. The handwritten notes in the margins brought a smile to her
heart. She felt Cullen’s essence in those words. She would persevere—there
would be a way.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Twenty-Five: Versula


 


 


In the predawn darkness, Lyra
followed close behind Ysmena with her lantern, picking her way carefully to
avoid the train of the Lady’s deep green cloak or the numerous raised tree
roots. Through the heavy mist, they passed under dense hemlock branches that
blocked any view of the sky to provide direction and supplemental power.
Without choice, Lyra relied upon the judgment of her guides. Dozens of
cicutamina hopped from limb to limb alongside. Ivri and a few others skipped
ahead without aid of light. Wind lifted locks of their hair, matted like wool
roving and shimmering in Ysmena’s magical beam. Butterflies and moths circled
the light.


Kenzo kept his distance,
apparently unsure of the strange creatures.


Lyra watched him, gliding
behind her shoulder.


“Don’t worry about me. My
sight is better in the dim light.”


After what seemed like miles,
the wood changed to deciduous trees. Light-colored bark reflected the blanket
of white covering the ground and the starshine.


Hampered by the deep snow,
Ysmena slowed her pace. “There’s a stream here to refresh us. Let’s rest.” She
halted at the bank.


The water gurgled over wide
rocks, worn smooth from years of erosion.


Lyra stomped her feet, the
chill of the snowpack seeping through her fur-lined boots.


Ysmena nodded in her
direction and without a word, waved a graceful hand to the circutamina.


They scurried up various tree
trunks. In a few minutes, the keepers returned with armloads of dead twigs and
laid a small fire.


The Lady of the Forest
brought her lantern in contact until fire licked at the dry branches.


Lyra seated herself on one of
the roots that obliged and rose into a chair. She extended her cold toes as
close as she dared to the blue flames. Butterflies danced between her feet and
around the blaze. None looked like the type that watched her, found in Aunt
Jean’s room after her death. Within minutes, feeling began to replace the numb
chill, and she looked over at Ysmena seated next to her. “These butterflies…how
do they survive in the cold of winter?”


“They stay by my light or
hidden deep within the trunks as guests of the spirit keepers. Pretty, aren’t
they? They possess their own magic that makes them sparkle.”


One landed on Kenzo’s large
ear. He twitched and twitched, his dangle earring jangling, but the insect held
fast, fluttering its wings to maintain balance.


Lyra chuckled. “It reminds me
of a cowboy on a bronco, hanging on for dear life.”


“Lady Lyra, pardon me for
interrupting.” Ivri held out two burlap nap sacks in her leathery hands. “Nuts,
dried berries, and roots from the birch keepers. One for your journey. The
other pass around now.”


Lyra accepted the bags and
smiled to the circle of local circutamina cautiously gathering at a distance.
“That’s kind. Thank you all.” She scooped up a fistful of what looked like
rough trail mix and spread it over a flat root for Kenzo. After taking some for
herself, she passed the sack along. In her first mouthful, the tang of wild
berries burst over her taste buds, soon complemented by earthy root flavors and
crunchiness of the nuts. “Mmm. Very tasty.”


The birch keepers drew
nearer, their wide eyes staring at her. Smiles curled the thin lips of a few
brave members in the front.


As Lyra munched, a bright
yellow butterfly rested on the end of her boot. Its wings caught the blue light
and shimmered with a vivid lime color. “Don’t they form cocoons during this
season? The ones where I came from did.”


“Yes, but they won’t stay in
that protection all winter unless left in the elements. As they awaken as
caterpillars, the circutamina feed them special sap that supplies the magic.
When mature, the butterflies then serve as scouts for the keepers.”


“So, they aren’t people in
transformed states?”


Her eyebrows lifted. “Oh, my
no. Not the ones in Silva Caliga. Why do you ask?”


“Umm…” Lyra hesitated, unsure
how much to confide. “I’m often followed by butterflies, and one in particular
seems present at strange times and places—large like a moth and black with
purple eyespots. It seems to spy on me, but it flies away before I can read its
magic.”


“At times, I do see a few
that don’t have the familiar sparkle of our natives. They behave oddly,
steering clear of me when others seek me out. I’ve suspected something amiss.”


“Can wizards transform easily
into those forms?”


“Only if he or she has a
natural affinity to that insect and can learn the craft of transformation—so,
possibly a few, but not many.”


“If that black butterfly is a
person, I would like to find out who it is. That person may have murdered my
aunt.”


Ysmena jerked upright, and
her hand flew to her chest. “Oh, how dreadful. I’ll be certain to pursue those
suspect ones now. If I determine the forms of their powers, I’ll do my best to
contact you. I can send messages passed by tree spirits, if amicable ones are
around you.”


Lyra gazed at the fire. “I
doubt any trees where I’m going in Silva Nocens have friendly keepers.”


“Even there, a few species
hold on, such as the rowan, like that one across the stream,” she pointed to an
unremarkable tree. “They oppose negative energy.”


“It looks like any tree with
gray bark. I’ll never find one, especially if being chased by demons.”


Ysmena smiled. “Not to worry,
they’ll locate you. Just be open to receive their messages. Each species has a
unique purpose.”


“I wish I knew the jobs of
the trees.” Lyra surveyed the types surrounding them.


“I’ll be most happy to teach
you. Come back when you’re at a time of rest, and you shall be my pupil.” She
reached over and covered Lyra’s hand with her own. Her emerald ring set in
golden vines twinkled in the firelight.


“Time of rest…I hope.” The
corners of Lyra’s mouth turned up in a forced smile, and her forehead
tightened. She couldn’t think past the obstacles ahead to happier times.


“It will happen, Lyra. Have
faith. All good creatures and spirits sense your purpose and will come to your
aid. Let’s rise and continue our trek. On the other side of this birch forest
is the border of my land.” Ysmena stood and spoke in a foreign tongue to a few
circutamina who went to work dousing the fire.


 


***


Silva Caliga ended abruptly
at the rim of a ravine. The protective cover of the forest gave way to barren,
jagged buttes and canyons that spread for miles into the horizon. A monotone of
gray colored everything—sky and rock. Icy winds whipped at the opening of
Lyra’s cloak, sending a chill down her spine before she could pull it together.


“This is Versula.” Ysmena
lifted her arm and pointed. “There, on that far summit, higher than the rest,
you’ll find Tarom’s retreat.”


The harsh wind stung Lyra’s
face. “How am I to get there? This land is so rugged.”


“By any means you can—magical
or otherwise.” She swept her staff down past Lyra. “There, you will find a
narrow ledge to allow you to descend and cross at the base of this ravine.
Traversing Versula is a considerable challenge. It’s a treeless wasteland, so I
can’t offer you any assistance…much as I truly wish I could.” She stepped back
from the edge and placed her palm upon the trunk of a stately birch.


In response, a length of its
papery bark loosened and fell into her waiting palm.


Ysmena presented its gift to
Lyra. “This is for you, from the birches. It is their appointed task to
encourage renewal. They are the first to spring up after a fire, heralding the
return of the forest. Associated with rebirth, it is the goddess of our
festivals. When you reunite with your true love, Sire Drake, use this as part
of your healing treatment. Burn the birch bark and anoint his lungs with the
smoke and his skin with the ashes. It will die, so he may live again, spreading
vitality to his limbs.”


Lyra’s fingers wrapped
securely around the strip to prevent the wind from claiming it. “Thank you very
much.” She bowed to the Lady of the Forest, then paused to connect with the
aura of the birch tree donor before paying it the same respect. Turning her
back to the gales, she conjured Cullen’s box and carefully charmed the gift to
shrink for storage. She looked out over the desolate landscape and glanced to
Kenzo, perched with his talons gripping tight around an overhanging limb.


Ysmena touched Lyra’s
shoulder and pulled her close into a hug. “Be careful, child. Your spirit is
strong, but will be challenged.”


Lyra briefly returned the
embrace and pulled away. She gave a silent nod and picked her way to the head
of the trail.


Kenzo sailed a short distance
ahead and grasped at a straggly bush to wait and watch, on the ready with wings
slightly spread.


Ice, polished to a treacherous
smoothness by the constant winds, covered much of the rock surfaces. Lyra spent
time she didn’t have testing the placement of each step.


Creeping in this fashion,
they descended. Ysmena’s lantern light glowed above them. No sign of life was
visible except an occasional butterfly sailing by and then retreating back to
its mistress.


Lowering further, the light
dimmed as the grayness of the rock walls and dark sky closed in on them.
Suddenly, the wind shifted at right angles, following the channel of the chasm.
It forced Lyra off balance. Her foot slipped. She fell, feet dangling over the
edge, hands clutched to an outcropping of brush.


Grabbing whatever power she
sensed within her, she willed her body to rise. The twigs slackened in her
grasp. She floated in midair, inching upward. Fear blocked proper use of her
powers. She looked down at the bottom, at least a five hundred feet below, and
shuddered. Gritting her teeth, she forced her gaze to the sky. “Damn! Can’t see
my star either. Kenzo! Please help me.”


Even before she spoke his
name, his wide wingspan spread above her and his talons clamped onto her
shoulders. He flapped hard and grunted, attempting to lift her weight.


Slowly, her chest reached the
ledge. She swung an arm onto the rock, but the ice prevented her from gaining
enough leverage to hoist herself up. Desperate, she searched inside her once
more and took a firmer hold on her power. A newfound burst of energy lifted her
onto her knees upon the trail. She carefully rolled to a seated position, her
cloak spilling open and her hands resting on the rock. She welcomed the
coldness to cool her after the struggle and rubbed a chilled palm over her hot
forehead. Salty perspiration stung the skin on her hands. Inspection revealed a
network of tiny scratches. She didn’t dare create magical light, fearing spies
for the Black Dragon lurked even in this desolate territory. Instead, under her
cloak she pressed her palms tightly together, as though in prayer, and coursed
self-healing between them. What light did escape shined as a faint glow along
the edge of the fabric.


Kenzo shifted nervously
beside her. Once her light extinguished, he stretched and refolded his wings,
but his head rotated back and forth, scanning the skies. “I don’t trust this
place.”


She stroked her fingers
through the feathers of his head. “Me neither.”


“Should I fly on to Tarom’s
retreat and try to bring back help?”


“There’s no guarantee we’re
welcome guests. I don’t think we can count on his help, at least not without
some convincing first.”


“I’m none too certain I can
even fly that far in these gusts. Maybe with several rest breaks.”


“No. We’ll continue,” she
said with renewed resolve. “I’m not injured.”


 


***


Dusk found them mounting the
crest of the far side of the ravine.


Lyra stood tall and arched
her cramped back. Since her fall earlier that morning, she had crawled in a
crouched posture. A sharp wind whipped strands of hair off her shoulders.
Taking a step forward, she scanned the distance and a chill passed over her.
She pulled her cloak together more securely. “That wind is cold. Strange, my
magical cloak isn’t keeping me warm.”


Kenzo leaned in and studied
her.


She sighed. “We haven’t made
much progress. Tarom’s retreat is still miles away. At this rate, it will take
weeks.”


“I fear we don’t have a
choice that I can see. But, I’ll serve with you no matter.” The tiger owl
fluffed his feathers for warmth.


She looked down at him.
“Thank you. I don’t know of another choice either. No one said how long Cullen
can safely remain in that state. The Guardians urged me to be quick but
cautious. They gave no exact time period. It makes me nervous to take this
long.”


“Me, too.” He stretched the
talons of one foot, then the other. “We need to make camp and rest through the
night. Maybe sleep will give you a better plan in the morning.”


Lyra shrugged, scrubbed her
upper arms with her hands, and turned toward Silva Caliga to protect her face
from the biting gusts. “Maybe. At any rate, we can’t stay in this cold wind.”
Nodding to the path they just traveled, she continued, “Back a little way, I
saw a recess in the rock wall big enough for both of us—at least some
protection.”


“Yes. I think I saw that.” He
flapped hard against the gales, hovering near her as she crept back along the
icy trail.


Descending a few feet, the
lesser gusts along the canyon replaced the forceful southerly wind.
Anticipating the shift this time, Lyra held tight with each step. Soon, she
crawled into the crevice, too shallow to be a cave, but enough to cover them on
three sides.


“There. At least we’re out of
the wind here.” She tucked her skirt under her. “I’ll try an invisible fire for
some warmth.” She extended the tips of her stiff fingers into the cold air,
pointing at the granite floor between them and the opening. “Aduro
palliata!” she stated firmly but quietly. Nothing happened. She rubbed her
hands together and tried again. Slowly, the fire rose. “The cold makes it hard
for me to use my hands to work magic.”


Although she saw no sign of
life the whole day, a foreboding feeling guided her to be cautious. Kindling
under a couple logs crackled, and then the entire campfire vanished. “Be
careful since it’s now hidden by my magic. She tucked her hand back inside her
cloak and pulled it closed. “Do you know anything about why the spell on my
cloak isn’t working to keep me warm?”


“No. I’ve been pondering that
question.” He lightly unfolded his wings to warm them by the fire. “How could
the spell just break?”


“Don’t know. My magic works,
so there’s no protective ward. Who set that spell?”


“Probably some sibyl in the
Qumeli village. I worked a deal with one of their traders for some bespelled
water-purifying pebbles I helped Master make.”


“It was working until I
reached that ridge. Very curious. I don’t know the incantation to have it
respond to my body temperature, but I think I can make it insulate better.”
Lyra stroked the white cloth and hesitated. “Mixing mine with theirs, which is
a different sort with lots of black magic, might have bad results.”


After warming her hand near the
blaze, she waved it in the air toward the back of the enclosure, away from the
fire, and softly commanded, “Creo amiculum magis caleo!” A lump of gray
wool gabardine formed behind them. She lifted the garment and smiled when she
noticed the thick fur lining and hood, just what she visualized during the
incantation. “I chose gabardine for less weight, but this is still much bulkier
with the fur. Wish I could repair the other.”


After changing, Lyra
materialized and opened the inlaid box. She stored Kenzo’s gift and pulled out
the sack of trail mix. “I wonder…since it may have some dark magic, if there’s
a ward specifically for that type of magic.” She scattered a handful of food
before her friend and then helped herself.


“Tarom is part of the Dark
Realm. That doesn’t seem logical,” he snapped out an answer before pecking at
the food with deliberation, nut and seeds first.


“Tarom might be on guard
against Eburscon and his allies. Cullen told me Tarom is a loner, not really
good or evil, but out for himself first.”


Kenzo raised a wary eyebrow.
“A difficult one for us to read.” After chasing down the root chunks he earlier
cast aside, he circled a couple times and settled into a ball behind the fire,
his wide owl eyes still open. “I’ll keep watch.”


“No. Go to sleep. I have too
much on my mind I want to think through first. When I’m sleepy, I’ll wake you
and you can take a turn at watch.” Lyra examined the contents of their food
supply and worried about how long it would last. She stored it away and tucked
her body next to her friend, arranging a portion of the hem of the new cloak
around his talons, which could easily freeze. She was grateful for his company.


Kenzo’s breathing soon
slowed.


Against the inky sky, she
watched the lambent tongues of the magical radiant heat rise from the invisible
fire. She wondered if they could cross the treacherous terrain to reach Tarom’s
retreat. Her body ached badly from today’s journey. The extreme cold hindered
her ability to use magic requiring manual connections, like spellwork and
healing. Those functions now required additional energy. Exhausted from
crawling most of the day, she decided to see if simple rest would take care of
or at least lessen her bruises. Spending energy on healing power would drain
her so much she’d have nothing left for defense if attacked. With all these
problems, the long trip seemed an impossibility. Even if they reached their
destination, there was no guarantee she could convince Tarom to teach her
fascination or if he’d be present in his retreat.


She didn’t expect her new
quest to take months. She told her university chairman she’d be available
online to teach an independent study class. That started in three weeks. It
seemed unlikely she could meet that.


More importantly, time was
running out to save Cullen. She sighed, wondering how she could still save him
if Revelin had tricked her into breaking the jadestone’s bond. She still loved
Cullen with all her heart. Was that enough?


Softly, Lyra stated the spell
to produce the storage box again and withdrew her heliodor scrying stone from
the inside. If only she’d stored her brooch and opal ring as well. The golden
gem somehow caught the light of invisible flames. Deep within its translucence,
a glow arose and channeled into a pinpoint of light at the surface. That prick
of light erupted into a star, radiating across the cabochon. Then, an image
formed, a jadestone—her jadestone. She recognized the swirling vines of the
silver setting. The gem revealed a distorted human eye with a blue iris. The
reflection organized into a distinct blue-gray eye, one Lyra had gazed into
many times—Cullen’s. In the next instant, the vision altered and reformed as a
black iris with silver glints. She jumped, almost dropping the heliodor.
Revelin’s eye fixed upon her with determination. Could he see her now that he
possessed her jadestone? She shuddered and shut the scrying stone back inside
the box.


She hugged herself for a
while. Elisabeth foretold Lyra to be the Scribe who would receive her destiny.
From her present situation, that good fortune and happiness seemed remote.


Clinging to that shred of
hope, she focused on her goals.


Beyond the heat lines of the
fire, Lyra watched the stars slowly move across the sky as night progressed.
Hamal coursed into view. Peeking from around the edge of a cloud, it sent a
beam straight to Lyra. Its strength comforted her, as though the star watched
over her. She nudged Kenzo until he seemed fully awake. After releasing her
last worries to her birthmate star, she closed her eyes and allowed sleep to
take her.


 


***


The noise of an animal
shuffling woke Lyra. Opening one sleepy eye, she glanced over at Kenzo.


The tight ball of striped
feathers snored softly.


A loud snuffling sounded at
the open side of the recess.


Lyra’s head swiveled to face
the noise, hand raised to hurl any attempt at a powerball she could muster.


An enormous snout of a dragon
sniffed at her feet.


In one rapid motion, Lyra
plastered herself against the stone wall behind her and pulled Kenzo alongside.


His eyes flew open, and he
spread his wings to full span in a show of defense.


The huge head of the attacker
blocked almost the entire opening to the crevice. A glow of starlight formed a
silhouette and blinded Lyra from seeing much about the appearance of the
dragon.


Not taking time to learn
more, she discharged a powerball from her fingers. Awkwardly, it scattered into
sparks over the beast’s nostrils.


Its pupils flared into an
agitated red glow. Frost snorted from its nostrils, extinguishing the campfire
directly in front of Lyra.


She screamed and chilling
vapor rushed down her lungs.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Twenty-Six: Versula Solus,
the Solitary Retreat


 


 


Lyra choked and water dripped
from her eyes.


The dragon watched her, jaws
opening. Suddenly it withdrew just beyond the entrance.


Kenzo wheezed and darted
outside, flapping against its red eyes.


In the beam of Hamal’s light,
Lyra saw the white dragon. Worse than an ice drake, it could breathe killing
frost rather than freezing by contact.


Kenzo hovered too close to
the dangerous snout.


The white batted the air
around him, head spinning and looking in circles for something, like a person
swatting unsuccessfully at a buzzing fly. Its white furred scales stood raised.
Although the dragon was small, only twenty-four feet, surely its skills
outmatched a tiger owl’s.


Lyra raised a hand to try
another powerball, but an icy stiffness spread along her arm. Her heart pounded
in her chest.


Two other dragons charged
into the airspace outside the enclosure, one gold and the other bronze. The
gold was massive, three times the size of the opponent and nearly the size of
the Imperial Dragon, but shaped differently. Strangely proportioned, the bronze
beast’s wingspan exceeded the same measurement as its body length.


In a flash, the white darted
straight up, above the heads of the other two. He turned and dove, his wide
feet and abnormally long talons extended in a menacing descent.


“Kenzo! Come here!” Lyra
yelled.


The white dragon missed the
owl by only a yard, and he streaked to her side on the ledge.


The three dragons collided in
a fierce battle, claws slashing. Killing frost-breath hung in clouds, which the
other two deftly maneuvered around and scorched the white with their flames.


The gold struck hard,
gnashing its teeth into the adversary’s flank. A dark stain spread over the
side of the white.


A familiar snert caught
Lyra’s attention. She focused on the bronze dragon, and her firing arm dropped
limp to her side. “Yasqu!”


Hearing his name, he lost
balance and fell into the line of fire from the white.


A guttural cry sounded deep
from the throat of the gold. It pushed Yasqu out of the way and charged like a
locomotive at the other, sending it crashing headfirst into the rock wall.


The white dragon lay limp on
the granite, its neck twisted from impact, its hind limbs and tail dangling
over the edge.


After the gold circled the
body three times, it sailed up toward the summit of the ridge.


“Lyra, come.” Yasqu waved a
fifty foot long wing upward before following his partner, probably for space to
land.


She raised her eyebrows at
Kenzo.


He shook his head and lifted
into his usual protective hovering position nearby.


In haste, Lyra’s feet slipped
and her cloak caught on brambles. With difficulty, she concentrated her
attention on the trail rather than trying to see the dragons settling thirty
feet above. She labored against the stiffness in her battered muscles. With
exertion, the icy ache from her firing arm spread down her legs. She winced,
flexing the limbs against the pain.


The gold stood tall, back to
the wind, with Yasqu in front, protected.


Rough stems from the
winter-killed scrub of a bush scraped Lyra’s bare skin as she pulled to the
top. A sharp gust forced her off balance. She moaned when her already-bruised
knees impacted the stone.


The smaller dragon
reflexively lunged toward her, but was held back by the other’s strong tail
wrapped around him, reminding, “Caution first, always.”


A spark shot from his
nostrils, turning to look over his shoulder.


Lyra struggled to a half
kneeling posture and rested her cheek against her raised knee. Compelling her
numb fingers, she grabbed a fisthold of some brush and looked around for her
companion.


Kenzo soared up to the level
of the summit, only to be slapped down by a strong gust.


When he rose again, she
called, “Don’t fly so high. Come here beside me.”


Using her as a windbreak, he
edged onto the mangled bush she held and locked his talons. “You’re injured.
Can you heal yourself?”


“Not here,” Lyra squeaked.


In response to Yasqu’s
protests, the gold released him. In two long strides, the bronze dragon pulled
Lyra and Kenzo against the smooth scales of his stomach. Limbs and tail embraced
them.


Battling the pain in her arms
and legs, Lyra hugged an armful of him, glad for the comfort of another friend.
“I’ve missed you. Where did you go after the fight with the cimafa at
Eburscon’s lab?”


“With Mother.”


She pulled back to see the
head of the other dragon leaning over his shoulder, eyes wide and pupils a wary
yellow, sparkling in the starlight. “Mother?” Lyra’s voice faltered.


The gold bowed her head. “I
am honored to now have made acquaintance with two Scribes of Dragonspeir, both
you and Brigid.”


Lyra’s lower jaw slackened.
“You…you sent one of Cranewort’s giant cranes to me with the opal ring.”


When the dragon’s head rose,
her irises showed a brilliant blue. “It was I. My name is Gea.”


Remembering her manners, Lyra
dropped to a kneeling bow, still holding Yasqu’s leg for support. She flinched
as the cold stiffness spread through the back of her neck.


Kenzo hopped a few times. “We
need—“


Interrupting his request, the
voice of the elder dragon rang clear and confident. “Rise, Lady Adalyra. You
have long before bestowed respect to me by safeguarding my son outside this
land. It is I who shall be forever beholden to you.”


“This exchange is quite nice,
but Lyra is seriously injured. We must tend to her,” the owl called out in a
louder, more urgent tone.


Lyra slowly stood, holding
onto Yasqu. “My limbs and neck are getting stiff with an icy pain.”


Gea drew closer. “Frost
poison from the white dragon. We must transport you into a protected area so
you may concentrate your powers on healing. Can you climb onto my back or
Yasqu’s?”


“No. Not in this wind.” She
hugged her upper arms with her hands to retain heat and turned toward Kenzo.
“Ride with them. I don’t want you to be swept away by a gust.”


Gea crouched on her thick
hind legs and laid her forelimbs in front of her, palms open. “Lay across for
me to carry you. My son, do the same for your owl friend.”


Lyra trembled from the ice in
her body. She sat in the arms and reclined as they cradled her against the gold
chest.


Kenzo did the same, gripping
Yasqu’s coiled claw with his own talons, tiny in comparison.


With a single leap off the
edge of the ridge, the tremendous gold soared. Her strong muscles worked hard,
but steered through the fierce blasts. She paused once to look for her son, who
labored until they descended into calmer winds.


They dove to the bottom of
the ravine, where the dragons landed in the basin, hollowed out by a small
river.


Gea released her hold on
Lyra, but remained close. “Here you may safely work to heal yourself with our
protection.”


The white dragon’s poison
advanced through Lyra’s body. She could no longer move her legs. With
difficulty, she lifted into a sitting position. She opened her palms, but
couldn’t find the center of the affliction. It entered at her lungs yet
affected her muscles. Applying her hands to her ribcage, she channeled layers
of power through them into her core. As the healing began to work, she found
strength to grasp deeper magic within herself.


A wave of dizziness swept
over her and she fell onto her back. Instantly, the icy ache returned, creeping
anew over her leg muscles. Lyra looked skyward for Hamal to gain extra power.
Its beam broke over the crest of the ridge, allowing only a thin stream to
reach her. “It’s no use. The poison is too strong and my star, Hamal, is behind
the peak.”


Kenzo and Yasqu moved closer.


The golden dragon faced the
star, reared high on her hind limbs, balancing with her strong tail. “I can
assist. As part of my astral abilities, I can transmit the power of some stars.
Hamal is one since Aries guided my birth also.” The irises of her eyes changed
from blue to a mirrored surface. Then, she adjusted the angle of her head until
the full beam of Hamal reflected directly onto Lyra.


Immediately strengthened,
Lyra sat upright and began her healing. This time, she cycled through the
deepest layers of her power all the way to her heart source, sending the magic
to her lungs, then all other organs and her limbs. When she felt no trace of
the chilling pain, she waited, monitoring for any renewed sensation. “I only
feel a numbing cold on my skin, different than from the poison.”


Gea gave a loud sigh.
“Lingering aftershocks of excessive chill, no different than exposure to this
extreme weather. You are healed. We are fortunate. Most cannot self-heal so
much injury since the pain is limiting. Your extreme power compensates.”


With a smile, Lyra conjured
another invisible fire and several blankets. “Is that water safe to drink?”


“Wise of you to raise a cloaked
fire. To be certain, purify it first, although I have traveled this region many
times and found no magical traps. It’s Tarom’s practice to maintain a ward to
repel any acts of dark magic, or white if used against him.”


“Interesting. So if you
approach him, you must come in peace. Like Cullen said, Tarom makes no
alliances.”


“He does, but only after
careful consideration.”


Lyra rose and enchanted a
section where the water flowed without ice cover, an area large enough for the
dragons to drink. She scooped up handfuls to quench her extreme thirst.


She returned to sit beside
the blaze, content to enjoy feeling return to her extremities and watch the
others drink. She smiled seeing Yasqu look like a gangly teenager, his wings
too big for his body compared to the full form of his mother. They shared
several characteristics. The most obvious was the tentacle whiskers along their
lower jaw. Hers were long and silver, while his were fine fuzz. Two prominent
horns pointed backwards along their heads, his just slightly more than stubs.
Their wings connected to their bodies all the way to the tips of their tails,
like huge sails. And, they both smelled of the same saffron body odor. It was
clear Gea was his mother.


Lyra called over to them,
“Gea, how are you able to travel into Versula when others can’t?”


“I am not aligned directly
with either kingdom, the Alliance or the Dark Realm. I uphold ideals of the
Imperial regime, but come and go from most lands freely. Few with intelligence
beg a fight with a golden dragon.”


“You can go into Silva
Nocens?”


“I choose not since he has
convinced his minions to attack without regard for their own lives. I do not
believe in such senseless loss.”


“He…the dark leader?”


“Yes, I’ve known him for
centuries. He used to seek me out for counsel, before he followed unwise
decisions that led him down a path of corruption, hungering for domination.”


Lyra lowered her head. “I’m
terribly sorry. I made a bad decision that allowed me to be tricked by a man
who stole the opal ring you gave me.”


Gea gave a sharp snort. “It
is he who is fooled. That gift passes through maternal lines, gaining power
with generations. It will not serve a male.”


Looking up with a bit more
confidence, Lyra continued, “I hope that’s the case, that he didn’t get what he
expected. I think he really wanted my jade brooch, one half of a lovers’ pair.
The ring was attached to the pin on its underside.”


“And it is Sire Drake who
holds the mate?”


“Yes,” Lyra said with a sigh.


“Once Cranewort informed me
of the tragedy, which occurred at the alchemist’s dwelling, I sent for Yasqu.
The guards who escorted him to me delivered a scroll from the Imperial Dragon
that related the outcomes. We,” she rested a forelimb on her son, “monitored
your progression with astrological tracking, my expertise, at which Yasqu is
exceeding with natural ability. The icy land of Versula poses dangers you are
not equipped to face. We followed the beam of the Aries soulstar to locate
you.”


“Can others find me that
way?” Lyra hugged her elbows.


“That aptitude is quite rare
and should not prompt worry.”


“Good. Thank you both for
your help. I need to reach Tarom’s retreat. Can you take us there?”


“Indeed, but we must travel
now, hidden by darkness in these remaining minutes preceding daybreak. Ice drakes
and sometimes cimafa vigilantly guard his home at all times.”


The word cimafa sent a shiver
down Lyra’s spine. “I thought we’d be safe if not attacking Tarom. Why those
beasts?”


“He allows safe passage
through this land for those who intend him no harm, but the alchemist doesn’t
welcome visitors, good or evil.”


Lyra and Kenzo exchanged a
look of frustration.


“I would have you travel as
before, in our forelimbs, to be more secure in the strong headwinds.”


Once all were arranged, the
two dragons took flight again, this time remaining low by following a maze of
canyons. With her agile maneuvers into hidden passes, it was apparent Gea knew
her way through Versula. The gold dragon’s wings rippled as if she swam rather
than flew. The smooth ride allowed Lyra to relax and take in the stark beauty
they passed. In many ranges, the dragons sailed around huge mushroom-shaped
granite tor.


They traveled a long time,
maybe close to an hour. She and Kenzo alone would have spent weeks, even if
they knew this route.


A hazy light of dawn allowed
her to see more details. Farther north, the stone became mottled with dark gray
circular patches against a tan background. Statues rested amongst the
tor—goddesses in flowing gowns posed with an array of unfamiliar animals. Wings,
horns, and fins attached to odd-shaped bodies in unusual positions. What looked
like a giant platypus wore short curling horns on either side of its duck bill
as well as wings set on its shoulder blades. A child-like goddess stood frozen
with her hand stroking the fur on its back, her head thrown back with a wide
smile covering her face. Lyra wondered if Tarom ever willed his statues to life
since they wore such animated expressions. That would certainly be a playground
for the bizarre.


The odd spectacles held
Lyra’s attention and also made her curious about the nature of the man she
intended to convince to train her. The stone figures certainly served as road
signs, indicating they approached his retreat. But with cimafa as guards, he
didn’t have any real need to hide.


Gea made another turn, and at
the end of that chasm stood Tarom’s retreat. An imposing Gothic castle façade
sat against a promontory, hundreds of feet above the level they flew. Designed
from the local gray granite, it stood apart from the surrounding gloom with its
ornate form. Pointed arches made the building seem even taller and more
foreboding. Slender towers surmounted lower ones, achieving dizzying heights. A
skeleton of flying buttresses flanked the walls. Wide arched windows were festooned
with networks of tracery, while leaded glass rose panes decorated the gables.
As they drew closer, Lyra saw intimidating gargoyles adorned the junctions of
roof planes, serving as waterspouts.


The sound of laughter, like
from a group of happy children, echoed off the walls of the ravine. Lyra
snapped her head back and forth, looking for the sources, but only saw immobile
granite figures. After hearing more laughter from a deeper, male voice, she
fixed her eyes on the walls. At this close distance, many more statues
populated the outer grounds of the castle, some made distinct on pedestals,
while others stood hidden in inventive ways among outcroppings.


Finally, she discovered a
source of noise. One goddess let out a peel of warbling giggles as she elbowed
the shoulder of a half goat, half man beast. Her neighbor raised a hoof to
point at Lyra and guffawed as though seeing some hilarious spectacle—not a warm
welcome at all.


Gea slowed for the first time
since taking flight.


A single cimafa patrolled the
sky around the promontory.


The hairs on Lyra’s arms
stood on end. No rider or ice drakes accompanied it, but that one could be more
than enough trouble. She watched its slender black barbed tail slither up and
down. Sleek and armored with spines, it didn’t have Gea’s thick
musculature…didn’t need to when its defense was sucking souls away from
ill-fated attackers.


Gea glanced down at her
passenger. “Lyra, try to form small wards around you and Kenzo, or at least
you, since he can fly from danger.”


“Contego!” Lyra called out, pointing to the owl.


He flopped his wings and
demanded, “Remove this! I don’t want to be a sitting duck in a battle.”


Knowing reasoning would be
useless with her brave friend, she undid the spell and set a ward around
herself.


As soon as she did, the
cimafa changed course and sailed directly for them.


“Stay behind and alert,” Gea
directed her son and then increased the power of her flight, ears pinned back,
poised to fight.


Yasqu dropped back, but held
his head and chest high.


The rising dawn allowed
improved vision. The body of the cimafa stretched long and lean, eyes now
visibly burning orange-red.


The two opponents squared off
in the airspace just outside the main entrance to the castle. Hovering, they
rotated in a circle.


Although the stealth dragon
was only one-third her length, Gea kept it in her direct sight.


Knowing the ward would only
protect against firebolts, Lyra organized and reorganized her internal power
where she could reach it quickly. Her pulse raced.


The cimafa made the first
attack, hurling a long flame from his dark mouth.


Gea easily moved aside and
waited to strike back.


Lyra imagined she saw the
corners of the stealth dragon’s mouth curl as it shot a flash of fire at Yasqu.
She clenched her teeth and felt Gea’s muscles tighten.


Kenzo shot out from Yasqu’s
foreclaws and landed behind the thick leg of a steer-like statue, peering
around its shank.


Using the owl’s motion as a
distraction for her opponent, the gold charged and projected a massive flame.


The stealth took the hit in
the primary mainsail, setting it off balance. It circled a tower while Gea
waited. Like the Imperial Dragon, she was a wise and cautious fighter, but
ready to kill with a single blow.


“I’m done with you, you
feathered freeloader!” Along the wall below, the steer statue kicked Kenzo and
swept him off the pedestal with a large tail fin that looked like it belonged
to a shark. Injured from the hoof hitting his wing, he toppled unsteadily
downward with only one working wing.


Instantly, the cimafa seemed
to come out of nowhere and hovered near the falling owl. Its eyes blazed and an
evil grin lit its snout. The red glow from its irises beamed at the bird.


“No!” Lyra screamed. She
opened a hole in her ward and forced an oversized but well-formed powerball
into her hand. Squinting to improve her usual poor aim, she fired.


At the same moment, Gea slung
a terrific mass of fire from her jaws.


The combination created an
explosion of flames, sparks, and smoke obliterating Lyra’s view of both the
cimafa and Kenzo. She dropped her ward, hoping to improve her vision.


As the vapors settled, a deep
male voice rang clear. “Lady Adalyra, welcome to Versula Solus, my solitary
retreat.” Tarom stood at the drop of the cliff outside the main entrance to his
castle and bowed low, his straight, black hair sweeping over the edge.


 
















 


 


Chapter Twenty-Seven: Reflections


 


 


Lyra lifted her arm to
acknowledge Tarom’s greeting, then scanned the ground below for Kenzo, her
immediate concern.


He sat with the one battered
wing outstretched on the rock, but moved his head to face the alchemist.


At a distance beyond the owl,
the cimafa hopped, attempting to lift into flight with shredded wings.


“Gea, please take me down to
Kenzo. He’s hurt and needs to be healed. Where is Yasqu? Is he safe?” Lyra
fidgeted in the grasp of the dragon’s hold as she descended.


“He’s perched on the end of
the ridge behind us, unharmed.”


Lyra craned her neck to
verify the information.


When they landed, the cimafa
flapped wildly, lumbering up to the rock ledge surrounding the castle.


A squadron of a ten ice
drakes took their first patrol of the day around the tower. Their sleek bodies,
covered with metallic frost-blue scales, flashed in the slanted rays of dawn.
Spotting the newcomers, their heads dropped and eyes narrowed as they aligned
into formation. They accelerated into a dive in perfect unison.


Lyra’s heart leapt into her
throat as she kneeled beside Kenzo. She glanced up at the alchemist on the
ledge, who stood motionless and watching. Lyra couldn’t believe he allowed
another attack after welcoming them.


The head drake screeched and
pinned his ears back.


Gea stepped calmly in front
of Lyra. Only when the golden dragon’s jaw twitched, preparing to fire, did
Tarom finally throw his arm into the air and boom out, “Halt! Leave them.”


Lyra’s legs wobbled, weak and
rubbery from fright. Moving slowly around her protector, her eyes fixed on this
man who seemed completely illogical. She wondered how she would reason with
him.


He motioned to her with a
wave of his arm. “Lady Adalyra and associates, please join me in my quiet
abode.”


She tossed her hair over her
shoulder and resumed healing her friend. His fanfare to scare them didn’t
impress her. She wouldn’t be hurried through fixing the broken wing. If the
great alchemist wanted her respect, he could earn it honestly.


Gea waited patiently at her
side, with a calmness that must have come from the wisdom of her years.


Yasqu flew down to join them.
He fidgeted, peering curiously at the ice drakes. Perched on tors dotting the
basin around the castle foundation, they resembled oversized white gargoyles.


Lyra didn’t give Tarom the
satisfaction of even one glance. She tended to her business with strict
dedication, tracing her fingers over and around all edges of the owl’s wing.
Only when his trial flight around Gea proved successful did Lyra rise and grant
the alchemist her attention. She gave a slight bow and seated herself once more
for flight.


Once landed, she stepped
across the wide ledge to the alchemist, stood tall and faced him, without
courtesy of a formal greeting. She refused to cower.


Kenzo took the hint and
sailed to a swift landing beside her.


Tarom stared at her,
dumbfounded. After a few seconds, he broke out in a peel of hearty laughter.
“Please excuse me.” His hands opened wide, and his black eyes glinted. “I find
I have been mistaken. Although it is my usual manner to deter guests by various
means, guarding my solitude, I intended to enjoy a bit of a game with you. I
took you for a simpleton, an overachieving apprentice of my good friend, Sire
Drake.”


“I am not here to play
games,” Lyra snapped. She kept sharper words to herself because she needed his
help.


“You carry yourself with
determination, clearly knowing yourself and what you want. This confidence
obviously earns you many respectable friends.” He waved a hand past the three
who accompanied her, with a special bow to the golden dragon. “Gea, it is an honor.”


Returning the gesture, the
dragon lowered her long neck. As she rose, she said, “Woe to you if you
underestimate Lady Adalyra.” She turned her head toward Lyra. “We will stay and
provide you safe exit out of Versula when you are ready.”


“Indeed.” His eyebrows rose
with interest.


“You are correct. I am here
with a specific purpose. I need you to teach me advanced fascination craft.”


Tarom folded his arms and
scowled.


“Sire Drake was scheduled to
teach me those lessons, but he was severely injured—”


He dropped his arms and
interrupted. “What? That’s hard to imagine, with his skill. One of the
disadvantages of self-imposed isolation is not being informed of important
happenings. I have been in retreat for some weeks now. Come. Let us talk.” He
waved one arm toward the main door of his castle and the other swept behind
Lyra, as if to touch the small of her back for guidance.


Lyra quickly stepped forward,
uneasy with letting a man into her personal space who had attempted to kill
her.


One of the massive, carved
wooden doors creaked open ahead of them. As she passed, a brass eagle talon,
serving as a doorknocker, clawed the air. Inside, she expected to find more of
the same, a maze of weird and frightening challenges, like a sadistic funhouse.


Instead, the foyer stood at
the base of a slender tower. Although the walls were of drab granite stones,
the atmosphere was inviting, with the ceiling open to the apex of the
structure. Many windows let in light, which refracted through hundreds of
crystals hung in the air. Varied shapes cast an array of patterns and colors.
Some oscillated and their rainbows danced over the walls and floor. The
movements and designs captivated her. She wanted to remain there for hours
reclining on one of the curved chaise lounges that lined the perimeter of the
circular room.


Kenzo cautiously flew upward
to investigate, but after a few collisions with crystals he landed below.


Outside, Tarom spoke to Gea.
“Please show yourself and the young bronze male to the guest dragon quarters on
the side. You’ve stayed there before.”


After a few moments, their
host joined them. “I see my refraction studies are to your liking. He briskly
circled the room, his strong footfall in tall black boots resounded off the
tower walls, and his mane of jet black hair swept behind him. From the back, he
resembled Revelin except his shoulders were less broad. He wore a black cloak
identical to what Revelin wore…and the rider of the cimafa. The image of the
rider still strong in her mind, the association gave her a sharp chill.
Although she’d been told many men of the Qumeli tribe also wore that style
garment, Lyra wondered about a connection.


He paused at one of four
archways leading off the foyer. “I have four main rooms, each corresponding to
one of the four energies used in alchemy. This one pays homage to fire, which
has led all the previous Scribes and most likely you as well, am I correct?”


Lyra nodded and followed.


“I’m anxious to hear what has
happened to Sire Drake, but first I want you to feel at ease in the room of
your element.”


The room was large, but the
dark red walls created a warm, inviting environment. At a quick glance, it
appeared to be a gallery filled with artwork and comfortable red leather chairs
arranged for viewing. Recessed lights illuminated vivid paintings, and pendulum
spots hung above a grouping of statues in a bed of ivy. A slight sulfurous odor
hung in the air.


“Let’s have a closer look in
the center. I think you’ll find this intriguing.” With a single snap of his
fingers, a bronze sculpture of a dragon, about three feet tall, spewed a red
flame at a low angle onto the base of a huge iron cauldron. Within seconds, a
second dragon, with an even more gruesome head, spit his orange flame into the
center. A third, caught writhing on the floor, coughed a sickly yellow blaze.
Following around in a circle, a total of seven metal figurines of dragons shot
flames representing the colors of the rainbow.


Lyra walked around, admiring
the details created by the sculptor. Like pseudodragons or small firedrakes,
they resembled Noba in size and shape, although she couldn’t imagine Cullen’s
familiar ever looking as fierce as those beasts. “Remarkable. A frightening,
but beautiful collection. The sculptor was talented.”


“Thank you. They are my
creation.” He looked down, appearing uneasy with praise and oddly humble for a
man who publically sought recognition.


“Really, they are amazing
works.” She was stuck by the complexity of this man. No wonder Cullen admired
him.


“Pardon me. I receive few
guests with whom to share my personal ambitions.” He met her eyes with a
sincere gaze. “With alchemy I create and convert metals from one type to
another. Working metals into art is a relaxing extension of my craft.”


Liquid in the cauldron bubbled,
and wisps of steam rose into a wide glass collecting cylinder.


“This will now demonstrate
how the four degrees of fire work together as a collective. Liquid is
volatilized, releasing the central fire within the matter, where it then
becomes part of the energy of the air to regenerate celestial fire.” He pointed
to where the cylinder peaked into a U curve. “Then celestial fire coagulates.
Inspissation imbues celestial energy into water droplets. The divine spark or
quintessence is hidden to some degree within all things. Here it transfers back
to this ground ivy.” His hand traced the air along clear filaments, channeling
streams of water down to the planting bed.


“Quintessence…Eburscon
mentioned that when he taught me about alchemy, before he tried to...” She
hesitated. Although Tarom seemed to be genuine, he did have a dark side. She
didn’t know if he supported the men wanting to steal her soul.


He chuckled and shook his
head. “Eburscon. I hope you’re not training as his apprentice, although he
needs one. He’s not getting any younger.”


Lyra studied his face. She
cast a quick glance at Kenzo, hoping he observed something in Tarom’s manner
she didn’t.


The owl responded with a
shrug he disguised into a refolding of his wings. No help.


“Eburscon may be difficult.”
She paused. Something kept her from revealing that the Alliance alchemist was
possibly dead and certainly banished. “But I learned some useful things,
concepts like how to gather celestial dew.” She held her breath, and her eyes
fixed on Tarom.


“I’d like to think I can add
more to your knowledge of alchemy.” He bowed his head and led them back to the
foyer. He motioned his hand in the direction of a second archway. “This room
represents the Earth element, which guides my friend under the Taurus stars.
Please tell me what happened to him.”


Lyra stepped inside a room
decorated in restful terra cottas and browns. “He was attacked by a cimafa and
rider. He fought hard and so did Yasqu, the bronze dragon with me today. In the
end, the stealth dragon stole Cullen’s mind aura.”


Tarom frowned and shook his
head. “Oh, Cullen.” He let out a long sigh. “To remain in that state is a fate
worse than death.” He shook his head slowly from side to side, then looked at
Lyra. “Were you injured?”


“No. He and Yasqu protected
me.”


“I see.” His countenance
shifted, eyes narrowed and face drawn. “So you caused this misfortune for my
oldest and dearest friend? Now it makes sense,” he snapped. “Cullen would not
have made such a serious misstep acting upon his own good judgment.” He stepped
away from her. “You are indeed shrewd to manipulate a master like Sire Drake. I
have no intention of helping you—”


“I realize it is my fault he
was injured. They were trying to steal my soul, but took his instead. We love
each other. I never wanted to hurt him.” Trapped by the truth, she was forced
to plead and felt her chances of gaining Tarom’s help slipping away.


“If that be, then show me
your half of the lovers’ jadestone pair you each wore last summer. It no longer
fastens your cloak,” he said with an indignant sneer.


Lyra suddenly felt
overheated, and a line of perspiration formed along her upper lip. “I…a man
tricked it from me.”


“You tramp. I know mineralogy
far better than you supposed. There is only one way for someone to steal a jadestone.”
Tarom raised an open hand to strike her.


Hands up to protect her face,
she felt the air move, but he didn’t hit her. She peered between her fingers.


He reached toward her, and
she flinched. “Be still. I’m not going to hurt you,” he said with a rough
voice. He took hold of her right hand and examined the bloodswear scar on her
index finger. Letting go, he removed a large purple gemstone ring from his own
finger to reveal an identical mark. Holding his next to hers he said, “Few bear
the bloodswear. The Imperial Dragon has placed a serious responsibility upon
you. You have my respect. Please forgive my rash behavior.” He bowed at the
waist and rose to meet her gaze.


Lyra peeled off her cloak and
pushed up the sleeves of her cabled sweater. “I…I cannot tell you the details
of the quest I have accepted since you are the alchemist to the Black Dragon.
May I sit down?”


“Yes, please.”


Lyra sank onto one of the
beige sectional sofas in the center of the room. She ran her hand along soft
suede-like fabric and rested against a thick pillow. At least that display of
rage told her if Tarom was a rider, he certainly wasn’t the one who stole
Cullen’s aura. She wanted to know if he was one of the others, but asking might
spark more conflict and prevent him from teaching her.


“Allow me to get us some
water.” With the wave of a hand, he produced a tray with a pitcher, two
glasses, and a dish, setting it on a large coffee table. Perched on the edge of
the opposite sofa, he poured her a glass, which she accepted, but waited for
him to drink first. After he set a dish of water on the floor for Kenzo, Tarom
drank freely, and Lyra gladly gulped hers down.


The cool water steadied her
nerves. “I’m expected to perform a task for the Imperial Dragon and also find
and bring back Cullen’s aura. To do these, I’ve been carefully trained in many
crafts, but still need instruction in fascination. I’ve read all I found in
Cullen’s library on the topic, but I need some demonstration of the processes.”
She looked him square in the eyes, ignoring trembles that shot through her.
“Because I couldn’t defend myself against fascination, I was tricked out of my
jadestone. I don’t know what I said or did, but my heart remains true.” She
waited calmly for his response, fully prepared to leave and continue her path
without his help.


For a minute, he stared at
the ice in his glass and set it on the tray. “Fair enough. I will teach you for
the sake of my friend and, considering my position, ask no details of your
quest. Knowledge will only torment me, tearing me between two loyalties, when I
must honor my independence for my own well being. In turn, I expect your
silence while in the Dark Realm about any association with me.”


“You have my word.” Lyra
nodded and scooted forward on her seat.


“Are you ready to begin now
or do you wish to have a meal first?”


“No, let’s get started.”


“Very well.” He removed his
cloak and tossed it over the seat next to him, its undulating hem quieted
without an owner. Underneath, he wore a crisp white tunic over black leather
pants. Other than his ring, the only jewelry he wore was a long pendant set
with a large amethyst—strangely like the one she’d seen before on many elusive
men. What connection did they have—Tarom, Eburscon, Revelin, Symar, the cimafa
rider? Tarom avoided allegiance. Why did he wear a symbol of belonging?


He looked over to the tiger
owl, listening attentively perched on the back of Lyra’s seat. “Sire Kenzo, may
we use you as a subject, so I can instruct Lyra as she practices? There will be
no pain or harm.”


“Yes, I’m honored to help
her.” Her friend stepped along the back, a few feet apart from her, so she
could face him.


Tarom joined them on the one
couch. He held his hand in front of Lyra. “We’ll do a practice drill first.
Lyra, you have read texts. What is the first step?”


“Channeling power through my
eyes.”


“Correct. Use my hand. Move
your power along your nerves, to your spine, and then into the area of your
vision. After that, extend it onto my hand. I can determine by the sensation if
you’re proceeding properly.”


Moving her power outside of
her body didn’t work well with powerballs. Lyra hoped this would be different.
She took a deep breath and closed her eyes, searching within herself for the
vibrations of her outer aura. Gathering a quantity equivalent to what she used
to form a small powerball, she transferred it to all nearby nerves. Those
tissues acted as a road system and transported the power more easily than she
expected. Once the mass ebbed behind her eyes, she hesitated. Opening them, her
vision was clouded, and she felt dizzy. She held the back of the sofa for
support.


“There will be initial
discomfort. Steady yourself as you need, but slowly continue. You’re doing well,”
Tarom said with a deep, calm voice. He moved his hands momentarily, but Lyra
couldn’t clearly see what he was doing. In this vulnerable state, she hoped she
could trust him.


She focused on the foggy
image of his hand. She wanted a clearer view. Then, she noticed the circular
pattern of his bloodswear. He had removed his ring. The mark pulsed with
energy, an easy target. Her power pressed against her eyes. Considering the
leap to his hand gave her a jittery sensation, like preparing to jump across a
wide stream. But, the pressure grew sharp and urgent. She clenched the cushion,
tipped her head slightly forward and jumped her energy across the gap.


Tarom’s hand recoiled
slightly. He moaned and held it still with the other.


To her surprise, rather than
the separation she expected, like with a powerball, the energy stayed connected
to her as though by a thread. It allowed her to experience what happened inside
his hand, feel his pulse and minute muscle contractions.


“That is perfect. You may now
withdraw. Slowly reverse the process.”


Removing her power was much
easier. Her head ached, but it passed quickly.


“Quite impressive. You were
able to channel a great deal of strength, as much as I normally work with. Now,
to use your assistant. Lyra, please take a smaller mass of power since he is
your friend. Otherwise, it will smart and overtire him.” He placed a hand on
Kenzo’s back. “Has your master or anyone used fascination on you?”


The owl shook his head.


“You will feel a momentary
jolt when she enters your mind, then it will be like a humming inside you.” He
looked to Lyra. “Proceed.”


Afraid to hurt her friend,
she blinked to focus more clearly. Following the same steps, she checked and
rechecked the amount of energy she initially gathered to be certain it was
less. She opened her eyes and located the big, blue ones of the owl. She jumped
her energy across with only a moment’s hesitation. Inside his mind, she moved
cautiously, both to examine a completely new dimension and to not cause him
pain.


“Describe what you read.”
Tarom asked quietly.


“His thoughts shifting second
by second, a constant play back and forth between fear and resolve to serve.”


“Look deeper. Those are only
emotions and could be determined with simple clairvoyance.”


“He thinks how he is willing
to die to help me save his master, but really wants to stay alive to be a part
of all the things I do in the future…that he forgave me for his master losing
his aura.”


“Excellent. Now carefully
remove yourself. Go slowly. Take your time.”


Immediately after her energy
slipped back into place, she reached out to her friend. “Kenzo, are you all
right? Did I hurt you?”


He blinked at her a few times
with a blank expression, then wriggled from head to toe like a dog shaking
water off his fur. He gave a snap of his beak and tilted his head. “I’m fine, a
bit tired. Don’t want to fly far. But it didn’t hurt.”


“What did it feel like?” She
scratched under his neck feathers until he relaxed completely.


“Like Tarom said, a buzzing.”


“I’d like to feel that.” She
leaned forward. “For me the jump was much easier the second time. Like with
other skills, once I knew the sensation, it was easy to reproduce. If only I
could get the hang of powerballs the same way. Kenzo, outside, did Gea send her
flame to explode my bad powerball in mid air? I was afraid to ask her.”


He nodded.


She shook her head. “I’ve
done well with every other craft. I don’t understand.”


Tarom poured a glass of
water. “Lyra, we each have our strengths and weaknesses. The best of us have
many strengths, as you certainly do. I’m sure you know Cullen’s inadequacy?”


“Transformation. He grumbles
about having to practice it.”


“Yes, and I’m equally poor
with powerballs. If you remember last summer, Cullen rendered me almost
helpless without my staff.”


“I want a staff and asked for
one. I loved using Cullen’s when we combined our powers.”


“You will earn yours, I feel
certain,” he said with a smile. “I feel like I’ve cheated my dear colleague. He
would have reveled in teaching you these skills. He is as adept as I in the
craft. You and I are each out of our element with the energy of this room.” He
twirled the water remaining in his glass. “Mine is water. Yours is fire.
Opposites, but both taxed by this Earth energy. Let’s have some lunch and
continue in our own rooms, where we’ll perform fascination on each other.”


Lyra wondered if allowing him
inside her mind was wise. So much information could be used in the Dark Realm
to block her efforts on the quest.


 
















 


 


Chapter Twenty-Eight: Fire and Water


 


 


With a wave of Tarom’s hand,
trays of fresh bread and bowls of steaming potato soup appeared on the massive
glass-topped coffee table. “A meal from the Earth, fit for this room. Enjoy.”
He buttered a hunk of bread. “I have not yet explained how this room represents
that element. Forgive me.”


Lyra tore bites of bread and
placed a plate on the floor for Kenzo. Inhaling the dill-scented vapors from
her bowl, Lyra nodded to the low table in front of them. “I’ve been noticing
this display table, filled with hundreds of gemstones. Mineralogy is an area of
study that fascinates me, one I intend to learn more about.”


“As far as I know, this is a
complete collection of all the gems in Dragonspeir that store magical energy.
Of course, all matter stores energy in the form of central fire, but these also
contain varying amounts of celestial fire.”


Lyra’s first spoonful of
hearty soup tasted rich with cream. “The magical stones I’ve received fascinate
me, how they operate…their beauty.”


Tarom scanned the case,
moving trays aside. “Here are examples of black amber or jet, like in the
Scribes’ necklace you wear.”


Lyra touched her fingers to
the settings arranged in a butterfly design at her throat. “Yes, that prevents
Guardian-level beings from commanding me to perform magic for them,
called…trajecting. Is that like fascination, how they do that?”


“Yes, on an extreme level,
over unlimited distance, and it is manipulation rather than reading.
Fascination has many uses. If used with enough power, it is possible to kill
using the craft.”


“And I question whether using
fascination on each other would be a good idea,” she said with a forced smile.


“We must set parameters, of
course.” He sat back, allowing his eyes to study her fully.


Lyra placed her empty bowl on
a tray and changed the subject. “I didn’t realize how hungry I was, until I
tasted your delicious soup.” She scooted along to another seat on the couch to
examine the display.


“More?”


“Yes, please.” She accepted
the extra helping and pointed to a small red stone. Its fire burned in her
eyes. “What is that one? I’m drawn to it.”


“And for good reason. Rubies
are associated with the source of all fire, the sun. You should avoid this
stone. Wearing one would exacerbate your good fire sign qualities into evil.”


With considerable effort, she
moved away and finished a second helping of soup.


Tarom pointed to another gem.
“There is an opal. I know you possess one of those, which rendered you, Cullen,
and Tama invisible under my nose in the Black Dragon’s lair last July.”


“Yes, I just learned that was
a gift from Gea. Unfortunately, it was stolen from me along with my jade.”


He scoffed. “Not a
particularly smart thief. Those operate only when passed along maternal family
lines. Now I’m curious to know who would be skilled enough to steal a jadestone
yet so foolhardy to think he could command an opal. Hmm.”


She wondered if he bluffed or
actually didn’t know who took her brooch. “Thank you for lunch. I’d like to
take a restroom break before we continue our lesson.”


“Certainly.” He rose and led
her through the far end of the room, down a short hall to a bathroom. “Join me
in the fire room when you are ready.”


As soon as Lyra closed the
door, she materialized Cullen’s box. After enlarging the book about advanced
fascination, she located the chapter on mental shielding. Finding the exact
paragraph, she read it twice, then practiced the method of moving aura power to
block access to specific memory threads. She reversed the steps, selecting the
thoughts to protect first, then covered them with her aura—much quicker. After
using the toilet, she practiced once more while washing her hands. After a deep
breath, she opened the door and walked to the red room.


“I think we’ll start with me
performing fascination upon you. Is that acceptable?” Tarom asked, seated on a
red leather settee.


“I’d rather do the opposite,
try my skills on you first.” Many answers to questions she didn’t dare ask
might be discovered while she read his mind. If he went first and discovered
she guarded thoughts from him, he might not give her a turn at all.


He raised an eyebrow, but
stood. “In that case, we’ll change rooms, so I have the support of energy from
the water element room. I think the recipient needs to be favored, as a
safeguard.”


The décor included a range of
blue shades. Two large aquaria separated the front sitting area from Tarom’s
laboratory.


One aquarium held tropical
fish, not too remarkable to Lyra, being from coastal Florida. The other
enclosed a working model of the water cycle. She took a long look at the
details as she passed by to sit in on the circular sectional.


He made himself comfortable,
and she sat on the edge of her seat, turned toward him. Kenzo hopped to a perch
behind her.


Lyra’s hands shook, and she
clenched a throw pillow in her lap. She intended to use novice skills against a
master and hoped her unique scribal powers would make a difference in her
favor. Closing her eyes to center herself, she gathered a mass slightly larger
than the one used on Kenzo. Then she mentally checked the list of information
she wished to find in Tarom’s mind. From there, she followed the procedure as
before. This time, there was no hesitation before jumping her energy to his
eyes. Certainly he was familiar and could withstand the process.


His thoughts were organized
differently than Kenzo’s, almost like a maze. Passing down corridors, Lyra
periodically sampled his thoughts. If the topic came close to what she needed,
she probed deeper. Her energy twisted and turned inside his mind, so much it
felt like she became interwoven as a part of him. That idea made her shake
inside. She paused to steady herself and then resumed her examination. A few
regions held no information, apparently parts he blocked from her.


Tarom fidgeted in his seat.


She needed to withdraw, or he
might suspect she studied him for a purpose. Trying to retrace her path proved
difficult, but soon she recognized the energy trail of her aura and slipped out
smoothly.


Her subject relaxed, tilting
his head back against the cushion. After a few minutes, he looked at her, his
face slightly drained and eyes wide. “You are more capable than expected. You
have a natural gift in this craft. You should rely upon it.”


“It was interesting to
compare the pathways of the two minds. A good experience.” She smiled with
confidence, storing what she discovered into the regions already prepared with
a covering of her aura.


He held the edge of the
sectional to help him stand, obviously weakened. “Let’s trade roles in your
room now.”


Lyra led the way back to the
red room and seated herself on the settee. For a moment, she considered faking
an illness to excuse herself. If so, he would likely force fascination on her
at some other time without consent. Better to be prepared. She took a deep
breath and added more aura over her secreted topics.


Tarom fixed his eyes on hers,
and in a moment his gaze glowed red. His appearance triggered her image of the
cimafa rider. She flinched and nearly lost focus on her aura. When his energy
entered, many of her own thoughts froze, but she still kept control of her
aura. She didn’t feel his movements or anything other than a dull vibration.


After what seemed a couple of
minutes, he released her. A sudden wave of exhaustion passed over her, and she
rested into a pillow on the side of the settee.


Kenzo wrapped a wing over her
shoulder from his perch on the arm.


“I didn’t teach you how to
protect thoughts, but you did so. Quite unexpected and advanced. I don’t know
whether to be pleased with your stellar performance as my pupil or taken aback
that you hid knowledge from me. Considering my position, probably the latter.”
He paused, as though her ability caught him off guard. “At any rate, I think
you now have a skill you may rely upon, and I’m grateful to have helped, even
in this small way, to restore my dear friend to health.”


Lyra yawned. Her limbs felt
heavy. “I think I need to rest for a bit. Learning new crafts has often made me
extra tired.”


“That is expected. Come. I’ll
show you and your owl to a chamber.” They walked into the foyer. “I had hoped
to have a dinner in the air element room since I seldom have interesting
guests.” They paused at the doorway of a grand, unusual dining room. From the
ceiling above the table, hung a complex system of gears powering fans. The
origin of the energy to drive the machine was hot vapor. Currents of air wafted
various scents throughout the air. Lyra caught whiffs of patchouli, citrus, and
saffron.


Tarom led them through the
Earth room and down a wide hall to a spiral stairway. On the second floor, her
room was off the landing. Decorated in a simple but comfortable Asian theme, it
invited rest. “If you need anything, please call from the stairwell. We’ll see
if you rise in time to dine. If not, I’ll leave a dinner tray outside your
room. Tomorrow morning, I’ll send you and your friends safely off.”


 


***


Lyra woke tangled in soft
sheets and a thick satin comforter. Kenzo lay at her feet, a warm lump of
feathers.


Male voices engaged in conversation
sounded from somewhere else in the castle.


She rose and tiptoed to the
door.


Tarom spoke to another man
whose voice sounded familiar, but she couldn’t identify.


She walked onto the landing.
A small butler table outside her door held a tray. She leaned over the railing.


The two men argued about
something to do with the Dark Realm she didn’t understand. Making a stern
point, Tarom addressed the other by name—Symar. The unknown voice now
registered to Lyra. Symar organized the weather over Dragonspeir. How did that
connect him to the Dark Alchemist? She listened more carefully, but only heard
bits of sentences. After a while, Symar brought up Revelin’s name, saying that
he had possession of Lyra’s jadestone and would use it to lure her. A plan to capture
her made no sense when she already stayed willingly as a guest. She couldn’t
guess the connections between the three men.


The voices moved toward the
stairs, and they talked of tiredness and sleeping.


She quickly took the tray
into her room and locked the door.


Kenzo still slept.


After placing the tray
carefully on the bed, she went to the window. It faced the side of the castle,
but she saw no sign of Gea or Yasqu. She wished they could leave now. However,
it would bring less attention if she left as planned with Gea in the
morning…unless Symar saw her. For some reason, Tarom didn’t harm her—probably
the bloodswear mark they shared. Or his friendship with Cullen. Or both. Tarom
didn’t turn her over to Symar. Then, why did he join the discussion plotting
ways of leading her to Revelin for capture? Her head spun with possibilities;
she couldn’t find a logical explanation.


Returning to the bed, she
picked at a muffin. While chewing, she opened thoughts she read from Tarom’s
mind. His choices of animals for transformation included a great white shark
and a range of insects, favoring dragonflies and some types of marsh-dwelling
butterflies. His range of forms did allow any insect, including the guise of Aunt
Jean’s murderer, a purple-spotted black butterfly. She twirled a strand of hair
into a tortured knot. With longer examination, she might have chronicled his
memories with relative dates and known whether he was the killer.


She didn’t find information
about the significances of the purple pendant or the unusual style of cloak he
wore. He probably used mental shielding and covered that information with his
aura. Although Tarom had declared his allegiance to the Black Dragon to perform
as the Dark Alchemist, his true allegiance remained a mystery. Neither
completely good nor evil. Like Cullen said, Tarom was independent and walked to
his own rhythm.


Lyra did learn Tarom rode his
own cimafa. She found stored information about how he trained them. Also, there
were arguments with Symar on methodology to control stealth flight and soul
harvesting. The two men held widely different views. Tarom maintained his
beasts’ natural urge to harvest auras in stealth by leading them on hunts of
lesser dragons in Versula. He did not subscribe to Symar’s method of
sacrificing tokens of his own aura in exchange for compliance. Regardless, they
both kept cimafa and primed them as attack creatures. From her view as a
victim, finer points of training held no importance. Both seemed equally likely
to be the rider who tormented her. If she could use the morning hours to ask
Tarom about his beasts, she might learn more, but not with Symar present.


She lay back against the
pillow. Fascination gave her new information, but no answers. Tarom remained a
suspect in Jean’s murder as well as whoever worked with Eburscon to steal her
soul.


Outside, the stars shone
against a clear, midnight sky. Unable to view Hamal through her window, she
studied those present and tested her new knowledge. She located Cullen’s
birthmate star, Aldebaran, of the earth sign Taurus. She hoped his soulstar
watched over him. She transmitted a burst of her power to it, with directions
to send it on to Cullen as her kiss. Moments later, it seemed the star twinkled
brighter for just an instant.


 


***


Before daybreak Lyra sat in
her room, fully dressed. Her eyes never closed after hearing Tarom and Symar
talking.


Kenzo awakened early, and she
explained all in whispers. He perched on the back of a chair, silent, with
every muscle on guard.


After a tedious hour passed,
she heard a slight knock. “Can you open the door?” Tarom asked in a hushed
tone.


Her pulse raced. Afraid of a
trap, she cracked the door and peered through to see him alone.


“Please allow me in for a
moment, so I may speak.”


Reluctantly, she opened the
door, her hand shaking on the knob.


His eyebrows drew together,
hanging over dark circles surrounding his eyes. “For your safety, you must
leave immediately.”


“Why?”


“I cannot answer. Time is
precious. Are you ready to depart?”


“I am.” She fixed her cloak
around her shoulders and followed him into the hall and down the stairs.


The flutings on his feathers
raised, Kenzo flapping noiselessly beside her.


In silence, Tarom led them
through several doors and corridors until they reached a wide stable. Gea and
Yasqu snorted into the cold air at an open archway.


“Let them ride below for
cover,” Tarom directed. He handed a small pack to Lyra. “Some food. I wish for
the sake of my dearest friend I could do more, but my position…” He bowed his
head and stepped back, allowing them to settle and take flight.


As they flew away, the bitter
cold air surged down her lungs. She felt compassion for the man pacing on the
ledge below; he lived for his independence yet still acted as if he was bound.


 
















 


 


Chapter Twenty-Nine: Tunnels of Rowan


 


 


Gea flew fast and strong.


“Please, head to the border
of Silva Nocens,” Lyra called out to the golden dragon above the roar of the
harsh winds. After noticing Gea’s nod, she pulled the furry hood tight over her
head and face.


Gea battled whipping gusts on
the leading edge of a storm. Symar likely created the front before visiting
Tarom’s retreat to rest while it passed over.


When the dim glow of the sun
reached its mid-morning height, they landed in a gulch, just deep enough to
cover Gea’s height. “We’ve arrived. On the far side of this ridge is the border
of Silva Nocens. This is as far as we will escort you. Take some time now for
sustenance by this stream.”


Lyra stood and stretched her
limbs. “Thank you very much, Gea. I owe you a favor.”


The great dragon bowed her
head low. “I can never repay what you have already done for me and my son.
Someday you will understand how your kind heart is worth as much as your
scribal aura. We will take leave now since our size will draw notice.”


“I hope we meet again soon.”
Lyra stepped to Yasqu and gave him a hug around his foreleg. “Thank you, too.
You were brave. I’m so proud of you. You have a great mother.” She patted the
side of his head and pulled away.


As always, he snuggled his
cheek against her.


Kenzo joined her, and
together they watched the pair of dragons sail along the ravine towards Silva
Caliga.


Lyra opened the pack Tarom sent
and found food for a couple of meals. She opened a tin of grain and nuts and
set it on a flat rock for her companion, before she took a seat and ate a
sandwich. She stared at the tall, dense trees of the evil forest. Strangely,
even the ones on the edge didn’t bend or sway with the gusts.


When they finished, she
secured the small bag inside her cloak and began the arduous crawl up the rock
wall. She held tight to any brush along the way and edged along a narrow trail,
only wide enough for her feet. Thankfully, it was a low gulch, not like the
canyon they traversed their first day in Versula.


Reaching the top of the cliff
where the forest began, she wiped her hands on her cloak to remove bits of
splintered rock. Although her palms bled along dozens of small scratches, she
didn’t dare kindle the glow of magic healing.


The tiger owl hovered close,
and they walked into the forest—the Dark Realm, home of the Black Dragon.


An eerie stillness hung
inside. No wind penetrated, as if a door shut at the border. The air remained
cold. The vapor of their breath froze in the air.


Lyra’s boots crunched no
matter how lightly she tried to step. Although no life stirred, she felt eyes
upon her. She cut off of the trail to be better hidden from view. After
traveling that way for several minutes, her sense of direction became confused,
passing the same gnarled tree twice.


Dropping under a thicket, she
motioned Kenzo to join her. “Do you know the way to the leader’s lair?”


He shook his head, then
circled it around to see if her voice alerted any attackers.


Pulling her phoenix pendant
and map from under her cloak, Lyra whispered, “Lady of Peace, show me the way I
need.”


In an instant, the tail
feather within the globe sparked into a brilliant flame, casting a beam of
light over her left shoulder. She noted the path and immediately wrapped her
hand around the sphere. The size of a golf ball, only a small portion remained
uncovered through the gaps in her fingers. Slowly, the flare dowsed to a faint
glow and extinguished.


She followed in the indicated
direction, cutting around clumps of vegetation.


Kenzo flew ahead a few paces
and perched on a low branch. His head snapped behind him at the exact moment a
raucous cawing noise sounded. “It’s an avril,” he whispered as he dropped to
the ground, tackling Lyra to cover her.


The flapping of the scout
bird’s wings circled above them for many minutes, its guttural cackling sending
shivers down Lyra’s spine. She didn’t look up, fearing it would sample her aura
through eye contact. Finally, the bird flew away.


Lyra shifted the owl off of
her and sat up. “We’ve been discovered. It’s only a matter of a short time
before we’re attacked. If we can find a hiding place, I can make a ward over
it. Depending upon who is after us, that may hold them off.”


“The avril flew back the way
it came. Let’s continue the way we were headed with an eye out for a secure
place.”


Lyra jumped up and held out
the phoenix flame again, calling on it for guidance. She raced along its beam
to gain as much ground as possible before taking cover. After a few minutes,
she covered the orb and slowed, searching frantically for any depression in the
forest floor. Behind one tree lay a low spot. She kneeled down and scooped out
leaves, hoping the basin would be large enough for them. Barely.


“Over here!” she called to
Kenzo. She sat in the hollow, her legs wrapped around a tree root, and pulled
leaves over her calves.


The owl nestled next to her
stomach and used his wings to drag in more leaves.


“Contego,” she stated softly but firmly, revolving a hand in the
air above them. “The ward is in place. It will keep attackers out who have only
minor powers.” She wondered about the abilities of the enemies. Hearing her own
ragged breath, she lengthened her exhalations until it became shallow.


In a few minutes, shuffling
and sniffing noises sounded…growing louder…closer. Peering between the leaves
covering her face, Lyra saw the terrifying form of a half dragon creature,
whose upper torso resembled a reptile. A dracura. Its forked tongue flicked
out, testing the air. She remembered they track by keen sense of smell. The
ward didn’t hide their odor.


Moments later, another
dracura appeared, looking almost human above the waist, except for huge
horse-like ears, each rotating in different directions.


The avril’s caw split the
silent of the forest as it swooped above them. The huge black bird perched upon
an overhanging branch.


A large clawed foot of the
reptile dracura thumped against the ward, and he let out a loud grunt to his
partner, who turned to examine the discovery. The reptile-dragon placed his
hands on the ward.


Lyra’s heart beat in her
throat, and sweat covered her forehead, despite the intense cold.


A hand ripped through the
ward and grabbed a handful of her hair.


She screamed, and Kenzo
flapped his long wings at the face of the beast.


The dracura swung his free
arm at the owl.


Her friend continued,
undeterred.


Lyra clasped both hands on
her attacker’s wrist and declared, “Trunco!”


The creature let out a loud
yowl, but held tight.


Kenzo bit his nose, and
finally the dracura let her go.


Lyra ran with all her might,
legs powered by adrenaline.


The human-dracura chased
them. Although his dragon legs were stumpy, thick muscles gave him mighty
acceleration. Soon, he ran only two strides behind.


She tried a zigzagged path,
hoping he lacked maneuverability with those short legs. A good technique, it
gave her a couple more strides…until the first twinges of fatigue set into her
thighs. She panicked and looked back over her shoulder.


In the next instant, an arm,
not belonging to her pursuer, wrapped around her waist with an iron grip. It
pulled sideways, smacking her hard against a tree trunk. She fought against the
thick dark arm.


It yanked them both she and
Kenzo inside the tree, like when the tree surrounded them with Revelin. In
seconds, bark closed in front of her face, putting them in total blackness. She
tried to wiggle her arms to push outside, but the thick wall of the tree didn’t
relent.


“Shh.”


Lyra wondered what made that
noise. It wasn’t Kenzo’s voice. She forced a shoulder against her confinement.


“Shh. Be still.”


A thud sounded from outside
the tree.


Lyra bit back a whimper
forming at the base of her throat. She reached out and ran her fingers through
Kenzo’s feathers.


A blow shook the trunk. And
another. The tree crackled with the attacks. A third hit made Lyra’s head smack
into the hard surface behind her.


“Lady Lyra, step back and
down. Follow me,” between bangs, a soft voice called from below.


In the dark, Lyra inched her
right foot backward until it dropped to a lower level. She moved the left down,
then repeated the process onto the next step-like drop.


The trunk of the tree
groaned, its fibers pulling apart from another fierce blow.


“Kenzo, come with me.” Lyra
moved her feet quicker, descending below ground. She felt feathers brush
against her hand—he followed.


“Come faster,” the small
voice below her urged.


Lyra stepped down more
quickly until she reached a smooth surface. A hand gently touched hers and she
jerked. “Who are you?”


“The cicutaminus of this
rowan tree. The Lady of Silva Caliga sent word to aid you.”


Lyra exhaled a sigh. “Thank
you.”


The tree above them shuddered
and toppled, its roots breaking and disconnecting from where they stood. Gruff
voices above cheered.


“We must go deeper. Hold my
hand and follow.” The keeper’s hand was small and leathery, like the spirits of
the hemlocks.


Lyra’s feet stumbled over
gnarled twists in the roots. After they traveled a few minutes and the noise
above quieted, she asked, “Please stop. May I use a light?”


“Oh, yes. Didn’t know you
couldn’t see down here.”


She felt for her phoenix
globe. “Lady of Peace, show me the correct direction.” The sphere sparked into
a glowing beam, pointing to the left path in a fork ahead. Taking a few steps,
she touched the sides of the walls. “These are tree roots. We’re following
inside a system of underground roots.”


“Only those of the
rowan—protector of Earth and fire and opposition to negative energy.” The tiny
female, reaching only to Lyra’s shins, bowed low.


“Please, what is your name?”


“Me?” The creature’s eyes
opened like saucers, deepening the furrows of her brown-skinned brow. She
twisted her hands in the sides of her gray gown.


“Yes, what is your name?”
Lyra smiled.


“It is Rona. It is an honor
you want to know my name.” The keeper bowed again, her wiry silver hair falling
over her face.


“Enough bowing. Let’s go,”
Kenzo snapped.


“What’s your destination?
Does that light point you?” Rona asked.


“I hope it does. I need to
reach the chamber of the Black Dragon’s male heir.”


“Safest or shortest route?”


“Both,” Kenzo said, snapping
his beak.


“This way.” Rona spun on her
bare, calloused heel and led them along the lighted path, keeping a quick pace
that challenged her guests to keep up.


After many minutes, Lyra
paused, out of breath in the close underground air. “Are we near?”


The owl stopped last. He had
trouble keeping up because his balance along the curves required that he unfold
his wings, which caught on the tunnel walls.


“Just need to wind through
the mountain depths where the dark lair sets. We’ll enter directly into that
chamber, avoiding all guards,” Rona assured.


After gulping air into her
lungs, Lyra continued, heartened by the information. The remainder of the
tunnel proved difficult, uphill and narrower. Her legs ached when Rona stopped
and pulled a boulder inward, revealing an opening just wide enough for Lyra to
crawl through.


The keeper peered into the
large room, then pulled her head back. She whispered, “Only heir is napping
inside. No one else there. Ready?”


Lyra nodded and materialized
her magic box, withdrawing the small amber bottle of celestial dew. “Be ready
to help me move back down the tunnel when I’m done, and alert me if danger
approaches.” She moved past Rona and worked quickly and quietly, listening for
any movement outside the chamber. This part of the quest she planned over and
over during the past days. If only she could control her powers.


Methodically, she stepped to
the head of the juvenile black dragon, resting against one of his forelimbs. He
was more mature than Yasqu, horns almost fully developed.


Lyra gagged on the stench of
rot in the air—spoiled meat, the favored food of black dragons. Forcing herself
to overcome the foul odor, she took a deep breath and centered, gathering her
heart aura. For the first time, she called upon the majority of her scribal
power, leaving only what she thought would fuel her withdrawal. Her lesson with
Tarom gave her confidence she could wield it all with fascination. Good thing.
There would not be a second chance.


She forced the huge mass of
power behind her eyes. The pressure throbbed, pushing hard on the optic nerve,
pain shooting through the sockets. Ready to transfer, she kissed the air.


The dragon’s large, black
eyes eased open, groggy with half-sleep—just what she intended.


Lyra hurled her power through
the few feet of air.


A surprised jerk and snort
from the dragon, upon recognizing her form, fizzled out to a puff of air as his
head drooped back to the ground.


The connection worked; her
power passed inside his mind. A quick survey showed the location of Cullen’s
stolen aura. Carefully, Lyra covered it with a film of her own aura. That
belonging to the heir occupied one-third the volume. At its central point, she
shot a tremendous jolt of her aura—a mental powerball, another technique from
the Advanced Fascination text borrowed from Cullen’s library. Holding
her breath, she monitored. Activity slowed, but a few thoughts remained.


Dizziness swept over her own
mind, and perspiration trickled down from her hairline into her eyes. She
feared the salt water might hinder the connection. Balling hard fists,
fingernails slicing her skin, she dug deep inside and willed another missile of
power into the mind of the dragon. Her ears rang and eyes prickled with sharp
jabs of electricity. She pummeled one more shot at the beast. Weakness forced
her to withdraw.


Listening, she sat on the
stone floor and opened the bottle of celestial dew, gathered from the snowstorm
under the light of her soulstar. No noise in the corridor. Lyra held both hands
to stabilize her aching head and sensitized her skin with her mind aura,
allowing her deeper powers to rest.


Dull vibrations rippled the
clairvoyance at her surface. She took many samples within her. Study revealed
their origin from the heir’s basic functioning—breathing, blood flow, and
heartbeat. Several emotions fluttered past her skin, their surfaces cracked and
jagged, as well as his fragmented subconscious intentions to kill her.


His regular life-sustaining
rhythms that Lyra received ebbed until her sensations only resembled hairs
rising with goosebumps. Timing was essential. Then, the key she waited for
finally arrived—a thought beyond his consciousness, impossible to perceive with
fascination. His subconscious viewed the blinding light of death in the
distance.


She raised the bottle of dew
to her lips and drank down the contents. Immediately, her head cleared of pain,
and she refocused the entire sum of her heart aura for fascination once again,
speeding it through her eyes into the gaping black sockets of the dragon.
Carefully lifting Cullen’s aura, she surrounded it with more of her own to keep
it safe and separated.


The heir’s body slumped lifeless,
losing muscle functions. Slow impulses still traversed his brain. Time was up;
she had to exit or lose both her aura and Cullen’s within a corpse.


Without energy left to snap
the large mass quickly back into her own mind, she felt for the channel.


“Lyra! Footsteps are coming,”
a soft voice urged next to her.


Lyra’s concentration wavered.
She couldn’t find the way out of the dragon’s mind, now dim with only flickers
of electricity. She paused to focus on a mental image of Cullen’s face. A
slight wave of strength allowed her to pull the enormous mass of combined aura
back the way she had traveled. Finally, the opening appeared. She entered the
nerves passing to the dragon’s eyes, dark and unreceptive. After a lungful of
breath, she jumped the heavy load back into her own mind and dumped it into her
heart. The back of her head hit the stone floor with a thud.


“Lyra, come now.” The bony
hand of the cicutaminus pulled on her arm.


Above the ringing in her
ears, she heard loud footfall in the hallway. Unable to stand, she crawled on
hands and knees to the entrance of the tunnel. Her weak limbs wouldn’t
coordinate to move her body through the opening.


Rona pulled from inside the
tunnel while Kenzo pushed.


Lyra landed fully on her arm,
twisting it painfully. Without thought about her discomfort, she whirled on her
bottom and with the other arm, guided the owl to safety.


“Did you do it? Do you have
Master’s aura?” His owl eyes were wider than she’d ever seen them.


“Yes, I—”


Drakes entered the chamber
door.


“Come, fast!” Rona called.


 Adrenaline fueled
Lyra’s legs back to strength. Clamped onto a handful of owl feathers, she
twisted farther into the tunnel.


Their path illuminated with
flames from fire drakes, breathing into the opening.


“Lyra, let go! I’m fine to
travel,” Kenzo called to her. “Run with all your worth!”


Lyra ran hard, not bothering
to light her phoenix flame. She stumbled and bumped into one gnarled root wall
then another, not caring about how many bruises her body took. Her only
thought—get back to Cullen.


Then, Rona halted without
warning. The others tumbled over her. As they untangled limbs and wings, noises
sounded above. Sharp strikes shook the ground. The keeper whispered, “They’re
attacking the tunnel ahead. There is one other path away from here, but it is a
dead end. We will have to surface.”


Lyra swallowed hard. “Yes.
Hiding here won’t work. They’ll demolish the entire area to find me now that I
killed their heir. Go on.” She looked over her shoulder and felt in the dark
for feathers.


After a few more minutes
travel down a narrower root, Rona scooted aside a large, flat rock and jumped
out of the opening. She held a tiny hand down to help the others wiggle and
work through.


The entrance hid behind a
rowan tree neighbored by several boulders. The three crouched low between the
rocks and surveyed the area outside the lair, alive with drakes of every type.
More than Lyra could count, on the ground and in the air. None appeared present
in the area in back of their cover. Apparently Rona’s side route fooled the
attackers.


“We’ve got to move. I’m going
to dart from tree to tree.” Lyra turned to the keeper. “Are these all rowan
trees?”


Rona looked down and shook
her head. “Some are. Most aren’t. I can’t help Lady Lyra more.”


“Thank you very much, Rona.”
She patted the thin shoulder of the circutaminus. “We’ll have to take our
chances. Okay?” she asked Kenzo.


“I’ll cover you. Maybe my
wings will camouflage.” He nodded and flew low behind Lyra as she ran a short
distance.


Lyra reached the next wide
trunk out of breath. Carrying an extra aura sapped her physical strength. The
total aura of the heir was small, only one-third of Cullen’s mind aura. It
seemed likely that dragon could accommodate the addition, maybe even needed it
to restore some deficit. Tarom’s total aura dwarfed the heir’s. The way Lyra
felt, she guessed a cimafa couldn’t fly well after stealing an aura.


They made several quick runs,
each shorter as Lyra weakened…until an avril let out a blood-curdling caw
directly above them.


Lyra caught a scream in her
throat. Her heart pounded. She motioned them onward, staggering. Every step
away from Silva Nocens helped her reach Cullen.


The pair covered one more
stretch.


Wings of dragons beat the
air. The forest covered many miles before the Steppe of Ora. She was trapped.


Suddenly, a sweep of a black
cloak dropped from the tree limb directly above them—Revelin. In one swift
stride, he pinned her firmly against the tree trunk she used for cover.


 
















 


 


Chapter Thirty: The Magic of Love


 


 


“Pateo,” Revelin murmured
next to Lyra’s cheek. His black hair lay in snarls, like he’d been traveling
out in the open for days.


The bark split behind her,
like before, and the tree admitted them into the total darkness within its
trunk. Lyra welcomed a moment to catch her breath, but didn’t know what new
dangers she faced.


“Seems I’ve saved you from
attackers before like this,” he chucked softly, his breath warm against her
face and his body pressed tight against hers.


Kenzo squirmed at her side.


“Thank you, but why do you
protect me?”


“I love you, and you love me.
Isn’t that enough?”


Lyra hesitated. If she used
clairvoyance to determine his sincerity, he would sense the test and become
angry. Using fascination required she see his eyes to make contact. Logic told
her he wanted to keep her alive. Whatever was his strange reason didn’t matter.
“If you love me, will you give me back my jadestone?”


“You declared your love for
me, and I accepted it as a symbol to remind me of you. I can’t part with it.”
He caressed her hair and neck.


Unable to talk him into
giving it back, she pulled some aura behind her eyes and prepared to fascinate
him. Oddly, the small mass of power she held there stung and burned. Ignoring
the pain, she rose on tip-toes and gently brushed her lips across the coarse
stubble of his beard, until he moved his lips to meet hers. Knowing her eyes
must be only inches from his, she attempted to jump the aura and alter his
thoughts. But, she couldn’t make the transfer. Trying again proved no better. A
third time. Nothing. Only sharper stabs in her eyes. Apparently, holding
Cullen’s aura kept her from using her own. No magic left her defenseless. Panic
set in.


She gulped air between his
kisses. Other than trying to possess her, it seemed he didn’t mean her any real
harm. An idea flashed into her mind. In this world of magic, she discounted her
influence as a female. She kissed him passionately for a minute, then pulled
her head away a few inches, all the space the trunk allowed. “I wanted the
jadestone back, so I could make it call to the other. I want to get the other
back from Sire Drake and give it to you, so we can be bonded as lovers.”


Feathers beat against her
leg. Kenzo must have thought she was under some spell. Her hand reached down to
assure him. Instead, his beak bit her finger.


“You know a jadestone cannot
be taken, only gifted. However, if the owner dies, the stone then belongs to
its mate.” Revelin’s voice sounded deep and seductive, as though he bought her
idea. “We can kill what’s left of Sire Drake. Because his stone will bond to
the one I possess independently, we can then present them to each other.”


“Yes, that will work,” she
said with a forced giggle she hoped sounded convincing.


“In that case, we need to get
you safely out of Silva Nocens.”


“And together go back to the
Alliance lair, telling everyone you’re going to help me heal him.”


“Ah, very good detail.” He
paused and kissed her.


Lyra tried her best to make
the kisses feel real, full of desire and eagerness. She forced her battered
body and mind to disconnect and let her tongue swirl around his. She felt a
hot, wet sensation against her stocking. Did Kenzo pee on her? She trusted he’d
eventually forgive her.


“I think if you wear my cloak
and quintessence pendant, it will hide your scribal magic and deceive the drake
guards. Then, we can simply walk out into the Steppe.”


“Yes. Let’s try that.”


In the tight space, he
transferred his necklace to her. Its magic weighed like lead, and her stomach
tightened into a knot.


“Ready?” He asked the tree to
open in his own magical tongue.


Once outside, he removed his
cloak. The undulating hem quieted. He draped it over her shoulders, but the
tentacles remained still.


Revelin located a main trail,
and the three made for the border.


Kenzo cast glares her way,
but remained close.


 


***


The sunset flooded the
opposite side of the Steppe of Ora. At the far edge, the Imperial lair stood on
the cliff face. Hope swelled Lyra’s heart. Just a short distance, past the
Geminus tree in the middle of the plain, lay Alliance territory. However,
danger filled the skies over the barren side belonging to the Dark Realm, green
dragons and drakes—fire, magma, and ice varieties. They even soared past the
boundary where a squadron of Imperial Guard blues circled.


Several circled close. Lyra
felt heat from the breath of the fire and magma drakes. The dark magic of
Revelin’s pendant weighed her down, and she drug her feet, toes catching in the
eroded cracks. “I can’t walk the rest of the way. Your necklace…I can’t,” she
begged Revelin while her fingers fidgeted with the stone, lifting it from her
chest as if that might lighten her load.


He wrapped a strong arm
around her shoulder to bolster her. “You must keep it on. Otherwise they will
discover your magic.”


“Why don’t the drakes attack
you?”


“I am of this land.”


After this admission, Kenzo
bolted away and flew out over the miles wide evil side of the Steppe. Lyra held
her breath, watching him dodge one drake after another. Worry about her friend
stressed her body beyond its limits. She dropped to her knees onto the frozen
gray dirt. Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted a familiar blue dragon.
“Yord!” she yelled with her remaining strength.


The great blue dragon lowered
his wings into a slower flight and looked her way without recognizing her.


She called again with no
success. She yanked off the pendant and cloak, thrusting them at Revelin.
“Yord! Here!”


The magnificent blue flew
straight for her, not pausing at the border to the Dark Realm.


Lyra turned to Revelin and
took his hand. His face went pale watching a blue sail straight for them.
“Mount with me. It will be safe. We’ll get the other jadestone.”


The entire squadron of blues
paraded, firing tremendous lightning bolts. They injured many drakes and a few
greens. Fire from the magma drakes heated the air around them. One ice drake
dropped from the air to hit the ground only thirty feet away, dead.


Yord jerked to a landing, his
claws digging into the frozen earth and leg muscles clenching to brake his
motion. Immediately, he lowered a wing. “Mount fast and cover yourselves with a
ward to protect from chlorine gas.”


“I can’t,” she called to him
while she stepped up and sat between his spines.


“Then hold tighter for harder
turns.”


She held a hand down for
Revelin. He hesitated.


Yord bellowed at him, “You
are her guest. Come!”


Following orders, Revelin
replaced his pendant, flung his cloak over his shoulders, and briskly mounted
behind her. Yord’s acceptance seemed to reassure him, keeping Lyra’s plan on
target.


With one mighty leap, Yord
bounded into the sky. His whole torso contracted under them with the initial
downstroke of his wings.


In the air, a green dragon
shot a cloud in their direction.


The blue took to higher
airspace while his fellow guards burned the attacker’s flank, forcing him down.


After that first abrupt
upward turn, Lyra clamped her thighs tighter around the dragon. When Yord made
a hard right turn to avoid the whipping tail of an ice drake, she was better
prepared, anticipating the shift.


Three fire drakes encircled
them, singing the tip of Yord’s left wing before the other blues made airspace
below for him to drop down. He dodged at least a dozen more attacks before
finally passing the Geminus tree, dark and weather-beaten on one side, the
other covered in thick, silvery bark.


“Yord, have you seen Kenzo?
He flew away from me, and I lost him,” Lyra called.


The blue glanced over his
shoulder. “I did once and then became occupied with battle. Let me circle.” He
dove low and swept close to the land on the Alliance side of the Steppe. Among
the bushes covered in silvery ice crystals, the coloring of a tiger owl would
blend in.


Lyra leaned over, scanning
the ground.


Yord dropped lower. “There! I
think that’s him.” He landed twenty feet from a lump of gray striped feathers.


Lyra scooted off the dragon’s
lowered wing tendon and picked up the limp body, breathing but barely alive.
“Kenzo, hold on. I have no healing magic now. No magic at all. We’ll be back soon
and Mimio can fix you. Hold on,” she whispered into his feathers.


His eyes fluttered.


“Yord, can you do any
healing?” she asked.


The dragon shook his head.
“Get on. I’ll fly fast.”


Lyra handed the injured body
of her friend to Revelin and pulled herself into the seat, almost missing her
foothold, her vision clouded by tears. She turned and accepted the owl’s body
into her lap, holding him and willing him to hang on. After all they’d been
through, he couldn’t die.


They took off and sailed
swiftly, a straight path to the Imperial lair as the sun dipped below the
horizon.


 


***


On the entry ledge, dozens
surrounded them with greetings and assistance.


Lyra handed Kenzo down to a
lesser wizard. “Get Kenzo to Mimio! He’s dying,” Lyra choked out the request.


“I’m right here.” Mimio’s
kind voice wafted through the crowd. “I’ll care for him. Lyra, go fast and see
to Sire Drake. I’ll join you soon.”


Blue guards stood around
Revelin, eyeing him suspiciously. Lyra moved to him. “I’ll have them take you
to a guest room. Stay there while I complete our plan, then I’ll come find
you.”


He nodded with a slight
smile.


“Show my guest to a room,”
Lyra stated hurriedly to a lesser sorceress before she strode inside the lair,
adrenaline moving her aching feet forward. Moisture welled in her eyes, and her
whole body shook. She blinked them back and kept moving, her quest not yet
finished.


 


***


The pompous blue guard
outside the Imperial Dragon’s study stepped out of her way. Good thing, because
she didn’t have time to bow. She approached Cullen’s bedside. In the flickering
light of the oil sconces, he was much paler and thinner, but still handsome.


The golden leader swept into
the room after her. “Adalyra, you have returned. Your body looks battered, and
I cannot sense your aura. Are you all right?”


“Yes. I’m weighed down by two
auras. It disables my power completely. Don’t know how to—all I know is the
vision from the Lacuna Ales during my bloodswear, using a jadestone—and I have
gift of birch bark from the Lady of the Forest.”


“I hold great respect for
Ysmena.”


Lyra held out her hands and
stated the incantation necessary to materialize the box where she stored that
gift. “Exorior pyus pyxidis!” Nothing happened. She repeated the spell.
Still nothing. “I have no magic left.” Moisture covered her eyes. All that she
wanted and needed lay out just out of her reach.


The Imperial Dragon curled
his wide tail around her. “Consider what the Lacuna Ales revealed to you during
your bloodswear. See if that holds meaning now.”


She touched the brooch at
Cullen’s neck, still turned with the gem connected to his skin, like she had
left it. Pangs of guilt about losing her own plagued her. She flipped the jade
over and ran her thumb across the smooth, light green surface. The gem
flickered with an internal fire. Lyra glanced at the leader. “What do I do
now?”


“Follow your heart,” he said
with a deep, calm voice.


Those words—like Aunt Jean’s.
Keep a clear head, but follow your heart. Lyra thought for a moment,
reflecting. She removed the brooch from his collar, still holding it firmly in
her hand. She joined Cullen’s hand to rest against both the stone and her hand,
together upon his chest. Again, she rubbed the jade, and it responded with a
gentle glow.


A beam of light fell across
the gem and she looked up, expecting the Imperial Dragon held some lantern. To
her surprise, a star twinkled outside a window, her Aries soulstar—Hamal. It
seemed to shine directly on their joined hands.


A surge of power flared
inside her. The jade generated warmth. She looked at Cullen’s face. Hamal
continued to feed her power, and slowly she located the edges of his aura
within her. Awkwardly, she pulled part of it from storage in her heart and sent
it to her hand. Barely breathing, she channeled the sample of his aura into the
stone. Its fire flashed. She studied his face for a sign. Nothing. She waited,
not willing to chance more of his aura if this only made it unusable.


Suddenly, Cullen’s chest
heaved against her hand.


Her heart skipped a beat. She
quickly sent more of his aura to the jadestone.


The golden dragon drew
closer, leaning his large head directly over them.


Cullen’s lungs expanded
deeply.


Lyra swelled the rest of his
aura out through her fingers.


Finally, his eyes opened.


She held her breath. Would he
be fully restored? Had she somehow damaged his aura using her new skills the
wrong way? “Cullen?” Tears seeped from her eyes in a steady stream.


The corners of his mouth
slowly drew up into a slight smile. “Lyra,” he choked out with a raspy voice.


Lyra searched inside her to
be certain she delivered all of his aura. None remained.


Mimio walked in and stood at
the foot of his bed. She stood speechless, touching a handkerchief to the
corner of her eye. “Lyra, you had no power. How did you…?”


“Our Scribe is a wonder,” the
leader stated, his face lit with a wide, toothy smile.


Unable to hold back, Lyra
wrapped her arms around Cullen’s shoulders and hugged gently. “I love you.”


He didn’t hug her in return,
not even a little. His arms remained motionless, as though paralyzed.


Lyra’s stomach knotted. She
hadn’t healed him completely. Again, she opened her free hand. “Exorior pyus
pyxidis!” The magic box Cullen gave her for Christmas appeared in her palm.
She removed and enlarged the sample of birch bark. Instinctively, she held it
in the star shine. It smoldered, a thin line of woodsy scented smoke lifted
into the air and circled Cullen’s head. She repeated Ysmena’s words. “The birch
tree dies, so he may live again, spreading vitality to his limbs.” As the ash
fell into her hand, she lifted Cullen’s sleeve and rubbed it on his arms and
did the same for his legs.


When the fire died and the
bark was spent, he slowly lifted his arms and drew her to his chest.


Lyra hugged him back, never
wanting to let go.


After a few minutes, he
raised his head.


She let go, allowing him
space.


He rose onto his elbows, and
Mimio quickly slipped a pillow behind his back. He squeezed Lyra’s hand. “Lyra,
my love.” He coughed repeatedly. “I pledge my life…help you gain magic required
to become immortal…only then...will have enough time to return this kindness.”


Lyra answered with another
hug and ran her fingers through his hair. After a few minutes, she pulled away
and turned to the sorceress. “Mimio, how is Kenzo?”


Cullen’s eyebrows rose.


“He is alive, but must rest.
He came very near death. I repaired a lot, but must repeat the healings over
several days.”


Lyra stepped to the end of
the bed and hugged her. “Oh, thank goodness. It was horrible being so helpless,
watching him suffer and being unable to save him.”


“You seem injured yourself.
Can I mend anything?” the sorceress asked.


“Allow me…need to begin
repaying my debt.” Cullen sat up more and carefully moved his legs to one side.
“Have a seat…tell me what happened. I can’t imagine.”


“I’ll bring some food and
liquids. You’re both exhausted.”


Lyra eagerly sat beside him
and talked a mile a minute while his warm, strong hands slowly coursed over her
sprained elbow, cut hands, and bruises.


Mimio and the Imperial Dragon
each gave a wave, smiling ear-to-ear, and quietly exited.


Lyra and Cullen talked most
of the night, until their eyes drooped shut, and she curled next to him on his
bed.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Thirty-One: Tricks and
Secrets


 


 


Walking with aid of his staff
as a cane, Cullen accompanied Lyra to visit Revelin in his guest chamber early
the next morning. After learning her account, he wanted to hear every word the
man said. They needed to regain control of that jadestone.


It enraged him to think what
the man did to his lady in order to secure her brooch. Admittedly, a stab of
jealousy pained him. She acknowledged her mistake, allowing the man close
enough to bespell her into declaring her love and giving him her gem. Truly a
lack of experience rather than a mistake, in Cullen’s opinion. Regardless, both
her words and the thoughts he read were true to their love. Whatever dark spell
forced her to behave otherwise was reprehensible. He fully intended to take
reprisal.


Cullen lingered outside the
open door while Lyra approached Revelin.


“Morning,” she said with a
friendly tone. “Good news—Kenzo is going to live.” She paused and her voice
grew louder, more assertive. “I want you to reconsider, and please give me my
jadestone back.”


“Have you killed Sire Drake?
Do you have his brooch in your possession?”


“Please, I would like my pin
returned. Would you give it to me as a gift?” she restated the question he
avoided.


“Lyra, kiss me to show me you
love me.” Steps clicked on the stone floor in the room.


Cullen couldn’t bear his lady
being manhandled, even to follow a purposeful plan. He shuffled into the
doorway and with considerable effort, lifted his posture to full height and
displayed his staff in a ready position.


Revelin’s face drained of
color. His black eyes burned with glints of silver, shooting at Lyra. “He
lives! You double-crossed me!”


Cullen’s blue aura glowed at
the surface of his hand holding the staff. He looked the man squarely in the
eyes. “I advise you make that jadestone a gift to Lyra at this time.”


“You restored his aura?”
Revelin questioned Lyra. “How? You required the jadestone to hold that much
power.”


Cullen gave his staff an
almost imperceptible twist. Manacles sprang from the stone wall and firmly
encased the man’s wrists and ankles. “Obviously, she did not.” His voice remained
calm and calculated, despite his rage and anger with Revelin. He relished the
terror in the man’s eyes, fair return for what fear Lyra must have felt at his
hands.


Lyra took a step closer.
“Once more, please grant me the brooch as a gift.”


Revelin’s eyes blazed. “No.
It is mine, a symbol of our love you declared. You are mine. Whether he is
alive or dead makes no difference.”


Cullen pointed the sapphire
tip of his staff at the captive’s feet. “You may be sealing your own fate. Are
you certain you don’t wish to reconsider her wish?” A blue laser from the
sapphire etched a line in the stone.


Revelin inhaled deeply, but
thrust out his chin and remained silent.


Cullen aimed his staff
higher, at the man’s body.


“Wait!” Lyra exclaimed and
stepped between the men.


“You do love me.” Revelin’s
mouth curled into a grin, and he pulled against the shackles, attempting to
reach her.


“No,” she spat out. “Before
he frees the gem by taking your life, I want an answer.” Her fists clenched.
“Did you kill my aunt?”


He looked to the floor.


“Answer me!” she demanded.
“Or I will fascinate the truth from you.”


“You have no ability in that
craft,” he taunted, his eyes blazing.


“How do you think I recovered
Sire Drake’s aura?” her voice was cold, calculated. She closed her eyes and
centered, beginning the process of the craft.


“Wait!” Revelin yelped. “I
will give you the jadestone, if you release me. I must be free to give it as a
gift.”


Lyra turned and looked at
Cullen. He read her emotional thought—the man, no matter how loathsome, saved
her life twice. She wanted to honor his offer and spare his life.


Cullen motioned her to move
and directed his staff to release the irons.


Revelin dipped a hand into
his pocket, as though searching for the item. Abruptly, he turned toward the
window behind him and rammed it with his shoulder. Glass shattered across the
floor as he jumped out.


They ran to the window.
Cullen aimed his staff and fired to suspend Revelin’s fall, but his usual rapid
reflex rate failed from extended inactivity.


Revelin’s body dropped down
the cliff face, striking two granite ledges before coming to rest on a third
nearly four hundred feet below.


“Can you take us down there?”
she implored, eyes wide.


He nodded. “A bit slower than
usual.” He spun a blue transport cloud, gradually materializing them onto the
precipice.


Lyra kneeled beside the body,
shaking. She felt Revelin’s neck for a pulse. “He’s dead, but really dead or is
he immortal like you? Eburscon’s body vanished.”


“Revelin was not at my or
Eburscon’s level, which is necessary to be granted immortality. Even we can
die—not from natural or accidental causes such as this, but from irreparable
magical attacks. Advanced fascination, powerballs, strikes from dragons. It
does happen. Revelin most probably, like you, was strengthened by his ability.
Able to endure more physical damage.”


Cullen stooped and coursed
his hand in the air just above the body. Pausing at the man’s chest, he pulled
a velvet amulet bag free and opened it to reveal Lyra’s brooch, her opal ring
still attached. He also took Revelin’s violet pendant and examined it. “I will
study this to determine its properties.” He placed both within his own trouser
pocket and helped her to stand. “Are you all right?”


“Yes, just shaken. I didn’t
intend for him to die. He took his own life rather than letting me search his
thoughts. I wonder if he killed Aunt Jean. Now, I’ll never know.”


“Some things are best left
unsaid or unknown while other things need to be made clear. When I regained my
soul, I was grateful for time to do many more things in my life. One is so
important, it will not wait. I have waited too long already.” He swallowed
hard. “Lyra, I admit to a horrible mistake. I should have protected your aunt
with a separate charm. I only set one on the house to protect you and not her
directly. If the ward on the house had been undone by dark magic, the other may
have held. I cannot know…but I am so very sorry.” He looked into her eyes and
waited, scanning her for an emotional response. Moisture clouded his vision and
prevented his readings.


She took his hands into hers.
“I forgive you, just as you overlooked my ordeal with Revelin. Both were
mistakes, not intentions. Our love remains strong. It kept me alive on my
quest, even when my magic failed.”


 
















 


 


Chapter Thirty-Two: The Bloodswear
Ring


 


 


In the afternoon, the
Imperial Dragon summoned Cullen and Lyra to his study for a congratulatory
ceremony. The gathering included the four Guardians, Mimio, and about a dozen elder
sorcerers and sorceresses of the lesser level.


The Imperial Dragon escorted
Lyra to the center. “I have called this small group together to present one of
the two awards you are due. The primary reason is because it will provide you
with additional power that will aid healing of your weakened constitution.” A
grin lit his face and he bared a few teeth. “Additionally, for a purely selfish
reason, we cannot contain our pride and happiness until you and Sire Drake have
fully regained your strength.”


Lyra smiled. All of the faces
surrounding her glowed with warmth.


“The second golden bookmark
for completion of your sorcery training will be presented in front of the
assemblage at the Meadow. Now, I wish to award something even more coveted and
rare—the bloodswear ring.”


“Hold everything! Wait for
us,” Oasth, the warlord fire drake, called out as he walked into the room with
Kenzo perched on his neck.


Lyra went to them and
addressed the owl. “My dear friend, I’m overjoyed you’re mending. Will you
please forgive me all the hurt I caused your heart?”


“Only if you’ll forgive me
for peeing on your leg.” He chortled and smacked his beak together.


The room exploded with
laughter, and Cullen raised an arm to accept his assistant.


Kenzo fluffed out his chest
feathers and stepped up to his master’s shoulder.


The Imperial Dragon cleared
his throat and everyone quieted. “Let us resume our ceremony. During my reign,
I have only had the honor of presenting this to two others, Sire Drake.” The
leader paused and nodded to Cullen. “…and Sire Tarom.” With his claws, he
picked up a small ceramic box from a library table and handed it to Lyra.
“Open, please. Inside, you will find the ring that indicates your successful
completion of a bloodswear quest on behalf of the Alliance. You have killed the
Black Dragon’s heir, diminishing the dark powers. The Alliance holds stronger,
its residents safer, for your effort.” He looked to Cullen. “As a recipient of
this honor, please cover her scar. In the days to come, please teach her the magic
of the ring.” Turning aside to Lyra, he continued. “Both of these awards raise
your level as a sorceress, approaching the immortality you need to embrace an
equal and complete life with Sire Drake.”


Cullen stepped to her side
and picked up the ring—silver wrought in the image of a dragon’s face with a
sapphire setting, similar but smaller than his. With his eyes meeting hers, he
slipped it over her right index finger.


Lyra hugged him, and he
pulled her into a tight embrace.


During the next hour, the
group members mingled, exchanging stories and hugs.


Lyra found Cullen’s side
again and held up her ring. “Will this help me read the air instruments
better?”


His eyebrows rose. “Most
probably. What do you intend?”


“I have a question for the
Spheres of Sidus.” She casually moved into the observatory, to not draw much
attention.


Cullen followed and leaned
against the doorframe.


Like before, she set the
black, gray, and white onyx balls to represent the soulstars of her
grandmother, Aunt Jean, and herself, checking the positions of the stars
outside. She aligned the moonstone utopian rondure as she focused on her
question and delivered a measure of her power. The rainbow patterns of the
milky sphere swirled into a brilliant glow, spreading across the entire table. Lyra
held tight to the rondure.


A vision formed…Revelin’s
face.


She removed her hand. The
finality of knowing her aunt’s murderer drained her strength. His motive
remained a mystery that she lacked desire to pursue. It no longer mattered…Jean
was gone. She looked at Cullen and the Imperial Dragon beside him. She was
grateful for this wonderful new family to fill her empty heart.


Together, they looked past
the Spheres of Sidus with the image of the man’s face growing dim, toward the
red haze of the Dark Realm spreading along the horizon. A single large black
butterfly with purple spots flitted at the window panes.


Silently, the three joined
hands, knowing their fight against the darkness continued.


 


 


*** The End ***
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Lost Volumes: Enchanted Bookstore Legend Three


 


An epic fantasy romance
novel by Marsha A. Moore


 


When Lyra McCauley learns residents of Dragonspeir’s
Alliance are suffering with a deadly plague, she doesn’t heed the warnings of
her fiancé, wizard Cullen Drake, to remain safe in her human world. After all,
she’s the present Scribe—one of five strong women in her ancestry who possessed
unique magic, each destined to protect the Alliance against the evil Black
Dragon of the Dark Realm. With Cullen dependent upon Alliance power to maintain
his immortality, the stakes are doubled for Lyra.


She leaves her college teaching and puts herself at risk for
the community afflicted by black magic. To find a cure, she and Cullen travel
into the vile, lawless underworld of Terza to strike a bargain with an expert.
Their efforts further enrage the Black Dragon, vowing to decimate the Alliance
and avenge the murder of his heir.


Lyra must secure the three lost volumes of the Book of
Dragonspeir. Written by the three earliest Scribes, each book contains
energy. Possession of the entire set will enable overthrow of the Dark Realm.
Following clues into dangerous lands, Lyra and Cullen seek those volumes. His
assistants, Kenzo the tiger owl and Noba the pseudodragon, prove invaluable
aids. Only if they succeed, will the Alliance be safe and Lyra reach closer to
the immortality she needs to live a life with Cullen.


 
















 


 


 


Cast of Characters


 


 


Angom: a male Malificate living in Terza; son of
Elder Omin; works in mines; becomes a visitor to the Alliance after helping Lyra’s
group escape from Terza.


Aunt Jean: Lyra’s aunt who died recently, during
Lyra’s first quest when she wrote her Book of Dragonspeir; also a
descendant of Scribe Brigid; lived in cottage on Lake Huron in upper Michigan,
passing the property to Lyra.


Black Dragon: leader of the Dark Realm; succeeding
his father to his position of power; although small compared to the golden,
blue, or bronze dragons, he is vile, evil-tempered, and abusive, obsessed with
death and takes comfort in the sickening-sweet aroma of drowned, rotting
carcasses; his body is grim and skeletal, with eyes lying deep in their sockets
between two great horns that curve forward and down, the flesh of his face is
partially deteriorated or burnt from his acidic drool; his method of attack is
spitting caustic acid; lives in a mountain lair at the edge of Silva Nocens,
the dark forest.


Brigid: fourth Scribe, who wrote her Book of
Dragonspeir in the year 1800.


Chane: male resident of Terza; hexed before his birth
by the Malificate Head Elder, Kon; half Rotter and half Vizard.


Cimafa: a type of small evil stealth dragon, whose
aura is invisible; covered in black shimmering scales with two pairs of horns
that extend back from its elongated head; flames ring its nostrils and eyes;
the only obvious sign of its approach is the chilling shriek echoing from the
gaping mouth, through rows of pointed teeth; lives to steal and feed on auras
from others, leaving them soulless; some higher magicals have bargained with
portions of their own auras to command and ride these beasts for evil purposes.


Circutamina: tree spirits who live inside specific
tree species; protect their trees; less than two feet tall with thick, wrinkled
skin; emit white light.


Daryd: fisherman guide for Lyra’s group in Aria.


Draora: a powerful witch who was a friend and
relation to Scribe Brigid in Nawbone, Indiana; now a ghost who protects the
family keep, a honey tree where valuables are stored.


Eburscon: present status unknown after being exiled
by the Guardians of the Alliance, a consequence of his attempt on the lives of
Lyra and Cullen; previous position was Imperial Alchemist of the Alliance;
haughty demeanor earns him few friends.


Elisabeth: first Scribe, who wrote her Book of
Dragonspeir in the year 1200.


Fire drakes: minions of the Black Dragon


Galbinus dragon: small lantern dragon stationed in
bow of Pisca’s fishing boat to light the way through heavy mist; commanded by
Pisca to grant Lyra and Cullen one wish.


Gatekeeper Cranewort: tremendous magical tree who
guards the Crossroads of paths which lead to all places in the Alliance; he
raises his roots as barricades to those who pass; also responsible for
monitoring deaths and release of souls throughout all of Dragonspeir in order
to send his giant cranes to assist their passage; expert in clairvoyance; kind
and fatherly, he remembers Lyra from when she was a young girl and takes pride
in her accomplishments.


Gea: Yasqu’s mother; a huge golden dragon with
wingsails that ripple along the length of her flanks; kind, fair, and
intelligent.


Goibban: a male Vizard in Terza; owner of a bizarre
home decorating shop; imprisons Lyra and Cullen to become food for the
scorpents.


Guardians: the governing council of the Alliance
faction of Dragonspeir; all four wear sapphire pendants which help the Head
Guardian, the Imperial Dragon, to communicate with them; each possesses a
magical aura of silver, white, or blue that can surround their bodies when
called upon; these represent the colors of the Alliance.


Imperial Dragon: the Head Guardian of the Alliance; a
huge golden dragon, the largest type in Dragonspeir; fair and intelligent, he
has inherited his position from his father, also a gold; lives in a mountain
lair at the edge of the Steppe of Ora, the great plain dividing the Alliance
and Dark Realm; all Imperial Dragons are guided by Air elements.


Ivri: female hemlock tree keeper/circutamina who
befriends and helps Lyra.


Kenzo: silver-striped tiger owl wizard’s assistant to
Cullen; has ice blue eyes and a four-foot wingspan; an overachiever since his
sole magical talent is extraordinary swift flight; a jokester with a penchant
for ale and given to puffing his feathers over his own achievements, but
enormously dedicated.


King Eos: ruler of the sky world Aria.


Kon: the Head Elder of the Malificates of Terza; met
with the first Scribe, Elisabeth, over eight hundred years ago; hungry to
regain the power he once had before the Vizards overpowered the Malificates.


Lesot Lungshooter: a male Malificate living in Terza;
son of the witch, Mrinx; helps make black magic potion for Lyra and Cullen;
becomes a visitor to the Alliance after helping Lyra’s group escape from Terza.


Lyra McCauley: thirty-five-year-old woman who
discovers her destiny to be the fifth Scribe of the Alliance of Dragonspeir; she
accepts her position and serves the Alliance with efforts to overthrow the Dark
Realm of Dragonspeir; engaged to marry Sire Cullen Drake once she gains enough
magical afflation to become immortal and bring peace to Dragonspeir; guided by
the Aries Fire element.


Mimio: sorceress and assistant to the Tortoise; a
tall older lady with gray hair gathered under a light blue headband; she
carries a wand with stars dangling from its tip rather than a staff common to
other high order wizards.


Mrinx: a Malificate witch of Terza; mother of Lesot;
makes black magic potion for Lyra and Cullen.


Nareene: second Scribe, who wrote her Book of
Dragonspeir in the year 1400.


Noba: pseudodragon wizard’s familiar to Cullen;
stands three feet tall with tiny clawed wings, resembling a true dragon; does
breathe fire, but his best defense is his poisonous barbed tail; naïve but
lovable and loyal, possessing a true heart that melts others.


Oasth: warlord to the Imperial Dragon’s Alliance; a
burgundy fire drake with a flighty, aggressive nature; born in the Dark Realm,
he was too good-natured and forgiving to remain, but could not tolerate the
magic required to turn his scales a shade of Alliance blue.


Ochre: an auspex who communicates with birds; also
guards a portal from Aria into the human world; one of four who serve this role
in the compass directions of the sky world.


Pisca: fisherman guide for Lyra’s group in Aria.


Queen Mysa: wife of King Eos; ruler of the sky world
of Aria; able to convey magic through her poetry recitations.


Raylene: distant cousin to Lyra; lives in Nawbone,
Indiana where Scribe Brigid once lived; distant grand-daughter to Draora, a
powerful witch who was a friend and relation to Scribe Brigid; possesses
limited magical ability.


Rotters: rat-people of Terza.


Scorpents: dragon-size, fearsome creatures of Terza;
controlled by the Vizards; have heads of a cobra, mid-sections bearing jointed
appendages, and tails in two parts: snake rattler and scorpion stinger.


Sheridan: magical locust who guards the bookstore portal
that connects the Alliance and the human world.


Sire Cullen Drake: Imperial Sorcerer of the Alliance
of Dragonspeir; 220 years old and made immortal by use of Alliance power; sworn
to serve as protector of the current Scribe of the Alliance, Lyra McCauley;
fiancé to Lyra; lives a double life as the owner of Drake’s Bookstore in the
human world; guided by an Earth element.


Skrunt: a male Vizard in Terza; serves as a false
guide for Lyra and Cullen, tricking them into danger for his gain.


Sorcha: third Scribe, who wrote her Book of
Dragonspeir in the year 1600.


Symar: Lord of Tempestas who serves both the Alliance
and Dark Realm factions of Dragonspeir; his responsibility is to create and monitor
all weather fronts; to do so, he travels widely using an evil stealth cimafa
dragon as transport.


Tarom: present position is alchemist to the Dark
Realm, serving the Black Dragon; previous position was apprentice to Eburscon,
Imperial Alchemist of the Alliance; also known as the Ice Walker since he
maintains a private retreat in the politically neutral land of Versula in the
icy northern lands; guided by a Water element.


Tayzia: a female Vizard prostitute in Terza.


The Phoenix: Guardian of Fire; also known as the Lady
of Peace, she resides in the Meadow of Peace, the largest inhabited area of the
Alliance; the colors of her wings pulse a vivid cobalt blue and her head a rich
periwinkle; resembling a pheasant in shape, her golden tail feathers emit sparks;
guided by a Fire element.


The Tortoise: Guardian of Water; a giant tortoise
possessing a shell marked with runes which glow white when he expands his aura;
the oldest Guardian, in charge of maintaining the Imperial library housed at
the lair of the Imperial Dragon; guided by a Water element.


The Unicorn: Guardian of the Earth; a massive white
horse-like creature who bears a tremendous white, wispy aura; responsible for
knowledge of magical creatures in all of Dragonspeir, both the Alliance and
Dark Realm; resides in the forests of the Alliance; guided by an Earth element.


Valeria: a female Vizard prostitute in Terza.


Vickie: cousin to Lyra; lives in Nawbone, Indiana
where Scribe Brigid once lived.


Vizards: undead skeleton-people of Terza; gain
ability to survive via energy transfer from scorpent creatures; wear masks to
hide their gruesome faces, lacking muscles and skin.


Wingold and wife: lesser wizards of the Alliance; he
is in charge of winter changes while she is in charge of summer; under
direction of Symar.


World Tree: oldest, tallest tree in Silva Caliga that
connects to the sky world of Aria; aids energy transfer with that land and
guards portal passageway.


Yasqu: growing adolescent bronze dragon who is
training to become a member of the Imperial Dragon’s high council; as a
hatchling, was secretly sent to Lyra in her human world in order to safeguard
him from the Black Dragon; from this experience, Yasqu and Lyra have a close
bond.


Yord: one of the largest blue dragon sentries of the
dozens that serve the Alliance; sworn to personally aid Lyra in return for her
saving his life.


Ysmena: Lady of the Forest in the politically neutral
Silva Caliga, forest of the mist; she governs the land of the tree spirits,
also called circutamina; carries a lantern that emits magical light.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter One: An Urgent Message


 


 


Lyra almost deleted the email marked urgent, suspecting some
virus that might take control of her computer, but stopped when she realized
the sender was her lover—a 220-year-old wizard, who rarely used a computer. She
couldn’t open the message fast enough.


Lyra,


Alliance mortals and lower magicals
are taking violently ill. I’m leaving the bookstore for a while to offer aid.
DO NOT come to Dragonspeir. Stay safe in your world.


Love always,


Cullen


She stared at the screen, twisting a strand of her long
hair. Leaning forward, she gripped the armrests of the chair. Her breath caught
when she noticed how the dragon’s sapphire eyes on her new bloodswear ring
sparked from the energy of her concern. His message left her undecided, reading
between the lines and weighing the choices.


Those affected—mortals and lower magicals—seemed to place
her in the risk group, obviously Cullen’s concern. However, those mortals were
all born in Dragonspeir, while she originally came from Tampa. Lower magicals
did include members of both worlds. But as the current Scribe, Lyra possessed
inherited power at least as great as high-order wizards. She just didn’t fully
grasp how to command her magic yet.


She did want to help. Since her parents and dear Aunt Jean
died, the Guardians, wizards, dragons, and other residents of the Alliance were
her only family. Lyra’s unique powers might be useful, especially since they
now lacked an alchemist.


Eburscon disappeared after he attempted to steal her scribal
aura, and she’d heard no reports of him since, so he was presumed dead by many.
According to Cullen, no one wanted him back. However, living without a person
capable of creating remedies for a plague or widespread illness had left many
residents uneasy. Some talked about trying to persuade Tarom, the Dark Realm’s
alchemist, to switch his allegiance. Two centuries ago, he served the Imperial
Dragon, leaving only when he couldn’t tolerate working under Eburscon any
longer.


Despite ranking as the top wizard, the Imperial Sorcerer in
the Alliance High Council, Cullen lacked alchemical skills. Even though
untrained, Lyra possessed a keen intuitive sense in the craft. She could help
him. Aries guided the fire in her scribal powers and also fueled her
impatience.


Lyra checked and secured Aunt Jean’s cottage since the last
gasps of late winter storms in the upper peninsula of Michigan could be brutal.


Dashing off a few emails to her college students in Florida,
she gave them feedback on their independent study in the Fantasy Lit course.
She was glad her leave from on-campus teaching responsibilities continued until
the next fall term.


Lyra saved and printed the chronicle draft of her bloodswear
quest, completed at the end of last year. It was mid-March, and she’d almost
finished the written account, storing magic in her words that would empower the
Alliance—her role as a Scribe. Her powers guided the writing process; no words
could be written unless they were vital to the Scribe’s quest. The text had to
be succinct for enchantment. The hard copy she stuffed into a commuter bag to
work on later with the Imperial Dragon and the other three Guardians. She
needed to sort through their research details that had helped her kill the heir
to the Black Dragon. Additional supplies could be conjured from memory.


Outside, the dock in the backyard looked weather-beaten but
sound. Waves from Lake Huron lapped at its old boards. In the flower bed, the
first spring perennials peeked through the packed ground and would require
plenty of care soon. Lyra hoped to be back in time to maintain what her aunt
had loved so much. Crocuses stood bravely against the melting snowpack—a
reminder.


As she turned from the garden, a large black butterfly flitted
around her head. It was the same type that had spied on her before and been in
her aunt’s room when she was killed—purple spots like eyes on its wings.
Suspecting it was a transformed magical from Dragonspeir’s Dark Realm, Lyra
swatted at the insect. Thinking that someone watched her leave caused a chill
to run down her spine.


Finally shooing it to the nearby bushes, she lifted her head
high, put her bag inside her silver Subaru sport wagon, and drove straight to
Drake’s Bookstore.


After parking in back, she twisted her dragon ring to unlock
the back door of Cullen’s shop, no longer needing the magical skeleton key.
“Sheridan, I’m using your portal,” she called out.


From his cage on the showroom counter, the cicada chirped,
“I already knew it was you, sweetheart. Nice perfume.”


Lyra shook her head. Darned bug never stopped flirting.


“By the way, Sire Drake told me to not let you pass.
Something about an illness in the Alliance. Don’t make me use my magic on you.”


“I’m going anyway,” she replied as she prepared herself in
the storage room.


“Like I knew you would,” he snapped.


She gave her ring another twist and stated, “Pateo
porta!” In response, two metal bookcases moved apart. Between them lay the
connector to Dragonspeir. She stepped across. The familiar tingling sensation
now felt invigorating, when last summer it had frightened her. Her jeans,
t-shirt, and jacket transformed into a full-skirted gown of light blue cotton
under a navy cloak.


It was her first time back since being publically honored
for completing her bloodswear quest and sorcery studies. She’d have to wait to
find out if her new abilities could alter the clothing she acquired at the
portal.


Lifting one side of the long garments, Lyra ran the short
distance along the wooded trail to the location of the old, sentry tree,
Gatekeeper Cranewort. Reminding her of the shape of grand live oaks in Florida,
his branches spread wide and high, taller than any nearby. His large, flat
leathery leaves were turned to collect the warm morning rays.


“Hello, Cranewort,” she called ahead. “I don’t mean to
disturb your sunbathing, but I need to pass to the Imperial Dragon’s lair, or
to the Meadow—whichever place I can help most with those who are sick.”


“Not sunbathing, child, merely enhancing my immune functioning
to bolster my health after the harsh winter. Sire Drake instructed me to not
permit your passage. He and all of us fear you will fall ill.” He lifted
extensions of his roots into a spiky barricade, one of his gate-keeping
defenses.


“Perhaps I can help,” she maintained, hands on her hips.


“It looks to be a horrible disease—elevated fever, chills,
vomiting blood. Some are dying. Please stay here, Adalyra.”


“I’m not like any from Dragonspeir. I won’t get it.” Lyra
hoped what she said was true but couldn’t turn her back on thousands who were
ill.


“Well…you most certainly are unique.” He folded his leaves
and tipped his trunk forward to look at her directly. “The Alliance relies on
your special scribal abilities to battle the Dark Realm. Losing you to illness would
risk too much. Be wise and stay back.” He smoothed down his bark and held out a
twigged hand to her.


She stepped beyond his touch. “The entire Alliance is my
family, and I need to help them.”


The gnarled tree let out a sigh and lowered his roots. “Very
well. You have your own mind, and it is one of a leader. That is your
inheritance from the four female Scribes in your family. But, I expect you to
use every caution available. Sire Drake is in the Meadow. Stay with him.”


“I promise.” Lyra hurried toward the crossroads, which
connected dozens of trails. There she selected the short path leading to the
Meadow.


Pluch trees lined the trail. Their weeping branches, active
with new sap, swept after Lyra in attempt to caress her golden hair, now grown
almost to her waist. Flower buds on the bell flowers peaked out. The air held
gentle notes of fragrant jasmine from the vine’s first purple flowers. She took
a deep breath as she sped down the familiar walk. She had missed Dragonspeir.


Along the way, Lyra thought about her action, entering the
land without permission. Although she recently passed sorcery training for all
crafts except powerthrowing, Lyra only elevated her immortal status. In
Dragonspeir, they used the term afflation—having received divine
impartment of knowledge and strength to endure more physical hardship than a
non-magical. Until gaining enough afflation to become fully immortal, she
needed to be invited by the Imperial Dragon to be his guest in Dragonspeir.


As a new Alliance sorceress, the Imperial Dragon decided
when he needed her. Lyra clearly broke his established protocol. But she often
bent Alliance customs to suit her needs while working for the greater good. So
far, she had only raised eyebrows, and no one troubled her. She hoped this time
would be the same, but entering a plague-ridden land against orders was a bit
different than wearing jeans or hugging dragons.


Lyra heard a chorus of low wails carried on gentle breezes
swirling above the Meadow of Peace. Flowers stood tall with new light green
growth, ready to burst into color. Their buds tinkled sprightly songs in hushed
voices, as if they read the solemnness in the community. A small group of
non-magical villagers carried empty pails toward a well in the gathering area.
Heads down, none bothered to enjoy the gay tunes or delicate spring buds.


In the Meadow, she passed between tiny cottages tucked under
overhanging trees. People bustled along the main trail from house to house, but
she didn’t see Cullen. One familiar person approached Lyra and she asked,
“Wingold. Have you seen Sire Drake? Or the Imperial Dragon? I’ve come to help.”


Leaning on his wooden staff, the old sorcerer looked up and
straightened his posture from a bent stance. Dark circles ringed his eyes.
“They’re both here. All of us sorcerers are here, since it seems an advanced
level of magic gives immunity. Glad you’ve come to join our efforts.” He turned
and pointed behind him. “The leader is in the next glade. I think I saw Sire
Drake in the following clearing, the third dwelling on the right. Many took ill
there.” Facing Lyra, he continued, “But, do you have enough afflation yet to
protect you? I don’t think—”


“Thank you.” Not wanting to defend her need to help, Lyra
patted his shoulder to show her gratitude as she slipped past.


She scurried along the path, head down to avoid eye contact
and possible corrections from other high magicals. In the clutch of a dozen
thatch and clay houses, she couldn’t help glancing at the weary expressions,
masking the faces of those still-healthy who were relegated to porches and
sheds. In the central gazebo, children whimpered for their sick parents and
abandoned their toys to cling to older siblings or relations. Lyra paused to
look into their eyes, feeling their confusion and fear. She tore her gaze away.
Holding onto hope that the Imperial Dragon had pieced together some clues about
the illness, she forced herself onward.


Lyra raced along a narrow shortcut, through the stand of
trees separating glades. When she entered the next clearing, she rose too fast
from the undergrowth and collided with the stumpy leg of the Tortoise, Guardian
of the Water.


The Imperial Dragon loomed above her, smoke drifting from
his nostrils.


The Tortoise contorted his face with more wrinkles than
usual. “Scribe Lyra, why are you here? You—”


“Adalyra! You are not permitted to be here.” The booming
voice of the leader shook the ground under her feet. His pupils glared,
shifting to an intense yellow hue. “You may be at risk of contracting the
disease. Return at once!”


She bowed low. “Head Guardian, I’m sorry for entering
Dragonspeir without your permission, but I want to try to heal the people. They
are my family—all I have now. Please, let me stay.”


His broad tail thumped the ground. “You are only partially
afflated, not yet immortal. We cannot risk our Scribe. Go back!”


“I wasn’t born here and should be immune,” she maintained,
standing tall. “Let me use my scribal powers to help.”


“Lyra! Why?” Cullen strode toward them, shoulder-length
brown hair flying, sleeves of his tunic rolled up, cloak pushed behind his
shoulders. “I directed you to stay and everyone else not to let you enter.”


“I can help.” She looked squarely at him.


Cullen’s steel-blue eyes shot her a piercing glance. He
turned toward the Imperial Dragon and spoke in a hushed voice, “My lord, sad
and urgent news—a dozen of the first stricken have perished this afternoon,
those who were afflicted two days ago.”


A flame shot from the leader’s snout, charring leaf litter
on the ground to ash. “This cannot be!”


The Tortoise hung his craggy head.


Cullen continued, “In my estimation, one quarter of the
Meadow residents are now ill. I’ve ruled out the local food and water supplies,
since many have used them and remained healthy. The only commonality is they’re
all mortals or lower magicals. Many of our sorcery students show onset.”


“Can you tell how it spreads? Do the symptoms give any
clues?” Lyra asked.


Cullen shook his head. “Marked fever, scarlet hemorrhaging
just underneath the skin, but no open lesions. In later stages, vomiting
blood.”


“Any cough or mucus?”


“No. I can’t determine its path.” Cullen clamped a hand
around his sorcerer’s staff, sparking the blue topaz eyes of the dragon wrought
on his bloodswear ring.


“Has there been an illness like this here before?” Lyra
asked.


The huge golden dragon shook his head, and whiskers raised
straight out from his jaws. “Not during my reign, which has been three
centuries.”


“A similar instance occurred during the service of Scribe
Nareene.” The Tortoise cleared his throat. “From my readings, I recollect the
Alliance was nearly decimated, allowing the Dark Realm to dominate for an
arduous century.”


The leader paced back and forth across the clearing before
he addressed Lyra and Cullen. “Lyra, since you’re determined to help, I wish
you and Sire Drake to travel north to Versula in hopes of finding Sire Tarom at
his residence there. The Alliance needs his assistance.”


Cullen grimaced. “True, he is my friend and recently did
Lyra a huge favor on my behalf, but employing aid of the Dark Alchemist is—”


A dark shadow passed overhead. Dragon wings beat against the
air, pushing a black cimafa down for a landing.


Lyra jerked at the sight of the soul-stealing creature, her heart
beating in her throat. But it wasn’t driven by the mystery rider who hunted her
to steal her scribal aura three months ago. Instead, Symar sat on the stealth
dragon—better, but still not trustworthy. The Lord of Tempestas, governing
weather in all of Dragonspeir, chose to ride his personally trained cimafa on
rounds—the only such beasts allowed to freely pass through the Alliance. Both
realms depended upon his services and accepted him. He didn’t declare
allegiance to either. She suspected he was actually the unknown rider, plotting
against her, but had no real proof.


With agility, Symar flung a leg over the spine of the sleek
beast and slid down its shimmering black scales to the ground. A shiver coursed
through Lyra as she met his gaze. He dressed in the darkest charcoal, not
Alliance blue or Dark Realm red. His cloak ended with an enchanted hem, split
into hundreds of undulating tentacles. A violet pendant decorated his broad
chest. Symar brushed long dark hair out of his face and bowed low. “My lord,
Sire Drake, Lady Lyra. While forming rains in the northern sector, I laid over
during passage of that storm at a Qumeli tribe encampment on the fringe of the
Dark Realm. An avril scout bird delivered this message for me to relay to the
Imperial Dragon.” He withdrew a scroll of parchment from inside his cloak and
handed it to the leader. “It was rumored among the tribespeople that the
Alliance is suffering a plague. I returned promptly to offer my services.”


The Head Guardian broke the wax seal, imprinted with a
dragon head, and unrolled the page. While he read, his pupils changed from
yellow to red, and smoke seeped from his nostrils. Golden scales along the
spines of his massive back lifted on edge. He looked over the edge of the paper
at them and spoke in a quiet but firm tone. “Come nearer.”


As each stepped closer, he met their gaze. “By proclamation
of the Black Dragon, the residents of the Alliance shall bear the price for the
murder of his heir. A curse of the blackest magic has been set. When your masses
have died gruesome, tortured deaths and your community lies in ruin, his son
will be avenged.” He passed the scroll to Cullen, who held it low for both the
Tortoise and Lyra to read. “We expected his vengeance after Lyra killed his
heir during her bloodswear quest. He’s found our weakness—lacking an alchemist.
We must find a cure!” the Imperial Dragon spat out. His sixty-foot tail
thwacked saplings lining the glade, sending them toppling like dominoes.


Lyra scanned the document and glanced above the scroll at
Symar. His expression appeared flat, without any element of surprise. His cold
manner was unreadable, but something sent a chill through her.


The Tortoise held both his head and tail out, stiff and
shaking. “Sire Drake, when a curse was placed on the Imperial lair, you and I
made a concentrated study of black magic. During your bloodswear quest, you
lifted that hex.”


“That was long ago…about one hundred sixty years back. Let
me think.” Cullen raked a hand through his hair. “We didn’t learn any reversals…only
basic incantations, which I used to coerce the Dark Sorcerer into lifting his
curse. After he perished in our battle, a successor was never named…as I know
it. Tarom served, best he could, as their head sorcerer.” He gulped. “If Tarom
set this—which I doubt, given his preference for certain crafts—I cannot fight
a dear friend to the death.”


“The welfare of the people here may rely on your will, Sire
Drake.” Symar raised an eyebrow, and one corner of his mouth lifted into a half
smile.


Lyra clenched her fists and leaned toward the Tortoise.
“From your library references, is there any way to learn more black magic?”


“Alas, I have no craft books beyond what Sire Drake and I
studied, and he is correct. They are basic.” He lifted his shell high on extended
legs and craned his neck toward the Head Guardian. “There was one idea you and
I discussed at that time, which you forbade—Terza. I think it is warranted now,
to find one who knows the black magic cure.”


The golden leader reared his head back, rippling the
wingsails along the sides of his back. “No! I do not want to send any into that
underworld.” He shook his head as if to rid himself of some troubling thought.
“It is a place without rule. Any vile deed is allowed: treachery, deceit,
cold-blooded killing, rape, pillaging. Dark power abounds. Monsters of all
sorts have made Terza their home. I was taken there before appointment to my
position, to teach me to fully appreciate fairness and order. There is no
certainty that venturing there would secure knowledge of a cure.”


Cullen stood tall and looked at Symar as he spoke. “If there
is a chance, I will go. The challenge is not too great to save my friends.”


“Your bravery is commendable,” the leader said, lowering his
face to their level. “But, Sire Drake, you alone are no match for the evils
there. Not any one of us in the Alliance is powerful enough.”


A silence followed while heads turned toward Symar. He
dropped his gaze to the ground.


“I will go,” Lyra stated as firmly as she could, her insides
shaking. She knew Cullen detected the emotional chaos of her thoughts,
understanding her love and desire to help him, as well as fears of losing their
lives. Thankfully, no one else knew her internal turmoil. She wanted to give
them hope and confidence, not more worry.


Cullen stared at her. “Even though I can read you, your
strength bewilders me.” He took hold of her hand and gave it a squeeze. “But, I
can’t allow you to go. The danger is too great.”


The Imperial Dragon set his gaze upon her. “Sire Drake is
correct. Terza may not support your powers, putting you at immense risk.”


“Scribe Lyra, Terza is affected by magnetics deep within the
Earth. That magnetism is mostly unknown to us. You may find yourself
defenseless. Are you certain you make a wise decision?” the Tortoise asked,
tilting his neck in her direction.


“I’m willing to try.” Lyra clamped a hand onto her pack to
stop the shaking she felt inside. “If my magic doesn’t operate, I’ll do my best
to escape. Please, let me go.”


“Adalyra, your powers are indeed remarkable.” The Imperial
Dragon hesitated, his eyes now yellow once again. “Coupled with Sire Drake’s
experience—I have some hope. And there is no other alternative to save the
Alliance. I am again indebted to your courage and dedication.”


Lyra nodded.


“Sire Drake, if her magic fails, help her find safe exit.”


“Most certainly, my lord.” He lifted his staff toward the
leader, although worry showed in Cullen’s furrowed brow.


The leader faced Lyra, his golden aura expanding into the
air around his body. “If this is truly your choice, then you must leave at
once. Speed is essential, or many will perish.”


The Tortoise followed suit, his silvery aura shining from
the symbols decorating the thick plates of his huge shell. “Indeed. We
Guardians will protect the Alliance while you’re away.” He turned toward the
Imperial Dragon. “I’ll find the other two and alert them.”


The Imperial Dragon nodded. “Thank you. Sire Drake and
Scribe Adalyra, if you have all necessary belongings, transport at once to the
Crossroads. There lies a sealed portal to Terza. Its existence is the reason
Cranewort serves as Gatekeeper. I will meet you there.”


“Ready?” Cullen asked Lyra, gripping his wizard’s staff in
preparation to transport them.


“Just a minute.” She opened her pack and felt for the
bloodswear quest document to give to the Tortoise for safekeeping. With her
hand on the draft, her eyes met Symar’s, watching her movements. Swiftly
channeling her clairvoyant sense along her skin, she sampled his
emotions—anxiety and greed. Intuition made her release the papers back into her
bag. Silently, she conjured some trail mix and bottles of water, in case her
magic failed in Terza. With forced calmness, she closed the pack and
straightened her posture. “Ready now.”


The Imperial Sorcerer gave a wave and pulled Lyra to his
side. With the other hand, he twisted his ornately wrought staff. The sapphire
gem at its apex glinted. Blue mist rose and covered the two of them.


Not yet able to possess a staff, it bothered Lyra to be dependent
upon him. But holding close, weightless and floating in the still peacefulness
of space, always reminded her of what she wanted most—a safe place where she
and Cullen lived together. Last summer, when he encouraged her to open her lost
childhood copy of the Book of Dragonspeir, the crush she felt for him as
a girl sparked into love. Since then, they had worked hard to bring their lives
closer.


Still, they lived in separate worlds. Alliance magic kept
Cullen alive, defying death for over two centuries. It bound him to the source,
only allowing him to be a guest in her world, working as a part-time bookstore
owner. With each course of sorcery study and each mission completed, Lyra
awakened the inherited Dragonspeir magic she possessed. She worked diligently,
committed to finding a way to become one with Cullen. The power of the Alliance
that kept him alive must not fall.


When the vapors settled, the Crossroads appeared before
them. Cranewort’s branches hung over them, the bark at his eyebrows pinched together.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Two: Effluvial Magic


 


 


Even as the mist still swirled at Lyra and Cullen’s feet,
wing beats sounded above the tree line. The magnificent gold leader soared into
the Crossroads.


“Hello to you all,” Cranewort called out. “I wish this was a
happy gathering, but my clairvoyance warned me of the grave matter which brings
you here.” His voice wavered, and he finished with a croak.


The Imperial Dragon’s claws dug into the soft loam. Banded
straps of his thigh muscles bulged, braking his rapid momentum. Without a
pause, he continued his forward motion into a long stride. “Over here,” he
directed, his eyes fixed on an inconspicuous outcropping of rock between marked
trails. “Gatekeeper Cranewort, guard the area against any who may approach.”


“Yes, I will indeed.” The tree’s limbs groaned, reaching
their fullest spread and height.


Lyra and Cullen followed the Head Guardian. “Shall I clear
the leaves away?” she asked, moving closer.


“No! Disturb nothing,” he roared.


Lyra jumped back, frightened by both his assertive tone and
the vibrations pummeling her from the rocks.


He studied the pile. “This was sealed by my father after I
returned from my appointed travels. The journey was too dangerous to be made by
both him, the leader at the time, and me, his heir. Instead, I accompanied the
previous Imperial Sorcerer, your mentor.” He nodded to Cullen.


The Imperial Dragon gently reached a forelimb into the air
above the outcropping. He passed his clawed hand in small circles over the
entire area. At one edge, a narrow beam of light shot into his palm. He reached
down and unearthed an angular black rock, the size of a tennis ball, like a
shard of glass covered with white stripes. He picked it up and turned his other
hand over to reveal its mate nestled in the palm. Each pulsed with a silvery
glow. “Obsidian formed from deep within the fiery underworld of Terza. This
pair of stones possesses rare, perfectly matched banding—the key to unlocking
this portal—Axiolite Obsidians. They mark this entrance to Terza’s mysterious
labyrinth.”


Slowly, the rocks and boulders rolled away, revealing a
tunnel opening. The passageway was wide, unlike the rowan root network Lyra
traveled through under the Dark Realm’s Silva Nocens forest. An odor of damp
decay drifted from the entrance.


“You will need to use both wits and magic. Trickery, black
magic, and unscrupulous bartering abound. No price is too high in trades with
the residents of Terza—even life itself.”


“Will our Alliance magic operate within Terza?” Cullen asked
as he stood tall and planted his staff.


“It will, unless blocked or altered with screens of dark
magic. If you can perform your crafts, use them to conduct services or conjure
objects for trade to gain the cure. Our magic system is foreign to them and
will bring wonder and attention, both good and bad. Time is precious. Return
soon and safely.”


“How long do we have?” Lyra asked.


“Return before the end of this day,” the leader replied.


Cullen nodded. “Any longer and many residents will show
advanced symptoms, and there will be even more deaths.” He looked at the
Imperial Dragon. “Is the labyrinth enchanted or stationary?”


“I don’t recall that it changed, but it proved a difficult
impediment none the less.” He lifted his long neck up to the level of the
Gatekeeper’s fissured bark face. “This portal must remain open for their
return. You will guard it continuously. My blue dragon sentries will provide a
constant patrol.”


“I will remain stalwart in service to the Alliance, my
lord.” The ancient tree bent into as much of a bow as his stiff trunk allowed.


Cullen took a step across the threshold and turned back to
Lyra. “Are you sure you wish to accept this risk? You are under no obligation.”


“I haven’t changed my mind. Being with you, helping you, and
helping the Alliance is what I intend to do.”


He offered her a hand, which she accepted and carefully
placed a foot onto the rock stair. Cullen pressed his lips to her cheek.


“Bring each other safely home. I’ll be waiting,” Cranewort
called after them as they stepped into the tunnel.


Lyra turned and waved before following Cullen lower into the
dim light. She held tight to his shoulder until her eyes adjusted.


A silvery glow shined farther along the tunnel. The source
remained unclear. It provided enough light to find the way, but the uneven rock
walls and floor cast deceptive shadows. Twice her foot dropped into depressions
that sent her scrambling to regain balance.


“We’re going so slowly,” she whispered. “Could we create
some light? Or will that call attention to us?”


“It might alert others, but we do need to pick up our pace.”
The sapphire apex of his staff shot a beam of blue light into the corridor
ahead.


Immediately before them stood three well-fed white rats,
their beady, black eyes transfixed by Cullen’s light.


Lyra suppressed a yelp.


The lead rat, covered in matted, dirty fur, crept toward
them. Its body extended at least two feet, not counting the stringy tail.
Lifting its nose to the air, it sniffed and bared a mouthful of dagger-like,
yellowed teeth.


Cullen lowered his staff and aimed at the hissing rodent,
while Lyra did the same with the sapphire sets of her bloodswear ring.


With a snap of its jaws, the rat turned away, its pink,
hairless tail slithering three feet behind. The other two hissed and scampered
to catch up with the alpha.


When they continued walking, Lyra repeatedly heard the
scritch-scratch of claws on stone and jerked her head back and forth. Most
times, she saw nothing, but once or twice the tip of a rat tail slipped into
the shadows and sent a shiver through her spine.


Farther along, water trickled down the walls and permeated
the dank air with the smell of sulfur. Although the tunnel was wide, large
enough for a full-grown dragon to travel, she grabbed the hem of her skirt into
one hand. She didn’t want to touch the walls, in case the oozing water held
some dark charm.


“Had you ever heard of this place?” she asked.


“Only in children’s rhymes that are popular in the Meadow. I
didn’t believe it was real.”


“How did the rhyme go?”


“Hmm. Let’s see. Mind your mama and fill her stove with
coal. Or Vizards and scorpents of Terza will steal your toys and eat you
whole.”


“A pleasant verse.” Lyra shook her head. “Guess that kept
children from wanting to find this place.”


“I think that was the general idea.” Cullen caught her hand
and pointed ahead. “Look, there’s the light source—white inclusions in the
obsidian rocks dotting the walls cast a glow.” He dampened the light from his
staff.


“And the tunnel forks. I wondered when it would become a labyrinth.”


“Stay close, in case we find dangers around the turns.”


Faced with choices as new tunnels cut off, Lyra tried to
memorize the pattern of lefts and rights. The constant dripping sounds from the
springs added to the hypnotic effect of the maze, confounding her efforts.


From the right side of a junction, an upright figure lurched
toward them, then stood stock still.


Reflexively, Lyra jumped back a step before planting her
feet to stand her ground.


Cullen gripped his wizard’s staff hard, and its sapphire
apex emitted a soft glow.


The figure appeared more human than beast. Simple gray
trousers and a tunic of coarse fabric covered the man’s thickly muscled frame.
He stood only about four feet tall with a stooped posture. A brown felt hat
with a crushed peak sat between his oversized, pointed ears. A wide nose and
far-set eyes sat prominent on his flat face. Staring first at Lyra and then
Cullen, the man’s coal-black eyes set against an ashen complexion reminded her
of the sickly white color of the rats they met earlier.


“Hello,” Lyra said, unable to withstand the stare-down.


Cullen bowed his head. “We’re here seeking advice about your
magic. Can you direct us to someone who is an expert?”


The corners of the man’s mouth spread across his wide face, but
didn’t lift into a grin. “Go that way. Ask for Goibben.” With stumpy fingers,
he pointed to the left tunnel, the way he came. After yanking his hat lower on
his brow, he set off to the right, his heavy leather boots thumping against the
rocky path.


Lyra and Cullen cautiously turned as directed. She peered
over her shoulder to see the man also glancing back at her, grinning ear to ear
and cackling to himself. After he turned away, her mouth dropped open. The
lights in the stone wall revealed a rat-like pink tail extending from the seat
of his pants. She grabbed Cullen’s arm and turned him around. “Look!” she
whispered.


“Strange,” he murmured. “Let’s keep going. Stay close.”


The pair walked several minutes more, pausing at
intersections to determine which path seemed to be the main corridor. The
dripping and clawing noises persisted, setting Lyra’s nerves on edge as she
strained to listen for approaching danger.


Finally, they reached a large intersection where many
tunnels joined. A cloud of smoke hung in the air, filtering light from windows
of dwellings and shops dug out of the stone walls. Streetlights of cast metal
held curved arms high above them. White smoke frosted their glass globes. A
pungent odor of burning herbs, sharp like sage, stung Lyra’s nose and throat.


Dozens of men and women gathered in small conversation
groups outside of storefront doorways. The businesses bore plaques with
odd-sounding names: Seth’s Strategems; Fang Sharpener Extraordinaire; Lizard
Libations; Billias Black, Gambit Broker. Some of the folk were stocky
rat-people, like the man they met, with wide pale faces and tails. Others stood
a head taller and leaner, almost skeletal, but equally pallid with blue veins
visible beneath their thin skin. The men wore faded wash-pants and tunics. Most
women appeared equally shabby, but in skirts, their hair bound with long
scarves.


One thin man stepped out from a group, his sunken eyes
surveying Cullen and Lyra. “You two be strangers here. You be at the edge of
Terza. Lost?” A jute rope gathered his pants around his narrow waist, and their
too-short length exposed bony ankles above his thick-soled boots. By the fit,
they must have been hand-me-downs, originally fashioned for a rat-person.


“No. We’re here to gain advice about a certain type of your
magic.” Cullen gave a quick bow. “My name is Cullen, and this is Lyra. A man we
met on the road suggested we see someone named Goibben. If you think he can
help, please direct us.”


Lyra kept her eyes open while Cullen bowed. She wasn’t about
to lower her guard to these people.


The man grinned, revealing as many gaps as teeth. “Skrunt
Sweedle be my name, but call me Skrunt.” He looked back to his friends and
scratched his scalp, easily visible between sparse patches of lifeless hair.
“Any of you gotten an eyeful of Goibben today?”


“Didn’t he take down to Dradgest to visit family?” one woman
replied. Her tall, thin frame was wrapped so tightly in yards of
charcoal-colored gauze, it amazed Lyra to see how the woman sauntered toward
them. “My name be Tayzia,” she cooed as she swung a long platinum braid over
her bare shoulder and looped an arm inside Cullen’s elbow.


The wizard jerked, then his entire body relaxed, letting
down his guarded posture.


By Tayzia’s behaviors and the black and purple make-up painted
on her lips and eyelids, Lyra guessed the woman was a prostitute. She bristled
at her advances on Cullen and doubted that he was mentally in control.


“You sure?” Skrunt winked at the tramp.


Tayzia smiled sweetly, but said nothing, tracing the points
of long, black fingernails along the side of Cullen’s neck. Her earring dangled
across his shoulder.


Lyra prepared a defense spell if the woman’s allure turned
into an enchantment. Thankfully, with the bloodswear ring, Lyra no longer
needed to pronounce most incantations, unless drawing upon large amounts of her
aura.


“Naw, just came from his lane,” one of the men called out
from where he sat on the stoop in front of the gambit seller. He paused to
light his wooden pipe, an intricate curved shape that reminded Lyra of a
flugelhorn. While exhaling a lungful of smoke, he added, “I seen his shop’s
open. Musta took the short flap back.”


“Be glad to offer my service and ‘scort you there.” Skrunt
waved a hand down the road.


Thinking these shadowy people might be more fearful of a man
obviously dressed like a grand wizard, Lyra remained quiet and looked at
Cullen. The sapphire on his staff now appeared dark, without any glow, and he
made no motion to respond.


Afraid of what had happened to him, Lyra took a firm hold of
Cullen’s other arm. “We thank you for your offer,” she responded for them both,
with as calm a voice as possible. She pulled on his arm when she stepped in the
direction their guide indicated.


Cullen remained planted and expressionless, while Tayzia
rubbed his chest and fingered the jadestone brooch that fastened his cloak.


“Let them go on, darlin’. Maybe you’d rather stay with me
and unwind my dress?” the tramp whispered in his ear, and a thread of smoke
seeped from her blackened lips. “Underneath, I promise all sorts of treasures
I’ll bet you never saw…in trade for just this one pretty baub.” She turned the
brooch and unsuccessfully attempted to open its clasp one-handed.


Using her thumb, Lyra gave the bloodswear ring on her right
index finger a twist while concentrating on the prepared spell. A flash of her
gold aura shot squarely at Tayzia’s black eyes.


“Ow!” The woman instantly dropped Cullen’s arm and moved
away, holding a shaking hand to her forehead. She looked up, and her eyes
narrowed. “Seems we have a smite of a witch.” She glided next to Skrunt. “I
think Goibben might be really able to do them.”


Skrunt smiled at the guests. “This way.” He strode along the
stone street, watching the couple over his shoulder.


Lyra suspected he led them into a trap, but, right or wrong,
they needed to connect to a person knowledgeable in black magic. She yanked
Cullen’s arm again. He responded and moved forward as if nothing unusual had
happened.


“Why are you prompting me onward?” He leaned into her. “I
sense your alarm. What happened?”


“You were enchanted by some smoke from that prostitute,” she
whispered in a low voice so Skrunt wouldn’t hear.


“Smoke? Really? How?”


“Exhaled from her mouth into your ear.”


Cullen’s eyebrows lifted. “Effluvial magic—something I’ve read
about. Thank you.”


Lyra nodded, but didn’t let go of his arm.


Their guide led them beyond the merchant district, through a
residential area, and into a stretch of uninhabited tunnel. No one gathered in
that section, although the trio met dozens of scraggly passersby. Away from
dwellings, the air cleared of smoke. Lyra felt her lungs expand and fogginess
clear from her head, although she hadn’t been aware she’d suffered earlier. The
pipe smoke, the prostitute’s smoke, the cloud softening the streetlamps—did
they hold some kind of magic? She glanced at Cullen. Seeing him stand taller
and his chest expand more fully, she knew he must have been affected the same
way.


With a clearer head and fewer eyes on them, Lyra felt less
threatened. “Skrunt, what types of people live here? You look very different
than the shorter folk.”


He chuckled. “First time in Terza?”


“Yes, it is,” Cullen replied with a firm, take-charge tone.


The guide slowed, allowing them to walk abreast. “The short
ones be called Rotters. My sort be Vizards.”


The name Rotters made sense for anything resembling a rat.
From her fantasy literature research, Lyra knew Vizard literally meant mask.
This fact convinced her that their guide deceived them. She swallowed her
nervousness and asked, “Are you wearing a mask?”


“I am. We must ‘cause our real faces show only one emotion.”


Lyra remembered Cullen’s childhood rhyme and pushed no
further.


Cullen gave her a knowing glance and mentally conveyed a
message to her, a second line from the rhyme he just recalled. When the
Vizard lowers his mask, the scorpent removes its killing eyes from the task.


She shivered, but was grateful Tayzia gave her a chance to
determine that Alliance magic operated in Terza. The trickling water echoed
through the tunnel, and the smell of sulfur made Lyra grimace. She gritted her
jaw and trudged forward.


At the next crossroads, Skrunt turned left, and soon they
entered another area of merchant shops and homes. Again, a cloud overhung the
village roadways, dimming the lighting to an ominous glow.


He turned down a narrow tunnel, just wide enough for two
people to pass. It seemed to be an alley, connecting with the backdoors of
homes and stores. Stench from garbage permeated the air. They made turn after
turn. Lyra’s memory failed, probably numbed from the powerful effluvium, as
Cullen called it. Unable to remember their way out, her pulse raced. She felt
trapped.


Skrunt glanced over his shoulder and encouraged them. “Come
to.” After one more turn, he stopped. “The back of Goibben’s Gilded Lily.” He
opened the door and led them inside.


The shop appeared to be a decorating store crammed with
peculiar and exaggerated items. Candles burned while hanging upside down,
apparently not needing oxygen. Figurines of animals in odd combinations reminded
Lyra of the larger, more classic statues she saw outside Tarom’s Versula Solus
retreat. Those had intrigued her with their eccentricities, while these were
more grotesque and even horrifying. Body parts showed up in odd positions, like
a single wing attached to the tongue of a seal-like creature, rib bones
protruding from the eyes of a fish, or a mouth filled with jagged teeth affixed
to the flank of an ox. She paused in front of a row filled with many figures of
one variety, a scorpion head on a snake’s tail.


“Hallo, Goibben,” their guide called to a man moving between
tall decorations toward them.


“Hallo to you. Who enters from my rear door when my front is
locked?” A Vizard appeared, equally scrawny, but dressed a little more neatly
than the men from the street. Goibben’s clothes were clean and fit him,
although still simply constructed of coarse material. His hair was styled in
thin cornrows, plastered to his pale scalp. In the brighter lights of the
store, lines were obvious around his hairline where a mask attached.


“Giving a hand to a fellow kith member. These newcomers need
to know about black magic and already own some other sort of magic,” Skrunt
said with a grin. The action widened dark lines at the edges of his mask.


“Indeed. Welcome.” He motioned to the statuettes before
Lyra. “You admire this art figure?”


“It’s interesting,” she replied while studying the owner.


“Then let me show you something you’ll really enjoy.” He
pointed to the back office, led them toward the door, and held it open for Lyra
and Cullen.


Once the couple stepped inside the tiny room, Goibben
slammed the door shut behind them. Between laughs, he croaked a curse. “…the
ancient rites prevail...offer a witch and wizard to Terza’s scorpents…”


Cullen tried the door handle and found it locked. He aimed
his staff at it, but his sapphire remained dark. “Pateo!” he ordered and
twisted his dragon ring. Nothing happened.


Lyra summoned inner powers of her scribal aura and channeled
them with the same incantation toward the door. Still no effect. Her pulse
raced. “What’s happening? My magic worked before.”


“It’s been blocked by that curse.” Cullen kicked the door
with his boot, but it didn’t budge.


A thump hit the back wall of the office, and gears at the
ceiling began to turn. A large door rose, worked by a primitive system of
springs and pulleys, like an old-fashioned garage door. Iron bars separated
them from the alley where the two Vizards stood laughing.


“This will learn you some real black magic—just what you came
for.” Skrunt paused, overwhelmed by a wave of his own laughter. “Your powers
will be a tasty treat for them scorpents on prowl tonight.”


“Too bad I have to visit family. Would be a good show,
watching them all fight over these two,” Goibben said with a chuckle.


“If you only looked like us or tasted like Rotters.” Skrunt
moved a hand to his temple and pulled at the edge of his mask.


The other Vizard did the same. They peeled off thin films of
tissue. Only shreds of charred muscles and tendons covered their skulls. Sunken
empty eye sockets stared blankly at the prisoners while smoke leaked from the
Vizard’s mouths, frozen into grins.


An icy chill swept over Lyra, forcing her to her knees.


The Vizards walked away, their cackling laughter echoing
along the stone walls.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Three: The Scorpent


 


 


Lyra aimed a strike from her ring at the bars of their cage.
“Aboleo!” she stated aloud to be sure she directed deeper power from her
heart aura. Nothing happened, not even a spark. “You try. Maybe a powerball,
since I can’t—”


Before she finished her request, Cullen clenched and opened
a fist. He stared at his empty palm. “I can sense my power following my will
and moving into my hand. It stops just under my skin with a burning sensation.
It’s blocked from transferring outside of my body.” He dropped his hand and
aimed the apex of his staff at the metal containing them. His face screwed into
a grid of lines and furrows, but both the quartz and sapphire remained dark.
“Same thing. No external transfer.”


“What should we do?” she asked in a hushed voice. “Call for
help? Are there any kind people here?”


“Probably not. They seem like a devious lot. But, perhaps we
can barter for our release. Are you certain your magic was effective here in
Terza before the Vizard enchanted us?”


“Yes. I sent a mental incantation out through my ring.
Worked well to stun that tramp into letting go of you.” Lyra grabbed the bars
and looked either way down the quiet alley. Her eyes strained, unable to
penetrate the darkness lit only by a single bare bulb at the far intersection.
“I just hope we only have to conjure some trinkets and not give away anything
of value, like a staff or rings…or ourselves.”


Cullen nodded and cupped a hand to his ear.


She did the same. The familiar dripping of water from
underground springs blocked her ability to hear much else. After a few minutes,
she finally heard a banging sound, like trash being tossed in a bin somewhere a
short distance away. “Help—” she yelled, then changed her tactic. “We’re
sorcerers and will help you.” Her eyes locked on Cullen’s while they waited for
a reply. The echoing drip-drip-drip continued for another minute.


Clanging started again from the same direction.


Lyra’s pulse quickened.


A muffled, shuffling sound drew nearer. From out of the
darkness ten feet away, a pair of black eyes glinted at eye level in the dim
light.


Lyra squinted to pick out other features, but the figure
remained in the shadow. She held her breath and fixed on its stare.


Cullen motioned her behind him. “We’re sorcerers. If you let
us free, we’ll conjure whatever treasure you wish.”


Lyra peered over his shoulder. The beady eyes continued to
bore into their cage, but the being didn’t move or speak.


“Who are you?” Cullen demanded, clasping the bars and
leaning forward.


A response came as a hiss. The menacing gaze jerked and
moved fast toward them. Before Lyra could register what it was, a dark form
darted along the stone floor and through the bars of their cell. Light
reflected off a snake-like gray tail slithering inside.


It rooted in the dark back corner of the office.


Cullen grabbed his staff with both hands, drawing it behind
his shoulder like a bat.


Lyra took hold of a broom, ready to fight the scorpent.


The clanking noise down the way started again.


From the shadows beside a desk, the same piercing black eyes
glinted at them. No matter how long Lyra stared, she couldn’t make out even an
outline of its shape. The dark body reflected no light.


The scorpent snarled.


The noise in the alley stopped.


Lyra’s palms perspired, causing her hands to slip down the
broomstick.


The beast quieted to a low hiss, and the sound of metal
scraping over stone began once more. Within moments, the noise seemed much
closer.


The creature in the cage with them let out a spine-chilling
call, half growling, half howling.


From the opposite direction and not far from the cage,
something or someone shook what sounded like a baby’s rattle.


Footsteps thudded toward them. The clattering now seemed
like many pieces of metal or a chain.


“Help us! A scorpent is in the cage with us! Please, help!”
Lyra cried out, prompted by the human characteristic of the footfall.


No one responded, but the steps and scraping kept coming.


The eyes of the beast in the cage lowered to the floor, as
if to pounce.


Lyra heard Cullen’s breathing, short and choppy. He wound
his torso into a tighter twist, poised to swing the staff.


In one swift motion, the mysterious beast lunged from under
the desk, and the jaws of a pointed snout clamped onto Lyra’s shin. Razor-sharp
teeth pierced her skin. The force of the strike thrust her backward. Her spine
hit hard against the cage bars.


She screamed and bashed the spine of what appeared to be a
huge black rat, apparently not the scorpent as she assumed.


Its body was at least three feet long. On stumpy front legs,
claws extended six inches from their origin hidden under dense fur. Those
talons pinned Lyra’s ankles against the metal rails.


Cullen clubbed the animal. His staff thumped against the
thick hide.


The oversized rat-beast only latched harder onto Lyra’s leg
and snarled, pushing its weight against her. The metal of the cage dug into her
back.


At the same time, the rattling sounded directly behind her.
Held by the wicked rat, she felt something lightly trace her spine. A wave of
nausea passed over her.


Unable to turn around, she looked at Cullen for a reaction.


Even in the low light, she noticed the color drain from his
face. His arms dropped to his sides, no longer attacking the rat.


Suddenly, light flooded the area. A human-like male, neither
Vizard nor Rotter, came into view, holding a torch high above his head. Tall
and thin, but not skeletal like the Vizards, the skin of his face and hands was
ashen-green and crisscrossed with wrinkles. He dressed in a dark tunic past his
knees, his lower legs covered by rough leggings. A long gray ponytail hung from
a small patch of hair growing only from the crown of his head. A gray strip of
fabric spiraled the length and tied the hair together.


The man slowly stepped forward, lowered his flame, and
slashed it in wide arcs. “Appel scorpio! Vanest parte et Terzadom.” His
voice crackled with age, but the power of his words charged the air.


Wild rattles and hisses came from whatever stood behind
Lyra. From the rapid movements of the torch light, it seemed to be attacking
the man.


As if his spell affected more than the beast outside the
cage, the rat-monster relaxed its haunches.


Cullen struck at its wide, humped back.


Lyra fought through her pain and cracked the broomstick over
its skull. The wood splintered in half.


The metallic clanking sound reached the area just outside
the cage and stopped. “Resto servat toos magia paro Mrinx,” the voice of
an old woman called out.


The sapphire apex of Cullen’s staff sent out a shower of sparks,
as did the gems of both of their Alliance rings. Acting in unison, he and Lyra
shot beams of blue and gold light across the rat’s neck.


The head severed from its body, but the teeth remained
locked onto Lyra’s leg. Oppositely, the body went limp, freeing her from the
manacle-like hold of the foreclaws.


Despite the sharp pain in her leg, Lyra managed to twist
slightly to see what had happened behind her.


In the direction of the streetlamp, a dragon-size beast slid
away. The stinging, hook-shaped telson of a giant scorpion curved high into the
air above a snake’s tail turned up with a rattler. The torso of the monster
crawled with eight pairs of jointed appendages, while its front end slithered
in the shape of the head and neck of a snake.


Lyra’s mouth dropped open, realizing the danger that had
been at her back, touching her spine.


“Thank you for saving us and restoring our powers.” Cullen
approached the bars and gave a slight bow.


“Welcome you are,” said a stooped old woman. She bore the
same features as the man, although from her bent posture, she seemed older. A
ragged gray scarf bound her hair. Wisps of yellowed white frizz slipped out at
her temples, so wiry that Lyra wondered if it was hair. The woman wore a loose
black smock over a gray skirt, which grazed the laces of heavy ankle boots.
Dozens of silver chains with massive pendants hung to her waist. They clattered
as she inhaled deeply to catch her breath. She took a step closer, and Lyra
noticed the pendants weren’t moving with the woman, but on their own. Silver
faces grimaced while tiny arms reached for anything in their path, even
climbing hand-over-hand up the other chains.


“Jest so you know…a price comes with everything here. I be
Mrinx Meddlelocket. Whoever you be, your magic be my ownership now.”


Lyra shot Cullen a questioning glance. Filled with emotion,
he couldn’t miss reading her thoughts…if the old woman allowed him to use his
usual powers.


With a quarter turn of his staff, he replied with a voice
that spoke in Lyra’s mind. Yes, I saw her living pendants. In order to
control our powers, she has plenty of black magic. Maybe we can strike a deal
with the witch.


“And what sort of deal might I interest you in trade?” Mrinx
asked with a wry grin.


Cullen’s eyebrows raised, but sent Lyra no other
communication.


She breathed shallowly, fearing the woman knew her every
thought. No one had ever been able to read their private mental conversations.


“This here fella be my son, Lesot Lungshooter.” Mrinx
motioned to the man holding the torch. “Named after his dear, departed father.”


Lyra glanced his way. Whatever lungshooting was, it sounded
painful. Looking back to Mrinx, she said, “Thanks for keeping us alive.”


The old woman eyed Lyra. “Lesot heard your plea and into the
alley we went, to scavenge for what the Vizards left to bait the scorpents.”


“Bait? What do the Vizards want with the scorpents?” Cullen
asked.


“An ugly trade set up at least six hundred years ago,
according to the Chthonic Tales of Terza. Once Vizards feed a scorpent, the
monster will allow any of those skeleton folk to take a dose of its power. That
maintains the Vizards, who be neither living nor dead.” The witch held up a
large metal ring, about a foot in diameter and strung with dozens of keys.


“Undead…like zombies or vampires?” Lyra asked.


“Not for sure what you speak, but undead—yes.”


Mrinx picked through the clinking set. “Hmm. Not this one.
Maybe…No. Here it is.” After selecting a small lever lock key, she inserted it
in the padlock on the barred door. The lock opened, but she struggled to raise
the shackle. “Drat! Rusted son of a fleegel!”


“Allow me,” Cullen offered, moving his hands near the lock.


“Leave no magic trail on the premises!” she exclaimed.


He gave a yank, but it would not separate. A second attempt
also failed. “Are you certain it’s unlocked?”


“I am. My black magic will blast it apart, but those Vizards
would be on my doorstep in half a hair’s time, forcing me to look into their
blackened faces till my blood wouldn’t flow.”


Lyra bit her lip, her hope of freedom diminishing. Unable to
wait longer, she scooted to sit on the floor and tried to pry apart the jaws of
the giant rat’s bloody head. Stiff like iron, it was immovable. The muzzle had
drawn away from the pointed teeth, a grimace the beast made in its last moments
of life. Black pupils, now floating in pools of hemorrhaged blood, still
followed her motions. Horrified by the sight, Lyra didn’t wait for assistance
or approval. She placed both hands above the point of contact, channeling a
portion of her aura into the injury. Golden light spilled from under her palms.
When the glow reached the teeth that punctured her skin, illumination seeped
into the crevices of the wounds. The golden film acted like a lubricant. Within
moments, the head fell and rolled across the floor.


Lyra passed her hands above the gouges. The light swirled
until the wounds closed, then lifted back into her palms.


Mrinx jerked. “Lesot, be sure to take that head since it’s
tricked with her magic.”


Finally, on Cullen’s third try, the lock pulled clear, and
he slid it off the metal bars.


Lesot pulled unsuccessfully on the door, also rusted shut.


Cullen pushed from inside, and it gave way with a loud
creak.


Mrinx stepped into the cage and stooped next to Lyra. She
held her hands above Lyra’s shin. “May I?”


Cullen kneeled beside them, fingering his dragon ring.


Lyra nodded and asked, “What is that rat-thing?”


“A king black degus—a consort to the scorpent. It weakens
the prey to get a small piece of the take.”


“Why doesn’t a scorpent eat the degus?”


“They do look plump enough.” She chuckled. “But taste foul.
Same reason they won’t eat Rotters.”


Although using a soft touch, the scratchy feeling of Mrinx’s
rough skin against the thin scars made Lyra jump. A wide smile covered the old
lady’s face. “Very turprentious! You be a good healer. Even down to the
under-layers. Where be your power from?”


Lyra hesitated. “I inherited most from my grandmothers. The
rest is from the brightest star of the Aries constellation, Hamal.”


“Ahh. Power passed through maternal lines—how I got mine
too. But, stars…what?”


“Strong lights from distant planets. They twinkle like
diamonds against the night sky.”


Mrinx tilted her head. “Sky diamonds. I’d wish to see those.
They be in the world above? Dragonspeir?”


Lyra nodded.


With a hand on his mother’s shoulder, Lesot whispered in her
ear.


“Right. We must move quick along to a safer place.”


Cullen offered his arm to help Lyra stand.


After the others left the cell, Lesot removed the body and
head of the degus. He locked the door closed and doused his torch.


Lyra’s leg felt weak, so she leaned on Cullen’s arm while
they walked.


Mrinx’s heavy ring of keys dragged her shoulder down and
clanked along the stone.


“Allow me to help you with your load.” Cullen offered,
holding out a hand.


She jerked her arm up, securing the collection to her
sagging bosom. “No one carries my keys.” She lowered her voice to an agitated
whisper. “It be how we Malificates survive, finding ways to steal from the
Vizards.”


Cullen held up his palm, gesturing his acceptance of her
wishes.


After taking a deep breath, she continued in a calmer tone.
“The Vizards tolerate us, and the Rotters fear us. Both mock us with names like
‘sootwhores’ and ‘coalsuckers’ because they forced our ancestors to mining
work. When those Malificates inhaled dust from the rare striped obsidian, we
got magic. For a time, was all kept on the sly. After generations, the magic
passed natural from mother to daughter and father to son. Still outnumbered, we
kept digging new tunnels, but did them with our new powers—no grunt work for us
anymore.”


“Shh,” Lesot turned from his place in the front of the group
and spread his long, thin arms wide to stop them.


Ahead, a door creaked, and a thread of light spilled into
the alley. A scrawny dog slipped out, something like a short-haired terrier
with enormous ears. The door shut. The dog trotted up, and after one glance at
Lyra, it ran back and scratched the door.


Lesot pulled Lyra and Cullen behind a couple trash cans.


The door opened, and a woman addressed the dog. “Toc, back
so soon? What goes?”


“Son, must we look in every one?” Mrinx said loudly as she
walked back to Lesot. “My feet be swelled.” Her skirt swirled in the direction of
the open door. “Hallo to you. It be only us two. No trouble.”


“You must have hexed him just for kicks, you old
carboneater. Watch yourself or I’ll summon the Vizards on patrol.”


“A good night to you,” Lesot called out. He gave a courteous
bow and rose with a wave of his hand, shooting a puff of black smoke toward the
woman. “Carbonatum en inflateum.”


The woman screamed as the cloud transformed into a pointed
mass. Lyra and Cullen peeked above the rims of the bins in time to see her dart
inside and attempt to pull the door closed, but not before Lesot’s dark arrow
entered her mouth. She dropped with a thud onto the floor.


Mrinx grabbed the woman’s arm and pulled her quickly inside
the open door.


The dog growled, but stayed at his mistress’s side. Her
rotund form lay in a heap, her long hairless tail wound around one foot. Lyra
now understood the meaning of lungshooting and followed Mrinx as she continued
down the alley.


Cullen and Lesot stayed close behind. At a quicker pace,
they turned a corner, and stopped at an unlit door. Mrinx unlocked it with
ease, and they entered.


She turned as if to secure it. “Bolts, lockets, and tossels—firma
en domina.” She never touched the structure, but her pendants danced wildly
as they set the locks. She turned to her guests and motioned them to sit at a
small wooden table.


Lesot lit a candle. Wisps of smoke twirled around the flame.
Lyra wondered what sort of effluvial magic hung in the twisting threads.


Sparsely decorated, the table and four mismatched rickety
chairs were the main features of the room. Two rockers sat in corners of the
other side. A tiny cooking area occupied the back wall. Handmade, brown braided
rugs covered the stone floor. Although the furnishings showed wear, the room
seemed tidy.


“Now, that trade you spoke about. Let’s quibble.” Mrinx sat
at the table, a gleam in her eyes. “You be not from Terza. What have you come
to find?”


“We’re here to gain a cure for a black magic plague that is
killing our people. Our powers are ineffectual,” Cullen replied.


Mrinx leaned forward on her elbows. “How do they suffer?”


“The illness shows with symptoms of scarlet hemorrhaging
underneath the skin, but no open lesions, and a marked fever. In later stages,
they vomit blood.”


She exchanged a look with her son, then nodded at Lyra.
“I’ve seen a sample of her power—strong and not any seen here. Yours must be
similar. What be your offer?”


“We can conjure any riches you desire,” Lyra answered.


“Treasure is of no value to us Malificates, only to the
shallow, soulless Vizards. For us, power be freedom. You may make only one more
offer.”


“Can you supply us with a cure for the illness?” Cullen
asked. “How can we be certain of your end of the bargain?”


Lesot leaned over Cullen’s shoulder. “Come with me.” He
waved a hand and another cloud of dark smoke formed. Behind it appeared a small
door. Carrying the candle, he ducked his tall frame and led the group down a
staircase.


“Illume!” Mrinx called out. Again, her pendant faces
and figures writhed. Tapers lit in three chandeliers.


The room contrasted with the living quarters in every way
except the dingy color scheme. On every inch of the walls hung chains, amulets,
and preserved heads of strange animals. A crow-like taxidermy bird on one wall
came to life, flew to the opposite wall, and resettled into what looked like a
museum specimen.


“Stillness, Rant,” the old woman scolded.


Two large work tables filled the center, resembling the
alchemical laboratories where Eburscon and Tarom worked. In place of their
mazes of blown glass tubes were networks of metal pipes. Along one wall, a
fireplace held three cauldrons.


“As you see, we be capable of creating a potion.” Lesot
motioned them to sit on tall stools at one table.


“One of your power jewels we don’t have in this underground
would seal the deal,” Mrinx suggested, reaching toward the tip of Cullen’s
staff.


He pulled it to his side. “Not an option.”


“You each have so many—rings and pins.” She chuckled while
stroking the feathers of the dead-looking black bird. “Choose wisely.”


Cullen shook his head.


“Resto servat brillio magia paro Mrinx,” the old
witch declared, and Cullen’s jadestone brooch appeared in her hand.


He attempted to lunge off his stool and found himself
unable. The hand on his staff gripped harder and harder until the knuckles turned
white, but the staff remained dark.


“You best tell how to work this, or you’ll meet that
scorpent again.” Mrinx turned the brooch over in her palm.


The paired jadestones had helped Lyra and Cullen save each
other’s lives. Lyra knew those powers couldn’t be lost. Her own glowed a
warning in response to the theft.


“What here? Yours be set to operate. How?” the witch asked.


“It calls to its mate,” Lyra replied.


“Well, then I’ll own that one too.”


“No! Wait! I have something else you’ll like better.” Lyra’s
arm couldn’t move. “Please allow me to get into my bag.”


Mrinx nodded and lifted the spell.


Hoping the witch could read, Lyra pulled out the document of
her bloodswear quest and offered it to her.


Cullen’s eyes widened. “You can’t give her that.”


“Hmm. Why not? That good?” Mrinx asked, her eyes shining.
She eagerly scanned the pages. Something caught her attention. She glanced up.
“Lesot, come here.” Together they poured over the report.


Finally, she looked at Lyra. “When was this happening?”


“Recently.”


“You give information about a power upset in
Dragonspeir—reasons for war. I can use this to trade for respect and position,
a better life for me and my son. Our deal be set.”


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Four: Obsidian Dust


 


 


“How long will it take you to make the potion?” Lyra asked.
“We’re in a hurry to save sick people.”


“We start now. I think only a short while. They suffer from
the Sanguinous Low Pestilence, a quick killer. Since I last concocted this, was
a long time.”


The big black bird sprang back to life and sailed around the
room screeching, “Caw! Caw!”


Busy at a work table, Mrinx didn’t take time to silence it.
Instead, Lesot held out an arm where the bird took a quiet perch on his
shoulder.


“I don’t remember this potion,” Lesot said.


“You were jest a child. Here, grind these dried trochent
eyes.” She handed him a stock jar of shriveled eyeballs, and her pendant
figures passed a mortar and pestle.


The bird tipped its head down low, its tail jerking wildly to
maintain balance while watching the procedures.


Mrinx paused and opened a large, worn leather-bound
grimoire. “Spectaculae en hastium!”


One of her pendants flew up, carrying reading glasses to her
nose.


She snatched the pair and parted the wads of her frizzy hair
to wind the curved earpieces into place. “Pinch of mettlehammer.” After
collecting a bottle from the wall shelves, she added the ingredient and
returned to the spell book. “Chattle piss—one squiff. Rant, if you don’t mind.”


The bird hopped down Lesot’s outstretched arm and hovered at
the edge of the cauldron. It lifted its tail and contributed to the brew. The
steam rising to its feathers made the bird wobble. Once it regained some
balance, it flew back to a safer position at the far end of the table near Lyra
and Cullen, greeting them with another screech.


Glancing behind her to make sure no roaming hands or wings
reached for her from the walls, Lyra backed away from the intimidating bird.


“Rant, manners with our guests,” Lesot reprimanded.


Cullen moved beside Lyra and whispered into her ear, “None
of the people we’ve met here seem to recognize where we’re from by our dress.
But, these two know our land by name. You may have given away too much.”


“It’s a chance I had to take. People are dying. I’ll accept
responsibility for my mistakes.”


He squeezed her hand. Although he didn’t send any hidden
thought, she understood his gesture.


Mrinx selected an amulet and another jar from the wall.
“Lyra, since you gave a generous trade offer, I’ll include another level of
magic. This striated obsidian dust will protect all your folk from catching any
future dark illness.”


“Strong stuff.” Her son nodded. “The source of Malificate
power.”


”Thank you very much,” Lyra said, leaning around the
cackling bird to watch the special substance being added. Black powder
glittered like sequins in the candlelight. When it contacted the liquid, the
mixture bubbled to the rim of the cauldron and rose in a sparkling vapor.


“Quick! Bring hands over the pot to take in the magic,” Mrinx
urged her guests, with a wave of her arm. “Like this.” She rubbed her hand
together as though washing in the steam. “Will help protect you from dark
spells for the short.”


Lyra cautiously slipped one hand into the mist. “Oh!” She
jerked her arm back. “It tickles.” When she replaced it, black glitter coated
her skin. At the spot of the degus bite, the residual aches in her deep shin
tissues relaxed. “It works! It finished healing my leg.” She looked to Cullen,
who followed and joined her, rubbing his hands vigorously in the vapor.


The bubbles of the concoction began to spit, then steam
receded. “It be finished.” Mrinx gave a final stir with a wooden spoon before
she stepped to the shelves. “How many wells have you where people be taken
ill?” She looked back at Lyra and Cullen.


“Six wells supply drinking water where residents are
affected. Dozens more are used for agriculture, with livestock and crops,”
Cullen replied.


“Can’t make black magic potion enough for all. I’m short on
obsidian dust, and it’ll take more than a day to slake more from our mines.
What I’ve brewed will mend folks through the drinking wells, but no more.” She
transferred six green bottles from a shelf to the work table and used a funnel
to pour the steaming liquid into each. “Resto en totalle!” she declared
as she waved a hand above the open containers. After her hand passed, vapor
throughout the room pulled together into wisps, colliding and swirling in a
tangle as if trying to determine which bottle contained the liquid from which
they came. When all the steam rejoined the appropriate sample, Mrinx corked
each. She handed the bottles to her guests. “Be certain to keep them sealed
until you begin stating the imprecation. Your words will seep the magic gases
into the well waters.”


Cullen fitted half of the bottles into his pack. “Lyra, you
take the other three for safety, in case…”


She nodded and accepted the remaining ones, trying to block
his frightening thought. “What is the imprecation?”


“Saturificate entrend e billify din aquifer en totalle!”


Lyra repeated the words. “Will you write it down?”


Mrinx shook her head. “We cannot risk our Malificate spells
known to any Vizards or Rotters.”


Cullen stated the phrase aloud while Lyra continued silent
repetitions, committing the incantation to memory.


“After that be done, dip and serve samples to each, ill or
well, to treat and protect,” Mrinx added. She glanced over her son’s shoulder
as he read Lyra’s manuscript of her recent bloodswear quest.


“They will still risk lives, without more for treating all
waterways.” He pointed out a passage to her. “Maybe…I’ve seen this on Kon’s
bookshelf.”


Lyra strained, trying to determine which page they read. “Is
there something you recognize?” she asked, prompting them to talk openly.


“This Book of Dragonspeir you mention…I’ve seen that
title in the collection of one of ours,” Lesot replied, glancing up at her “You
write that there are missing books in the original set of five, that they could
make power to your leader.”


Cullen leaned forward, gripping the table. “Do you recall
the author’s name?”


“‘Fraid not. I’ve been trying to think of the name. I paged
through that book once while I waited on Kon to slap some trade supplies for my
mother.”


“Was it Brigid? Sorcha? Nareene?”


“No, didn’t start with those sounds. More like an ‘el’
sound.”


“Elisabeth?”


“Yes. That be it.”


Lyra grabbed Cullen’s arm. “We need to come back after that
copy of Elisabeth’s book.”


His eyes wide, he shook his head but remained speechless.


She addressed Lesot. “Will your friend allow us to have his
book?”


Lesot scratched his head and smiled. “For a high price. Kon
be one of the elders, like my mother. He’s shrewd to drive a bargain, for sure
after he reads this and knows its worth to you.”


Mrinx nodded. “Make payment willing. Bring something good
with you.”


“I’m not certain possessing only one more book will enhance
the Imperial Dragon’s power,” Cullen said to Lyra. “We’ll need to discuss the
matter with him first. He may advise against the risk of returning.”


The glint in his eyes told Lyra more than his words, and she
played along. “Yes, the Guardians all have told me it’s the entire set that
will deliver great power, not a single volume. It would only be a chance that
one would help.”


“Well, if you decide to return, look for us to take you to
Kon. It will go better on you,” the witch said. “For me and my son, your trade
be handsome, and I can strike in a good word for you with my colleague. Now,
let’s get you out as safe as can be.” She looked to Lesot. “You go. I’m old and
slow. Take them along the far flap to the outer cross. From there, they’ll have
to go on alone.”


He nodded. “Do you wish some food or drink before we go?”


“Just some water. We need to get back soon,” Lyra answered,
pulling the bottles of water from her bag.


Back upstairs in the tiny kitchen, Mrinx worked the handle
of a small pump attached to the side of a cracked and stained porcelain sink.
When water came, she held a glass under the flow and filled another for Lesot.
“It be safe, but likely different than you know.”


Particles clouded the water in the glass the witch held, and
the air smelled of the same sulfur stench in the tunnels.


“Let’s start on our way,” Cullen said as he returned his
empty bottle to Lyra.


Lesot led them to the door.


Mrinx’s pendants clamored, climbing and flying upward under
her chin until she gently patted them down. “They want to say goodbyes. Lyra,
you have given us more than you know. I hope to see you yet again here, and
maybe someday I can see your power stars.” She extended both hands to Lyra.


“Thank you for helping us.” Lyra added hers to make a
four-hand clasp. “I would like very much to show you my stars.” She noticed a
tiny tear seeping from one of the witch’s eyes and pulled her into a hug. “I’m
glad I gave you a way to make your lives better.”


Lesot hurried their guests out the door and along many turns
through a maze of alleys. When they darted across a thoroughfare tunnel, smoke
hung in the air, a dull haze under the streetlamps. However, Lyra noticed her
mind remained clear. She was grateful for the protection of the obsidian dust.
With no time to ask Lesot how it worked, she scurried to keep pace, since he
moved fast with large strides of his long, thin legs.


Near the center of the merchant area, he stopped several
times, motioning them to drop behind waste bins or discarded wooden crates.
Often, he pretended to be sifting through trash while Vizards appeared on
doorsteps. When the alleyway cleared, he scooted them along faster than they
could travel over the dark, uneven stone. A couple of times, when Lyra or
Cullen knocked over some debris, Lesot pushed them down behind cover and
waited.


Eventually, the footpath opened onto a wide passage, a short
distance from any window lights in homes or businesses. He extended both hands,
one to Cullen and the other to Lyra. “This be the farthest I may take you
without risk. Thanks be to you and fare you well.”


Moving closer to accept his hand, Lyra noticed his forehead
seemed more deeply furrowed with lines than she remembered earlier.


Laughter sounded nearby. “Be off fast.” Lesot withdrew into
the shadows of the alley.


The passage seemed to be a connector between villages, lit
only by the glow of inclusions in obsidian rock. Cullen took hold of Lyra’s
hand, and they ran along the wide tunnel, supporting each other whenever
unbalanced by the uneven stone.


After running for several minutes, Lyra panted and needed to
slow, but forced herself to keep the pace. This seemed to be a longer path than
the one they took with Scrunt. Hopefully, it was safer.


When they approached a small connector, shuffling noises
drew her attention. Passing through, she peered into the empty blackness, but
saw nothing.


“Stop!” a man’s voice shouted after they jogged through the next
intersection.


“Keep moving.” Cullen glanced at Lyra and kept running.


“I said stop!” Footsteps thumped behind them. A cloud of
smoke formed above their heads and slowly descended, blocking their vision.


“Go ahead of me,” Cullen spit out between gasps for air.


Lyra struggled to breathe, the smoke burning her lungs, but
adrenaline powered her legs faster.


“Help me catch those two! My smoke won’t work,” the same
voice yelled.


“Right!” another replied.


Lyra couldn’t determine how many followed, their footsteps
echoing off the walls in a deafening roar.


Abruptly, the hooded head of a giant snake loomed into her
face.


She stopped cold, and her heart jumped into her throat. She
opened her mouth to scream, but her fiery throat only let out a squeak.


Unable to stop quickly enough, Cullen ran into her back, and
Lyra braced herself to not fall forward, closer to the monster. When she
regained her balance, she noticed the torso of jointed pincher legs and rattler
tail of a scorpent.


“I knew that’d stop them.” A tall, wiry-framed Vizard walked
around them and stood beside the monster. He patted the side of its neck and
cackled while he casually fingered a hole in his ragged flannel shirt.


The scorpent shook its tail higher in the air and tasted the
air with its forked tongue, drool dripping at Lyra’s feet.


“Heard this girl a hissin’ down the short lag and called to
her.” Another Vizard stepped into sight. His mask dangled to one side,
revealing charred tendons underneath. He came alongside Lyra. “Pardon, miss.
Didn’t mean to scare you.” With a wicked laugh, he reattached the thin film of
loose tissue and straightened his baggy jacket onto the bones of his shoulders.


“Good work, Dupe,” a third called from behind. “But no need
to scare our guests. Leave that job to the lady ‘pent. At the Bellicose Bar,
heard talk that Goibben had two strangers locked up to feed our demons. Those
needing power were to be at the Roundhouse to touch the ones that got their
bellies full, but the deal didn’t pan. ‘Spose this be the pair he had?”


“What I’m thinkin’,” Dupe said.


Saliva from the scorpent dropped onto Lyra’s head. She
jerked into Cullen’s side and flinched as the drool burned her scalp. She
fingered her ring and noticed Cullen clenching his staff, ready to strike.


“In that case, looks like we’ll be the first ones in line to
get a big dose of power from this lady scorpent,” the third Vizard said as he
walked into view. Hoisting his trousers up, he retied his rope belt.


 “Count us fourth and fifth in that line.” More voices
chimed in behind.


The scorpent’s hissing grew louder and reverberated off the
stone, until Lyra’s mind spun.


The one in the flannel shirt raised a hand to the others.
“Well, I’m first, ‘cause I laid eyes on them before the rest of you burnfaces.”


“I ain’t no burnface,” a voice from behind countered.


“Anyhow, I’m first.”


“Nope, I called the scorpent. I’m first,” Dupe replied,
thrusting fists into his jacket pockets.


While the Vizards argued, the scorpent slid closer. Its head
dropped to reveal the gigantic stinger scorpion tail, coiled tight and arching
directly above Lyra and Cullen.


He lowered his staff, the tip glowing blue with his aura,
poised to fire.


Lyra lifted her hand, and the sets of her bloodswear ring
pulsed with light.


Slowly, the scorpent withdrew a few feet.


With his free hand, Cullen took hold of Lyra’s arm and
guided her to the side of the tunnel away from the monster.


Over her shoulder, she saw the Vizards continue to argue, so
engrossed they didn’t notice the scorpent hovering without striking.


Lyra’s heart pounded in her chest as she felt along the damp
stone wall to guide her forward. Her eyes remained fixed on the scorpent. She
wondered if Mrinx’s obsidian vapor held the creature off. Not trusting the
effluvial magic, Lyra kept an incantation ready to fire off of her ring. She
led them away, foot by foot, until they rounded a curve.


Cullen took a step back and circled his staff high in the
air, gathering power. He released a blanket of pale blue light in the direction
of the group of Vizards. Pushing into Lyra’s side, he whispered, “We’re out of
sight. Run.”


She set off without looking back. They needed to find the
way out, but were on a different connector than before. It confused her sense
of direction.


Footsteps sounded again behind them, and she darted down a
side path. At the next junction, they paused to look either way and then at
each other.


Between her racing pulse and gasps for breath, Lyra only
heard the familiar drip-drip-drip of water trickling down the walls. “I think
we lost them.”


Cullen panted and nodded as he looked down both directions
of the crossing tunnel, a major thoroughfare. “I see lights down there. That
must be the other village, where we met Scrunt. My guess is our exit lies the
other way.”


“Will our Alliance gems point us to the portal?”


“Good idea. At some point, I think we’ll detect magnetism of
Alliance ley lines, channeling electricity toward the lair.” After turning onto
the connector, Cullen tipped his staff. “Tactus.” The sapphire sparked
into a glow. “Decessio coma,” he whispered, and the light dampened to a
flicker.


Lyra lifted her hand to her face and softly applied the same
incantation to her ring.


They jogged along the main passage. At the junction of
another trail, Lyra jumped when she heard a shuffling, hissing sound. She
planted her feet and raised her arm to strike. Only a couple rats stopped to
bare their teeth before skittering away. Nerves spent, her muscles collapsed,
and her arms hung limp.


This happened twice more along the path, leaving her
exhausted from energy spent on fight-or-flight responses. Running no longer an
option, she trudged onward. Her strength worn down, she hoped they picked the
correct direction.


At a crossroads, their gems sparked. Turning in each
direction and observing her sapphires, Lyra asked, “Which direction? The ring
seems to glow the same each way.”


“Who’s there?” a man’s voice called out of the darkness.
Slowly the face of a Rotter became visible. He stood from a kneeling position.
“Folks here need no flame,” he muttered. Trailing a hand along the wall, his
feet stumbled over the uneven surface. His belly spilling over his belt, he
seemed a bit rounder than others of his kind.


Cullen motioned Lyra to remain silent.


She nodded and cut off her aura that lit the gems.


“I’m in need of directions. I’ll gladly offer a trade,” the
Rotter said, lifting his snout and sniffing the air.


“Where do you need to go?” Cullen asked.


“Headed toward Dradgest.”


“Why are you lost?”


The Rotter hesitated, kicking a rock with the toe of his
scuffed boot while he clamped a clawed hand tight on a rocky projection.


Cullen stepped forward. He waved his darkened staff before
the rat-man’s blank face and received no response. “Again, tell me why you need
help.”


The rat-man sighed. “Just came from that open portal. Looked
out and didn’t think my eyes would ever see more than a glare. Once I got an
eyeful, a wide board pounded me back into the tunnel. Now, I’m as good as
blind.”


Hearing this word of hope, Lyra’s tired posture
straightened.


“I think we can work a deal.” Cullen smiled at her. “Tell us
how to reach the portal, and we’ll give you directions to Dradgest.”


“Agreed. Tell me the way.” The Rotter leaned against the
wall and stared at the ceiling of the tunnel.


“Since you are at the disadvantage, lacking sight, you
reveal your information first.”


“Well enough. Back how I came, first crossing to the right,
then second to the left.”


“Thank you. To reach Dradgest, turn left at the second
junction.”


“Thanks be to you also.” The Rotter grinned, showing yellowed
snags of teeth.


Lyra slipped past him, staying well to the other side of the
tunnel, although she caught a whiff of a pungent herbal odor about him. She
looked back, and the rat-man crawled on all fours with his side touching the
wall.


At the right turn, the sapphire dragon eyes in her ring
gleamed. After rounding the left corner, light shining from the portal supplied
her with newfound strength and fueled a brisk walk that soon increased to a
jog.


With sunlight on her face, she smiled up at the watchful
eyes of Cranewort. “We made it!” She crawled onto the ground, enjoying the
softness of the forest loam.


Cullen kneeled and wrapped his arms around her.


Cranerwort’s large, flat leaves whipped in all directions.
“I’m so happy to see you both! I’ll send word to the Imperial Dragon that
you’ve returned.”


Cullen dragged his body to stand and offered Lyra his arm.
“Direct him to meet us at the main well of the Meadow.” With a sure-handed spin
of his staff, he conjured a wide blue cloud around the two of them. His free
arm held her tight to his side.


The face of the ancient tree fading from her view, the
familiar weightless sensation, the musky citrus smell of Cullen’s skin—a wave
of gratitude swept over Lyra.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Five: Cure or Cost


 


 


A whoosh of wing beats blew away Cullen’s mist, and Lyra saw
the outstretched golden sails of the Imperial Dragon. He tilted his wings
backward to break his momentum. “I’m overjoyed to see your return!” he
exclaimed before he completely landed in the main clearing of the Meadow of
Peace.


The ground shook under Lyra’s feet. The Unicorn, Guardian of
the Earth, galloped up. Double the size of a horse, when he skidded to a halt
he created a wide dust cloud that mingled with the long, wispy tendrils of his
silver aura. “My lord, have we learned the outcome?” He snorted and shook his
white mane, tangled with brambles from what was likely a swift trip through his
forest domain.


“Not yet.” The leader raised a single foreclaw. “The flame
of our Phoenix approaches.” He looked up and spoke to the golden, blazing ball
as it spun downward in front of him. “Our Guardian of Fire, you are the Lady of
Peace who takes no part in warfare. Your presence must portend that our Scribe
and Imperial Sorcerer bear good news.”


The burning orb spun faster, whipping into the form of a
firebird. She extended the blue tips of her wings to halt her rotation. Golden
tail feathers dripped sparks. She bowed her mauve head low before Lyra. “The
Head Guardian is correct. I sense that your actions have once again brought aid
to our people. Please share.”


Cullen pulled one of the bottles from his pack. “We have
brought a black magic potion that will cure our sick. We have a dose for each
of the wells that supply drinking water to those affected. We watched while
special obsidian dust was incorporated into the mixture and sampled the power
of the vapors above the cauldron. That should also protect residents from
future conjured dark illnesses.”


“Indeed, good news, if it is efficacious. Please administer
the potion to this well. As a test, we’ll offer its water to those who come
forward as volunteers.” The Imperial Dragon moved to the opposite side of the
casing and motioned for his fellow Guardians to join.


The Phoenix flew to a perch on the wooden beam high above
the shaft where massive pulleys fed ropes to collecting pails.


Lyra glanced at Cullen as they stepped through the
wildflowers to the near side of the well. “I think we should practice saying
the incantation before opening the bottle, to be sure we can remember.”


Cullen nodded. “Yes. Between the effects of the Vizard’s
effluvial magic and transitioning to Dragonspeir, we may have difficulties. You
first.”


“Saturate and billify...” She hesitated,
unable to find all the words.


“Saturificate entrend e billify…” He paused. “How
does it complete? My mind is blank.”


A tremble ran along Lyra’s spine. She closed her eyes and
searched her mind, channeling a portion of her heart aura to her memory. “…din
aquifer en totalle,” she added and then recited the entire sentence.
“Ready.”


“You state the incantation, backing it with some of your
scribal power. The unusual nature of your aura may also confuse dark forces.”
He leaned over the stone housing and loosened the cork. “As soon as it’s
unstoppered, begin.”


Lyra nodded, mentally reciting her line and pulling a larger
quantity of her aura to a ready position in her mind.


Cullen wedged the cork free from the neck of the bottle. He
tilted it, and the viscous dark liquid oozed, hanging at the lip. Rather than
pouring out, it circled the glass mouth, as if waiting for guidance.


“Saturificate entrend e billify din aquifer en totalle,”
she pronounced each syllable with precision. Once she spoke the last word of
the incantation, the potion flowed out and spiraled around the rim of the well,
shimmering soft light onto her and Cullen’s faces. Moving lower, it lit the
stone casing of the well. Moments later, a sizzling noise echoed upward,
followed by wisps of faintly glimmering vapor.


“This well is now enchanted with the cure,” Cullen stated as
he turned to face the Imperial Dragon. “How do you wish to test the water? Do
we have a volunteer who wishes to attempt the treatment? Or should a
non-magical animal be the first subject?”


Without waiting for guidance, the Unicorn struck the ground
with a hoof and spread his billowing aura farther around him. “I’ll bring back
a volunteer and also an animal.” With a snort of silvery mist from his flared
nostrils, he charged away, reaching a gallop after only a few strides.


Cullen grasped the rope lead on the collecting bucket and
lowered it down. They all stood silent, watching. Even the surrounding sprites
hushed the wildflowers in the Meadow of Peace. Only the grinding of metal
pulleys broke the stillness. As he hoisted up the first bucket of water, the
remaining Guardians edged closer with the fairies hanging above them.


“How it fizzes with bubbles,” remarked the Phoenix. “And it
glimmers—”


“With suspended particles.” The golden leader interrupted.
“Let’s hope those are safe for our consumption.”


No one ventured a response. Lyra’s breath was shallow in her
chest.


Finally, the thundering of the Unicorn’s hoofs shook the
ground, and in moments, he came into view, carrying two men.


Not far behind, Bero led two blue bucks. He and the members
of his herd each transported a man. Bero held his chest high, and his silver
antlers caught the light.


Kenzo, Cullen’s tiger owl assistant, flew alongside, his
silver and white striped wings spread wide.


At the back of the group, Noba flapped his tiny pseudodragon
wings, unable to match the agile flight of the owl, even though the two were
equally about three feet from nose to tail.


The Unicorn jerked to restrain his pace, and mist puffed
from his mouth.


At the sight of her good friends, Lyra’s heart soared.


A team of dozens of sprites flitted around the weakened
riders. Trails of magic threads secured the men onto the backs of the Guardian
and the three deer.


As the Unicorn trotted toward the well area, he billowed
filaments of his aura upward around his riders, which braced them when he
stopped.


Lyra took a step toward them, intending to help the
volunteers.


“Stop! Lyra stay away from them,” Cullen exclaimed. “You may
be at risk. No one knows.” After securing the end of the basket rope to a metal
cleat, he eased each man off of his escort to a seated position several yards
from the well. “Good to have your assistance,” he said to the volunteers and
gently slapped the muscled shoulders of the bucks. “And my assistant and
familiar, thank you as well for organizing security with the sprites.”


Four of the men were elderly and suffering with advanced
stages of the pestilence. They stared blankly. Red patches covered their arms
and faces, bleeding under the skin. Too weak to sit upright, they slumped
against large stones. The fifth man was much younger, in his prime. Although
his symptoms appeared as advanced, he sat without aid. He held out a live
chicken in a burlap bag to Cullen.


The wizard accepted the hen and took it to the ledge of the
well.


Kenzo sailed to a perch beside his master. After the owl
bowed his head to the Phoenix who sat on the crossbeam, he stroked the tip of
his wing along Lyra’s arm. He fixed his big ice blue eyes on her. “When I
learned where you’d gone, I was…” he lowered his voice to a whisper. “…afraid.”
He quickly folded his wings and puffed out his feathers.


Noba followed, clasping his talons onto the ledge at her
other side, his poisonous barbed tail whipping so wildly that she took a step
closer to the owl. “Noba happy to have Lady Lyra back safe. Was frightened.”


She looked from one to the other. “It’s okay to be afraid.
I’m sure glad to see you two again.” She lifted two ladles from where they hung
on hooks in the wooden frame.


Without a word, Kenzo grasped one in his beak and dipped the
bowl of the spoon into the pail while Lyra held it steady.


Cullen grasped the flapping chicken.


She removed a shallow metal bowl from where dippers hung,
filled it, and placed it before the hen.


The chicken took a beak full and tipped its head back to
swallow.


Cullen loosened his hold. In the next minute, it cackled
wildly, flopped its wings, then quieted. He placed it on the ground, and it
went about the usual business of pecking and clucking. “Seems safe for a hen,
after some minor effects. Shall we observe longer?” He looked at the Imperial
Dragon.


“Every hour we face more death. Dozens passed while you were
away.” The leader snorted a puff of smoke high into the air and thumped his tail
against the ground. He sighed and looked at the sorcerer. “I will assume the
responsibility. Let us proceed with treatment of those affected, using utmost
caution.” He nodded to each of the other three Guardians. “Be sure to keep all
healers on high alert. Don’t forget Mimio, the Tortoise’s assistant, a fine
healer who is working in the near village. I told the two of them to remain
there since he travels slowly.”


The old man nearest Cullen raised a hand to volunteer, but
the middle-aged man labored to stand and said, “Denkus, you have grandchildren
who need you. Let me bear the risk in case the potion needs adjustment. I have
no wife or children.”


The older man lowered his hand and nodded. “Jeldan, you are
brave. May you heal and find a wife.”


Cullen steadied Jeldan with an arm around his broad
shoulders and helped transfer the ladle from Kenzo.


The villager wrapped shaking fingers around the handle,
nails still stained from working the fields, and lifted it to his lips. He took
a cautious sip. After swallowing, he stared at the ground for a few seconds,
waiting.


From a distance, Lyra strained to watch movements of the
man’s chest.


His breathing remained shallow.


She held her own breath.


Suddenly, a cobalt blue sentry cut across the sky, carrying
a rider. The dragon approached the Meadow, traveling fast. The beast tipped his
wings to resist the air and dug his talons into the ground, sending sprites
darting in all directions and blossoms bending out of his way. Just as soon as
he halted, a slender young woman slid off, stepped down onto his wing tendon
and sprang onto the ground.


She ran toward the group, her long brown braid jostling
about her shoulders and her thin work apron tearing on flower briars. “Jeldan!
What have you done?” she cried, taking hold of his arm that still held the
ladle.


The man turned toward her. “It’s all right, Mita. I have no
one. You are my sister, but your husband looks after you now.”


“You do have me. I care. You took the cure?” Her tears
streamed as she scanned his face. “How do you feel? Wait! Your eyes! Sparks
just flashed over them. Jeldan? Why?” she pleaded.


Cullen gently placed a hand under Jeldan’s chin and lifted
his face. “Yes, but receding now. Ruddiness is covering your cheeks.” The
wizard touched the man’s forhead. “You don’t feel feverish.”


Jeldan closed his eyes and drew a long, deep breath. “I feel
strength flowing through my limbs, as well as I’ve felt on my finest days.” He
smiled at his sister.


“Let me be more certain there are no ill effects.” Cullen
rubbed his hands lightly along the man’s body and took extra time examining his
chest and torso. “All internal organs are functioning properly. The internal
bleeding of the pestilence has stopped.”


Eyes still watering, Mita gave her brother a hug, but now a
smile lit her face. “You’ll make a fine uncle.”


“You’re having a baby?” Jeldan asked, beaming. He took her
hands and held her at arm’s length to look at the small bump of her belly.


By that time, many villagers had walked up and formed a
circle around the assembly.


Cullen gently clasped the woman’s arm. “There is a blood
bruising on your inner forearm. How long has this been here?”


“It’s nothing. Just from doing chores,” she replied.


“It’s an early symptom of the pestilence. It can kill your
unborn child long before you.”


Jeldan offered her the ladle, still half filled. “Take it,
Mita. I want to see my niece or nephew.”


She squeezed her brother’s hand and looked at Cullen. “Are
you sure the cure is safe for my baby?”


“I’m certain your brother is healthy and that your baby will
die by tomorrow’s sunset if you don’t take it,” Cullen replied, taking hold of
her other hand.


She hesitated, looking to her brother for guidance.


“Allow an old, frail man to add more proof for the young
lady,” Denkus said from where he leaned against a boulder.


“Very well. Thank you, Denkus.” Cullen delivered water to
the elderly man. He stooped and cradled the man against his torso, then lifted
the ladle to his mouth.


Denkus’s pale, thin lips sputtered. He coughed violently and
collapsed into Cullen. Air rushed into the old man’s lungs and expanded his
chest. Even from where Lyra stood, she saw the twinkle of magic in his yellowed
eyes. After several ragged breaths, he lifted his head and shoulders. Like with
Jeldan, a healthy, warm color replaced his sickly pallor. He looked toward Mita
and said with a toothless grin, “That should make proof enough if an elder like
me can survive.”


She nodded, but raised an eyebrow. “I hope the violent
coughing reaction won’t harm my baby.” She took the ladle from her brother and
swallowed the remaining treated water. Her other hand clenched into a fist, she
set her gaze on Jeldan.


All conversation stopped as they watched Mita.


An odd feeling swept over Lyra. She reflexively looked at the
horizon and witnessed the rise of the fire star of the spring sky, Regulus of
Leo. It sparked a thin, sharp beam onto her and delivered a burst of power. A
tremor shook her body from head to toe and, with heightened clairvoyance, she
perceived vibrations of Mita’s emotions running along her own skin. In the next
instant, Lyra moved toward the young woman. She didn’t take time to fully
consider her own instinctive reaction, although she clearly sensed Cranewort’s
agitation from a few miles away at the Crossroads.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Six: Dark Vengeance


 


 


“Agh, help me!” Mita screamed, bending double in pain just
before Lyra reached her. The young woman looked up with a helpless expression,
her arms holding underneath the small bulge of her belly.


Many in the crowd gasped and drew closer.


Cullen’s hands moved hers away to assess any injury while
Jeldan helped her to sit on the ground and supported her back. “I don’t feel
any damage to your organs, but the baby lies in a dangerous position and
convulses.” He moved his hands under her tunic, touching her bare skin. He
shook his head, and sweat beaded along his brow. “Lyra, please assist me,” he
directed without taking his eyes off the woman.


Lyra placed her hands on top of his. That would combine
their powers through the magic of their paired lovers’ jadestones. “I feel the
baby.” She channeled her aura deeper.


“How did you …You moved the birth cord from around—” Cullen
stated.


“There are two more loops.” She scrunched her face, trying
to channel between the folds of tissue within Mita.


Cullen moved Lyra’s hands underneath his.


“I need your power. Keep contact with me,” she directed him.
Finally, her aura got hold of the crushed and twisted tube and uncoiled it.
“The baby is free now.” Lyra kept her hands in place to monitor the fetus and
held her breath. Nothing. No movement or heartbeat. In those seconds, she
gathered and regathered portions of her aura she intended to transmit to the
baby, a shock to restart its nervous impulses. She couldn’t decide how much to
send. Usually, she used too much since her power often overwhelmed her. But
that was more a problem with powerballs than direct channeling. She felt
Cullen’s aura coursing through her fingers, less strong, but thankfully much
more precise and controllable. Once more, she scaled back. “Mita, I want you to
hold very still.” Lyra fixed her eyes on the woman.


Mita’s eyes were wide, and her face was drained of color,
but she nodded.


Still no beat. Lyra closed her eyes and let the mass of
power channel to the fetus. She kept her aura there and connected it to her own
heart rhythm, now pounding in her ears.


Moments later, underneath her own beat, she detected a soft
thumping sound, slightly off from her own cycle, speeding up and then slowing
down. She cautiously withdrew the connection to her heart. “There’s a
heartbeat!”


Cheers rang out through the crowd.


She cupped the baby with her aura and waited a few more
minutes. Gradually, the rhythm became more regular and she withdrew. Spent from
the delicacy of the task, Lyra dropped back from kneeling and extended her
legs. She leaned toward Cullen. “Make another check of Mita to be sure.”


“Yes, certainly.” He traced all along the woman’s torso at
key organ locations. “All fine,” he said with a smile and wiped sweat from his
forehead with the back of his hand.


A glow returned to Mita’s complexion. “Look! My arm.” She
rubbed a hand over her opposite forearm where the skin had been bruised. “It’s
clearing already. Thank you both.” She bowed her head to Lyra. “Especially to
you, Lady Lyra.”


The Imperial Dragon leaned over them and extended a dipper
of water to Lyra. “There are more ways than any of us know that you can help
us…yet another reason to be safe with your health.”


Mrinx had said the obsidian dust from the steam above her
cauldron would only protect Lyra for the short term. So she accepted the scoop,
drank it down, and jumped to her feet. “Let’s treat the other men.”


Kenzo and Noba darted past, vying to be the first to deliver
water to them.


Now protected by the potion, Lyra helped support their weak
limbs as they drank. She watched for a sign within herself, a jolt like the
others experienced, but nothing changed. She wondered what that meant and if
she was safe.


“Our treatment of the volunteers has proved successful,” the
Imperial Dragon proclaimed. “Bero, have your herd saddled with the carriers and
transport buckets of this water to those who are the most seriously ill. Cullen
and Lyra, please treat the remaining wells. Then report to this main well where
we will administer to all healthy pregnant women. Guardians will need to direct
the entire magical team to be certain every resident receives treatment or
prevention. There is much to be done.”


 


***


Lyra and Cullen transported to the next well, taking Noba
along so he wouldn’t get trampled in the confusion. Kenzo asked to help Bero
direct the navy deer herd, and Cullen agreed that was important.


Villagers met the threesome with smiles and cheers as they
arrived.


When the wizard uncapped the second bottle, Lyra repeated
the incantation. Like before, the potion swirled around the neck of the bottle
before it spiraled down to meet water at the bottom of the well. The swell of
sparkling steam brought another round of happy exclamations.


“Those here who are healthy, assist the ill. All must drink
to be cured or protected. Be warned, there may be a slight tremor or bout of
coughing as the elixir performs its function,” Cullen announced in a loud voice
to the couple hundred nearby. He repeated his directions to many others who
approached as fast as they could travel.


He directed Lyra and Noba to his side and, with a twist of
his staff, traveled to the next well.


There, being in a more remote area, only a handful of people
gathered. The pair quickly repeated the procedure and helped those waiting for
treatment.


Lyra supported each until their tremors passed. When the
last resident left the well area, she stated, “I didn’t have any reaction to
the potion—no cough or convulsion. Nothing. Do you think that’s okay? Am I
protected or could it have done something harmful?”


Cullen’s eyebrows lifted as he studied her face. “I don’t
know. It seems everyone has shown some visible side effect.”


“Lady Lyra is not well?” Noba balanced on the stone rim.


“All those who received the treated water were mortals,
having little or no afflation. Perhaps you have gained enough afflation to make
you immune? That would be a very good thing.”


“How can we know?” she asked.


“We’ve been so busy treating the sick or at risk, we haven’t
determined how a magical will respond to the potion.” He dipped a cup in the
filled bucket.


Lyra put a hand on his wrist, stopping him. “What if it
poisons you?”


“Then you and I may share the same mortality. I don’t want
to remain if you perish.”


She released his arm, respecting his feelings. Last winter
she came too close to losing him when his aura was stolen by a rider’s cimafa.
She clearly understood the pain of separation.


He swallowed and kept his gaze fixed on her. Nothing flashed
across his eyes.


“I don’t see anything. How do you feel?” she asked.


“There—I felt a sudden wave of heat passing over my face.”
He touched a hand to his forehead. “Only for a second. My eyes? Did you see
anything?”


“Nothing. Although you didn’t react like the mortals, you
did feel something. But, I had no reaction at all. Why not?”


“Well, it proves you have enough afflation to be naturally
immune to the pestilence, certainly a good thing. But, it also shows your magic
is different than mine, which we’ve seen many times. After all, you’re a Scribe
and pursued by many who wish to steal your unique aura. My guess—your power
must have overwhelmed the reaction.” He rubbed a hand over her shoulder.


Lyra lifted a corner of her mouth in a half-smile. Their
experiment only ruled out some possibilities, but still couldn’t explain her
lack of reaction to the potion. If only another Scribe lived who she could ask.
Cullen was right; her magic didn’t act exactly like his or like other magicals.
She wondered if Lesot’s friend in Terza really owned a copy of Elisabeth’s
book. That might give her some answers to this question and many more.


“Lady Lyra is well!” Noba’s cheer pulled her back from her
thoughts. “All this drinking makes Noba thirsty too.” He took a long draught of
the water and burped. Within moments, he became so disoriented Cullen needed to
carry him while they transported. When the blue vapor cleared, Noba flew to the
ledge of the next well, happy and well as ever. “Ready to help with this one,” he
called back to them, a lovable toothy grin plastered on his face.


 


***


Returning to the main well, the trio met the Imperial
Dragon, the Tortoise, and his assistant Mimio. The leader’s wingsails hung
slack against his flanks. The Tortoise rested one edge of his huge shell on the
ground. Mimio leaned against the well casing, wiped her brow, and tucked loose
strands of silver hair under the brocade fabric of her head-covering. The
sleeves of her stained and rumpled fine blue gown were rolled past her elbows.


About four hundred men and women gathered, many sitting and
resting with children playing at their feet.


“The few seriously ill women carrying children we already
treated, since sorceress Mimio was present. She was able to quiet the couple of
restless unborn,” the leader said to Cullen and Lyra.


“Any problems to keep watch on?” Cullen asked the sorceress.


Mimio shook her head. “No. They’re resting comfortably.”


The golden dragon gave a wide wave of his hand to those
around the well. “Please gather.”


Many of the men assisted the women to stand and walk toward
the forming line.


Noba flew back and forth from the well, helping the Tortoise
distribute water samples. Then, the women patiently allowed Cullen, Lyra, or
Mimio to evaluate their health and that of their unborn.


When only a few dozen were treated, a huge blue dragon
landed in the clearing. Lyra gave a smile and a wave to her good friend Yord as
he stepped near.


He tipped his head in a hurried bow toward her, but moved
quickly to face the Imperial Dragon. Since saving Yord’s life, he was bonded to
Lyra, and they enjoyed their special friendship. She watched him carefully and
wondered what preoccupied the sentry.


“My lord, I have an urgent message given to my squadron
during our patrol of the boundary at the Steppe of Ora. A green from the Dark
Realm delivered it. With their reputation as tricksters, the authenticity of
this communication is questionable, but you are to decide and not me.” He
passed a scroll bound with black wax to the leader.


“The seal is authentic.” He broke it open and unfurled the
parchment. After scanning the document, his pupils rapidly shifted from
yellow-green to a fiery red. “When our urgent work here is complete, all
Guardians and my High Council must to report to the Crossroads. My lair is too
far from these villagers, and I wish to include Gatekeeper Cranewort.” Sparks
rimmed his nostrils. “Scribe Lyra, I request your attendance.”


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Seven: Quest for the Lost Volumes


 


 


Lyra and Cullen held tightly together as he transported them
to the Crossroads. Neither spoke, but she heard his heart pounding in his chest
next to her ear. Her head ached from exhaustion and hunger. The day seemed to
last forever. Reflecting on all that had happened made her wonder if time
magically altered between Terza and Dragonspeir. It did between this world and
hers. Anticipating another danger made her feel defeated, and her limbs dragged
like heavy weights.


Through the clearing mist, she saw Cranewort’s furrowed
expression above them. He didn’t wait for the cloud to settle. “Lyra, I sensed
trouble coming for that unborn. I was relieved I taught you my craft, and you
were there the moment the mother needed you. I wish I could be happier for that
triumph, but vibrations of danger hang in the air once again.”


“Yes, I feel them too, making me even more tired.
Clairvoyance isn’t always fun.”


The old Gatekeeper pried a knobby root from the soil next to
her. “That is very true, my dear. Sit and rest. To possess the craft is to
accept huge responsibilities for others. But, your shoulders are strong, and
your heart is big. I have faith in you.”


While they talked, Cullen greeted the Guardians and the
Warlord, Oasth, as they approached.


The Imperial Dragon arrived last, flying low above the treetops.
He landed and joined them. “I took time to consult my air instrumentation at
the lair. Gatekeeper Cranewort, have you secured the area for our discussion?”


“I have, my lord. Although, the portal to Terza is only
secured with my temporary closure and not the permanent one you will apply
using the Axiolite Obsidians.”


“Thank you. That will suffice.” He unrolled the parchment
and cleared his throat. “Allow me to read: ‘By proclamation of the Black
Dragon: The residents of the Alliance shall remain accountable for the death of
my heir until the times of their own deaths. Your recent Alliance victory is
small in comparison to the ways your populous can be attacked. I relish the
challenge of devising a method to bring even greater suffering than the pestilence,
but mark my words, I rule supreme.’ ”


He handed the page to Oasth, who held it for each of the
Guardians to read. The fire drake, the only of his kind in the Alliance, nearly
burnt the page with his fiery breath before he got his temper under control.
From Lyra’s readings and what Cullen had told her, drakes lacked patience.
Although born an evil fire drake, an unusual good-natured streak ran through
Oasth that likely explained why he left and served the Imperial Dragon. Not
black-hearted enough for Dark Realm ranks.


As the Warlord discussed the Black Dragon’s message with the
group, Lyra thought she saw the edges of his burgundy scales glow a bit redder.
Apparently, he was unable to change his coloring fully to blue but did his best
to accommodate with brownish-red scales.


While the paper passed around, the leader continued. “I
understand his grief from the loss of his son, but exacting vengeance by
bringing suffering to hundreds of thousands is cruel and evil.” The dragon’s head
hung down for a few moments. He scanned the circle.


“How did the Dark One learn so quickly of the cure we
employed?” the Unicorn asked, snorting silvery aura from his nostrils.


The Head Guardian nodded. “I wondered that very question.
Consultation of my instruments revealed the answer and further disturbing news.
Enhanced dark energies are coursing along the magnetic ley lines. The impulses
traverse the entire extent of Dragonspeir from poles of concentration in the
neutral zones. They travel from the pole west of the Black Draon’s Silva Nocens
forest to the opposite pole, at the eastern edge of the Silva Caliga woodlands
near the border with the Alliance. That indicates the Black Dragon is studying
every vibration of our lives, looking for information and for weaknesses. I
routinely check for such monitors and send my own in turn. But, to this
extent…I’ve not seen before. Apparently, he had been alerted about Scribe Lyra
and Sire Drake’s return and increased his surveillance. I have called this
meeting to obtain your suggestions.”


“My lord, I’ve begun to observe an alarming pattern, which
now I can explain.” Cranewort adjusted a few branches to allow him to lean more
forward. “With my clairvoyant craft, I normally listen for vibrations of dying
souls and send my cranes to collect them as they release from dying bodies.
I’ve learned of an increase in deaths today. They were from various locales in
Dragonspeir, so I didn’t suspect an attack on the Alliance. But, strangely,
they all have occurred along those ley lines.”


“How horrible. Those caring beings in neutral zones like
Silva Caliga are losing their lives,” the Phoenix said as she twirled into a
tight ball of flame.


“Lady of Peace, please remain with us. I know your
sensibilities are delicate, but your insight is needed,” the leader urged.


Her spinning slowed, and she accepted the Gatekeeper’s offer
of one of his branches as a perch, but her tail feathers still showered
hundreds of sparks.


The Imperial Dragon paced around the outside of their
circle. “My instruments detected liberations of magic that weren’t dark along
those particular ley lines. That explains my observations. Ley lines are
normally harmless, humming with vibrations. If beings are killed when near
those lines, the Black Dragon is sending huge quantities of power. He is indeed
serious about his message.”


“What are our weaknesses? Can they be bolstered?” asked the
Unicorn.


“When we bargained for the pestilence cure, those who helped
only had supplies to make enough potion for the six drinking water wells.
People remain at risk through the livestock and crops watered from the
agriculture wells,” Cullen replied.


“Those wells could be sealed off,” suggested the Tortoise.


“He’d only find another way to come after us.” Unable to
contain his flames any longer, Oasth handed the scroll to Cullen. “We need to
block him on a bigger scale, undermine his power,” the drake said through a
sputter of sparks hurled onto the ground.


“We must brace for battle.” The Unicorn pounded the dirt
with a hoof.


“I’m not prepared for warfare,” the Imperial Dragon replied.
I don’t possess enough power over the Dark Realm. Before the death of his heir,
the Black Dragon outbalanced me. Now, although we are more equal, he has a
personal reason fueling his anger. I have plans in place to overthrow him, but
they are far-reaching and may not be quick enough.”


Quiet fell over the group.


“I have an idea.” Lyra broke the silence and took a step
forward. “We talked with the pair of Malificates who made the potion for us.
They are advanced magicals in Terza. In trade, we gave them…I gave them a rough
draft of my bloodswear quest report. They wanted our magical jadestones, but I
couldn’t give those up since they helped me save Cullen’s life. When the son
read—”


“You gave them the account of you killing the heir to the
Dark Realm?” The Tortoise gasped, his neck craned out, eyes bulging. “Do you
have any idea what they might do with that knowledge?” He shook his head.


The Phoenix flew to the center, glaring at the Tortoise.
“Let her continue. She has saved lives over and over again.” After he partially
withdrew into his shell, the Lady of Peace hovered next to Lyra.


Lyra shook inside, hoping her action didn’t bring more
problems. “When the son skimmed that manuscript, he recognized a reference to
the title of the Book of Dragonspeir. I had written that there were
three missing books, all copies of each thought to have been lost or
accidentally destroyed. If somehow discovered, possession of the entire set
would give the Alliance power to overthrow the Dark Realm. The son shared that
he had seen the title on a book in the collection of a Malificate leader, a
friend of his, and encouraged me to return and offer a trade for that missing
volume.”


The Tortoise popped far out of his shell, but that time his
lower jaw dropped open.


“Lyra, a wonderful stroke of luck.” The Unicorn lifted his
horn to the sky, long wisps of his aura dancing around him.


“Not luck. Her scribal aura guides her instinctively.” The
Imperial Dragon sat before her, tucking his tail to one side.


“Every bit as remarkable as what is recorded about
Elisabeth.” The Tortoise edged nearer to her. “Please accept my apologies for
mistrusting you.”


“It’s fine, but I don’t feel like I’m powerful. I’m certain
Elisabeth was a leader, but I’m just me, doing my best. And it was her book
they claim is in Terza, the very first—”


A collective gasp interrupted her.


With his horn, the Unicorn traced a viewing circle on the
ground, showing a massive fire from some past time. “We accepted that all copies
of that book had been lost centuries ago in a fire.” He looked to the Tortoise.
“Is it possible one still exists?”


“Considering that Elisabeth did travel to Terza on a
bloodswear quest, which could only be performed after she wrote the first Book
of Dragonspeir, it is,” the eldest Guardian replied.


The Imperial leader’s pupils glowed a brilliant blue-green.
“Since you’ve both survived the trip to Terza once, it seems possible you could
again…if you are willing. The validity of the word of those Malificates is
substantiated by the success of their cure.”


“Does each book add power, or only when the entire set is
unified?” Cullen asked.


“Each volume possessed by the Alliance will slightly increase
the Guardians power, but the sum is said to have tremendous impact. That
knowledge is among the written orders of the Alliance from past leaders, but
has never been tested. The entire collection of five books should solidify our
ability to overthrow darkness in Dragonspeir in favor of fairness and good. The
missing books were written by Scribes Elisabeth, Sorcha, and Nareene in the
Dragonspeir years of 1,200, 1,400, and 1,600, respectively. Many copies of the
books written by Scribes Brigid and our Adalyra are in existence, but the
earlier three were assumed lost. If copies exist, they are exceedingly rare.
Many have searched unsuccessfully, but this possibility seems worthwhile.” The
Imperial Dragon leaned forward as if waiting for her acceptance.


Lyra looked around from one to the next, reading
anticipation in each face: the Warlord’s determination; the hope of the
Phoenix; the dedication of the Imperial Dragon; the Tortoise’s eyes filled with
awe; the sincere respect and honor of the Unicorn. But, it was Cranewort’s
expression, beaming with pride that brought tears to Lyra’s eyes. She turned to
Cullen and blinked back the watery film. “Will you go with me?”


A wide smile lit his face. He leaned in and gently kissed
her lips.


The Phoenix darted in all directions, almost burning the
Tortoise with her tail flames.


Oasth spun the Tortoise out of her path and let out a happy
roar to the sky.


The Unicorn shook the length of his mane.


The Imperial Dragon took hold of the wing tip of the Phoenix
and danced with her until flames surrounded them both.


Cranewort scooped Lyra into his branches for one of his
fatherly hugs.


Lyra leaned away and held out her hand to Cullen, pulling
him into a group embrace. Over his shoulder, she noticed leaves moving at the
portal to Terza and wondered if the wind or her tired mind played tricks on her
vision.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Eight: One Woman Strong Enough


 


 


Lyra noticed a claw-like hand reach the top step of the
connector to Terza. “The portal!” Lyra spun away and pointed to the far side of
the Crossroads.


Cranewort acted fast and swept one of his heaviest branches
above the passage. Leaves blew away, revealing an opening of about two feet,
much smaller than what Lyra and Cullen had passed through. “Eradico!”
the ancient tree bellowed so loud, Lyra felt his breath lift strands of her
hair. He grimaced and forced the end of the branch down the tunnel. Reaching,
he leaned his thick trunk more forward than she thought it could possibly bend.


The Phoenix whipped into a fireball and shot away from the
Crossroads. The remaining Guardians joined Lyra and Cullen around the hole.


“Almost got him…no, slipped away.” The Gatekeeper’s face
contorted into deeper furrows. He withdrew the branch, its end twigs scaled of
bark. “Felt like just a rat, by the scrawny tail. Nasty rodent gnawed off my
new bark.” He dipped his bare twigs into a shallow bog beside a trail.


“Only a rat. Good thing,” the Tortoise said.


“A bigger sort than the likes of those we have here.” The
ancient tree pulled up his branch, the tender tips repaired with shiny, smooth
new bark.


“The species in Terza is extremely large,” Cullen said, then
looked at Lyra. “Hopefully, it wasn’t a Rotter.”


She nodded.


The Imperial Dragon removed the pair of Axiolite Obsidians
from a rocky depression at Cranewort’s base. “I sense some unsettling energy.
I’m going to seal this portal for the evening, so we may all get some rest.
It’s been a long day, my friends.”


The stones, resting side by side in his foreclaw, pulsated
in unison with brilliant white light.


He leaned down and placed one on the rim of the portal,
while he kept the other and circled it above the opening. Lines of radiance cut
the air between the stones. Boulders and soil moved and cemented in place.
“Done,” he proclaimed, and covered the one obsidian with leaves and dirt.


“What happens if that stone you left is taken?” Lyra asked.
“We need to be able to get back there and get that book.”


The leader grinned, exposing a row of sharp teeth. “It isn’t
able to move or be moved without its mate. He opened his claw to expose the
other of the matched pair. “And I keep that one secure among my personal
instruments in my lair.” Raising his long neck, he addressed the group. “Who
will remain in the Meadow to keep watch through the night in case a medical
concern arises?”


“I accept, my lord.” With a sweep of his tail, Oasth stood
at attention.


“And I will relieve you promptly at dawn,” added the
Unicorn.


“Very well. Sire Drake and Lady Lyra, please strengthen yourselves
for this journey since no lives are in immediate danger. Your safety is
paramount.”


“When should we leave for Terza?” Lyra asked.


“Take at least a full day to rest,” the leader replied.


Cullen nodded. “We’ll plan for dawn the day after tomorrow.”


“Good. Now, let us each find some much-needed rest.” The
Imperial Dragon unfolded his wings.


“Indeed, very needed,” added the Tortoise. He methodically
expanded his aura and transported from a silver cloud.


Cranewort’s leaves whipped when the two dragons and the
Unicorn took flight.


The couple said their goodnights to the Gatekeeper. They
transported the short distance to Cullen’s cabin in the nearby woods.


 


***


As soon as their mist settled, Lyra spotted Cullen’s tiger
owl assistant. Kenzo perched on a low branch overhanging the entrance to the
porch steps. She gave a wave, and Cullen nodded.


Kenzo spread his wings, the silver stripes shining in the
rays of the setting sun. “You two look spent. Rumors are spreading fast about
the Black Dragon’s new message.” He blinked one eye, then the other, and hopped
closer to them. “Any hints from the High Council meeting?”


Cullen held up a hand. “One moment. I need to secure the
cabin first.” He directed them onto the porch. “Contego!” he declared,
waving his wizard’s staff across the expanse of the entry. He took a seat on a
twig rocker and lowered his voice. “We’ll be going back into Terza very soon.”


The owl quick-stepped along the railing to stand directly
across from his master.


After a pleasant March day, the night brought a cool breeze.
Lyra sunk into the nearest rocker and pulled her cloak closed.


“Was Terza as bad as the nursery rhymes?” Kenzo asked.


“I’m afraid so.” Cullen reclined into the chair and ran a
hand through his hair.


“Were there really Vizards and scorpents?”


Lyra nodded. “And rat people called Rotters.”


Kenzo rotated his head 180 degrees, checking the woods and
lake. He snapped it forward and whispered, “What do you need to do this time?”


Cullen leaned up. “Get Elisabeth’s Book of Dragonspeir.”
His voice was so low, Lyra strained to hear.


The feathers ruffled on the owl’s neck. “Master, may I go
along to help?”


Cullen glanced at Lyra as if he was reading her mind. Her
brain felt tired, unable to process after the happenings of the past day. If he
discovered her opinion, she hoped he would share it.


Kenzo turned his neck to face one then the other.


“Thank you for volunteering. That is very brave of you.”
Cullen stood and stroked his owl’s neck. “We’ll let you know after we rest.
Right now, I think sleep is in order.”


“I’ll keep watch here on the porch through the night,” the
owl announced, lifting his head high.


Upstairs in the loft bedroom, Lyra changed into a conjured
nightgown and relaxed against the featherbed, pulling the down comforter up to her
chin. The crisp white linens held the chill of the unheated cabin, and she
reached for Cullen when he came to bed.


Lifting the covers, he peeked underneath. “Long sleeves
rather than skimpy lace? You must be cold.” He chuckled and wrapped an arm
around her.


“Brr. Yes. Did you—”


“I already started a fire and placed an incantation to
spread the warmth up here.”


She snuggled closer to his side. “Spread some this way.”


After a few minutes, Lyra wiggled her toes, freed from the
chilly stiffness. A different warmth spread from her heart—the magical heat of
their love. Then, a thought from Cullen flashed into her mind. He actually
considered taking Kenzo along, but worried he couldn’t use his magic well
enough there to protect his assistant.


Lyra lifted up on an elbow and stared at Cullen. “You didn’t
send me that thought. I just read your mind. I wasn’t even looking into your
eyes to guess like I usually do. What has changed?”


He caressed one of her curls that hung down. “Interesting. I
wonder…try it again with space between us.”


She scooted a foot away and avoided his gaze. “It’s not as
clear, just fragments.”


“You’re channeling through the bond of our magical love.” He
pulled her to him again. “Do you read me now?”


“Oh yes!” She laughed. “That’ll have to wait until morning.
I’m way too tired.”


He pointed toward where their cloaks lay draped over the
back of a wooden side chair. “Look at our jade brooches.” The paired lovers’
jadestones radiated pale green light, directed to each other.


“This must mean I’ve gained some afflation,” Lyra said,
brushing hair aside for a better view of the gems.


“Yes. You’ve accomplished much: your recent bloodswear
quest, gaining the second bookmark from completion of sorcery studies, and now
a journey into Terza to help the Alliance. You’re unlocking more of your
inherited scribal powers.”


“I can tell that a lot of my power comes when I connect to
my birthmate star, Hamal, the main star of Aries. All the Scribes were born
under fire signs. Since I can’t locate my star underground in Terza, I’m going
to take along some of the celestial dew I collected earlier.”


“Good idea. That should allow you to use the star’s power
there.”


She lay back and snuggled under the covers.


He pulled her close. “It won’t be long and you’ll have
enough afflation to become immortal. We’ll be able to join our lives.” He
pressed his lips to her cheek and soon found her mouth for a gentle kiss.


“Treating all those pregnant women made me think of us and
our future…maybe having a family.” Lyra hesitated, not sure if he wanted to
have children.


“I don’t know if it’s possible…I’m so old, over 220.” He
squeezed her hand, but said no more.


She channeled her aura closer to the tingling warmth at her
heart, hoping that might improve her ability to read his thoughts. Probing his
mind, she found it filled with images of playing with a baby. She smiled and
watched his thoughts until they intertwined with her dreams.


 


***


Eyes still half closed, Lyra lifted off the comforter and
swung her feet to the worn planked floor. As she stood, she noticed her cozy
flannel gown had been replaced with a sheer black nightie, and the other half
of the bed was empty. Smells of eggs and toast floated up from the kitchen.


Cullen carried a breakfast tray as he stepped into the
bedroom. “Some pampering before another hard day.” He placed it on the foot of
the bed, picked up a muffin, and pulled a chair alongside.


“This is so nice. Thank you.” Lyra settled next to the tray
and took one of the two plates filled with omelets.


“I’m thinking we should depart before dawn tomorrow to keep
our exit as secret as possible. We’ll stay at the lair tonight and leave from
there, so gather what you need from here.”


Lyra nodded as she forked a few bites of the cheesy eggs. “I
think we should take Kenzo. He was a big help to me on my last quest. I
couldn’t have made it through Versula without him.”


“I agree. Anyone else? Noba?” Cullen moved forward and
picked up a plate.


“I love the little guy, but won’t we be continually watching
out for him?”


“I’m concerned about that. However, pseudodragons are
rumored to have originated in Terza. Perhaps that will be to our advantage.”


Lyra sat up straighter. “I didn’t know. All right, but let’s
ask the Guardians for their opinions.” She replaced her empty plate onto the
tray and finished with a few swallows of juice. After removing the napkin from
her lap, she raised an eyebrow. “Why am I wearing a different nightie?”


The corners of Cullen’s goatee lifted into the sly grin she
loved. With a flick of a finger, he made the tray vanish and took a seat next
to her. He ran a hand lightly over the bare skin of her thigh. “If you’re cold,
I can help.” He found her lips for a soft kiss.


As they caressed and intertwined, tingles shot across Lyra’s
skin, so intense she caught her breath. Like her enhanced ability to read his
mind, the magical sensations of their love had also increased. Tracing her
hands across the edges of his firm muscles, she shivered and felt grateful,
once again, they had survived another hardship and were still together.


During their intimacy, she momentarily pushed aside her
passion in order to read his thoughts. One clear idea wove through a blur of
ecstasy—a pure feeling of love for her. She let go to the waves of pleasure,
allowing one to crash over her body and mind.


 


***


As Lyra dressed and prepared to leave, she thought about the
new sensations of their lovemaking. She wondered if living over two centuries
left Cullen infertile. She hoped not, but they’d been together many times
without her becoming pregnant. Elisabeth gave birth to a baby with her lover,
an Alliance alchemist. He must have been much older than her, but how much Lyra
didn’t know. She hoped Elisabeth’s Book of Dragonspeir held some
answers.


“Ready?” Cullen asked, pulling her out of deep
concentration. She was glad to see his smiling face. It seemed he didn’t read
her recent thoughts. She loved him regardless of whatever happened in their
futures and didn’t want him to misunderstand.


Lyra nodded and fastened her cloak with the jade brooch. She
picked up her pack and added an amber bottle of celestial dew she had made last
winter when Hamal shone high in the sky.


Out on the porch, his bowl of grain pecked clean, Kenzo
stretched his wings to their full four-foot span. He opened his beak wide into
a yawn as he turned toward them. “Morning to you both. Have you decided?”


“We have.” Cullen held out his forearm covered with a
leather wristlet. “We wish you to join us, but we want the approval of the
Guardians as well.”


The owl let out a loud hoot and hopped onto his master’s
arm.


“Lyra, I wonder, since our trip to Terza allowed you to read
my mind and increased other sensations…” Cullen gave a slight grin. “I’m
curious if you can transport. Do you want to try?”


So excited, she struggled to keep from tackling him with a
hug. “Yes! I do.”


“Let’s have you try transporting to the other side of the
lake. Use your dragon ring. Rub the face while you hold two thoughts in mind,
where you wish to travel and the command, Eo ire itum.”


She touched the ring on her right index finger, then glanced
up at him. “What if I get lost and end up somewhere I’ve never been?”


“If this is like her powerballs, she might end up stuck in
the clouds,” Kenzo quipped with a smack of his beak.


Cullen gave his arm a shake, unsettling the bird’s perch.
“Keeping that beak closed would help.” He turned to Lyra. “As long as you
travel in Dragonspeir, I’m certain I can use my jadestone to call to yours.”


Lyra looked back to the ring, but worried about ending up in
a strange land. She cast that thought aside and centered herself. Focusing on
the opposite shore of the lake, she was glad to have a clear visual of her
destination. Eo ire itum! she repeated silently.


Golden light spilled from Lyra’s mind aura and surrounded
her from toes to head. A smile spread over her face, and she worked to maintain
concentration. Once totally enveloped, she looked down to see her body
dissipate into particles of shimmering gold. Weightlessness made her stomach
flutter. A feeling of being completely alone rushed over her. An instant of
fearful loneliness crossed her mind just before her feet touched the ground.
She blinked several times, straining to see through the mist which wouldn’t
dissolve fast enough. Then, she saw Cullen waving from the other side of the
water.


Kenzo flew to meet her. “Try going back while I ride along.”


With the tiger owl at her feet, she tried again, but her
aura wouldn’t cover them completely. “Sorry. It doesn’t seem to work with
guests. Let me try again alone.”


Soon, she touched down in the clearing before the cabin, her
mist settling in time to see Kenzo flapping back to Cullen’s arm. “I can do it
fine without passengers,” she called as she walked toward them.


“Even that much is amazing. I’ve only known sorcerers
reaching full afflation to gain that skill. Your scribal powers allow you to do
things that others cannot. Still, use it cautiously and only in Dragonspeir.”
He motioned her toward him and lifted his wristlet for Kenzo to perch.


She nodded, grinning ear to ear as they landed together on
the ledge of the Imperial Dragon’s lair.


 


***


On the landing outside the lair, hundreds of peacocks
crowded every inch. Unable to hear above their raucous cries, Lyra scanned for
who might be in charge. In addition to the usual blue guards at the entry and
circling overhead, she spotted the Phoenix sailing low and dropping flames onto
the fowl. The Tortoise stood out of the way, against the stone wall, and his
assistant, Mimio, waved her wand over the noisy flock.


“What are you doing?” Lyra called to the sorceress.


“To remove poison,” Cullen said and walked toward the
Tortoise.


Mimio motioned Lyra to join her. “Peacocks, if trained, will
detect and eat poison. They won’t be harmed. The poison will make their
feathers iridescent.”


“The wells should still be safe. Are we worried about those
used for livestock?”


Mimio nodded. “We’re doing all we can to protect the
people.” She continued waving her wand, emitting a shower of sparks over the
unruly birds. “In the same way, it’s quite common for windows in the Alliance
to be carved in the shape of a peacock with an erect tail, so they will prevent
evil spirits and bad air from entering. If I can get the right amount of magic
applied to control these birds without negating their natural tendencies...”
She gave an extra dose to one that hissed at her.


“I need to work with the Tortoise. Is he helping you?”


“No, in fact, he dislikes peacocks enormously and will be
glad for an excuse to go inside.”


Lyra touched Mimio’s shoulder and picked her way through the
commotion toward the Tortoise Guardian.


He and Cullen were engaged in conversation when she
approached.


“Hello, Scribe Lyra. Good to see you looking rested,” the
Tortoise said, extending his neck and head upward. “Is there anything I may
assist you with?”


“Yes, there is. I want to look over your journal entries
about Elisabeth one more time, so they’re fresh in my mind.”


“Indeed. I can help with that.” He turned and plodded into
the foyer.


Inside, the grand hall lay quiet. The last time she entered
was when she returned from the Dark Realm with Cullen’s missing aura. Unlike
then, business seemed orderly, although twice as many blue dragon guards stood
ready.


The gathering room looked polished from a thorough cleaning,
ready for the coming spring equinox pageant. Dozens of sconces burned brightly
on the stone walls. The plush carpets and vivid tapestries were freshly shaken.
The wood grain in long planked buffet tables gleamed under huge vases of
flowers and foliage.


Cullen followed, and they wound through a network of
corridors until they reached the heavy wooden door to the Imperial library. A
new aisle of shelves had been filled since she last studied there before her
bloodswear quest.


“This way.” The Tortoise lumbered ahead of them. “Lyra, I’ve
been working as you requested. I collected journals and transcribed oral
histories from many of the sorcerers, even from some Qumeli tribal chiefs and
sibyl readers.” He looked up at a section of the new shelves. Pointing with his
nose, several volumes floated down to the low library tables. He rested his
front feet on the edge of the table and turned each to specific pages. “Begin
here and read these entries. Some you have read before, and some are new.”


Lyra kneeled on the floor cushions and followed him, left to
right, through the selections. The first was an extremely yellowed journal
page, its ink barely discernable through several water stains:


Elisabeth Walsh, the first Scribe,
and her specialis, Sire Lann Garrett, accepted bloodswear circlet scars
upon their fingers before their quest. They left with the intention of
destroying the Emtori ruby in possession of the Black Dragon at that time,
which he used to magnify his powers. The Emtori ruby is the largest ruby known,
mined from the underground caverns of Terza and imbued with the strongest black
magic of the great Shandin leader of the Malificates.


She reread two official entries from the Imperial Dragon in
power during the Dragonspeir year of 1211:


It is with extreme sadness I enter
this report. Our Scribe returned today from her assigned quest. Her success on
the mission brings continued peace to the Alliance—the Emtori ruby is no longer
in possession of the Black Dragon Lord. But, this good fortune is countered by
the loss of our Imperial Alchemist, Sire Garrett. Both her heart and ours are
broken. The good tidings of her completed task received no celebration other
than a solemn presentation of the customary dragon ring to seal her bloodswear
mark.


We of the Alliance have bade a
sorrowful goodbye to our Scribe, Elisabeth. Numerous gifts were bestowed upon
her from many who loved her. Yet, as per her customary manner, she left us with
the greatest gift of all—news she carried the child of our departed Sire
Garrett. We rejoiced that their legacy would continue into future generations,
the magic would endure for the good of the Alliance. Elisabeth promised to
encourage her gifted descendants to return to our land and, in return, asked
that our stars allow one to have a destiny embracing the happiness she sought.


Since Sire Garrett had been immortal, Lyra wondered what
horrible, magical assault caused his death. She moved on to the last open book.
Written on newer paper, it contained an entry she read three times:


From tales told through the years,
suffering from a broken heart, after Elisabeth scribed her bloodswear mission,
she asked permission to leave Dragonspeir forever, to forsake her magic and
live a mortal life. On the 20th day of August of that same year, her
child was born. Elisabeth passed away during childbirth. Those who traveled
between worlds reported she willfully conveyed the sum of her aura into the
babe just prior to the birthing. The infant glowed with a golden hue during its
first day of life, a girl whose lineage produced the next Scribe, Nareene.
Elisabeth’s last words were, “My aura shall pass through all future Scribes in
this way, a mother dying at the birth of her daughter, until the magic imbues
one woman strong enough to destroy the Black Dragon.”


Unable to turn away, with clenched fists, Lyra resolved to
be that woman.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Nine: Return to Terza


 


 


A rim of turquoise lit the pre-dawn sky on the eastern
horizon. Lyra received hugs and kind farewells from many of the sorcerers while
Kenzo hovered over her shoulder. Wingold and his wife clasped hands with the
Scribe to give her gifts of their special abilities that could alter seasonal
rains. Lyra thanked the couple, happy their boss, Symar, wasn’t present. She
didn’t want that man to learn about their mission.


“Sire Drake and Scribe Lyra, it is time for you to transport
with your assistant and familiar to the Crossroads. We Guardians will meet you
there,” the Imperial Dragon announced.


Lyra bent low and Noba moved into her arms, squirming as she
lifted him. “I know you’re excited, but try to sit still.” She rearranged and
held his tail down to avoid being stung by the poisonous barbed tip.


Kenzo sailed to a smooth landing on his master’s wristlet,
then fluffed out his feathers.


Noba’s wiggles threw Lyra off balance as she attempted to
step next to Cullen.


He offered her a hand and caught his familiar’s attention.
“Noba, I’m glad to see how eager you are.”


The torch light gleamed off of the widened whites of the
pseudodragon’s eyes. “Noba gets to help Master on a mission.” Excited, his head
flipped to the right, following the motion of a passing sentry.


“Look at me, Noba,” Cullen said, recapturing the gaze of his
familiar. The Imperial Sorcerer’s eyes faintly glowed as he controlled the tiny
dragon’s mind with fascination. At the same time, he twisted his staff until
blue vapor surrounded their foursome.


Noba remained peaceful while their forms dissipated into
weightless particles of blue light. That didn’t last long, though.


As soon as they landed at the Crossroads, Cullen dropped his
fascination so he could speak to Cranewort.


His familiar wriggled free from Lyra’s arms. “Noba’s going
to Terza!” he called out as he half flew, half hopped toward the massive tree.


“Shh,” the ancient Gatekeeper whispered. He grabbed and
dangled the pseudodragon upside down by a single branch in front of his
furrowed bark face. “You must stay quiet. It’s a secret mission.”


Lyra nudged Cullen’s shoulder. “How did you do fascination
while transporting?”


“Lots of practice. Too bad I haven’t yet managed to talk at
the same time.”


“Or, too bad we can’t take Cranewort along to scare Noba
into silence.”


Cullen winked at her and nodded.


The Tortoise and Unicorn materialized from two silvery
clouds that took shape underneath the Gatekeeper’s wide boughs.


Wing beats announced the entrance of the Imperial Dragon. A
spherical blaze followed alongside him and spun above their heads into the form
of the Phoenix.


The sound of more dragon wings whipping the air riveted
Lyra’s attention. She thought of the cimafa and her jaw tensed. Instead, she
saw a pair of huge dragons, much larger than stealth drakes. Even in the dim
light, the edges of golden scales glinted. It was Gea, the magnificent golden
dragon she had met in Versula. The other was duller, more hidden by the
shadows. But his shape was unmistakable.


Lyra left the group and hurried to Yasqu, the hatchling she
had raised for the first months of his life. Once he landed, she hugged his
lowered foreclaw while he nestled his cheek against her side. Last winter, he
was a gangly adolescent with wings too long for his body. Now his outline
revealed a sleek, strong form, though still not as heavily muscled as his
mother.


The Imperial Dragon handed Cullen a small burlap sack. “Sire
Drake and Scribe Lyra, this contains a few magical baubles that may prove
useful for trading. They are already empowered. Use them as you wish.”


“A good idea. I brought a few, but these may help.” Cullen looked
inside, then held it open for Lyra. Inside, several orbs glowed in various
colors. Some were strung like beads, resembling Christmas lights, while others
were larger and single.


The leader cleared his throat. “I request that Yasqu
accompany you into Terza, in addition to your assistant and familiar.”


Lyra turned and wondered if she heard correctly. How could
they hide anywhere in Terza with a full-sized dragon?


Everyone stared at the leader, but no one dared question his
decision.


The Head Guardian spoke privately to Gea, their necks raised
above the hearing range of everyone in the group except Cranewort.


Lyra studied the expressions of the old tree and noticed a
slight smile pulling at one corner of his mouth. She wanted to use clairvoyance
to learn more, but knew better than to try it on her teacher in that craft.
Energy waves brushed her skin and she fought against analyzing them, deciding
to trust the Imperial Dragon.


Side by side, the two golds looked similar, although Gea’s
sails attached farther along the length of her tail. Far more whiskers, like
those on a catfish, grew from the leader’s face.


Cullen took hold of Lyra’s arm, and she read his mental
comment. Most of the tunnels in Terza were large enough to accommodate a
dragon—


Not the alleys. She shot a thought in reply. He’ll have to
stay behind on his own if we go down those.


At last, the leader lowered his neck and said, “Yasqu will
soon become part of my Imperial High Council, as my aide. He will benefit from
this experience, and I assure you that he would give his life to keep you
safe.”


“He will learn much to help him serve on your High Council,”
the Unicorn stated with a clear voice as he took a stride into the center of
their group. He lowered his head, holding his horn horizontal.


The Phoenix hovered above the point of his horn, and the
Tortoise made a determined path toward them.


Lyra and Cullen moved closer to meet the gathering.


The Imperial Dragon extended a foreclaw to touch the
Unicorn’s spiraled horn. “Sire Drake and Scribe Lyra, please join hands
underneath.”


They stood on either side of the Unicorn and clasped below
as directed.


The Tortoise crept under their hands and raised his head up
until his scaly skin pressed against their palms. At the same time, the other
three Guardians touched from above.


Vibrations surged from Lyra’s hands through her body, and a
feeling of dedication swelled into her heart. Her pulse beat loudly in her
ears, thumping with an abnormal rhythm from the combined powers of the
Guardians of the Alliance.


Cradled into end twigs of a large branch, Cranewort held
Noba above the point of union. Kenzo perched alongside the pseudodragon, and
Yasqu moved his head next to them. His scales took on a golden hue in the light
of the combined auras radiating upward.


“May you each serve the Alliance with a pure heart and
courage of the Guardians.” The leader drew away and opened his other foreclaw
to reveal one of the pair of Axiolite Obsidian stones. At the edge of the
portal to Terza, its mate sent shimmering rays up to meet those coursing down
from the one he held. Rocks and boulders rolled aside.


Cullen took initiative and descended onto the first few
steps. He turned and offered a hand to Lyra.


Noba flew to the wristlet on his other arm, only to smack
into Kenzo who beat him to the favored perch. The familiar toppled down the
steps, letting out a garbled, “Ouchhheee!”


Not bothering to take Cullen’s assistance, Lyra whipped past
into the darkening stairwell. Her foot slipped off of an uneven stone to the
next step. Unbalanced and not yet able to focus in the dim light, she strained
to see an outline of the tiny pseudodragon to avoid falling onto him.


Two wide eyes luminesced at her.


In their light, she caught hold of a crag in the rock wall
to steady herself. “Noba? Is that you?”


“Yes. It’s Noba.” The eyes bobbed and came nearer.


Blinded by the light, she reached a hand in his direction,
hoping to avoid touching his tail. “Are you hurt?” She contacted the edge of
his wing and felt him press against her leg.


“Feel fine, only hit head hard.”


Lyra felt a hand at her back. “Noba, your eyes…the pupils
are streaked with white that glows like the obsidian stones,” Cullen said.


Kenzo’s earring jangled. “I’m sorry about the accident.
Didn’t mean any harm.”


“He’ll be all right. Not to worry,” Cullen reassured.


Soft daylight silhouetted Yasqu’s form behind Cullen.


Lyra ran a hand over the back of Noba’s head. There she
found a jagged patch of scraped scales where a small bump raised.


“Did you locate his injury?” Cullen’s hand grazed hers.
“Allow me. Mending pseudodragons is tricky, not like any others from the
Alliance.”


Lyra guided his fingers to the knot. “You mentioned his kind
originated in Terza. Is that why his eyes glow here?”


“I assume so, but I hope his light won’t call danger to us.
How does that feel now, Noba?”


“Noba is fine. Ready to go.” His glowing eyes lifted up and
cast light on the path ahead.


On this trip through the tunnel, Lyra could see what she had
imagined from shadowy images before. Veins of black and white spotted obsidian
formed a lacy network through the rock walls, becoming more intricate the
deeper and farther they traveled. Water tinted green oozed down the walls in
rivulets. In places where the rock cut under, drips pattered to the floor with
the hypnotic sound she dreaded. She side-stepped the green puddles, while Noba
splashed through them, oblivious.


Lyra looked back at Yasqu. All thirty-some yards of him
cleared the ceiling, stooping only occasionally for narrow passages.


At the first junction with a secondary tunnel, a pack of
five big rats sat watching them approach. Traveling with a dragon, Lyra
expected those rats to be afraid and run. They didn’t bare their teeth and hiss
like before. Instead, they raised up on their haunches and stared, jaws hanging
open, their hairless tails quivering. The rats parted to either side as Lyra’s
group passed. She peeked back under Yasqu’s folded wing. The pack joined into a
huddle, each chattering at the same time.


Kenzo fluttered off Cullen’s arm and hung in the air beside
Lyra. “I hate rats. It was a wise thing to bring Yasqu.”


She nodded.


After passing a few more junctions, she said, “I know we
make a right turn and then a left to go to the first village.”


“I think so,” Cullen replied. “Let’s turn right onto this
connector since it looks tall enough for a dragon.”


Along the new corridor, they passed several more groups of
rats that reacted the same way.


Noba’s light reflected off of hazy smoke in the distance. A
fat male Rotter skittered toward them, head buried in a cloth beret and nose
down.


From his position in the lead, Noba paused and looked over
his shoulder. “Master, what is this creature? Is it a friend?”


“Be cautious but polite,” Cullen replied and drew up against
the backside of his familiar.


Alerted by their voices, the Rotter raised his head and
jumped back. “Ohh!” he squealed and dropped to his knees. He leaned forward and
extended his shaking arms along the stone. His long, gray braid fell into a
depression filled with green slime. Without looking up, he repeatedly mumbled,
“Please don’t hurt me.”


Lyra exchanged a confused look with Cullen. She touched his
hand and said mentally, He’s acting from some previous experience, but what?


Cullen shrugged.


Their group walked past the cowering Rotter and continued to
the edge of the village.


Gray smoke hung in the air and seeped into Lyra’s lungs.
Within seconds, a fuzzy feeling spread across her mind. Apparently, Mrinx’s
obsidian dust had worn off, and the potioned well water only protected against
the pestilence. She hoped her magic still functioned. Noba’s eyes glowed, so
she assumed her powers remained intact.


Walking under the first streetlamp, they passed a tall
Vizard sitting on a stoop, his bony knees drawn up to the height of his shoulders.
He whistled long and low through his teeth. Windows on either side opened, and
heads of other Vizards popped out, gawking silently at Lyra’s group. Smoke
curled into spirals from the bowls of their long pipes, idle and forgotten in
their hands.


Lyra didn’t think she or Cullen could remember the
directions to Dradgest where they had made an exchange with the Malificate
witch and her son. The Vizards held back and didn’t seem approachable.


At the main crossroads, her group paused. She turned around
and caught a glimpse of Skrunt, the guide from before who led them into a trap.
His eyes met hers for an instant before he darted inside a shop.


“Can any of you give us directions to Dradgest?” Cullen
called to the silent group standing on a doorstep of the Lizard Libations pub.


The men and women dropped their faces and fidgeted, kicking
at the stonework with the toes of their heavy boots. Inside, the clientele
laughed, but one by one heads peeped through windows and doorways until the bar
fell quiet.


“What are they afraid of?” Lyra whispered.


“I’m not scared of nothin’,” a silky smooth voice replied a
few yards from Cullen’s side.


Lyra whipped around to face Tayzia, the whore, accompanied by
three other scantily clad female Vizards. Lyra rubbed the underside of her
bloodswear ring with her thumb and prepared to mentally fire an incantation.
She easily identified the edge lines of the prostitute’s mask and badly wanted
to yank it off to show Cullen the monster beneath the sexy exterior. Although
on edge, she knew to hold off as long as possible. At least these Vizards spoke
to them, unlike the men and women on the stoops who shied away.


From drags off cigarettes in long holders balanced between
their manicured nails, each exhaled thin threads of smoke magic.


Cullen twisted his wizard’s staff, emitting a strong glow of
blue. Before he could command his power to strike, the light faded, more with
every tiny step Tayzia took toward him. “Stay back!” he cried and placed his
staff between him and the tramp.


“Those words don’t be for me, darlin’.” Tayzia easily glided
around Cullen’s weapon to his side and draped a long, thin arm over his
shoulder. Her long platinum hair hung in a slightly different style of three
braids tied together. She wore the same tightly wrapped length of gauze fabric
that substituted for a dress, this time in a dark olive shade.


Her friends dressed in similar form-fitting garb, adorned
with armfuls of metal bangles that clanked as the women sashayed. All three
favored the same bright hue of crimson lipstick, making Tayzia stand apart with
her grape-colored pout.


“Darlin’, you travel with some grand company this time
here.” Tayzia waved a hand with chiseled black nails in the direction of the
animal guides. “How might you know them?” Turning back, her gaze fell on Lyra,
and she snapped her nails into a fist. With lips pursed into a bow, she brushed
them against Cullen’s ear. A thin stream of smoke escaped with flicks of her
darting tongue.


One of the other whores pranced in a small circle in front
of him, wiggling her wide hips, before she stopped at his other side and
cradled his arm into hers.


Cullen’s eyes followed every movement of the seductive
motion, but he failed to answer Tayzia’s question. He stood still and helpless
as she rubbed a hand over his crotch.


Lyra chewed on the inside of her cheek. With two women
dangling from him, she couldn’t even touch him to send a mental thought. Hoping
to provide a distraction, she bent and scooped Noba into her arms, bringing him
directly in front of Cullen. She nodded to Kenzo, and he took her cue, hovering
above her with his usual protective display of a wide wingspan.


“You aren’t treating my master right,” the pseudodragon
hissed and whipped his tail from her grasp, accidentally scratching the skin of
Lyra’s arm. Noba waived its barbed tip in front of the pear-shaped seductress
as though he intended to strike.


Yasqu growled through clenched teeth and shot a flame that
pierced the smoky air overhead.


Tayzia screamed as the whore on the other side of Cullen
dropped limp to the stone floor.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Ten: Cursed One


 


 


Lyra relaxed her grip on Noba, who squirmed to get free.


The Vizards in the doorways ran into the street and fully
prostrated themselves.


After Noba jumped to the ground, Lyra stooped beside the
woman lying in a heap at Cullen’s feet. Following her earlier instinct, Lyra
rubbed the dragon face of her ring. “Abstergo.” She sent energy through
words of the incantation to the whore’s painted face. The mask slid to the
stone, revealing the ghastly anatomical structures underneath—charred fragments
of tendons and muscles clinging onto bony prominences of the cheekbones, jaw,
and eye sockets. The rest of her appeared lifeless with no movement. Not
knowing whether a Vizard’s body used normal circulation and respiration, Lyra
refrained from searching for a pulse. While keeping her eyes on the still form,
she raised a hand to touch Cullen’s lower leg. Look down, she conveyed
to him.


He stirred, and she glanced up to be certain the effluvial
spell broke.


Tayzia and her friend trembled and backed away, tripping on
the hems of their long, tight dresses. After a couple falls, their shaking legs
would no longer pick them up, and they remained huddled together.


Lyra clutched Cullen’s shin, glad to have him back with her.


His eyes opened wide. Gripping Lyra by the shoulder, he
dragged her away from the slumped body. While she regained her balance to
stand, he looked around, fixing his sight on the rows of Vizards lying face
down along both sides of the street. “Enough of this! Get up! We need
directions to Dradgest, and I expect an answer,” he growled at them.


Lyra took a step forward. “We need to find the Malificates,
Mrinx and Lesot. We don’t want others to die.” She nodded at the motionless
whore. Although she didn’t know what actually killed the woman, it seemed like
a good bluff.


“She ain’t dead,” a strong male voice called out from an open
window of the nearby pub. The smeared glass prevented Lyra from seeing who
spoke.


Kenzo clacked his beak and swooped close above the backs of
the prostrated Vizards. His talons scratched tears in a few of their thin
shirts.


Lyra lifted her ring to eye level, but hesitated since none
grabbed for the owl or for Noba, who ran along in front of their heads.


Some of the men extended their arms in front of them toward
the pseudodragon, but their palms spread down. The pale skin of their splayed
hands contrasted with the black obsidian floor.


Behind her, Yasqu unfolded his wings and sealed the tunnel.


The male Vizards rose, but cautioned their female companions
to remain down. The men reluctantly took a couple steps toward Cullen.


A hulk of a man sped through the pub’s doorway and made a
path straight for the wizard. Although tall as any Vizard, his frame was stocky
like that of a Rotter. Wide shoulders filled out his gray work shirt, and a
round belly pushed apart the opening of a coarse twill vest, worn slick and
missing buttons at the mid-section. Still, his clothes appeared newer than the
ragged garments worn by the street Vizards. He wore a beret like many of the
Rotters, but restyled with a slit for his single black braid to pass through.
His scalp below the cap was thin and bald, showing a network of veins bulging
under the surface. He leaned close and offered his pipe to Cullen. “Name’s
Chane, owner of Lizard Libations, purveyor of more spirits than any pub in the
underground. I’ll speak for the lot and get you to where you’re going.”


Cullen waved the pipe aside and lowered his head in a token
bow.


Lyra searched the man’s face for mask lines, but found none.


Chane eyed her. “I ain’t afraid of your threat, missy. I’m
not no true Vizard or Rotter, but a bit of both, born under a Malificate curse.
Vizards say I can’t end up like Valeria there—what you call dead. What she is
is worse than that. Called bone-crypt. Her body is a prison where energy can’t
come or go. Worst of all, she knows everything inside herself, nothing else.”


“What will happen to her?” Lyra asked.


“That tramp’s so poor, she’ll be left out for the scorpents
to finish her off. Best thing though, unless your friends care to help her out.
Considering what Skrunt did to you before, no one’s bettin’ on that turn.”


“What about a trade?” Cullen asked. “You guide us to those
we seek, and we’ll save your friend.”


Lyra’s shoulder still rested against his side, which allowed
her to read his thoughts. This was as much a bluff as her own threat. She kept
her thumb in contact with her ring.


“Don’t mix much with them sort…” Chane hesitated and looked
to his friends hanging at the pub’s stoop.


The faces of the Vizards were frozen with half-smiles,
probably the natural state of their masks since Valeria’s grinned from where it
rested on the ground.


Lyra pushed up the sleeves of her dress bodice and summoned
a large portion of her aura, positioning it under her skin to use clairvoyance.
She shot Cullen a thought to keep watch, then focused on a loose pebble at her
feet to center herself. Her fifth sense detected many vibrations, which she
quickly sampled and read.


Different energies pummeled her at rapid fire, so fast they
challenged her analysis. Several she discarded without reading, quickly
recognizing them as Kenzo’s, Yasqu’s, or Cullen’s. Strangely, none were from
Noba, who would likely be the most agitated. Those she grasped held emotions of
selfish fear that the tramp’s fate would soon be their own, but not a care
about the woman’s welfare. Lyra forced more power to her skin in order to
determine the angle they contacted her. Most ricocheted off too fast. After
several failed attempts, she managed to extend fingers of her power into one
sample, only to have it dissipate into space.


Frustrated, Lyra relaxed her clairvoyance and took a deep
breath to center herself for another try.


Cullen nudged her shoulder. She opened her eyes, and he
pulled her backward across the street several yards to escape a cloud of thick,
gray smoke.


Despite their quick retreat, a rush of air into her lungs
made her cough and choke. The smoke stung.


A larger group of Vizards had gathered, madly puffing on
long-handled pipes. They huddled only forty-some feet away, but the cloud
prevented her from counting their number. Arms passed pipes around the group.
They produced a thick layer of effluvial magic.


Lyra’s mind reeled with the effects of their smoke magic.
She braced her temples with her hands and forced her aura to her skin. No
vibrations reached her from the Vizards.


Then, a new vibration slipped along her skin. With her power
already humming at the hairs along her arm, she read it completely. Lyra
flashed her eyes in the direction of the transmission and saw a male Rotter,
cowering on the lowest step of Contan’s Cantraps.


He hugged his knees close to his round belly. Hairy knobs
poked through holes in his shabby pants. With a cap in his hand, he bowed his
head. From the Rotter’s emotions, she didn’t read a fear of bone-crypt but of
enslavement. More vibrations on the same theme crept over her skin, all from
Rotters who hid in the shadows of shop doorways along the street. Female
rat-people trembled and looked at her with pleading eyes, as if they became
aware of her connection to their fears.


“I hear you, Old Marl. My concern too,” Chane said to the
rat-man at the Cantrap shop. He turned to face Cullen and Lyra. “Here’s my
offer—I’ll jaunt you myself far as the main intersection by their run. In
trade, I’ll name my price—this handsome staff.” He reached toward Cullen’s
staff.


“Recedo!” Cullen stated with a raspy voice and a
cough.


“Don’t!” Chane sensed the magic and was only a second late,
clenching a handful of air where the staff vanished. “Deal be off!” He blew a
circle of pipe smoke that encircled Cullen’s head.


His action brought a chorus of whimpers from the rat-people
and a collective gasp from the knot of Vizards.


Cullen’s arm brushed Lyra’s.


She took advantage of the moment to make her thoughts
available about what she discovered with clairvoyance.


He bent low, coughing and wiping his forehead. Wise choice.
I tried fascination on a few, but the effluvium blocked my aura from reaching
their eyes. At any rate, they all fear us. Let’s use that. Cullen faced Chane
who turned to walk away. “What good is my staff to you?”


“Only so that I have something valuable of yours an’ to gain
it back, you’ll command Valeria be helped. An’ with my back turned along the
streak, your power’ll be less.” He nodded in the direction of his friends on
his bar steps, then smiled at Cullen. “Anything else you’re willing to put up?”


“Indeed.” Cullen reached in his pocket and pulled out one of
the baubles the Imperial Dragon had given him—a blue crystal the size of a golf
ball. It caught the light from the obsidian inclusions and refracted it into
beams of red and orange. “This magic crystal absorbs blue energy from every
source, reflecting all others. What is stored is very strong. You keep this,
and once you show us the way, I’ll teach you how to unlock the power.”


Chane accepted and turned the sphere over from palm to palm.
His massive hands dwarfed the crystal. “Deal!” he finally proclaimed. “Round up
your crew.”


The orb looked like blue topaz, Cullen’s birthmate gem that
helped him channel his aura. She wondered if there was a connection, but Lyra
didn’t have a chance to touch Cullen and exchange communication while signaling
Kenzo and Noba to her side.


“Ready?” The tall Rotter motioned them forward with a wave
of his arm. He led the way, and those on the street clutched to one another as
they passed.


“Are we just going to leave this woman in the street,
suffering? Can’t we help her?” Lyra asked, gazing at where the whore lay.


“She don’t be suffering. Can only feel her own insides.
‘Sides, you gave word to help her once I take you to the coalsuckers’ run,”
Chane replied.


Lyra shook her head and opened her arms to Noba, who passed
her by and landed between the spines on Yasqu’s neck. She let him have his
choice. Her pounding head weakened her so much that she probably couldn’t carry
him far.


She took a deep breath, but instead of gaining strength, she
coughed hard from the bottom of her lungs as though she had bronchitis. Her
head reverberated with the convulsions, and her hand throbbed where Noba’s tail
barb had scratched. Finding herself unable to cup her fingers around her
bloodswear ring, she waved her injured hand past Cullen.


He tucked her hand into the crook of his elbow.


Can you heal me while we walk without drawing attention? she
asked mentally.


Cullen covered the injury with his free hand, bending his
elbow to hide the faint blue glow of his healing. Better?


Lyra nodded. A little. At least enough to get me by for a
while. She removed her hand, and the owl settled onto the wristlet of
Cullen’s other arm. His tongue lolled out of his open beak, panting.


“Kenzo, are you okay?” she whispered as soon as they cleared
the merchant area.


He rotated his neck and looked at her with glassy eyes. His
usually crystal clear blue irises clouded as if covered with cataracts.


“Cullen, he isn’t well,” she said, then stepped away when
she noticed their guide glance over his shoulder at them with a sly grin.


Cullen placed his free hand over on his assistant’s head
feathers.


Kenzo didn’t even turn his neck to beg for his favorite rub.
He teetered to keep balance on his perch.


As they walked beyond the last residences of the village,
the tunnel darkened, only lit by the glow of the obsidian inclusions and Noba’s
eyes.


Cullen drew Kenzo against his chest and wrapped his other
arm around the owl’s body. His actions told Lyra he wasn’t able to mend the
ailments. Her own wound still ached.


She paused to check the pair of dragons taking up the rear.


Neither seemed affected by the effluvial magic. Noba lifted
his wings and turned in all directions, watching the crowd.


When the air away from the town cleared somewhat, Lyra
determined to push forward with the small bit of renewed strength. She raised
her head and forced herself to walk faster.


Hearing her footsteps approach, Chane looked back and
chuckled. “Best catch up if you can. Plenty of turns coming.” Despite his
warning, he increased his pace.


After a few corners, the tunnel narrowed, but Yasqu still
fit after he dipped his head lower and pulled his wings closer.


Noba dropped down a couple of spines to a more comfortable
seat.


Dim glow of streetlamps from another village shone ahead.
Chane headed them down a path away from the town. Although it was impossible to
remember which paths they traveled before, Lyra felt certain he led them in the
wrong direction. He made a sharp right turn into an even smaller alleyway, one
too small for Yasqu.


“This is close to where the Malificates keep homes—just down
that run and bear three lefts. No closer will I go.” Chane shuddered. “Haven’t
been this near since years. Curse makes my skin feel tight and thin like paper.
Guess you’ll have to leave your large friend and his rider behind.” He nodded
to the dragons. “I’ll stay to watch them while you’re tradin’. I’ve not seen
one so big as that fellow. What is he?”


Yasqu stuck his long neck through the entry to the alley,
and Noba slid off to the ground.


“We won’t be needing your services, thank you,” Cullen
replied and bowed his head.


Voices approached. In moments, four Malificates stood
staring and whispering among themselves. Together, they took a step closer. Two
young adult women dressed in gray and black skirts and tunics, similar to what
Mrinx wore. One wore her black hair in braids looped over her ears, with blue
highlights that matched ribbons of smoke twisting from her eyes. The other’s
dark red tresses frizzed into a curly mass, shining like a halo in the light of
Noba’s eyes.


“A cursed one,” the blue-eyed witch stepped forward. She
snarled and fixed her gaze on Chane. The blue smoke cut a path directly for
him. “You be welcome in our village only to die.” Her smoke circled the region
of his male organ and she hissed, “You’re about to lose what you need most to
run your famed brothel.”


Chane didn’t reply, squirming as though in pain. He backed
against the wall, and sweat beaded along his brow.


The other witch turned her halo of hair from the dragons and
stared at Lyra and Cullen. “You two aren’t from here. Who do you seek?”


One of the men stood at her side, his arms folded across his
chest, displaying calloused hands with dirty nails. He wore dark olive trousers
tucked in old, heavy-soled boots. A faded black jacket hung loose to his knees.


The other man hung behind them in their shadows, but
appeared elderly with his stooped posture and tufts of sparse white hair. “It
is them,” he said in a low, calm voice. “Mrinx spoke of their return. And
they’ve brought a matan.”


The red-haired woman turned and gave him a quizzical look.
“What be you jabbering about? I’ve never seen a matan.”


Chane let out a loud moan.


Lyra glanced back at the tall Rotter, but he appeared
unharmed. She replied to the red-haired Malificate, “We’re here as guests of
Mrinx and her son Lesot.”


“And how come you to know them?” the witch asked, lifting a
thin finger tipped with a gray, curving nail.


“They invited us back to meet Kon on a certain matter,”
Cullen replied.


“Head Elder, Kon?” She looked at the other witch torturing
Chane across the alley. “Sulye, come here.”


She dropped her hold on the cursed Rotter. “My name be
Sulye, and this fiery witch be my sister, Rakia.” She gestured to the younger
of the men. “He’s her mate, Angom, and his father, Elder Omin.” She bowed low.
“Be welcomed.”


“Thank you,” Cullen replied and bowed.


Unsettled by the gesture, Kenzo hopped to the stone floor
and stayed close to Cullen’s feet, his eyes still glazed over.


Lyra began to bow, and Chane grabbed her from behind, his
thick arm tight against her neck. With a guttural growl, he demanded, “Give me
your staff or I break her neck. Now!”


She felt the heat of his ragged breath at the back of her
head.


From behind, Yasqu shot flames down the tunnel, so hot Lyra
broke out in a full-body sweat.


Noba contributed his small flame in perfect unison with the
huge dragon.


“I can’t reach him, hidden behind her,” Sulye called to
Cullen.


“Don’t try me, wizard. I know your magic and can snap her
neck before you strike.”


Cullen hesitated. Relying on his ring alone, Lyra knew he
wouldn’t be able to fire as fast. He held out an open palm, and the staff
appeared, its ornate metalwork gleaming in Noba’s light.


Lyra held her breath. Armed, Cullen could fight better, but
the muscles of Chane’s arm tensed at her throat. If only her attacker faced
her, she could kill him with fascination. Her level of afflation wouldn’t
protect her against death, only serious injury. She was still mortal.


She pulled a large quantity of her aura to her skin, like in
clairvoyance, but with a different intention, one she had never tried before.
Her power extended to the hairs along her hand that he squeezed.


Chane loosened his grip, and Lyra squirmed to free her
fingers. “No you don’t,” he exhaled into her ear as he retightened his grip.


Her skin hurt from her attempt to burn him, and she bit her lip
against the pain. Additionally, the fingers swelled with Noba’s poison. The
metal band of her ring cut into the puffed flesh.


“Here. Take it.” Cullen stepped forward, his arm
outstretched and offering the staff.


Chane’s hand tightened on the shaft, but he didn’t release
Lyra.


“Resto scelestus toos magia paro Mrinx,” a familiar
voice of an old woman croaked from the shadows of the alleyway in front of
Lyra.


The shaft flew through the air to Mrinx’s open hand. The
fingers of her pendants clamored to touch the turned metalwork and the sapphire
gem at the apex.


In the next instant, something hurled Chane’s body backward,
dragging Lyra to the floor until his arms released. His huge frame slammed
against the stone wall and slumped into a heap, motionless.


Cullen rushed to Lyra’s side.


When she sat up, a tall, slim man with white hair stood next
to Mrinx. He lowered his hand, smoke still seeping from beyond the limits of
his fingerless gloves.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Eleven: Powers of the Matan


 


 


Lyra cradled her swollen hand while she got to her feet.
“Thank you for saving us.” Cautiously, she checked behind her at the giant lump
of Chane’s body.


Cullen examined the man’s temples. “He wears no mask.”


“I checked earlier and couldn’t see any edge lines. Is he
dead or in bone-crypt?” Lyra turned to face Mrinx and the other witches.


“Dead quite certainly,” replied Mrinx’s friend. He fingered
the tip of a frayed silk necktie, its bold red and white stripes standing out
against his otherwise plain gray woolen tunic and trousers. The tie seemed out
of place for the common plain dress, but so did his battered top hat. A white
ponytail spilled from under the hat to his waist. “Decades afore, I cursed his
Rotter mother for thieving our community stash of obsidian dust. Sadly, I had
no knowledge she carried a child. He became a martyr of local fame—not Vizard
nor Rotter and unable to suffer either’s ills. A man chased by us elders for
decades since only we held enough darkness to undo the curse.” He nodded in the
direction of the other older man. “Gratitude for your signal, Elder Omin.” He
flashed his dark eyes at Lyra and studied her. “I am Kon, who you seek.”


 “This be Lyra and Cullen, wizards from Dragonspeir.”
Mrinx returned the staff to Cullen and snatched up Lyra’s swollen right hand.
“What be the matter with this hand? Needs tending. This scratch looks like—”


“Is Lady Lyra hurt?” Noba moved from where he hid behind
Yasqu’s wing and wedged between her and Cullen.


“Oh!” Mrinx dropped Lyra’s hand and jumped back, colliding
with Omin.


“It’s a matan, like I tried to show to Rakia.” The elder
groaned while helping Mrinx regain her balance.


“Now I understand.” Kon stepped forward, dropped to one
knee, and took hold of Lyra’s injured hand. “Most likely the Vizards and
Rotters entreated Chane to take what they think is a wrathful demon away. Some
there must have lived when we had old ways. My, my. That wedge-shaped cut can
only be from the barb-tail of a matan.” His gaze shifted up to her face. “Yet
you endure. How?”


Lyra shook her head. “Noba—a wrathful demon? No way.”


“Really, it’s only a pseudodragon scratch.” Cullen took her
hand from Kon. “I’ve had many and can mend it.” He covered the swollen area,
and Lyra felt his aura faintly tingling along her skin.


After a couple minutes, Lyra wriggled her fingers between
his. “Your healing power seems weaker than usual. Is it because I’m numb with
the swelling?”


“That’s strange.” Cullen applied more. “Any better?”


Lyra shook her head. “A little.” She touched her free hand to
his, over the swelling. Sending her aura into the wound along with his eased
the pressure in her fingers, but the oozing cut remained open. “That’s some
better. Maybe it will heal on its own now.”


“Won’t.” Mrinx cautiously leaned closer, keeping an eye on
Noba, and took hold of Lyra’s hand.” Your fingers be filling again. That ring
has to come off or you’ll lose that finger.”


Lyra tried to jerk her hand away, not wanting the witch to
see her bloodswear scar underneath the ring.


The witch grabbed a tighter hold and scooted the ring past
Lyra’s knuckle. The exposed scar shot a spark into Mrinx’s fingertips, and she
let go.


Lyra forced the ring back over the puffy tissues.


“What in the caverns of Terza!” the witch exclaimed. “If I
hadn’t traded fair with you afore, I’d call you a svendemon.”


“Curious.” Kon looked at Lyra with wide eyes. “Come. And
encourage your matan to join. I need his help to make the cure. After that we
trade.”


Before leaving, Lyra checked on Yasqu, who poked his head
and neck as far as possible down the alley. “Stay here and keep yourself safe,”
she directed him. “What about scorpents? Did the Imperial Dragon give him any
advice?” she whispered to Cullen.


“I’m sure a full grown bronze dragon can protect himself,”
Cullen said with a laugh as he dropped his arm for Kenzo to perch.


“I’ll stay to watch him,” Angom offered. “Rakia and Sulye,
go on.”


Out of breath, Lesot joined the group. “No, Angom, you’re
the son of an elder. I’m here now. You go.”


“Thank you,” Lyra replied and scooped Noba into her good
arm.


Kon tipped his hat, then spun in place and walked down the
alley. For his apparent age, he was fit and moved with a springy gait. Several
times, he glanced back at Noba and gave a strange, almost giddy, smile.


They traveled through a maze of turns through narrow alleys.
This time, Noba’s eyes revealed the black soot the Malificates carried back
from the mines they worked. It covered everything, floor, walls, and trash
bins. Otherwise, the tunnels were tidy and clear of litter. Doors were set
close along the walls, and many residents stood in their entries to watch her
group pass. By their simple dress, the locals appeared to be hard-working
laborers, but they held their heads high.


After several minutes, the group stopped at a door that looked
as plain as any other, with peeling paint clinging to a few patches. Kon
unfastened several locks and stepped inside, holding the door for the others.


The basic and sparse furnishings of his apartment didn’t
reflect his honored position in the community. It looked much like where Mrinx
and Lesot lived, although Kon owned a larger motley collection of old wooden
chairs.


“Please take seats. Lyra, next to me so I can care for your
wound. Omin in your customary meeting spot beside me.”


Lyra walked across a dingy braided rug and sat in an old
side chair next to Kon. After Noba jumped down, she rested her sore hand on the
arm.


Kon kneeled. “Noba, please come take a special place next to
me.” He motioned to the pseudodragon, then waved a hand over a candelabra positioned
on a side table next to the largest rocker. Flames flickered up to his hand,
and he took his place in the chair. After he wafted the smoke from above the
flames to the center of the room, a tray with a teapot and cups appeared on a
low table. The tea service was in a pattern Lyra recognized—the same kind Aunt
Jean had used.


“Master? Where does Noba go?” the wizard’s familiar asked as
he turned in circles.


“Noba and Kenzo, over here,” Cullen said, leaning down to
show them where to sit next to his legs.


Kon’s face momentarily contorted into a scowl before
displaying a polite smile.


Mrinx and Rakia joined them while Sulye poured and passed
cups to each, giving Kenzo and Noba theirs in drinking bowls.


“What kind of tea?” Lyra asked, inhaling the steam. Catching
a whiff of licorice, she smiled at the memory of the magical tea Cullen served
her when they first met in his bookstore. That seemed so long ago, but it was
only last summer.


He reached an arm around the back of her chair and rubbed
her neck.


“It be constourt root gathered from near the portals—very
rare and tasty,” Mrinx replied.


“I noticed a Rotter peering out of the portal before it was
sealed. Was he there collecting that root?”


“Could be. Which portal?” the witch asked.


“The one leading to Dragonspeir.”


“There are several connecting to various parts of that
world.” Kon added. “Most are sealed or heavily guarded, like the one from a
demon forest.”


“That must be the one opening into Silva Nocens, forest of the
Dark Realm. Why isn’t that portal closed?” Cullen asked.


“Small human-like creatures mine veins while guarded by
demons they call drakes.” Kon took a loud slurp from his cup. “Have done so off
and on for centuries and suspiciously on the rise of late. My grandfather
yarned about fighting them and losing many friends, so now we keep secret
watch.”


“How sad that the tree keepers in that forest are forced to
work as slaves by the fire drakes,” Lyra said, taking a sip of tea.


After a big gulp, Noba sneezed repeatedly.


Kon reached down and took Noba’s bowl. “Pardon me for a
moment, Noba, and you will gain it back.” He ran his fingers above a single
candle flame and a teaspoon appeared, again in a modern pattern Lyra knew. He
stirred the contents of the pseudodragon’s bowl. “Lyra, swallow a spoonful of
this, then drink your own cup dry. Saliva of the matan who cut the wound is
said to seal it.” He leaned forward and passed the bowl, his eyes riveted to
her.


Lyra grimaced at the idea, but did as he directed. After
all, she probably survived Noba sneezing on her dozens of times while he stayed
with her at Aunt Jean’s last summer, helping care for Yasqu when he was a
hatchling.


Cullen leaned closer. In moments, her cut pulled together,
and the swelling began to ease.


“Healed tight.” Kon ran a finger along the closed wound.


 “Remarkable, indeed. How?” Cullen asked.


“Constourt tea is common to open channels of magic power.
Adding matan saliva is a variant I used many times when I was honored to have a
matan. Try to mend your bird now that he has whisked some down.”


The wizard passed his hands with healing energy over Kenzo’s
head, and the cloudy film over the owls eyes cleared. “Feels much improved,
Master,” he said, smoothly rotating his neck the full 180 degrees.


Lyra reached over and stroked Kenzo’s feathers. Feeling
better herself, she looked around the room. Hidden in the dim light, she found
all sorts of items from her world. An antique coffee grinder hung on a wall,
flanked by two framed John Wayne movie posters. A bookcase covered one wall,
jammed with books at all angles around a typewriter, a Mexican pottery vase,
and a baseball and glove. Looking closer at the book titles, they included an
eclectic mix of topics, such as American Indian lore, football, growing African
violets, along with numerous plain black volumes titled with unfamiliar
symbols.


“Why didn’t our powers perform as expected?” Cullen asked
and relaxed against his seat with an arm around Lyra. “I’ve cured hundreds of
pseudodragon cuts.”


Omin cleared his throat and answered with a rough voice.
“Long ago, here in Terza, powers of the matan were great. Their power changes
all vibrations of magic here. We Malificate elders once ruled by owning them.
Most suffer forever if cut by a matan tail, even if treated fast away. Matan
magic overpowered the Vizards and their scorpents, until they trained those
beasts to eat matan eggs. Times have changed—much harder now.” He nodded to
Lyra. “How did you survive? What power do you bear?”


Cullen touched the base of her neck more firmly and began to
convey a thought, Don’t—, before he stopped abruptly.


Lyra’s eyes flashed around the room. No one seemed to
overhear his mental communication, but the one word gave her some guidance.


“You have an interesting collection of American antiques and
books.” Lyra changed the topic, smiling as calmly as possible.


“Yes, I’m curious about lands connecting out of Terza and
try to learn them. I’d wish to talk with you at length some time to know more.
My interest is how I came to own what you wish to trade from me. As leader of
the Malificate elders, it is for me to gain from the outside. Your Scribe
Elisabeth came here to learn of the Emtori ruby, dug from our oldest mines and
cut by our master craftsmen to unlock its powers. She traded handsome with me,
giving this book and much more,” Kon replied as he stood and selected a volume
from inside a glass-front section of the bookcase.


Lyra clutched the arms of her chair to steady herself while
considering how Kon had been alive to trade with Elisabeth—eight hundred years
ago.


The Head Elder held the ancient book for Lyra to examine.
Distressed brown leather covered the exterior of the thick book. The tanned
surface had worn thin on the spine, the shabby hide exposing some page edges.
Traces of tooled letters indented the face, which revealed parts of an ornate
letter “D” and in a line below, the letter “E.”


Lyra sucked in a ragged breath. Her fingers trembled as she
touched the cover. A white hot flash of energy burned a path up her arm and
toward her heart. Before she could react, it enveloped her heart, then seeped
inside. Her next breath seemed deeper and fuller than any she had taken in her
life. Her lungs filled to the lowest lobes, and her aura pulsed through every
inch of her body. A portion of Elisabeth’s magic stored in those words now
added to her own—she felt the combined power swell into the recesses of her
mind and heart.


If contact with the cover conveyed that much, she wondered
what would happen when she actually read the first Scribe’s adventure. Sweat
beaded along her hairline as she gently opened the cover and turned the
yellowed end sheet.


The text was hand-written in a neat cursive. Energy from the
words held her eyes on the page as she absorbed the kaleidoscope of images. She
longed to devour the story and the magic it contained. She had expected answers
to questions in the text. The transmission of ancient scribal energy surprised
her, even though her own Book of Dragonspeir contained magic in its
words. She had read Brigid’s as a child and couldn’t remember how it affected
her. Lyra’s own book stopped the Black Dragon from using the Red Moon last
August to expand his power into the human world. What consequence did
Elisabeth’s book cause?


Cullen’s fingers winding in her hair brought Lyra back to
the present moment. “Is it authentic?” he asked, passing his own hand above the
open page. “I detect Dragonspeir magic.”


Lyra exhaled slowly. “Yes. It’s real.”


“What be your offer?” Kon prompted, taking the book away and
tilting his head.


Omin picked up the volume.


Lyra’s eyes followed the ancient text. With considerable
effort, she looked away, not wanting to seem desperate and disadvantaged in the
dealing. From her shoulder pack, she pulled out the offer she and Cullen agreed
upon before leaving. “Here’s a copy of the most recent Book of Dragonspeir.”
Like Kon, she held it for his inspection, not trusting him enough to let
the book rest freely in his hands.


He ran a finger across the cover and read aloud, “The Fifth
Book of Dragonspeir, written by Adalyra McCauley.” He glanced up at her.
“Is this you, Lyra?”


She nodded, but purposely didn’t offer any explanation.


“You trade me a new book for a rare collectible? What value
is that?”


Cullen reached into the sack in his cloak pocket. Before he
removed anything, Lyra formed a thought she hoped he would read. Wait! I
have something from home he’ll go for. She rummaged in the compartments of
her bag and pulled out a retractable ball point pen. “Here. Something from my world
you’ll certainly enjoy.”


Kon’s eyes lit, and he held out his hand. He turned it over
and looked into the small hole at the end. “Does it move?”


“Yes. Press the button at the other end. You can write with
the end that comes out. Try it.”


He found a scrap of parchment from the bottom shelf of the
bookcase and penned his name.


“Elder Kon, this ancient book feels of megma. It vibrates,”
Omin said, placing Elisabeth’s volume on the shelf beside the stack of
parchments. He turned to Lyra and asked, “May I please touch your book? I don’t
need to hold it.”


Lyra kneeled in front of Omin and held her volume for him to
see.


“Marvelous!” Kon declared. “A better trade. I will keep
this…but I want more, and you have more to offer.”


Lyra didn’t trust Kon. She glanced over her shoulder at
Cullen. Without contact, she couldn’t send him a thought.


His fingers that normally held the staff twitched, and he
reached for it at the side of his chair. Before he could communicate with her,
Kon began a loud speech.


“I want your matan. Centuries ago, I commanded Terza by
keeping matans. Our time has come again. I will rule all of Terza!”


“Kon, her book owns the same megma. She be some sort of
svendemon, like Mrinx said.” Omin waved a knobby-fingered hand in front of the
Head Elder’s glassy eyes. “You’ve gone mad, wanting those days back when you
had so much power no one would friend you.”


He pushed his friend’s hand aside and grabbed for Noba, who
let out a yelp and crawled under Cullen’s chair.


“Kon, stop! Greed is taking you over,” Mrinx cried and
grabbed his arm.


“You won’t own Noba!” Cullen glared at the Head Elder, then
pulled his familiar into one arm and headed toward the door. He attempted to
work his wizard’s staff, but Noba’s wiggling undermined his efforts.


“I will!” Kon waved at the smoke of his candles, forcing it
over the wizard. He nodded to Angom to block the door.


Cullen choked and froze stiff as a statue. Although his
immobile arms still held the pseudodragon and staff tight to his sides, Noba
squirmed and hissed as Kon approached.


Kenzo flew up and scratched the elder’s back with his
talons.


Kon yanked the pseudodragon out and into his own clutch.
“You’re mine! All of Terza will bow to me like before.” He turned to Lyra.
“Good trade.” With his other hand, he tossed her Elisabeth’s book. “Be gone, if
you can get out.” A peel of wicked laughter rattled from his throat.


Lyra stuffed both books into her pack and clenched her hands
into fists. “We aren’t leaving without Noba.”


“Mrinx, Omin, I need your help to conjure the bonding potion
so this matan will do for me.” He opened a door leading to a stairwell.
Sulfurous odors told Lyra it led to his laboratory.


“I won’t be a party to releasing your former greed, Kon.”
Mrinx stood with her hands on her hips, pendants clambering up and down their
chains.


“Lady Lyra, help Noba!” the familiar squeaked, looking over
Kon’s shoulder.


Already stooping at the floor, Lyra easily noticed the bowl
with Noba’s tea and grabbed it up. “Noba, cut him with your tail! Wave it all
around!”


Noba did as told and slashed his barbed tail with all his
might.


Kon dropped him to the floor and held the tiny dragon by the
snout, avoiding the flick of his tail.


Rakia gasped. “Elder Kon, you’ve been cut! Your neck!”


He wiped a hand along the right side of his neck.


“The other side!” she cried.


From the left, his fingers came away covered with his blood.
He spun around, frantically searching the room, and finally rested his gaze on
Lyra. “Give me that!” He flipped his fingers in the direction of his
candelabra, summoning their smoke toward her.


Before his effluvial magic reached Lyra, she passed a hand
over Noba’s tea and proclaimed, “Semoveo familiaris fluidus!” Then,
acting by instinct or directed by some internal guidance, she lifted her hand
up, and it blocked the influx of smoke. Not knowing what her aura could do
against his black magic, her stomach tightened into a knot.


“Kon, what be you doing? If she can put magic into words,
she can undo your charm,” Mrinx pleaded. “Stop! She can harm us.”


The Head Elder’s smoke pressed against Lyra’s palm but
traveled no further. He let out a loud groan and rushed at her. “Give me that
bowl!” He gasped for air and clutched his chest, already affected by Noba’s
poison.


“Noba, wave your tail at anyone who comes near you!” Lyra
called out. Unsure whether her spell operated fully, she dropped the bowl,
shattering the pottery and spilling the tea, which quickly soaked into the
porous stone. A second later, Lyra’s aura reflexively caused her to push her
hand against the smoke, forcing it into Kon’s face.


He sputtered in a cloud of his own effluvium, clawed at the
wound on his neck, and dropped to the floor.


Rakia and Sulye huddled in a corner behind a chair, but Omin
stood more upright than before. “Angom, my son, let her pass. You want her as
an ally after I pass to dust.”


Lyra whisked Noba into her arm and moved her open hand in
front of Cullen’s face. She jumped slightly when smoke exited his nose and hit
her palm. She closed her fist, and when she reopened it, the effluvium had
vanished. She stared at her empty palm in disbelief.


Cullen’s eyes sparked, and he jerked to attention. He gave
his staff a spin, and the sapphire at the apex shot blue light at the door.


Angom dodged just before the light blasted it open.


Cullen looked at Lyra. “Did you get it?”


Kon moaned in pain, and Mrinx kneeled at his side. She
looked up at Lyra with tears welling into her eyes, “Go. He got the deal that
greed demands. A once-great leader felled by his own temptations.” When life
left his body, she let out a loud wail.


“We mourn the fair leader we knew after he had to work for
his power when the Vizards took away much of our lives…not the young man he
once was and seemed to turn to again today. He dreamed of having those days
back—like a madness. Sad that he couldn’t see the difference.” Omin said as a
tear trickled from the corner of one of his eyes. “Go in peace. No one gives
you blame.”


Lyra nodded and darted into the alley.


Cullen and Kenzo followed close behind.


The two elders remained with Kon, but the younger
Malificates joined them.


Upon reaching the third intersection, Lyra didn’t know which
way to turn. Then, she heard Yasqu thunder a roar she had heard only once
before, when he protected her against a stealth cimafa dragon. She ran down the
alley, and Lesot caught her in his arms, preventing her from going farther. Out
in the main tunnel, the fangs of the snake head of a scorpent dripped venom,
coiled to bite.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Twelve: Chase of the Mask


 


 


Lyra strained against Lesot’s arm. Rising up on tip-toes,
she peered over his shoulder. Her view of the main tunnel from the alley showed
only snatches of the fight.


The huge snake head of the scorpent loomed forward. From its
open mouth, white fangs dripped with shimmering venom. Slit-shaped pupils
pierced from the center of its green-gold irises. The creature’s neck lowered
and thrust out of sight.


Yasqu let out a sharp groan, then fell silent.


The scorpent lifted its head, tongue flicking out beyond
closed jaws. Blood seeped from the corners of its mouth.


“Yasqu!” Lyra screamed and wiggled free of Lesot’s hold, his
hand clamping only onto her cloak. She yanked and the jade brooch at her throat
sprang open and fell away with the fabric. She glanced at the jadestone on the
ground, hesitant to be without that powerful connection to Cullen. A pained
moan from Yasqu sent her directly into the thoroughfare.


“Lyra! No!” Cullen yelled.


“Lady Lyra, go back!” the bronze dragon cried out.


The magical eyes of the scorpent captured her gaze. Unable
to turn away, she eased backward, plastering her body against the stone wall
for support.


The beast controlled her.


Lyra used her aura to fight against it, but couldn’t break
free.


The creature hissed, coiling its neck lower as it approached
her. She made a wrong choice, which endangered herself and left Yasqu without
help. Her heart pounded against her rib cage.


From beyond her sight, the dragon gave a low moan. His tone
wavered and sputtered.


Blue light from Cullen’s staff shot at the scorpent.


The beast writhed and bit the air in front of Cullen.
Bombarded with the torrent of lasers, it lowered a protective eyelid covering.


The wizard’s sapphire beams reflected off the eyelids,
denting the walls like machinegun fire.


Again, the scorpent snaked down to Lyra’s level. It
channeled Cullen’s magic straight at her.


A stabbing pain shot through her head. She clamped her hands
on either side of her skull. Although the beam lasted only a moment before
Cullen dowsed his staff, the burning sensation continued. In too much pain to
move far, Lyra slunk behind a metal waste can for cover.


The wizard spun to face the tunnel and hurled a powerball
from his hand at the scorpent’s head.


Hit directly on one eye, the beast hissed and took a step
back, waving its neck wildly.


“Lyra!” Cullen ran to her and coursed his palms along her
temples, lifting away the sharpest pains. Wisps of black magic wafted around
them from the breath of the scorpent. “Are you all right? Tell me how you
feel.”


“I’m okay, but I can’t fight. I’ll try to self-heal.” She
massaged her scalp. Sending aura deep inside, she gained more relief.


Yasqu snarled and crawled into Lyra’s view as she peered
from around the bin. He roared and struck the scorpent’s flailing neck. A wide
swath of flame charred the tissue. Yasqu persevered and bit into the wound. He
came away with black slime covering his lower jaw.


Despite the serious injury, the scorpent attacked.


The two long necks of the dragon and beast moved at all
angles across the corridor, positioning and repositioning to gain advantage for
a strike.


The scorpent exhaled massive clouds of effluvium from its
flared nostrils.


Yasqu shot counters of flames that blocked the black vapor.


Kenzo darted out from the alleyway and circled the base of
the scorpent’s neck, biting the soft underside scales.


“Kenzo! Watch out!” Cullen cried.


The owl flew up, narrowly avoiding the deadly scorpion-like
pinchers on the beast’s midsection. “No worries, Master.” He zipped in and out,
biting and retreating.


Cullen volleyed a round of powerballs at the scorpent’s head
and successfully kept it on the defensive.


Its neck twisted back and forth between the wizard and the
dragon.


With the pain in her head diminishing, Lyra stood beside
Cullen and transferred a large portion of her aura into her hand, preparing to
throw.


The head of the creature moved in all directions.


Her worst magic craft—powerball throwing. She feared her bad
aim would injure Yasqu. The powers bouncing around the tunnel were far greater
than she could conjure using incantations with her ring. She didn’t know how to
help.


“Look!” Lyra alerted the others. Down the tunnel, a group of
Vizards approached.


Lesot and Angom moved directly behind Lyra and Cullen,
holding Noba between them. “Do you know how to command your matan?” Angom
asked.


Lyra shook her head. “I don’t think so.”


“You may have to learn fast,” Lesot replied, his eyes wide.


Cullen glanced over his shoulder and gave the pair of
Malificates a questioning look before forming another powerball in his palm.


The group of about twenty Vizards stopped close behind the
scorpent. In unison, they removed their masks, exposing tendons and strips of
muscle clinging in patches to bear bone. One Vizard, half a head taller than
the others, took a step forward. “Come and serve your masters,” his voice rang
clear and bold, accompanied by a long exhalation of dark effluvium.


Whatever the lead Vizards intended, the battle continued as
if nothing happened, with neither side gaining an advantage.


After a couple minutes, a loud hissing sounded behind Yasqu.
From side streets at the next intersection, two scorpents appeared. Their eyes
glinted and tongues flicked, tasting the air. Their long serpent necks circled
faster, and silvery drool hung from the corners of their mouths. Clearly the
Vizards had called for these back-ups.


“How do we use Noba?” Lyra asked, glancing down at him. If
he could help, it was worth a try.


The familiar’s small muscles bunched and released while the
pupils of his black eyes were open wide, sending out more light than before.


Lyra held a hand out to him. “Come here, Noba. We need your
help.”


After Lesot and Angom released him, the pseudodragon hugged
both forearms around Lyra’s leg.


“Go on. They’ll be afraid of whatever you do,” she said,
giving him a gentle push between his wings.


He took a cautious step forward, brushing next to Cullen.
Noba looked both ways along the main tunnel. His limbs twitched even more, his
scales catching the light in ripples.


All eyes locked on the pseudodragon, and the battle halted.
The scorpents froze, all but their tongues, which flicked more actively.


The Vizards hunched, and a few dropped lower, lying
prostrated on their stomachs. Only the leader stood tall.


“Master, what is Noba needed to do?” the familiar asked.


“Use your instinct,” Cullen replied. “You will know what to
do.”


Noba shook his head. “Don’t know.”


The head Vizard cackled. “You don’t know how to command your
matan. We’ll show you—”


Before the leader finished, Cullen shot a powerball squarely
at his chest.


Doubled in pain, the Vizard forced a skeletal arm upward,
his wiry fingers twirling in the air as he sunk to the ground.


From that cue, the scorpents lunged at Yasqu, biting hard on
his tail.


“Noba, wave your barb at them!” Lyra pleaded.


Instead of following her guidance, the familiar clung with
legs, arms, and wings wrapped tightly around the side of his master’s leg.


Lyra shook her head, desperate to find of a way out of the
situation. Surprisingly, her aura prickled in her fingertips without her
command. Acting by instinct, she lifted her arms, and the electricity of her
power crackled, jumping between her fingers like she’d never seen before.
Vaporous threads of effluvial magic coursed toward her hands. Seeing the black
magic channeling at her, Lyra jerked. Various shades of gray smoke, given off
by different beings, comingled at the surface of her palm, as if fighting to
enter.


Seeing their effluvium vanish into her hands, the Vizards
cowered, despite the haunting grins plastered on their mask faces. A moment
later, they blew new clouds from their pipes as fast as they could breathe, and
the scorpents puffed a thick screen from their nostrils.


Lyra’s new ability matched their pace.


During this confusion, Yasqu whipped around and hurled long
flames at the two new scorpents, searing wide burns along their necks and
flanks.


The pair retaliated with teamwork, one in charge of maintaining
the debilitating effluvial cloud while its partner attacked with open mouth and
dripping fangs.


The bronze dragon took a serious hit, a deep bite at his
shoulder that looked like it cut through his wing tendon. The main sail sagged
lower than the one on his other side.


Kenzo soared to perch on a spine near Yasqu’s wound. With
spread wings, the owl’s beak gaped and his face contorted as he tried his best
to ward off another attack.


“Noba, you are my familiar and I command you—mico cauda
hostes hostium!” Cullen’s voice carried above the din of roars, hisses, and
groans. His hand glowed blue with his aura as it rested against the scales of
the pseudodragon.


“Noba will serve Master.” With his barbed tail held high and
no longer shaking, he walked deliberately into the midst of the battle. He
stopped directly in front of the single scorpent. He tilted his head back and
looked up at the beast nearly fifty times his size.


The scorpent watched, unable to move.


Noba’s tail whipped in a circle, and the tip glowed orange.
Abruptly, he extended it forward, and a spark shot out like a missile at the
beast’s chest.


The scorpent let out a guttural moan that shook the ground
and echoed along the tunnel walls. It staggered backward, aiming to turn at the
connecting intersection. Instead, the hulk of its body crashed onto many of the
Vizards who didn’t get away fast enough. The protective cloud of pipe smoke
thinned around those who remained.


In response, Cullen volleyed powerballs where their forms
were visible.


Those he hit fell to the stone floor but made sure to cover
their faces with hands or clothing before they lost their undead lives. Lyra
guessed, from what had happened to the whore, Valeria, their masks offered some
protection against being forced into a state of bone-crypt.


Noba only needed to turn toward the other two scorpents
before they sped back into the adjoining tunnels.


Lyra stepped forward and wavered as she checked Yasqu.


“Wait. You first. Do you require more healing for your
injury?” Cullen asked, touching the side of her head. “You took a fierce
strike.”


“My balance is off, but my mind seems clear enough, clearer
than before in these tunnels when they were filled with smoke.” She lowered her
voice to a whisper. “It must be Elisabeth’s magic…in her book. It has to be.
And that explains how I can counter effluvium.”


“I hope their smoke doesn’t affect you later, after you’ve
internalized it.” He rubbed his open palms over her head. “I don’t sense
anything amiss, other than your balance. I mended some, but a few deeper
tissues evade me. I’ll try again later.”


She stood straighter and stretched the stiffness from her
neck.


The dragon flattened his injured shoulder lower, and Kenzo
flew to the ground.


Lyra’s fingers traced Yasqu’s wound.


Yasqu didn’t complain when she began, only uttering a soft
whimper when she probed deep into his damaged tissue with her power.


Cullen wrapped and fastened Lyra’s cloak around her while
she worked.


Suddenly, her head spun. She braced herself against the
dragon’s side and pulled her arms down. “I did a first pass and mended the
deepest structures. You need to focus on stopping bleeding and easing the pain.
It’s a bad wound.” She turned to the owl. “Kenzo, are you injured?”


“Fully functioning!” he chirped while extending one wing, then
the other. “Thanks to you for removing that black magic smoke. Good trick you
learned!”


Cullen applied healing for a couple minutes but was
interrupted by Lesot.


“We need to move from here since more scorpents may
challenge the death of one of their own,” Lesot said and walked past the
carcass.


“Yasqu, I think you’re good to walk but favor that wing. No
flying,” Cullen said as he patted the base of the dragon’s neck.


“I’m fine to walk,” Yasqu replied and rose onto his haunches
with a grimace.


Lyra caught up to Cullen before turning to follow their
guide. “How were you able to command Noba? I couldn’t. Was it your spell?”


“Yes, but I charged that incantation with the magic bond he
and I share as master and familiar. I’d almost forgotten how to use that
connection. Hadn’t used it since he was a hatchling newly awarded to me.”


Lyra exhaled slowly. “That was close. I’m glad you
remembered it. Why didn’t the Imperial Dragon warn us that scorpents might
challenge Yasqu?”


“Maybe when he visited Terza matans controlled the scorpents
and he had no trouble. Didn’t Omin and Kon say they had matans?”


“True. My father has told he was honored with one until
about two hundred years ago,” Angom replied.


The wizard whistled to Noba. “Let’s get out of here. Terza magic
isn’t the easiest to fight.”


The corners of Lyra’s mouth lifted into a grin. “Oh, I
thought you enjoyed being overpowered by Tayzia.”


With a smile plastered across the pseudodragon’s face, he
scampered to Cullen’s side. “Noba killed the mean snake-beast for Master.”


Cullen chuckled and shook his head while motioning them
forward more quickly to follow Lesot.


The Malificate guided them through a series of tunnels, all
main passageways large enough for Yasqu.


Angom secured the rear of their group.


After several turns, a loud hissing noise reverberated at a
tunnel crossing. Lesot picked up their pace through the darker outer tunnels
between villages. Soon, streetlamps led the way into a town. The lights shined
brighter with no dark smoke hanging in the air. Lyra was thankful to be without
the mental fog of the effluvium since she already fought against impaired
balance.


Clanking and slamming sounds came from the distant village,
but when their group arrived, it appeared like a ghost town. No sign of anyone.
Windows in the houses and shops were dark with lights out and shades drawn.


Lesot hurried them past vacant stoops. A piece of what
looked like cardboard fluttered out from under the steps leading to the
brothel. Although there was no wind at all in Terza, the object floated toward
them. It spun as if caught in a whirlwind and then fell at Noba’s
feet—Valeria’s Vizard mask drawn into a wicked grin.


Lyra stooped to pick it up, wondering if she could empower
it to save the woman.


The mask evaded her fingers and followed Noba.


The familiar let out a piercing yelp and took off running.


Kenzo flew after him, and the mask followed.


Lyra held her messenger bag tight to her side and caught
hold of Cullen’s hand. They ran through the rest of the town, slowing only when
they reached the dark outskirts and couldn’t see either owl or pseudodragon.
Without Noba’s light, their eyes needed to adjust to the dim glow of the
obsidian inclusions embedded in the walls.


The Malificate’s eyes acclimated quicker. Lesot and Angom urged
the others to speed up. “I’d depart from their group here, but they need guides
more now without their matan,” Lesot said to his friend.


Angom nodded.


They jogged without pause through more turns than Lyra could
count. At one, she imagined a slithering sound, but it seemed to mix with
everyone’s panting breath.


At the next intersection, a hissing noise reverberated.
Angom pulled them to a stop and cautiously approached the corner alone. He
wrapped his fingers around the stone edge, then withdrew back to the group. “A
scorpent lies off the next crossroads beyond. They hunt with smell, tasting
air. We’ll use the dragon to block our smells in the tunnel while we cross. Be
ready to run fast to the portal.”


Lyra and Cullen nodded and crept next to Yasqu’s right side,
protected in front and behind by their Malificate guides. With Angom setting
the pace, the group eased into the intersection. When they reached the far
edge, the hissing accelerated into a shrill cry, intensifying each second.


The four sprinted with Yasqu close behind. Unable to see,
Lyra and Cullen helped each other over missteps on cracked stonework. Lesot’s
vision must have been better, quickly taking corners Lyra never saw until right
at the turns.


The piercing whirr pursued fast, catching up to them.


Lyra’s heart pounded in her chest. A familiar dripping noise
told her they had risen to where underground streams cut through the walls near
the entrance. She let out a ragged breath. The tunnel grew lighter, and she
strained her eyes for a glimpse of her lost friends. They were nowhere to be
seen or heard, but the hissing was so loud she couldn’t hear much else.


Blinding sun rays streamed through the portal from
Dragonspeir and forced them to slow their pace. She hoped the scorpent suffered
the same problem.


Lyra crawled up the steps while she looked unsuccessfully
all around for the Vizard’s mask that had chased Noba and Kenzo.


Cullen paused behind with their guides who seemed uncertain
what to do.


A roar from Yasqu told her the beast was on him.


She glanced back to see his tail between its scorpion
pinchers.


The dragon flipped his neck to one side and blasted a shower
of flames over the scorpent. The claws opened, and he bounded for the portal,
using the tip of his wing to push the four in front of him into Dragonspeir.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Thirteen: Read With Your Aura


 


 


Blinded by the angled rays of the setting sun, Lyra crawled
a short distance from the portal and stopped to shield her eyes.


“Lyra! Move farther away!” Cullen yelled.


The outline of the scorpent’s head rose from the open
portal.


Lyra got her legs under her and ran toward Cranewort.


The ancient tree sent out a branch, which she gladly used to
steady herself.


Lesot and Angom took the cue and followed.


Cullen stopped at a safe distance. He planted his staff and
rotated it, sending a shower of his blue aura far around the portal into the
surrounding woods and sky. He bombed the head of the beast with blasts of huge
powerballs. By the size of his shots, it was clear that Terza magic had hindered
him. Energized by Dragonspeir magnetics, he fought with renewed power.


Yasqu also seemed invigorated, despite his injured wing
tucked against his side. He covered the scorpent in a blanket of flames so
thick, Lyra wondered how Cullen could see to aim.


The chaos of their attack gave her an idea, and she summoned
a large mass of aura into her hand. The overly large softball-sized powerball,
normally too unwieldy, was just what she wanted this time. With the lumpy mass
in her palm, she grabbed another too-large portion of her aura and set the
sphere in flight toward the portal.


When the huge golden mass passed Cullen, he stopped and ran
a distance from the crossroads.


Yasqu half leapt, half flew into the forest.


An explosion of power burst as high as the tree tops, like a
grenade going off.


As if from out of nowhere, the Imperial Dragon appeared,
surrounded by the blaze.


Lyra screamed and ran closer.


The leader hovered in the fire, unaffected and breathing
long jags of flame at the writhing neck of the scorpent.


Lyra’s powerball bathed him in a magnificent radiance.
Unlike before, her aura now matched the exact shade of gold of the Imperial
Dragon’s scales and flames.


She dropped to her knees, watching the amazing sight.


Cullen rested a hand on her shoulder. “Elisabeth’s power
must be yours now.” His voice shook, alerting Lyra to read his thoughts through
their touch. He feared that enemies would want her aura even more now.


She covered his hand with her own.


Joining the Imperial Dragon’s effort, Yasqu added his own
unique color of flames.


Without interrupting his firepower, the leader held out his
foreclaw containing one of the Axiolite Obsidian pair. White beams shot
downward from the rock, but its mate couldn’t be seen in the mass of flames
below. Together, the two dragons forced the head of the scorpent lower into the
fiery pit.


The leader flew to the side and watched the fire die to
reveal a sealed portal. He closed his talons over the stone and nodded to
Yasqu. “Well done.”


The younger dragon made a formal bow, lowering his long neck
along the ground as he said, “It is my honor to serve.”


“Raise your head. You honor me by your bravery in the face
of injury.” The Imperial Dragon ran the tip of his wing along the limp shoulder
of the bronze. “You need urgent care.” He turned to face Cullen and Lyra.
“Please mend him at once. A dragon who cannot fly risks his life.”


They hurried to Yasqu’s side and set to work on the wound.


“Have you seen any sign of Kenzo or Noba?” Lyra asked
Cullen.


He shook his head, but didn’t look away from the delicate
procedure of reforming the main wing joint. “Hopefully, Cranewort has some
information.”


The leader hovered over them until he seemed satisfied of
progress, then addressed the Gatekeeper. “Sentry Cranewort, I commend you for
your outstanding abilities in clairvoyance, alerting me to come at once. You
will be formally honored, yet again, my dear friend. Did you see any sign of
Sire Drake’s helpers?” He paused, smoke still billowing from his nostrils.


“Thank you, my lord,” the huge tree replied and bent his
upper trunk into a sort of a bow, accompanied by a chorus of creaks and pops.
“And, yes, I did receive a visual reading of the owl and pseudodragon.”


Lyra didn’t dare look away from rebuilding wing membranes,
but called over to him, “Where are they?”


“Are they safe?” Cullen asked.


“Yes. They’re in eastern Silva Caliga with some kindly
spirits of the tass and otase trees.”


Cullen’s eyebrows rose. “They came out a different portal?
How? That’s so far from here.”


“Powers of the matan are incredible,” Lesot replied,
stepping out from behind Cranewort’s wide trunk.


The Gatekeeper twisted a branch to the back side of his
trunk. “Please show yourselves, gentlemen. You came to our aid. Our leader is
kind. Do not fear.”


Lesot and Angom slowly stepped toward the crossroads. The
fading light of sunset showed more of their appearance than the dim glow from
the obsidian veins in Terza. Their skin looked greener and less gray than
before. Lesot was clearly older with touches of gray in his hair. Black dust
stained Angom’s skin and hair. Both wore the same hairstyle—bald except for
wrapped ponytails growing from patches of hair at their crowns.


“Come closer without fear,” the Head Guardian urged. “I
sensed foreign energy but knew it belonged to no foe.”


As the two Malificates passed, their clothing seemed
shabbier than Lyra remembered. Lesot’s gray tunic was threadbare, and his knees
showed through holes in his leggings. Angom’s olive trousers were badly stained
with obsidian dust. The contrast of his musty odor with the fresh air hit Lyra
and made her nose wrinkle. The pair stopped in front of the leader. “We mean
not any harm,” Lesot said with a noticeably shaky voice.


“I’m sure you don’t. You obviously helped these three of
ours escape unharmed. You will be treated with kindness here in the Alliance of
Dragonspeir.” He bowed his head, and they timidly returned the gesture. “Sadly,
you are sealed off from reentering your land here. I expect this portal will be
monitored for days. But it’s easy enough for arrangements to be made to
transport you to another portal, the safest being the one we just mentioned.”


The two Malificates looked at each other. Angom cleared his
throat. “That will do us fine. Thanks be yours. Our elders speak highly of your
rule and this kingdom.”


“Thank you, but it’s not a kingdom, and I do not rule. I
merely lead a council of four Guardians who govern by the wishes of the
people.”


Cullen sat back on the ground, leaning on his hands. “We’ve
done all the preliminary healing we can. More will need to follow in the next
couple of days. Yasqu, you should be able to fly short distances using great
care. Try moving it.”


The young dragon lifted his wing from the shoulder. His
motion was stiff and slow. “Yes. It’s better.” He took two wide strides and
lifted a few feet off the ground, sailing in a wide circle around the
crossroads clearing. “I can fly again!” he called down to them. He landed and
tiny puffs of smoke escaped his nostrils, reminding Lyra of when he was a
hatchling just learning to do somersaults. He held out a forearm and hugged her
with his battered tail as she embraced his arm.


“Very good!” The Imperial Dragon stepped closer to Lyra. He
bent low, and the traces of smoke seeping out of his nostrils stopped. “Now
that we are safe, let me ask if your mission was successful.”


Yasqu joined the group and fixed his eyes on Lyra.


She lifted the strap of her messenger bag that crossed her
chest. Kneeling, she rummaged inside and withdrew the copy of the first Book
of Dragonspeir. Handling it gently, she examined it for damage. Having had
no time to properly wrap it, she had slid it into an inner pocket. The volume
seemed to have traveled well. With the book resting in her open palms, she held
it high to present it to the leader.


Lyra’s aura whirled around her heart. Her lungs expanded to
their fullest with deep, satisfied breaths. The magic of the book buzzed across
her bare skin and trailed along her arms. She couldn’t wait to read what her ancestor
wrote over eight hundred years ago, thoughts and bits of magic like secrets,
revealing the essence of being a Scribe and the fundamental premises of
Dragonspeir. Knowledge that would open her more fully to afflation and a life
of immortality with Cullen. Knowledge to help abolish the Dark Realm. Her mind
raced, eager to make all that happiness reality.


“Behold!” Cranewort exclaimed just as Cullen gasped.


Lyra tipped her head back. “Oh!” Bright golden light flared
up from the book, embracing the faces of the two dragons and spilling down to
completely cover her body.


“My Scribe, you have not only found a copy of this ancient
magical doctrine, but also unlocked the powers Elisabeth stored in it. The
Tortoise will be delighted to help you open the intricate properties in the
text. You have more than succeeded.” The Imperial Dragon stepped back and
raised his head high. “Let’s go to the lair! From there I will communicate with
Ysmena, the Lady of the Silva Caliga. She’ll keep Sire Drake’s aides safe until
tomorrow. Although that forest is neutral territory, it’s unwise to journey
through there in the night.”


“Yes. They don’t trust outsiders, and those trees can be
deadly. Poor Kenzo. Unless Ysmena finds him, he won’t sleep a wink after what
some trees did to him when we were there on my bloodswear quest.” Lyra replaced
the enchanted book inside her pack.


“Ysmena and I have been in frequent communication of late.
I’m sure she’ll receive my message and find them. Sire Drake, can you transport
four to the lair? Or shall I carry some?”


“I can, unless our guests have magic that carries
differently. Allow me to make the attempt before you leave.”


After waving goodbye to the Gatekeeper tree, the foursome
gathered together. Cullen tried twice, but failed to form a mist that covered
them completely.


On the third attempt, Lyra joined hands with him. “Use our
collective power.” A blue-gold mist quickly encircled them.


 


***


“Incredible!” Cullen exclaimed before Lyra felt her feet
touch down on the stone ledge outside the lair. “You gained some real strength
from Elisabeth.”


“I know, and it comes in handy for making those oversized,
messy powerballs,” Lyra said with a laugh.


The Imperial Dragon and Yasqu sailed across the wide Steppe
of Ora toward them, escorted by at least a dozen blue sentries. In the slanted
sun rays skimming across the plain, the dragons shining scales and thick
muscles were a magnificent sight.


When the flyers arrived, Yasqu skidded to an awkward
landing, unable to endure the braking force of air against his injured wing.


The excitement of new arrivals drew plenty of onlookers. The
Unicorn, the Tortoise, and Mimio joined the crowd of blue sentries and high
order wizards.


Lyra scanned those present. Quickly charging her skin with
clairvoyance, she read the air pulsing with vibrations of anticipation. Their
wide eyed faces matched their eagerness. With a smile covering her face, she
lifted her commuter bag high.


A chorus of cheers filled the air. Acquiring a copy of this
ancient volume meant a chance for peace in the Alliance.


The Imperial Dragon and Yasqu joined with mighty roars.


A blazing ball spiraled like a tiny cyclone above their
heads. The Phoenix transformed into her feathered shape and sailed in all
directions, lifting her sweet voice high in song.


From across the wide ledge, Lyra singled out the Tortoise.
She beamed while watching his eyes shine with moisture and the rune markings on
his shell gleam with his silvery white aura. At his advanced age, he rarely
extended his aura outside where others could see. The task he had studied
centuries for came to pass—unlocking ancient magic that would bring peace.


She hurried to meet him and kneeled to embrace his rough
neck. “You and I have lots of work to do.”


“We most certainly do.” The scaly skin at the corners of his
mouth furrowed into a smile.


“When can we get started?”


He chuckled. “Torn and exhausted, yet your face glows with
ambition and enthusiasm. You’re dedication is remarkable, Adalyra.”


The Unicorn joined their conversation. “I see you’ve brought
back some very interesting guests. I hear whispers that they are Malificates.
As the specialist in unusual magicals, I am keenly interested. Do you think
they’ll be amenable to questioning to expand our knowledge?”


“Yes, they are Malificates and very nice. I imagine they’ll
be willing since they are staying here tonight,” Lyra replied. “We plan to take
them to the portal in Silva Caliga tomorrow, which is where Noba and Kenzo
exited by accident.”


“Excellent! I will see that the dinner tonight has many courses
to encourage a relaxed conversation.” He lifted his horn high and trotted over
to the guests.


“Lyra, I’m going inside with Mimio to treat Yasqu’s wing
again,” Cullen said as he touched her shoulder from behind. “The flight didn’t
do it any favors.”


“Do you need my help?”


“If I do, I’ll find you.”


“I’ll probably be in the library with the Tortoise, or
helping the Imperial Dragon contact Ysmena, or making sure Lesot and Angom are
comfortable.” She paused to laugh. “I’ll be in the lair somewhere. It’s good to
see so much hope in everyone’s face.”


“It really is. And if nothing else, I’ll call upon our
jadestones to locate which chamber you’re in. Don’t forget you need to rest.”
He chuckled, gave her a quick kiss on the cheek, and disappeared into the entryway.


With darkness falling, the crowd trickled into the lair.
Lyra caught up to the Malificates. Their uplifted faces looked all around,
taking in the new environment. “If you need me while you’re here, just ask
around. I think the Unicorn is organizing a nice dinner to make you feel
welcome.”


“Yes, he questions us about Terza. It’s new to us to talk
with a beast. Ours give few words,” Angom replied.


Lesot touched Lyra’s arm. “Our thanks are yours for all
these kindnesses. It’s a privilege to travel by your land. We learn so much.
Wonderful ideas to carry home.”


She paused, considering whether to explain where her home
really was. She smiled silently, glad an outsider couldn’t tell she still
belonged to the human world. This chance for peace seemed to already be working
to bring her closer to Cullen’s world.


Acting as a good hostess, she took pride in showing her
guests the wonders of the huge main hall.


“Fine metalwork,” Angom said, pointing to the wall sconces.
“I apprenticed with one trained in that art. That is my pleasure, but sadly not
my task, since we are poor.”


Lyra pointed out the ancient tapestries hanging on the
walls. They were woven into stories of battles, where each previous Imperial
Dragon fought against the Black Dragon of that era in a centuries old struggle.
She wished she knew the details of each and made a mental note to study more
about Dragonspeir’s history.


The Imperial Dragon joined them. “These are all the leaders
of the Alliance who preceded me. Each valiant, a daily reminder to me as I come
and go to honor them with my service.”


“Our history has such tales of the brave and honorable, but
just tales and not truth now,” Lesot said, his eyes traveling from one tapestry
to the next. He turned to Lyra. “Some say Kon was once such as this, a good
leader, centuries past. Only those old enough to remember, like my mother, will
tear over the loss.”


Lyra touched a hand to his forearm and wished there was a
way to help his people.


“Lyra, let us continue your tour in my study. I must
communicate with Ysmena.” The leader waved a wing and guided them into the
grand corridor.


The guests’ heads turned back and forth, taking in the
brightly colored blue pendants and emblems of the Alliance adorning the stone
walls. Angom ran a hand along the detailed carving of the double doors opening
onto the leader’s study.


“Please take seats or mingle freely while I use my
observatory to send an astral message,” the leader said and walked into the
connecting room.


From the observatory, Lyra noticed flashes of light. She
wanted to watch and learn his technique, but keeping the guests company seemed
the proper thing to do.


The two men walked along the walls of display cases and
bookshelves, observing and remarking to each other about various instruments
and titles. From snatches of their comments, they seemed to have an
appreciation for the basic concepts. Lyra wondered if their close relationships
to the elders allowed them to be better educated.


The leader rejoined them and addressed the guests.
“Oppression of good people is unfortunate. The energies of your hearts speak to
me of your intentions. I traveled to Terza over two hundred years ago as a
youth, before my appointment. I know of your plight. Please consider us allies
of the Malificates.”


Lesot turned away from the expansive view at one window.
“Again, our thanks. If there is any way to free us of domination by Vizards,
your offer will be gratefully used.”


In a pause in the conversation, Lyra spoke up. “I’m going to
go join the Tortoise in his library.”


The Imperial Dragon laughed. “I can almost smell your
eagerness to pour over that text with him. We’ll send word so you have time to
clean up for dinner.”


Lyra looked down at the black dust smudging her light blue
gown. “I hadn’t noticed with all the excitement. I am a mess.” She chuckled and
hurried out. Her balance wavered, and she collided with the same blue sentry
who never seemed to hear her footsteps. “I’m sorry,” she said as she
straightened her posture.


He gave a formal low bow, and she dropped her head. Scurrying
down the side hall to the library, she wondered whether she was just too
excited to have noticed him, or maybe tired from the quest. She tried not to
consider that Cullen’s powerball or taking in all that effluvium might have
seriously injured her equilibrium. Feeling fine again, she decided to deal with
that problem later.


Lyra found the Tortoise alone in the huge room, his front
legs perched on the edge of his favorite low library table. Open journals and
documents, most recorded on badly worn parchment, surrounded him. Without
interrupting him, she pulled up a floor cushion and waited impatiently. She
lifted her bag off and rested it in her lap.


The Tortoise positioned himself beside her and readjusted
the spectacles on his nose.


She removed the ancient volume and placed it on the table
between them. “I had no time to wrap this for protection. You’ll do that and
store it?”


“Yes, with utmost care.” He ran the tip of his front foot gently
over the faded leather cover and opened it, turning slowly through the front
matter. On the title page, in a script paler and tighter than the text,
Elisabeth had signed her name.


Lyra turned the page and began reading the story. She
blinked repeatedly and reread the first paragraph. She visualized more than the
words literally conveyed. Elisabeth did write very well, with proper mechanics
and a fluid style. From her training, Lyra knew a talented writer told much by
what was left out, but the details Lyra saw were not from the well-crafted
prose. The words held magic and came to life for her. As she stared at the
page, every leaf in the forest setting swayed separately on the screen of her
mind.


“Are you ready to turn the page?” the Tortoise asked, glancing
up at her. “Lyra, are you all right? You look startled.”


“Do you see each tree in the forest that she describes? Do
you hear the leaves rustle? I hear the birds sing and smell the wildflowers on
the ground. It’s like I’m really there.”


He stared at her and touched her hand with his foot. “No. I
wish I did. You read this both with your eyes and with your scribal aura. Will
you please do me the honor of reading with me and telling me what you see?”


She nodded. “I will. In the first paragraph, Elisabeth walks
through a portal and stands in a great forest where each tree greets her. The
subtle birches bend lower to whisper their hellos, softly rubbing their leaves
together. The taller otase salute her with branches bent to their trunks and
applaud her by clapping their flat blue leaves.”


A single tear dripped from the Tortoise’s eye onto the back
of Lyra’s hand. “Thank you. I can see what you see now. This will take a very
long time, many days.”


“I will gladly take time to share how I see Elisabeth’s story
with you.” She reached her arm around his thick neck.


The door to the library opened and Cullen walked in. “I’ve
come to call you both to dinner in thirty minutes. Also, Yasqu’s wing tendon
requires more care than expected since black magic infected the wound. I asked
Lesot to help, and he formed a Malificate potion that is already proving
useful. You or I must apply the potion because Mimio’s power isn’t strong
enough.”


Lyra stood. “Do you need me now?”


“After dinner I can use your assistance. I think our journey
tomorrow into Silva Caliga will have to be kept short or only one of us will
make the trip. We’ll decide in the morning.”


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Fourteen: The Vernal Equinox Celebration


 


 


On the wide ledge outside the lair, Lyra, Cullen, and the
two Malificates mounted Yord while exchanging quick goodbyes with the Guardians
and high order magicals. The bright moon, almost full, helped Lesot and Angom
find seats between the couple.


The magnificent blue sentry turned his neck to check his
passengers. “Scribe Lyra, are all situated behind you?”


After a backward glance, she nodded. “Yes! Ready.”


He took two long strides, lifting his wings high to fill
them with air. At the edge, he smoothly soared away from the cliff face, over
the expanse of the Steppe of Ora.


A few miles in the distance, a blood-red haze stained the
dawn sky above Silva Nocens, the forest of the Dark Realm. Lyra shuddered,
thinking of her last narrow escape from there, on the run from the drake
minions of the Black Dragon. Somehow she had managed to fool Revelin into
escorting her out.


During the long winter months, she had reflected on his
suicide, taking his life rather than admitting he killed her aunt. Although he
murdered the last member of Lyra’s immediate family, she regretted his loss. An
eye for an eye never seemed fair to her. Revelin had loved her in his own
obsessive way. Thinking of being possessed by any man, a shiver ran along her
spine. She exhaled a grateful sigh.


The Geminus Tree divided the halves of the plain. Everywhere,
the Alliance side showed signs of new spring growth. The silvery winter bark
worn by the low bushes and grasses was peppered with pale green shoots.
Swallows and sprites flitted in all directions. She strained to hear their
songs, but only picked out a few notes.


Beyond the demarcation, looking into the Dark Realm, the
cracked ground lay exposed except for sparse grass plants. Prickly and tough,
they defied the adverse conditions of gloom and drought. The wasteland appeared
barren of life, but in the air several squadrons of red magma drakes patrolled
their portion of the Steppe.


Although the route to Silva Caliga would be shorter if they
continued straight, Yord would incite enemy attack if he crossed the boundary.
Lyra knew his typical flight patterns, and she braced for the turn. He served
as her personal dragon flyer ever since she saved the blue’s life, repairing
his wing damaged after a fight with a cimafa stealth dragon.


Lyra held tighter to the spine in front of her and grasped
Lesot’s hand at her hip. However, the blue took the expected right turn wider
than usual to head them toward the forest that bordered the mighty Sea of
Cogadh. Soon, a snaking ribbon of black sand held off the trees. In the soft,
angled rays of dawn, mica sparkled like diamonds against the dark shore. A
pearly film on the water’s surface undulated with the tidal flow, from the good
and evil of the marine dwellers mixing like oil and water.


From the north, the sweet and haunting soprano of the Lady of
the Forest met them. This time, a chorus of childlike voices harmonized with
hers, creating the sound of an angelic choir. Lyra guessed if those were the
songs of the tree spirits, called circutamina, although she had never heard
them from a distance. Many likely joined in singing that tune. She noted
another difference. Rather than the flashes of isolated white lights dotting
the mist-covered Silva Caliga, a whole eastern section was ablaze with lights.


“Yord, what’s happening there?” Lyra asked.


“It’s the vernal equinox festival, an important event for
the forest people. The trees are breaking their winter dormancy,” he called out
his reply in a resonant voice.


“Oh! The Lady of the Forest invited me to visit during a
celebration.” Lyra was glad she took time to conjure a fancier style of gown
with several filmy layers of the palest blue, cinched at her waist by a satin
cord. Overtop, she wore a new cloak of white wool.


“They celebrate for days, beginning on the eve of the
equinox, which is today. Ours is only during spring’s first sunset.”


Lyra squirmed in her seat, wanting to share her excitement
with Cullen. She’d told him so much about what Lady Ysmena did to help her
retrieve his stolen aura.


Cullen flashed her a knowing smile.


Lyra pressed her thighs tighter against Yord’s back and felt
her cheeks rise with a wide grin.


As Yord descended, the turbulence loosened strands of hair
from her braid. When he landed on the nearest shore, she pulled out the tie and
unwound the braid. As he hopped from boulder to boulder, she enjoyed letting
the gentle coastal breeze lift her hair in all directions.


“This is as close to the portal in the forest as I can fly.
The dense trees block my landing,” Yord said as he lowered a wing for them to
dismount.


Cullen stepped onto the tendon and offered Lyra a hand.


She accepted and bounced down to a nearby rock outcropping.


When all passengers were safely off, the dragon addressed
Lyra. “Remember to use your phoenix flame to call me when you need transport.
By my bond to you, it will alert me.”


After a wave to the blue, Lyra turned, walked into the
forest, and took a deep breath of the moist, pine-scented air. She addressed
the Malificates. “We’ll walk to meet Ysmena, the Lady of the Forest, who can
take us to the portal.”


Looking back at the magnificent dragon, Angom started at the
sound of Lyra’s voice and nearly fell into her.


Lesot nodded to her, but remained silent, his eyes scanning
in all directions.


“Everyone stay close.” Lyra motioned to draw the others near
her. “These trees can be dangerous until they know we’re friends.”


“I’ve never liked entering without Ysmena meeting me
directly,” Cullen replied, coming beside Lyra. “I’ve always been too busy to
connect with all the different tree species here.”


With a smile, Lyra eyed him. “You’ve been here for over two
hundred years, and I only get to spend a few days once in a while.”


“Duties of an Imperial Sorcerer, you know,” he said with a
sheepish grin.


“Hmm. Maybe I’ll see how well the Imperial Sorcerer can do
against these tall firs.” Lyra laughed and took a few wide strides, enjoying
the crunch of the extra-long pine needles underfoot.


“Lyra! Help!” Angom cried out from just a few feet behind.
“This beast holds me!”


She spun around.


A limb of one of the fir-like trees clamped onto the collar
of his jacket.


As Ysmena had taught her, Lyra narrowed her gaze. Looking
through lowered eyelashes, she visualized the aura of the attacking tree before
she stepped confidently to his trunk and placed a hand on the bark. Using the
frequencies of the tree’s aura, she sent info about her own power along the
same range of wavelengths.


In turn, the male fir communicated to her, I am a sentry
with the duty of dispelling intruders. While my neighbors and I recognize you
from before, the three men with you seem foreign, especially the scraggly two
in the rear whose powers are totally unreadable.


They are my friends and will not harm you. We are looking
for The Lady of the Forest. Can you direct us to her? Lyra conveyed a reply and
waved her arm in the direction of the group.


Hundreds of twigs hung inches away from Cullen and the two
Malificates, following their slightest movements.


The towering fir moved its branches in all directions,
contacting trees nearby. Those touched sent the message to others on their far
sides. Some even lifted their roots to the surface of the soil and moved like
multi-legged spiders in order to reach the next in the chain.


The original sentry touched a limb gently to Lyra’s shoulder.
Your intent is being disseminated among my kind, but other species remain
unaware. Use care when you travel into a new strand of this wood. Follow this
trail to the head. The rightmost path will lead you to our Lady.


Lyra stepped away and bowed to the tree. Thank you.


When she stood, his aura rippled toward. You are most
welcome. Go in peace.


As the foursome continued along the path, firs on either
side bent toward them but kept a wide distance from the travelers. The
Malificates stayed right on Lyra’s heels, at times clipping the backs of her
boots.


“These are trees, large plants, not beasts,” Lyra explained
to them.


Angom tipped his head back and studied the tops of the
trees, glancing ahead every now and then to keep up with the others. “These plants
are so tall. I’ve seen roots grow down into our land and wondered how far they
go up from those braces.”


“They have special tubes inside to move food and water,” she
replied, trying to keep her botany lesson simple.


“But how do they attack like beasts?” Lesot asked.


“Most plants here in Dragonspeir are enchanted and able to
move. In the Silva regions, Caliga and Nocens, they are powerful enough to
bring harm,” Cullen added.


“Only in those two forests?” Lyra asked.


“For the most part, although remote regions might have some
groves, and isolated magical trees do exist like Cranewort. Lyra, how did you
connect to that tree?” Cullen asked.


“You look for its aura around the outside of the tree’s
limbs. It looks like a ghost image, kind of pale gray or white against the
sky.” She waved to one tree whose aura reached out to touch her as she passed.
“Ysmena said some can be yellow or gold, but I’ve not seen any like that. After
connecting, you can communicate from where you see its aura, or go closer, like
I did, to be certain my messages transferred.”


“Interesting technique. Which tree species have you spoken
with so far besides those fir? The rowan, I know from your recounts of
traveling here.”


“A big hemlock that was nine hundred years old and some
birches along the border with Versula.”


“I’ll have to try communicating with trees sometime. I’m not
certain I can stay long enough this trip since I may need to return to treat
Yasqu.”


“But, it’s the equinox party. Can’t Mimio take care of him
until we get back?” Seeing the lines of concern in his brow, Lyra’s hopes fell.


“Perhaps. The Imperial Dragon is to send word to Ysmena
about Yasqu’s status.”


“I hope he’s all right,” Lyra said, squelching her own
personal desires.


“He’s getting good care.” Cullen smiled and picked up the
pace. “If there’s something special to see here, let’s get moving.”


Heartened by his response, she moved on with a spring in her
step.


As they continued through the forest, other types of trees
mixed with the firs. Those isolated renegades lifted their roots and scurried
toward the travelers, but the attacking trees were swiftly subdued by a tangled
network.


At the trailhead, a heavy mist hung near the ground. Lyra
and her friends shuffled to locate the right bend in the path. Soon, rail
straight birches rose above the dense fog. The choral song of the circutamina
swept down the trail to welcome them.


She paused to connect with the aura of one of the tallest
birches. This time, her connection felt sure from a distance, and the tree
waved them onward.


A few sent wisps of their auras to greet her as she passed.
A gentle breeze floated a piece of birch bark to Lyra’s feet as one silently
addressed her. It pleases us to see how well you were able to use our gift
of bark, burning it to restore vigor to this man’s limbs. Their branches
hovered above Cullen. We stand tall and proud to have helped.


“I feel them, as though they’re caressing my aura,” Cullen
said with a shiver. “Seems a bit odd, but pleasant.”


“I wonder how they know that I restored the use of your arms
and legs when I burned the birch bark. That was a gift from a birch way to the
north near Versula.”


“That has to be more than a day’s walk. Amazing how they
share information,” he remarked.


“Look at that show of lights!” Angom pointed ahead on the
trail. “Twinkling in all directions.”


Lesot gave an admiring exclamation.


Lyra wished she could see the details the Malificates picked
out, but only saw a bright glow. Her feet moved faster to the lilt of a merry
song coming from the gathering.


A few minutes later, she could see what Angom described.
Everywhere, white lights blinked from bends in branches, rested on knobs of
roots, and swung on subtle twigs. Ahead in the center of a large glade,
Ysmena’s lantern, hanging from the hook of her staff, glowed like a beacon
cutting through the mist. Thousands of butterflies flitted around her light, in
and out among the low-hanging branches.


The colorful insects were gay and harmless, but reminded
Lyra of the black one that followed her in Aunt Jean’s garden before she left.
She shivered at the thought of being watched.


Tree spirits, little more than a foot tall, chased after the
butterflies. Dressed up for the festival, the tiny circutamina female folk wore
dove-colored gowns, and the males wore leggings underneath flowing tunics.
Billowing fabric and long white hair swept behind them as they skipped and
danced to the lively song. Those who noticed the travelers whispered and
cheered in high squeaky voices.


Some had formed a group of musicians. Several blew on pan
pipes of various lengths, while two featured players plucked ornately carved
harps.


Steaming tureens, heaped platters, and large jugs sat on
crude tables formed from slate slabs.


In the center, stood two stately trees. Although trees on
the perimeter swayed branches in time to the tunes, that pair remained rigid,
slowly rotating in place.


Two forms slightly larger than circutamina sailed directly
toward the foursome. Silvery wingtips reflected in the lights. “Master! Lyra!”
Kenzo’s voice called out.


Noba’s more gangly shape flapped behind the gliding tiger
owl.


Cullen held out his leather wristlet, but both of his aides
missed the landing and tackled him. Luckily, Angom braced the wizard from
behind and softened their fall into a friendly crumble of two men, owl, and
pseudodragon.


Lyra, Lesot, and a chorus of tree spirits joined their
laughter.


“Kenzo, what happened to your usual pinpoint landing? Are
you well?” Cullen asked, running a hand over the bird’s feathers.


“Just fine—” a hiccup interrupted his speech.


“Ah, I know your weakness for ale. They must have some
here.” Cullen laughed, even harder when Noba wiggled next to his chest.


Lyra dropped to her knees beside them and hugged an armful
of each of their reunited friends.


“Lady Lyra! So good to have you with us at our vernal
equinox observance.” Ysmena glided to join them, strands of her long golden
hair lifting into the air as she moved. “The Imperial Dragon informed me you’d
be joining us. It’s our greatest pleasure.” She positioned her staff to one
side and bowed.


Lyra and Cullen stood and returned the gesture.


The Malificates awkwardly followed suit.


Ysmena rose and smiled at the guests. “Sire Drake, it brings
me joy to see you returned to good health. I’m grateful to have been of help to
Lady Lyra.”


“Thank you for keeping our friends safe overnight, but there
are no thanks great enough for the kindness you offered Lyra during a very dark
time.” Cullen stepped forward and bowed at the hem of Ysmena’s emerald velvet
cloak.


Touched by his heartfelt gratitude, a tear trickled down
Lyra’s cheek.


Ysmena kneeled and gently placed a hand on his shoulder.
“Please, rise and be jubilant for this celebration of your life and Lyra’s.
Look forward to this spring and every spring through eternity together.” She
nodded to the band, and they struck up a merry melody.


The circutamina, along with Noba and Kenzo, resumed their
dance around the central trees.


Noticing Ysmena’s lovely, billowing dress, Lyra smoothed the
skirt of her own gown. Motioning to the Malificates beside her, she said, “Let
me introduce you to two who helped us—Lesot and Angom, Malificates from Terza.”


As she spoke, the center trees stopped revolving.


“Any friends of Lyra’s are welcome here. I’m pleased to feel
the kindness of your energies. The Malificates must be a good people.” She
waved her staff in the direction of the two main trees. “As we honor the coming
of spring, we give thanks to our goddess trees of the equinox, the alder and
gorse. Please join me.”


They stopped in front of the nearest. It was lit like a
Christmas tree with lights of at least a hundred circutamina hopping among the
branches.


“This is our Gorse Goddess. She gives hope, prosperity, and
protection to all who honor her.”


The Goddess’s aura swept far, and Lyra easily connected with
it. She clasped Cullen’s hand and conveyed a thought. Do you see her aura?
It’s surrounding us.


“Yes! I do. How old she is!” he exclaimed with his head
tipped back as he stared at her crown of boughs. “About nine hundred years old,
and I can see bits of her memories from centuries ago. Incredible.”


“Are you sure these aren’t beasts?” Lesot asked, his brow
drawn into furrows.


Cullen responded with a quick nod. “I can understand your
confusion though.”


“Please come to meet the Alder Goddess,” Ysmena said as she
whirled with the music to stand in front of the next tree. Layers of a sheer
white gown spilled from the opening in her cloak.


The tree spirits sat more quietly in the Alder’s branches.
They looked like baby dolls propped on branches between heavy sprays of
drooping catkins. “This Goddess is responsible for giving us an evolving spirit
that opens our minds to accept rebirth.”


Again, Lyra and Cullen connected with the tree’s aura.


“Who…who owns this foreign magic,” sputtered the Gorse
Goddess, her voice cracking several times.


Ysmena straightened her posture, and the band stopped
playing. The entire glade fell silent.


The Alder Goddess shook from base to canopy, her flowers
tinkling as she moved. “Who are they? Why are they in our land?”


Lady Ysmena lifted her lantern above Lesot and Angom. “They
are friends of our friends—Malificates here to return to their homeland through
our portal.”


“Why did they leave their homes?” croaked the Gorse,
assertively shaking a branch in the air.


Angom visibly trembled, and Lesot clamped his hands together
so hard that his knuckles turned white.


Lyra lifted her face to the tree. “They helped me. I went to
their land to get a missing ancient Book of Dragonspeir so the
Imperial Dragon can bring us peace.”


“Through my years, the Imperial Dragons have all been fair
and honorable.” The Alder gave another convulsive shake. “The portal to the sky
world of Aria you seek is through the World Tree straight ahead. That grand ash
has told us of such a book in that land.”


Struggling to contain her enthusiasm, Lyra kept her
communication to Cullen silent. Did you hear that? There’s another one of
the lost volumes in a place called Aria.


It might be a valuable opportunity. Or since the Goddess
confused Terza with Aria, she may not have her facts straight about the book,
he replied.


But, there’s a chance. We need to go to be sure. Have you
heard of Aria?


Yes. I’ve heard stories, and Symar claims he’s been
there.


On his cimafa?


Cullen nodded, and Lyra closed her eyes as she tried to
muster strength to leave this happiness and be on the run from danger once
more.


“Thank you, but these guests are in need of the portal to
Terza just a short distance down that path,” Ysmena said, pointing her staff in
the direction of the trail.


“Are you saying I am incorrect?” the Gorse Goddess
thundered.


“I’m thinking we need to find that portal now,” Lesot said,
touching Lyra’s arm and startling her away from her visions.


“No. You are correct, my Goddess. Please continue enjoying
your celebration.” The Lady of the Forest lifted an arm, and the band resumed.
She gave a sharp motion for the foursome to follow as she pivoted and scurried
down the path.


Lyra stepped her feet methodically as her mind raced with
thoughts of a new world, another missing book, and new dangers. She touched
Cullen’s arm and focused on their goal of a life together in one world… and on
her resolve to fulfill Elisabeth’s proclamation—to be the one Scribe who would
bring the downfall of the Black Dragon.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Fifteen: The World Tree


 


 


Through the dense fog, Lyra watched intently for the portal
while the Lady of the Forest led the foursome along a wide and well-traveled
path. The trees overhanging the trail stood motionless, shrouded by low clouds.
Her lantern helped cut through the mist.


Lyra looked toward Cullen. “Will Kenzo and Noba be okay
without us?”


The wizard gave a chuckle. “Well, they might consume a bit
too much ale.”


She shook her head and grinned.


Ysmena stopped at a small intersection. “This is where we’ll
meet the gatekeeper of this portal, a circutamina called Pipkin.” She turned
and sang with her sweet soprano into the evergreen trees on one side. “We’ve
arrived. Pipkin, are you around?” Glancing to her guests, she continued. “She’s
almost always here, but today she might be at the festival.”


“Here I am, my lady! Here!” An especially tiny circutamina,
only half the height of Lyra’s shin, rushed up from the direction of the
gathering. “I saw threads of communication coming toward the portal, so I went
to the festival looking for my Lady. I lost track of a few moments while
watching the goddesses all lit up. When I heard you were on the way to use the
portal, I hurried back to help.”


“Thank you, Pipkin. You’re so reliable. These fine men need
to return to Terza.” Ysmena motioned to Lesot and Angom. “If you please, I’ll
let you open the portal since you’re more efficient.”


The tree spirit nodded and planted her wide, bare feet on
the ground under one of the evergreens. She exhaled a song of a long, soft note
that ended with a complex trill. Like the portal at Cranewort’s Crossroads,
leaves and small rocks blew aside from between thick roots, revealing a similar
large opening.


A Vizard’s mask blew up to the rim of the portal and caught
Lyra’s attention. “That must be Valeria’s mask that chased Noba.” She stepped
nearer. “I wonder if I can repair the harm we did to her since she didn’t hurt
us?”


Lesot and Angom shrugged.


Lyra aimed her dragon ring at the mask. “Reconcilio
salus!” In response, the mask spun like a top and whipped down into the
tunnel. “I hope it finds Valeria and restores her health.”


Cullen broke the silence that followed, addressing the two
Malificates. “Do you know the way from this entrance?”


“We know it well. This opens behind our oldest obsidian
mines—a place I wander and think about our ancestors,” Angom replied. Taking a
deep breath, he looked to his friend. “You are ready?”


Lesot shrugged. “I wish I was not. I’ve seen freedoms here
that our people badly need.”


Lyra rested a hand on his thin shoulder. “Remember you have
the Imperial Dragon and all who serve him, me included, as your allies. Call on
us, however you can, if you need help.”


He clasped her hand between his. “Our thanks be yours. I may
call upon your help one day—I hope.” He embraced her into a hug before giving
Cullen a swift bow. “Our thanks to you also, kind Sire.”


Cullen returned the gesture, and Lesot stepped down the
crude stone stairwell.


Angom held both of Lyra’s hands. “Our thanks for your kindness.
We had a sip of freedom and are now thirsty.” After a nod to Cullen, he
followed into the tunnel entrance and paused to look back for a final wave
goodbye.


Silently, Lyra and Cullen watched their friends disappear
into the darkness.


Pipkin pulled on the hem of Lyra’s skirt. “Please stand back
now.”


Lyra, Cullen, and Ysmena moved aside.


The tree positioned directly above the portal circled its
lower branches, creating a whirlwind. The trees on the other side of the trail
joined, stirring the air until leaves and pebbles circled the intersection and
slowly filled the opening.


The circutamina sang her song in reverse, ending with a
long, mournful note, which made the departure seem even sadder to Lyra.


The flat blue evergreen leaves rubbed together, taking her
final note and extending it another minute. The note bent from one pitch to
another like the sound of someone playing a saw.


Ysmena placed an arm around Lyra’s waist. “The otase trees
cry with your sadness. I hope you see your friends again.”


“So do I,” Lyra replied, mesmerized by the singing leaves
and the melancholy emotion of their song.


Cullen slowly turned in place, pausing to listen to each
tree. “I hope we get a chance to help them.” After the song ended, he directed
his attention to the pair of women. “Lady Ysmena, will you please check for any
communication from the Imperial Dragon? I should determine if I’m needed to
administer healing to Yasqu.”


“Yes. This would be a good place to check, away from our
festival lights.” She floated to the top branches of the tallest otase tree.
After securing a safe hold with one arm, she lifted her lantern high above her
head. The light radiated in all directions, obliterating her form.


Lyra felt a familiar surge of energy. She looked past
Ysmena’s light and noticed a slight flash in the air above the tree. The power
intensified and became identifiable as the Imperial Dragon’s. Dozens of golden
filaments coursed through the sky and merged onto the lantern. “Amazing!” Lyra
exclaimed.


Cullen touched her elbow. “You must be able to see his
communication beams.”


She nodded, but kept her gaze fixed on the illuminated
threads. “How does he do that?”


“Ysmena reflected her aura through her birthmate star to
where the Imperial Dragon was located. He replied the same way,” Cullen
answered.


“She used her lantern, but what did he use?”


“With his vast power, he needs no device. Although, I do
know it’s easier for him to send and receive more quickly from his observatory.
He must have been there when she communicated.”


“That’s incredible. Can you send that type of
communication?” Lyra asked.


“No. Only the Guardians and a few others—Ysmena, Symar, and
the Black Dragon. I think Nox, his assistant, can as well.”


Pipkin stood motionless, her eyes fixed on the Lady of the
Forest. When she descended before them, the keeper dropped to the ground.


“Thank you for your loyal assistance,” Ysmena said as she
allowed her lantern to bathe Pipkin in magic light, and her tiny body lit from
within.


“I’ll leave to serve at my post now.” The circutamina
scurried away, her body still glowing. Lightened by the empowerment, her feet
occasionally missed the ground.


“The Imperial Dragon conveyed that Yasqu is stable.” Ysmena
motioned Lyra and Cullen to come closer and continued in a hushed voice. “The
leader also told me he had heard that the Black Dragon is desperate to secure
copies of the three lost volumes of the Book of Dragonspeir. He’s sent
his staff searching. Your leader requested you gain any information you can
while here.”


“The land of Aria—is it true another missing book is there?”
Lyra asked.


The Lady of the Forest laughed. “It may be so. Like with
most aged gentlefolk, the distant memories of our older goddesses seem clearer
than what happened yesterday.”


Lines of concern cut Cullen’s forehead. “Where is the World
Tree, and how do we access him or her?”


“He’s not far from the grand glade of the festival and is
the oldest tree in Silva Caliga, a mighty ash. He sometimes speaks in riddles
and runes, so understanding him can be tricky.”


“Let’s go back and see if we can learn more,” Lyra said,
turning around on the path.


“Good idea.” Cullen set a brisk pace, but reached out to
catch Lyra’s hand. We must act fast on this, if it seems worthwhile.


Yes. I agree. Lyra matched his quick steps. Holding
hands while walking this fast was awkward, but necessary to send thoughts
between them more easily.


Ysmena floated ahead of them with ease. “Allow me to lead
the way with my lantern. It’s suited to shining through this magical fog.”


When they arrived in the glade, the sun’s rays reached high
above the tree tops. The area seemed deserted like a ghost town. Although
cauldrons simmered above low pit fires, and tureens still sat on the slate
buffet tables, the thousands of keepers were absent.


The goddess trees stood quiet, and no circutamina played in
their branches. Instead, the lights of the keepers’ auras pulsed faintly
through the bark of their trunks and wide limbs.


Lyra froze and scanned the sky, looking for danger.


Ysmena floated into the upper branches of the Gorse Goddess,
and the two appeared to engage in conversation.


Cullen stepped in front of Lyra. With a firm grip, he
planted his staff and spun blue light around the glade.


No evil dragons or avril scout birds could be seen or heard.
Looking closer along the forest floor, Lyra noticed a few keepers stirring
before they disappeared into trunks.


“My aura doesn’t detect any hazards,” Cullen whispered over
his shoulder.


Ysmena floated down behind them and spoke in a soft tone. “There’s
no cause for alarm. It’s time for intervigilium, our midday rest. This
morning we opened our celebration with gay dances. Tonight, you shall see a
wonderful equinox party to bid farewell to the last waxing winter moon.”


“Does the World Tree rest now also?” Lyra asked. “We really
need to talk with him.”


“He does, but if we’re quick we may be able to speak with
him before his quiet time.” Ysmena spun to the right. “Come.” The skirts of her
cloak and gown flowed behind her as she sped across the brightly illuminated
fog in the clearing.


Although only a couple of steps behind, Lyra struggled to
keep sight of her.


“This way,” the Lady called.


Blinded by the intense glare, Lyra squinted but couldn’t see
which direction Ysmena turned. She could only follow the sound of the Lady’s
voice.


“Come this way,’ she called again.


Once under cover of the tree limbs, Lyra’s eyes adjusted.


Ysmena stood on a narrow footpath, overgrown with brush.
“This trail is normally hidden. The vines and bushes will not permit outsiders
to pass. They protect the World Tree since he is the source of power for all
life in Silva Caliga. The path will open only for me and certain empowered
circutamina.” As she took a step forward, low branches moved aside.


They picked their way for several minutes. Eventually, the
trail dead-ended at a massive trunk, even wider than Cranewort’s, which was the
widest tree Lyra had seen before. She looked up, but couldn’t see the top
branches—definitely the World Tree.


As the lantern light of the Lady of the Forest fell on
surrounding trees, they lifted their roots and crept a few yards away.


Ysmena bowed her head, then lifted her staff high. “Blessed
World Tree, I respectfully request your counsel.” Her light shimmered along his
bare branches, dotted with swollen leaf buds.


He remained still, but the Lady of the Forest didn’t waver.


Birds and chipmunks darted in all directions on limbs of
nearby trees, but none perched in the World Tree. Their chattering escalated to
a frenzy.


Despite the chaos, Ysmena resembled a statue. The features
of her face formed hard angles as though they were chiseled. The hems of her
gowns never quivered.


Following her example, Lyra stood as still as possible.
Although Cullen’s forearm brushed against her shoulder, she didn’t dare extend
her aura out of her body to communicate with him.


He kept a tight grip on his wizard’s staff and his gaze
fixed on the World Tree.


Trying to understand what was happening around her, Lyra’s
clairvoyant power pulsed under her skin, and much more ebbed just below. She
sensed frequencies given off by hundreds of lesser magicals. She felt the
humming of early spring wildflowers—trout lilies, hepatica, and trilliums.


Movement at the ground attracted Lyra to roll her eyes down.
A patch of wake-robin trilliums rotated their triplets of petals like miniature
pinwheels.


She glanced back to the World Tree, but saw no change.


Cocooned caterpillars sent waves of energy. Lyra sensed
their eagerness to break free and flutter as butterflies around Ysmena’s
lantern that called to them.


Without motion, Lyra’s others senses became more keen. The
rich, damp smell of organic debris tickled her nose, and she repeatedly fought
back sneezes.


After what seemed like ten minutes, she detected electric
vibrations of fluid moving upward inside the World Tree. It seeped into his
branches bathed in Ysmena’s aura. Slowly, his twigs began to wave, clench and
release. “Lady of the Forest, you wish to consult with me?”


Ysmena relaxed her shoulders. She lowered her staff and
planted its stumpy wooden base into the soft loam.


Lyra’s breath, which she hadn’t been aware she was holding,
came out with a soft whoosh.


Ysmena arched her neck and upper back. She looked high on
his trunk where furrows of bark formed thick, close brows. “These two friends
seek information about Aria. They’re needing to find a missing Book of
Dragonspeir. Can your knowledge help them?”


The brows of bark rose, allowing deeply set eye sockets to
project outward and rotate onto the couple. Fissures comprising his lips undulated
up and down, and his sap flowed upward more quickly.


Lyra clamped her hands together to keep herself from
addressing him.


“Friends of Silva Caliga to be sure, but why should I help?
Who are the two of you?” the World Tree asked in a gruff voice.


Cullen took a step forward and bowed low. “Lord Ash, I
humbly present myself. I am Sire Drake, the Imperial Sorcerer of the Alliance.”
He held out an arm to Lyra. “This is the current Scribe of the Alliance, Lady
Adalyra.”


With much creaking and popping, the tree bent slightly
toward them. “Thank you, Sire Drake. Your fine reputation is known to me. Be
welcomed.” He extended a gnarled twig in front of Lyra. “A Scribe?”


She offered her hand to his twig. “Yes. I’m the fifth Scribe
to serve the Alliance.”


The tip of his twig traced her palm. “I had the pleasure of
helping one of the previous Scribes. She found herself trapped in my land at a
time when the Dark Realm reigned supreme over your Alliance. She badly wanted
to return to her homeland, but travel through Dragonspeir meant certain death
for her. I sent her to my upper boughs where she reached the parallel world of
Aria, in hopes they could find a way to help her. In exchange for her personal
copy of that magic book, she was allowed to pass out of Aria’s other portal
into the safety of her homeland. That may be the book you seek.”


Lyra leaned forward. “It’s very likely it is.”


“Can you help us travel into Aria?” Cullen asked.


“I can.” The ancient tree pressed a branch against the back
of his trunk as a brace and slowly straightened his stooped posture with a
series of groans and pops. “Standing tall and reaching high is how I supply
energy to all who live in Silva Caliga. But you two should already know that
magic moves energy from one plane of existence to another. Even a simple spell
creates a gateway for energy to move as it brings your intention into the
physical realm. I think, Sire Drake, your real question is will I help
you. I will answer with a question of my own. Why must you accompany the
Scribe?”


“I’ve been appointed by the Imperial Dragon to do everything
in my power to keep her safe,” Cullen responded.


“Rules of the Alliance Guardians do not apply outside
Dragonspeir in the world of Aria. I’m sorry. I cannot let you pass. You may
leave this circle now,” the tree stated with a resolute tone.


Lyra grabbed Cullen’s arm. I need you. Don’t let him turn
you away.


He placed his hand over hers and looked at the face of the
mighty ash. “I love her and want to protect her. That must be reason enough to
meet the rules of any land.”


“Can you offer proof of your commitment to each other?”


The wizard felt deep into one of his pants pockets and
withdrew a small black velvet bag. From inside, he removed a pocket watch and
handed it to Ysmena. “Lyra, please explain to Lord Ash and the Lady of the
Forest what this symbolizes.”


Lyra took a step toward the World Tree. “It’s a pocket watch
that belonged to the husband of the last Scribe, Brigid. I found it in the
inside pocket of her wedding dress. It’s inscribed with her husband’s name,
Charles. I believe it was her wedding gift to him.”


“It’s quite lovely and as you describe, but the pictures
inside are of you, Lyra,” Ysmena said, staring at the heirloom.


“Yes. You’re right,” Lyra agreed. “Cullen and I are often
apart. I wanted him to have a picture that would remind him of one of our most
wonderful times past, a special date. The other is to look ahead to the future
when I’ll wear Brigid’s magical gown at our wedding. I gave this to Cullen with
my proposal.”


“I accepted, and we are committed to marry,” Cullen added,
wrapping an arm around Lyra’s waist.


“When I help Dragonspeir reach peace, I’ll be granted enough
afflation to become immortal and not need to be separated from Cullen in two
worlds. Then we’ll marry. Finding the last two lost volumes of the Book of
Dragonspeir will enable peace for the Alliance.” No matter how Lyra tried
to sound assertive, her voice rose into a desperate squeaky plea. “We really
need your help, Lord Ash.”


Ysmena nodded and wiped a tear from one eye as she passed
the keepsake back to Cullen. “It’s exactly as she said. I see the pictures as
she described and feel the energy of the meaning of her words.”


The old tree’s bark mouth turned up at the corners. “That is
more than enough proof. Sire Drake, you shall be admitted along with Lady
Adalyra…if you can both answer my next question.”


Lyra activated more of her aura to be certain her senses
were alert.


“In order to pass, you must be able to tell me three things.
First, name the Scribe who I helped. Second, as you know, each Book of
Dragonspeir has magical value. Tell me the primary value of her book.
Third, who aided the Scribe’s reentry into her homeland? Here is a clue
encrypted in runes—the language of the departed nemus, the sacred original
grove of trees in Dragonspeir.” He broke the tip of one of his twigs and
pressed it hard against a rock until green sap flowed. Using that as ink, he
drew a series of three figures on a nearby bolder.


Lyra sucked air into her lungs. She knew nothing about runes
in this world and hoped Cullen had some experience.


“Furthermore, you may not be helped by anyone in Silva
Caliga, plant or animal. You must remain in our borders until you supply an
answer. I have given you this invitation to Aria, the sky world, during the
phase of the last waxing moon of winter. You shall report your answer when the
full moon rises, tomorrow at a time two hours past dawn, to answer the riddle.
The portal will only permit admission until the first full moon peaks in the
sky.”


Ysmena quickly scavenged the nearby forest, returning with a
piece of birch bark and a handful of green wildflower stems. “Be certain I make
this bloodroot copy as you wish,” she said to Lyra and Cullen. With them
watching over her shoulders, she traced a flower stem across the underside of
the bark in the shapes of the World Tree’s runes. “Take this with you to help
you find an answer.” She handed it to Lyra. “Is there anything either of you
wish to ask the World Tree before we leave?”


Lyra shook her head and caught Cullen’s glance. His narrow
gaze told her he wasn’t certain of the answers they needed.


Ysmena raised her lantern again, draping a film of her light
over the branches of the mighty ash. “Thank you, Blessed World Tree. Please
return yourself to intervigilium.”


Her magic eased him into a quiet state.


She repeated her procedure with the surrounding trees before
leading Lyra and Cullen back along the hidden footpath.


Deep in thought, Lyra didn’t avoid the swinging limbs with as
much care on the return trip and her skirt lodged in a thorn bush.


While he untangled her, Cullen rested his shoulder against
her hip and mentally asked, Do you know the answers?


I know the Scribe he helped had to be Nareene, but I’m
stumped on the other questions. Do you know these runes? I only know native
American symbols.


Only modern Dragonspeir forms.


“Stay near to me,” Ysmena called as she looked back at the
couple fallen behind on the closed trail. “These plants will move together
quickly after me since they see you as foreigners.”


Reluctantly, Lyra separated from Cullen’s touch and
continued single-file as the narrow path required. Time was short, and
everything depended upon getting those last two missing books.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Sixteen: The Riddle


 


 


When Lyra and Cullen stepped into the quiet festival glade,
Ysmena motioned them to the other side and stopped at the wide trunk of an old
white oak. “I need to take intervigilium as well. I know you will work to solve
the World Tree’s riddle, but I hope you also find some time to rest so you may
enjoy the party tonight. We resume at sunset.” She tipped her lantern to touch
the trunk in front of them. In response, it lowered a thick branch. “Please be
seated on this limb. He will take you high to a guest chamber for our special
visitors who aren’t accustomed to resting inside trunks. At this time of year,
an oak that keeps its leaves until late spring is best-suited to provide
cover.”


Cullen straddled the limb where she indicated and held Lyra
in his arms.


The tree bent the appendage upward and transported the
couple to the doorway of what looked like a well-camouflaged tree house.


Cullen transferred his weight to a stoop so narrow it would
only hold one person. He opened the short wooden door and offered a hand to
Lyra. Together, they crouched and tumbled into a small room.


The branch floor was covered with soft bedstraw wildflowers
that gave off a hay-like scent when Lyra stepped or leaned on it. In the center
lay a plush animal hide. The room nestled into a wide crook where five limbs
grew from the main trunk. “This feels like a giant bird’s nest,” she said as
she touched the papery birch bark and dried mud covering the spaces between
boughs.


The ceiling had been made from hundreds of thin branches laced
together and grouted with more mud. Dim light filtered through thin bark
strips. It was just enough to show the lines of concern in Cullen’s face and
his fingers fidgeting with his dragon ring.


Goosebumps rose on Lyra’s arms, and she pulled her cloak closed.
“This far off the ground, it’s drafty.”


Cullen took some crudely woven wool blankets from hooks on
one branch. “The beginning of spring can be blustery. Let’s settle back on that
fur and try to find the answers we need.”


Sitting cross-legged on the hide, the warmth of the pile
soothed Lyra. She placed the bark drawn with runes beside her. “Do you know
anything about Aria?”


“I’m afraid not, only heard it talked about in story
circles, tall tales about people dancing among the clouds.”


“Well, we don’t have much choice, so it doesn’t matter.
Let’s get started on the riddle. The first answer is easy enough. Listing them
by age, the five books were written by Elisabeth, Nareene, Sorcha, Brigid, and
myself. Several copies of Brigid’s and mine exist. The two remaining lost books
are Sorcha’s and Nareene’s.”


“And no one knows how many, if any, copies of those exist,”
Cullen added.


“The World Tree said he helped a Scribe at a time when the
Dark Realm dominated all of Dragonspeir. According to our Imperial Dragon, that
was just before his father’s term, about six hundred years ago—when Nareene was
the Scribe.”


Cullen stroked his goatee. “Your logic is correct…except the
reign of the Dark Realm lasted nearly two centuries. It could have been
Elisabeth, after she finished her bloodswear quest. On that mission, she was
expected to get the Emtori ruby away from the Black Dragon. It could be just
another copy of her book in Aria, like the one we just found.”


“The chief elder in Terza, Kon, mentioned she was there to learn
about the powers of that ruby. Could he really have been over eight hundred
years old and knew her?”


“It’s quite possible.”


Lyra hugged her arms tightly around her knees and rocked in
place. “Also, her lover, Sire Garrett, died. The World Tree told us that no one
accompanied the Scribe he transported into Aria. It could have been Elisabeth.”
She stared at Cullen and hoped he came up with another clue.


“The histories of either Elisabeth or Nareene fit.” He met
her gaze and then his eyes flitted away. “You choose. Would your birthmate star
give you guidance?”


“Not likely, since in spring Hamal rides low on the horizon,
usually not visible. With the full moon flooding the sky with light and the
forest blocking my view, it will be very difficult to communicate. I can try
Regulus of Leo, another fire sign that can enhance my power. But, my ancestral
history is stored in Hamal of Aries.” She drew into a ball and rested her chin
on her knees. “When I opened Elisabeth’s book, I briefly touched her power.
Although facts made it seem plausible she was the one to visit Aria, something
at the root of my aura keeps me from accepting that answer.”


“Maybe we can do better with the second question. What was
the value of that Scribe’s book?” Cullen’s apprehension showed in his shaky
voice. “Let’s form an answer for each of those two women. Elisabeth’s Book
of Dragonspeir was the first, giving new power to the Alliance.”


“Hope. That would be the value. Hope for peace.” Lyra spoke
clearly and relaxed her knees to one side, glad for a certain answer.


Cullen nodded and straightened his posture. “Nareene’s…I
really have no idea since it’s been lost for so long and there is no record.”


“I don’t know either.” Lyra wrung her hands, frustrated that
they couldn’t find a complete answer for two of the three questions. “Skip that
one for now. Who helped the Scribe return to her homeland from Aria?”


“Every Scribe was a mortal human. Apparently, there is or
was a portal connecting Aria to the human world.”


“The World Tree connects to Aria with his upper branches, so
the connector must be tall.” Lyra’s gaze absently followed the wood grain of
the bark panels. “What is tall enough in my world? Radio towers? Water towers?”


“I believe only beings with an aura would be able to
transfer the magic like Lord Ash described.”


“Then…a tree, a bird. I can’t think of anything else.” She
shook her head.


Cullen moved Ysmena’s bark copy of the figures between them.
“Let’s look at the runes for clues.”


They stared at the three symbols in silence for several
minutes. The first was a simple spiral, turning clockwise. The second showed
two parallel half arrows that met from opposite directions at a perpendicular
line. After that line, the arrows continued in their opposite directions, but
had become whole.


“This last one looks like a stick figure of a woman wearing
a wavy skirt that hides her legs,” Lyra commented. “All women wear skirts or
long gowns here. That doesn’t tell anything.”


“The images are suggestive, not literal. These have more
details than modern styles.”


“They look like Egyptian hieroglyphs or even more like
American Indian symbols…and that could be the right time period.” She eagerly
leaned farther over the notebook-size piece of bark. “The wavy skirt means a
flowing river. And the body of the woman is a tree.”


“Seems right. The World Tree gave away the meaning of the
first figure, that spiral, when he talked about how magic was transformed
energy. The spiral shows that process, and it’s very like our modern symbol for
energy transfer. Ysmena said he spoke in riddles.”


“Yes!” Lyra rested a hand on his knee. “But, I’m still
unsure about the second shape with those changing arrows. They meet at a line,
become whole or stronger, and then continue on their separate ways. Who do
those arrows represent?”


“The World Tree, getting power for Silva Caliga, and…”
Cullen raked his fingers through his hair. His eyes narrowed, and he pointed to
the bark. “Aria. They received the copy of the Scribe’s book and the energy
contained in its magical text.”


“So, my guess for the purpose of Nareene’s book would be an
energy gateway to bolster Silva Caliga. That way it didn’t fall to the Dark
Realm like everywhere else in Dragonspeir!” Lyra spoke faster and rolled onto
one knee. “I just remembered when I worked with the Tortoise to prepare for my
bloodswear quest, he told me about Silva Caliga. It has always remained a
neutral territory.”


She checked her commuter bag to be sure her own version of
the Book of Dragonspeir she had attempted to offer Kon was still there.
“We might need this to make a trade for the lost volume they have in Aria.”
When she replaced the book, her hand brushed past the shape of a bottle in
another compartment. “Wait!” She pulled the container out. “I still have this
celestial dew I gathered when Hamal was in the sky last winter. I’ll try that
if the other fire stars don’t help enough when I read them tonight for
information about the past Scribes.” She carefully stored the bottle.


“Great idea!” Cullen nodded and pointed to the last rune.
“And the Scribe returned to her human world helped by a tree that grows near a
river. What trees do you know that grow along river ways?”


“Weeping willow and river birch are the only ones I can
think of.” Lyra rolled onto her back and sighed. “I’m no good at northern
trees. I have no idea, and we need all three answers.”


“You’re thinking too hard. It will come to you. Close your
eyes and picture visits to rivers during family trips to the north.”


Lyra clamped her eyelids shut and rifled through memories of
vacations.


Cullen’s lips brushed against hers.


The muscles of her face instantly relaxed. Between kisses,
she asked, “Are you using magic to relax me so I can come up with answer?”


He grinned and trailed kisses along her neck. “Can’t you
tell the difference?”


She unclasped his cloak and ran her hands over his chest. “I
never can. Too busy enjoying.”


He muffled a chuckle into the base of her throat. “I can’t
either, but you are less tense.”


“A good technique then,” Lyra breathed into his ear before
she nibbled the lobe.


Cullen’s fingers wound into her hair and massaged her scalp.
Suddenly, he broke away and sat up. “There’s something in your hair. Hold on.”


She bent her head toward him, and whatever it was held tight
to her hair as he pulled. “Owee! What is it?”


He held his palm flat, showing her a large, prickled seed
structure. It was the shape of a cherry dangling on a stem, but dry and brown
with dozens of tiny pods.


“That’s the tree!” She took it from his hand and rolled it
over. “I collected these as a girl along the Wachatoo River from huge
sycamores. This must be a sign that it’s the tree that helped the Scribe
return.”


“Through the fog, I saw glimpses of a river alongside the
guarded footpath to the World Tree. It well could be a sign. Let me get them
all out.”


She bent low. “Do you think this disqualifies us? Did the
sycamore here help us find the answer?”


“It’s a chance, but rather remote. You didn’t see the
sycamore here to make an aura connection.” He worked for a couple minutes,
carefully removing two more from her wavy hair and placed them aside with the
copy of the runes. “Keep these safe. If it is a sign, they might be needed
later.”


“This relaxing technique is useful. Do you think the keeper
of this oak we’re in sleeps soundly?” Lyra murmured and wrapped her arms around
his shoulders.


Cullen grinned. “Let’s hope so. In any case, we’ll try to
keep the noise low.” He eased her backward onto the soft hide and unfastened
the jade brooch at the neck of her cloak. His tongue forced past her lips while
his fingers inched the thin layers of her skirt up until he discovered the
prize of her skin.


Heat sparked under his hand on her thigh as well as in
Lyra’s heart—their magical bond of love. Her fingers flew down the placket of
his tunic, unfastening the buttons. She sighed against his lips.


Cullen responded by whisking her dress off of her and
running a hand over her breast.


With the riddle solved, Lyra was anxious to complete their
next quest. Her heart raced and her lungs expanded. Bursting with nervous energy,
she let go of all inhibitions and arched her back to meet his touch.


His fingers pinched one of her nipples, and she moaned with
the tingling sensations shooting between her legs.


Lyra interrupted him, pushing his shoulders away. She yanked
his tunic up and off and wasted no time undoing his trouser belt.


With a devilish grin, Cullen stripped off the rest of his
clothes and covered her with his body, the two of them sinking into the thick
pile. He toyed with the edges of her panties, the way she always enjoyed,
teasing her.


Pent up energy spilled out of Lyra’s body and she took
control, rolling them over. She straddled him, trying to tease him like he did
her.


He closed his eyes and lay back, calm and smiling. But, her
rocking action proved too much, and he grabbed her hips.


Unable to hold back, Lyra pushed against him and the action
sent electrical pulses shooting in all directions through her pelvis. She
gasped for a single breath, then harder pushed against him.


Cullen clamped onto the soft flesh of her butt. Sweat
dripped from his face and chest onto her.


Nervous energy spilled out of Lyra’s pores, covering her in
a film of perspiration. Her back arched, and she dug her fingernails into his
shoulders. A low moan escaped from deep in her throat, becoming ragged with her
release. 


He rolled off of her, panting. The ends of his shoulder
length hair curled tight and shined with dampness.


Lyra’s chest expanded with several long, full breaths. She
let them pass over her, calmly watching as her rough inhalations softened and
let go to smooth, extended out-breaths. Her troubled mind welcomed the
stillness. The last she remembered was Cullen pulling blankets over the two of
them.


 


***


A lively fiddle tune jolted Lyra awake. She sat straight up,
mentally arranging details of how to answer the riddle and what they needed to
accomplish on the new quest in Aria.


Cullen seemed no different, reaching a hand out to gather
clothes before he even sat upright.


They dressed quickly, but took care to stow the three
sycamore seed balls and fasten the paired jadestone brooches on their cloaks.


After pushing the door open on its crude rope hinges, Lyra
found the party fully underway. Even more than in the morning, thousands of
circutamina hopped, danced, and darted in all directions. Lights of many more
decorated all the trees in the glade, especially the goddesses.


Stepping onto the narrow threshold signaled the oak who held
them to bend a branch their way.


They took seats and were smoothly delivered to the ground,
only to be whisked away by at least a dozen tree keepers. The tiny folk
encircled the guests while escorting them to the grand buffets, heavily laden
with special foods. “It’s time for us to share our repast. We must all partake
to honor and keep the equinox blessings,” said one of the tree spirits. Lyra
took a closer look and recognized the hemlock keeper she’d befriended last
winter.


“Ivri! It’s good to see you again. Are all the tree spirits
here? I’d like a chance to give Rona a proper thank you for guiding me and
Kenzo through the tunnels of the rowan roots.”


“Alas, she’s not here. None of the circutamina from Silva
Nocens are present. They must constantly defend the trees they keep against
evil species,” Ivri replied.


At the buffet, Lyra took small portions so she could sample
many of the savory-smelling tuber stews and nut salads. After accepting a tall
mug of a strange amber beverage, she followed Ivri to a table and seats
fashioned from raised tree roots.


Cullen ate heartily. “The meal is delicious, Ivri.”


A chorus of giggles and twitters responded from all the
circutamina nearby.


“Please enjoy your fill, Sire Drake,” Ivri replied, waving a
hand to her assistant to top off his mug of ale.


The alcohol of the dark brew warmed Lyra’s insides. It tasted
similar to beer but with an earthier flavor, made of some different grain.


The tree spirits drank from espresso-sized mugs, but as many
times as they refilled, the size she drank from would have been more
appropriate. Many circutamina sat on any rock or raised root nearby,
entertained by the company of their guests. Others hung from branches above the
couple’s table, joining in the conversation. Belly laughs and giggles rang out
in all directions.


Kenzo and Noba swooped in and out, attempting to scare the
tiny folk. However, many times the jokes ended up on the wizard’s assistants
who, after imbibing too much, often flopped into hidden twigs and fell off
balance. On one pass, Noba landed with a plop on the end of their tree-root
table. He righted himself, rubbing his tail that took the brunt of his fall.


“Noba, are you all right?” Lyra asked.


He contorted, holding out his tiny wings, while massaging
the bruise. “Noba’s great! Has lots of playmates here. We play hide and seek.”


Cullen chuckled, “These tree keepers are almost your size,
at least the largest ones.”


“I’ll bet they’re good at hiding,” Lyra added.


“Noba’s bigger than most, so they do the hiding.” The
pseudodragon took a hop closer. “They have fun games like chasing bees back
into skeps. They like Noba’s wings for that.”


Cullen tilted his head and gave Ivri a questioning look.


“Oh. We’re in charge of more than just our assigned trees.
We raise butterflies and bees too. This ceremony of spring fools them into
coming out too soon. The nights are still cold, so we must drive them back
inside at dusk,” the keeper replied.


“Ysmena told me how you feed magic to the caterpillars
before they cocoon in your trees. Later, those butterflies glitter. But I
didn’t know about the hives. This must be your honey.” She lifted a muffin
dripping with golden syrup. “There’s more flavors than just sweetness. Really
good! Seems like I’ve had this before when I was a girl.”


Ivri bowed her head. “Lady Lyra’s appreciation warms my
heart. That’s from my own special hive.”


While Lyra talked with the keeper, Kenzo swept by and swiped
the muffin from her hand with his talons. He perched above them and lifted it
to his beak. “I overhead the talk and wanted a sample…after all that hard work
shooing bees.” He tore it apart and dropped half down to Noba who gobbled it up
and licked drips of honey off his snout.


Lyra laughed, watching Noba’s long tongue lap his face clean
while the owl’s feathers stuck together so badly that he couldn’t fly.


“Looks like my assistant has some serious preening to do.”
Cullen raised his mug in Kenzo’s direction and chuckled. “Better abstain from
the ale until you get yourself unstuck.”


He hopped on the limb to turn his back, muttering,
“Pseudodragons always have it easier. Hmpf.”


After everyone had their fill of another round of
honey-drenched muffins, and other diners cleared their places, the band kicked
up the tempo and volume of their music.


A brave or drunken male tree spirit bowed to Lyra. “I’m
Willan. Would Lady Lyra please honor me for a jig?”


With a smile, Lyra accepted and followed him onto the oval
dance floor. She looked around to see how the locals danced and moved her feet
in a similar pattern.


Willan beamed with a grin that lit his whole face. He
dazzled both Lyra and the crowd with his fancy footwork, spinning in front of
his partner. He led her once around the dance floor to where Cullen stood.


“May I cut in, Master Willan?” the wizard said with a bow.


The tree keeper thanked Lyra.


“I don’t think I understand the step,” Cullen said, sweeping
her into his arms. “This will have to do.”


“As long as you hold me tight, I don’t care,” Lyra replied,
enjoying the spark in his blue eyes and the hopeful emotion she read through
their touch.


“Let’s dance to the side so you can find a place to read the
sky.”


From the edge of the clearing, they walked a short way down
the wide path that they traveled before, leading to the portal for Terza.


Lyra scanned the sky. “I can’t find Hamal. I can’t even feel
its energy, so I know it’s above the horizon.” She rotated ninety degrees.
“There is Regulus. I connected easily with its fire power coursing into my
aura.” She shook her head. “But, like I expected, there’s no stored knowledge
about my ancestors, the Scribes before me.”


She pulled the bottle of celestial dew from her bag. After
opening it, the liquid gave a faint glow. She took a sniff, then swallowed the
contents. A flash of power rushed through her mind. She felt the fiery spirit
of Elisabeth’s determined path as the first Scribe took on a bewildering, new
challenge. Moments later, when the wave of power began to diminish, Lyra
lowered her gaze and whispered to Cullen, “Everyone tells me my power is strong
like Elisabeth’s. My gut tells me she would fight, not retreat into Aria. My guess
will be Nareene.”


“I trust your decision,” Cullen replied.


The spring equinox celebration lasted hours longer until the
last waxing moon of winter dropped below the tree line. After that, many
wandered off to their beds in tree trunks, and the couple returned to their
guest chamber with assurance from Ysmena that she would wake them in time to
meet with the World Tree.


They snuggled between thick hides and stayed cozy despite
the crisp late March night air. Lyra slept fitfully, in short snatches. She heard
Cullen rouse many times. Sunrise couldn’t come soon enough.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Seventeen: The Sigil


 


 


Alerted by the whoosh of wings, Lyra snapped a glance back
along the enchanted forest trail. A few yards behind, bushes and low-hanging
tree limbs already closed the footpath. Beyond that, early morning mist blocked
her vision. She strained but couldn’t see what flew toward them. The dense tree
cover would block most dragons, so she ruled out the threat of a cimafa.


Birds in surrounding branches came to life, squawking and
tweeting.


Seconds later, the silvery white striped feathers of
Cullen’s tiger owl came into view. His light coloring contrasted with Noba’s
burgundy shape behind him. “Lyra, wait for us!” Kenzo called as he slowed and
narrowly dodged a thick branch that moved in front of him to close the path.


Without looking, Lyra reached a hand forward to touch
Cullen. She only met twigs of a bush that rearranged its roots nearer the
walkway. “Cullen, hold up,” she called. “It’s Kenzo and Noba.”


Cullen alerted Ysmena who was several paces ahead, and they
fell back to welcome his assistants.


The plants cleared in the presence of the Lady of the
Forest, and the owl darted straight for them. He made a smooth landing on the
leather wristlet of Cullen’s outstretched forearm. “That ale they make here has
a real punch. I always wake up at first dawn. The keeper where I roosted nudged
me just a few minutes ago and said you’d been asking where we were. No one—”


“Those little people wouldn’t tell us where to find Master
and Lady Lyra,” Noba blurted out, as he panted for air.


“Well, we’re sure glad you found us.” Lyra bent to the
ground where he’d landed to give him a pat. “We tried for over an hour to find
you.”


That didn’t seem to be enough for him, and he jumped up into
her arms.


Kenzo ground his beak with agitation. “After wasting time
with those keepers, I noticed the Gorse Goddess waking up and I asked her.”


“That big tree pointed us, but there was no trail,” Noba
said, wriggling next to Lyra with a satisfied sigh.


Kenzo rotated his head a full one 180 degrees and glared at
Ysmena. “Nasty kick to your ale here. The hangover fouled my usually
exceptional navigation. I had to follow the sun rather than magnetics.”


She reached out to caress his head, and he whipped his face
around, giving her his back. “I’m very sorry, Sire Kenzo. I didn’t realize its
effects on outsiders since we have so few guests. It was an honor to have you
and Noba join our celebration.”


The owl’s shoulders relaxed, and he glanced back at her.


His huge blue eyes rolled up to the Lady of the Forest and
suckered her in to scratching his neck.


Lyra muffled a chuckle. A sour odor made her nose wrinkle,
and she turned back to Noba. “You must have drunk a lot of that brew. Your
breath reeks. Pshew!” She leaned down and let him hop to the ground. “We had
such a nice bath in a hot spring. Too bad we couldn’t find you—you sure could
have used one.”


The little dragon smelled one of his wings. “Noba smells
like a dragon.”


“When they’re your houseguests, it’s different. Here they
can smell wild,” Cullen replied to her while sniffing his owl. “However, you
are a bit negligent in your preening.” He held his arm that served as a perch
farther away from his body.


“As soon as I can, Master,” Kenzo snapped.


Ysmena turned from the owl and lifted the lantern on her
staff. “Well, now that we’re all together, let’s make haste to arrive at the
World Tree on time. Good thing we allowed additional travel time.” She increased
the intensity of her light and glided down the path so quickly that several
times she needed to wait for the limbs to clear.


When they arrived at the World Tree, he was awake and alert.
This time, forest wildlife played in his boughs as he stretched. “Hello, Scribe
Lyra and Sire Drake. I was beginning to worry whether you’d arrive on time, but
you have met that requirement. I see you have brought friends.”


Cullen gave a formal, low bow, expecting a difficult time to
gain approval from the World Tree for Noba and Kenzo to pass. “Good day,
Blessed World Tree. We wish for you to grant passage to our helpers as well.
This owl is my assistant, Sire Kenzo, and the pseudodragon is my wizard’s
familiar, Noba.”


“Master, are we going back to Terza?” The familiar tugged on
Cullen’s trouser leg. “Noba was scared there. Didn’t know what to do.”


Cullen looked down and shook his head. He rested a hand
gently on the little dragon’s back.


“Very well, since you’ve already proved yourselves, they may
also pass, provided you answer my riddle correctly,” the World Tree proclaimed.
“It is now time for you to supply the three answers I require. I shall address
the Scribe.” He extended a twig in her direction. “Are you prepared, my dear?”


“Yes, I am,” Lyra replied, her head high.


He straightened his limbs, and the birds quieted on their
perches. “Under the comingled beams of the bright sun and the pale full spring
moon, if you answer correctly, I shall be permitted to open the portal into the
sky world of Aria. The first question: what is the name of the previous Scribe
who I gave passage into that world?”


Lyra looked squarely at the mighty ash. “That would be
Nareene.”


“And the second part—what was the magical benefit of her Book
of Dragonspeir?”


She scanned the countenance of his facial features set deep
in furrows of bark, but he remained stoic. His limbs only continued to sway
gently in response to the breeze. She hoped his calmness meant he accepted her
answer. She glanced at Cullen to read his expression. Learning no more, she
continued. “Nareene’s book provided energy to bolster Aria. In turn, that world
could continue to supply Silva Caliga with energy to keep it as a primary
neutral haven during the take-over of most of Dragonspeir by the Dark Realm.”


Without even a blink, the World Tree spoke again. “And the
final question: who helped that Scribe return from Aria to her homeland?”


“It was a sycamore tree who helped Nareene exit into the
human world.”


“Now that you have stated your answers, please explain how
these runes correspond.”


Lyra stepped to the rock where he had drawn the symbols the
day before. She bent low and pointed to the first. “This spiral shows the
energy transfer. The second shows the mutual exchange of power from Aria to
Silva Caliga.” Glancing up at the World Tree, he still gave no indications of
his evaluation. She turned back to the rock. “The last figure is a tree raising
its branches high, but its roots are near a river, like a sycamore grows.” She
stood and stepped closer to the ash, took a deep breath, and clamped her hands
together.


Cullen wrapped an arm around her waist.


The stillness pressed in on her, and seconds hung like
hours.


Finally, the World Tree lifted one corner of his angular mouth,
then the other. “Scribe Adalyra, you would be correct on all three.” His eyes
opened wide and dripped with a clear fluid. “It will be my pleasure to help you
and your associates pass into Aria. May you find that lost volume in order to
bring peace to the Alliance and all the good folk of Dragonspeir.” His tears
trickled down the length of his tall trunk and gathered into a rivulet that
wound to Lyra’s feet.


Instinctively, she and Cullen each dropped to their knees
and scooped from the narrow waterfall at the base of his trunk. They drank from
each other’s hands, then joined those hands and stood.


Ysmena planted her staff and clasped their joined hands.
“How did you know to do that?”


“I don’t know. My aura led me,” Lyra replied.


“I have opened the portal, the first time I have done so
since Nareene sought passage. My tears are of joy, being able to help you
benefit so many. These tears contain some of my aura and called to you,
Adalyra. And to you, Sire Drake, through her. Indeed, you both are bound by a
deep love that allows your auras to communicate. Drinking from my power, you
will now be identified as friends among the Arials.”


Lyra waved Kenzo and Noba to join them at the base of the
trunk. “Lord Ash, may they also drink your tears?”


“Your concern and compassion wells more into my eyes. Of
course, they may.”


The pair took turns lapping at the liquid as it trickled
down.


“Mmm. Tastes sweet like candy canes at Lady Lyra’s house
last winter,” Noba said, licking his snout with a long tongue.


The warmth of his simple response broke the tension. Smiles
and chuckles all around signaled hundreds of songbirds to warble and flit
about.


“Now, you must take passage in a specific way.” The World
Tree nodded to Ysmena and rested his gaze on each of the travelers.


She handed out small cloth pouches and draped scarves of
white cloth around their necks. “These bags contain charms that will aid your
passage during divination—sycamore seed balls.” Approaching Lyra, Ysmena’s eyes
widened. “I sense you come prepared with your own. Your destiny must be so
defined that it called on one of our sycamores to supply that gift. Amazing.”
She shook her head and took up her staff. With its thick base, she dug a line
around them and the World Tree in the shape of a large circle.


The mighty ash cleared his throat. “If you have a wand or
staff, be certain to take it along, secured to your person. Please ascend,
climbing on my widest branches. Be patient. They will move to help you mount,
but I’m old and stiff. Move up only so high that the mist blocks your view of
the wildflowers at my feet but that you can still see the Lady of the Forest’s
lovely face.”


Kenzo flapped his wings as if he wanted to fly upward, but
Cullen directed him and Noba to take perches on a low limb next to Lyra and
then seated himself.


Like the oak tree that transported Lyra and Cullen to its
tree house, the boughs of the ash raised to their full extent. There, the
guests transferred to sit on another that took them higher. When the fog
drifted at his base, they ceased climbing.


“While you are all still close together, collectively create
an intention for your journey into Aria. Let one sentence represent your
answer,” the ash directed.


“That’s not hard—find the lost volume of Nareene’s Book
of Dragonspeir and return it to the Alliance,” Lyra said.


“Good. Break that sentence into parts you can visualize as
symbols similar to those in the runes you analyzed. All that you create will be
fitted into one figure like a puzzle.”


“A rectangle for a book.” Kenzo suggested, folding his wings
against his body.


“A letter ‘A’ for Alliance, with the crossbar being the top
edge of the book,” Lyra added.


“We need some indication of direction or motion, taking the
book to the Alliance. Maybe with an arrow pointing from that top edge of the
book to the apex of the letter?” Cullen asked.


“I like that,” Lyra said, tilting her head as she envisioned
the combination. “The apex would represent the four Guardians of the Alliance.
That works. We have our one symbol,” she announced to the ash.


“Before you set out on your journey, your intention must be
declared for the energy of divination to flow properly from one world to the
other. Lyra, this is where your friends with talons can help. That symbol,
called a sigil, must be carved into my bark on the branch where you are seated.
Do that now, and be sure to concentrate on your quest while you make the
sigil.”


“That’s no problem for me.” Kenzo puffed out his chest
feathers and set to work gouging out a large letter ‘A’ with a sharp talon.


Cullen directed him with proportions for the rectangle and
arrow.


With Noba’s help, the two made quick work, finishing in only
a couple of minutes.


“To activate the magic of the sigil, chant the sentence in
unison three times while staring at the symbol you just created.”


Cullen led their chant. “Find the lost volume of Nareene’s Book
of Dragonspeir and return it to the Alliance.”


Noba struggled with the wording, but by the third
repetition, they all recited together.


“I sense the sigil’s energy coursing through that branch to
my trunk.” The World Tree flexed and extended the bough as he sent limbs to
accept each member into a separate seat. “Please arrange yourselves as
comfortable as possible, and listen carefully. You must follow these directions
exactly. Each of the four of you possesses a magical aura. Close your eyes and
become more aware of that force inside you. Feel your energy move down to where
you connect with my body. Follow threads of your energy coursing down through
me and feel the earth of Silva Caliga ground you.” The ash paused, and Lyra
felt her grounded aura coil around his roots.


“Maintain that downward thread in place while you send
another up through the crown of your head. Now, feel the rush of energy from
the forest floor to your ears and nose. Smell the rich soil and fragrant
blossoms that herald spring. Hear the rustle of leaves as wind, insects, birds,
and squirrels stir the ground. Once you feel that rising energy, take the scarf
from your neck and hold it in your beak or between your palms in front of your
chest. Let all the burdens of your heart flow into this cloth, then fasten it
to one of my branches.”


He waited until each followed that direction before he
continued. “Lift your face up and resist any temptation to look back at the
scarf you tied.”


Before Lyra directed her gaze upward, Kenzo’s white cloth
fell past her. She reached to catch it, but it was beyond her fingers. Since
there was no warning not to look down until proceeding, she noticed the
direction it fell and where it came to rest on the ground. Thinking that he
wouldn’t be able to join them on the quest, her breath caught. After all they’d
been through, she didn’t want to go without the brave owl.


“Lyra! Gather your energy thread,” the ash barked at her.


The Lady of the Forest floated up and helped Kenzo retie his
scarf. Once she resettled below, Lyra quickly arranged her energy back into the
connector between the ground and the top of her head.


It took considerably more effort for Lyra to release her
concerns to the cloth. She had so many, all jumbled and whipping among spirals
of her aura inside her mind. In desperation, she tried some meditative
breathing. With her eyes closed, she kept a single focus on the task of
emptying her thoughts onto the scarf. Slowly, her breathing calmed and so did
her mind.


“You are all ready now.” The voice of the World Tree sounded
different, like low distant rumbles. “Say to yourself, ‘And so I enter.’ Feel
the energy move from your crown and reach your body to the next higher limb.”


“And so I enter,” Lyra recited, pouring her aura into the
words. She raised her arms to meet a higher limb that bent to pick her up. Like
whispers in the back of her mind, she heard the voices of her friends say the same
words. Cullen’s masculine tone reassured her since her mind was so focused she
couldn’t feel for his energy. In the distance, she heard water, rushing rapids.
Surely her mind played tricks on her.


“Rising higher, you will hear new sounds.” The rumble from
the World Tree became more distant. “Listen for the musical sound of rippling
water. Soon, you shall hear that melody mixed with bird songs. The mist of the
forest will condense into clouds, and you will see my topmost branches covered
with aerial plants, thick mosses, and lichens.”


Lyra eagerly looked in all directions. Still connected to a
tip-top branch of the ash, with a speedy retreat an easy thing, she didn’t fear
being attacked. Nothing seemed hostile, only masses of matted low plants as the
cloud covering briefly separated. Cullen appeared a few yards away when a wisp
of white cleared away.


Barely audible, the mighty ash still spoke to them. “When
you reach a parting in the cloud, push the fronds of the aerial ferns aside and
crawl through. Rest among those plants for a while since the transfer is
tiring.”


Lyra found a hole where the plants seemed easy to separate.
She stuck one arm through and then the other, pushing them apart to widen the
hole so her shoulders fit. Inching her way, like pulling a fitted dress over
her head, she finally got the width of her hips through the opening and sat on
the edge. Her legs still dangled in Silva Caliga. She panted, out of breath,
but waved to each of her friends as they poked through.


“You should see a flock of common snipe birds, my
messengers. After you leave my branches, you will no longer hear me, and I will
not feel your energy. They will alert me whether you have made safe passage.”
The voice of the World Tree drifted away as Lyra pulled her legs onto the bed
of ferns and mosses.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Eighteen: The Dragon Sampan


 


 


Lyra patted the fluffy cloud material beyond the clump of
mosses where she sat. She expected her hand to pass through easily.
Surprisingly it felt like a bath sponge. She pressed against more areas close
by and put more weight into her hand. It sank about a foot but was supported.
She wondered if the cloud would hold her weight and looked up to see if Cullen
knew.


On his hands and knees, he crawled toward her over the
lichens, herding his assistants ahead of him. It was such an unwizardly
position, she gave up her investigation and leaned back to watch, covering her
laugh with a hand.


Once he sat beside her on the moss patch, he asked, “Stuck
up here in a land of clouds and lichens, what could you find so comical?”


“Master, can we fly out and see what’s here?” Kenzo extended
his wings and leaned forward.


Noba followed the owl’s lead and spread his smaller wings.


Cullen’s eyebrow lifted into a curve that suggested a
question mark and paused to look around. Nothing was visible as far as Lyra
could see, except for various types of clouds and tufts of aerial plants. “All
right. Go ahead, but stay in ear shot. If I call, come straight back to my
voice,” he replied and leaned toward Lyra. “Do you see any being or creature?”


She shook her head. “It looks a bit like a view from a jet
flight, looking at clouds from right on top of them.”


“Yes. It does. I wondered where I’d seen something similar.”
He tested the surface like she did earlier.


“But I’m not sure they’re exactly clouds after I touched
that white spot over there.” She reached over and pressed her hand down again.
“It resists like it might support my weight. Clouds wouldn’t, being only water
vapor.”


“Strange. I don’t know if we can walk on that matter. I’m
not sure how to travel here. I would attempt to transport us, but for that I
need to visualize a destination. I have no idea where we are or where to go.”


“Are Kenzo and Noba safe?” she asked.


He shrugged. “I have no idea, but stopping them would have
been impossible.”


“I know that they want to help. I wish Yasqu was along too.”


“He needed more time to mend. He took a terrible injury from
that scorpent and is better—”


“Listen,” she whispered and pointed past him to her left,
cupping her ear.


They watched and saw nothing while a sloshing noise
approached. Cullen looked behind them. Finding no place for cover, he moved his
body in front of Lyra. “Stay close and keep contact so we can combine our auras
for battle if needed.”


As moving nebulous wisps cleared, a short, low boat became
visible, gliding toward them. Only one person appeared to be on board, a tall
broad-shouldered form.


“Kenzo! Noba! Come here now!” Cullen called as he attempted
to stand, keeping his knees bent to help his balance on the springy ground of
the sky world.


“You’d be better off riding than walking on that pother.
Some places you’ll sink down far—very dangerous,” the man on the boat called
ahead. “Welcome to Aria.” As he pulled in front of them, his face lit with a
bright white smile. Using a golden rope, he fastened the boat to a fluffy knob
of cloud material.


From what Lyra could see, he seemed to be tall and muscular.
Even though they were only twenty feet away, his form was filmy, almost as if
his body was made of vapor like the clouds. When he turned to fasten his
steering pole, the sunlight reflected, and she saw one side of his body in
detail. Then he twisted his torso away from the illumination, and that same
side became invisible. Lyra struggled, trying to visualize what he looked like
while only able to see parts. His monotone coloring, with luminous white skin
and silvery hair, well camouflaged him against his surroundings. Beige tunic
and leggings crafted of soft leather contributed to the effect. His hair hung
long, past his shoulders, spilling from under a wide-brimmed hat. A narrow
multi-colored ribbon at the brim and tie under his chin were the only other
colors he wore.


He looked up and noticed Cullen and Lyra still standing on
the moss. “You don’t need to be afraid. You have energies from Silva Caliga,
our ally. You’re welcomed into our world as friends.” He held out a hand to
help them board. “Come on.”


Cullen took a step across the side board as his assistants
sailed up and landed on the small roof in the middle of the boat. It covered a
few seats and several large cloth bags. When the fog parted, the flat bottom
indicated it was suited for river travel. About twenty feet long, its two ends
curved high into the air, like a crescent moon. The wood of the boat was
gold-colored and well-oiled. It reminded Lyra of an Asian sampan. Two masts
held slack golden sails.


At the bow hung what looked like a huge decorative lantern
in the shape of a dragon. Unlike the driver of silver and the boat of gold, the
body of the lantern was colorful, yellow-green with blue whiskers and a white
forked tail. It looked real, but didn’t move.


Cullen offered Lyra his hand.


She accepted and climbed on board.


“My name is Pisca, the fisherman. I felt some energy kicking
and thought I had a big catch here. Instead, I’ve found a group of visitors to
welcome. Where should I take you?”


“My name is Cullen Drake, and this is Lyra McCauley.”


“Hello, Pisca. It’s nice to meet you.” She returned his warm
smile.


The wizard motioned to his helpers. “And this is—“


“Noba, Master’s familiar.” The pseudodragon flew down to the
floor of the sampan and stepped in front of Cullen.


“Noba, are you trying to dazzle him with your matan dragon
powers?” Kenzo called from his perch, spreading his wings to their full span as
he bowed to the fisherman. “I’m Kenzo, tiger owl assistant to Sire Drake.”


Pisca jumped and dropped his rope. “A bird who speaks! He’s
magical?”


Cullen laughed at his assistants. “Yes. But not a danger.
The two together…I’m not so sure.”


Suddenly, the realistic dragon statue sprang into action and
entwined its white tail around Noba. The creature returned to its post at the
bow and dangled the pseudodragon upside down. “There’s only one dragon in
command of this starp. When you understand that, I will release you.”


Kenzo hooted while Lyra and Cullen worked to muffle their
chuckles.


“You’re in charge. Noba understands,” the pseudodragon
squeaked out in a voice that crackled with fear.


“At first glance, I thought that dragon was real,” Lyra said
as the creature unwound and rolled Noba across the deck to Cullen’s feet.


“So I am,” answered the dragon with a flourish of his long
tail. “I’m Galbinus, a lantern dragon. I light the way through the mist.”


“He brings me good luck—safety and many fish.” Pisca
unfastened the golden rope holding the starp. “Where may I take you?”


“We don’t know but probably to see a ruler or someone in
charge. We wish to make an important trade,” Cullen replied, rubbing Noba’s
head.


“They would be Eos and Mysa, the King and Queen of Aria. I
will take you to their court, called the aula. It’s a long journey and will
take a bit more than today’s travel. We’ll stop to rest at my home, if it would
please you.” Pisca took hold of his long steering pole and pushed the boat off
from the shore.


Cullen moved to withdraw his staff from inside his cloak
when Lyra waved him to stop. Not knowing what magic would be well received, she
chose to use hers since it was less common. Fascination would tell her the
most, probing directly into Pisca’s thoughts, but much more obvious than
clairvoyance. Pushing aura just under her skin, she gathered vibrations from
the fisherman’s emotions. She sensed only calm acceptance, no hostility, wariness,
or aggression. She touched her hand lightly on top of Cullen’s and said
mentally, He is sincere and intends no harm.


Can you read what type of magic he uses? Cullen asked.


There were no strong currents of power. The minor ones
were unreadable.


“Pisca, we’d be glad to accept your invitation to stay at
your home. Thank you,” Cullen replied to the fisherman.


Pisca smiled. “The children in my village will be excited to
meet your helpers.”


Now that they were moving, Lyra could identify how mosses
and ferns carpeted the banks of cumulus clouds lining the river. Instead of
water, they sailed on the flow of smooth stratus fog. Many times, the stratus
mist rose up around the boat, and Galbinus opened his mouth, shooting out a
flaming torchlight that lit the way.


“Can those banks of cumulus clouds support being walked
upon?” Cullen asked Pisca.


The fisherman gave a firm push against his pole and paused
to answer. “Well, it would support me, but Arials are made of more air than
other sorts. You might sink or you might not.”


“Why do you have a covered sitting area?” Lyra asked as she
walked underneath the roof and took a seat.


Noba slunk beside her and curled into a ball under her bench
but kept a watchful eye on the lantern dragon.


“You’ll see when this thick nebule settles. Out in the open,
the glare and stress of the sun can be wearing, especially for those not used
to the wilds.”


“What sorts of fish do you catch?” Cullen asked, leaning
over the side and examining what Pisca called nebule.


Kenzo flew down from the roof and perched on the rail.
“There’s a big one.” He thrust his beak out to point.


“That’s a big white dunt! Good eyes, Kenzo.” The fisherman
grabbed a harpoon and flung it down into the brink. “Got him!” He braced his
sturdy thighs against the boat for leverage and hoisted in the catch, a
three-foot long white fish.


Lyra joined Cullen at the side to watch.


“There’s a fine dinner for folk in my village tonight.
Mostly I trawl with nets for mackon, tirrel, and white dunts, if we’re lucky.
Those are tasty, as you’ll find out.” After stowing the wiggling fish in a bag
under the canopy, Pisca steered the starp into a wide channel and hoisted the
sails. The yellow silk puffed tight against the breeze and displayed red
dragons on each. “Where I live, all the fishermen contribute to the daily take,
which feeds our families, and the rest goes to the market or the king’s
dwelling. We all share. It’s the way of Aria.”


Lyra thought of so many questions to ask, she didn’t know
where to start without making their host feel interrogated. “There’s a lot I’d
like to know about Aria. Tell us about your family.” Learning about this sky
world through his personal experiences would be the most polite way.


In the open channel, glare from the sun’s sharp rays drove
Lyra under the small roof. The wind picked up, blowing her hair and skirt back.
The boat gained a brisk pace.


Pisca chuckled. “I expect you are curious. I’m glad to be
able to trust the energy the World Tree gave you—makes my job easier.” Shading
his eyes to find their route, he adjusted and tightened the sails. “I have a
lovely wife and a young son, just learning to walk—too young to come with me,
but soon. My wife, Neo, is a fine weaver and seamstress, making some of the
best nets for the fishermen in our village and dresses for their wives. My
mother watches our baby while Neo weaves. My father has been gone long, killed
when I was a boy. Back then, the warring court of Osal took many lives.” He
sighed and looked down.


“Thanks to the bravery and knowledge of King Eos, we have
had a long peace. Our happy village of about forty people works together,
making dinner for all each evening after the fish are cleaned and nets readied
for the next day. When the moon is first full, like tonight, we have a special
dinner and play tunes afterward. The next day is a day of rest. Many travel to
the grand aula to hear King Eos speak or listen to Queen Mysa recite her poems.
They have magic, and her words can make you feel real emotions. I’ll recite a
few of my favorites, but I doubt they’ll carry her magic.”


As the fisherman orated, he adjusted the sails and steered
the boat toward one of the tributaries off the wide river.


After he finished a few selections, Lyra replied, “That is a
lovely poem and does have a feeling beyond its words.” One made her grin, and
another caused a tear to leak from the corner of her eye.


“The queen’s words have so much more magic.”


“That would be fascinating to hear,” Cullen added, taking a
seat next to Lyra.


Another bright smile lit Pisca’s face. “You should be there
in time for her recitation tomorrow morning.” He cleared his throat and shared
several more. Those with rhyming verses, he sang in a rich tenor while he poled
the starp past obstacles of knobby white outcroppings along the narrow river.


They sailed this way for a long while, the sun moving from
directly above them to a position that made Lyra squint. She welcomed the
mist-covered patches when Galbinus shot out his flaming breath to guide them.
The landscape on either side grew more rugged with mounds of cumulous clouds
beyond the moss-covered banks. Filmy outlines of people became visible as the
pother thinned. When the fisherman ended the next poem, Lyra asked, “Are those
Arials in that cloud?”


“Yes. Many have fine, large homes where the pother is dense.
They construct the walls and roof from that firm material. The grand aula is
such a place. My house is only made of scrap timber and simple mats of woven
mosses and ferns. You will see my village just around the next bend.” Pisca
worked fast to drop the sails and man his pole again.


As the wispy nebule parted, the fishing village came into
view. The channel widened and the banks curved in and out, creating natural
docks for dozens of sampan-like starps. Many more drifted slowly into the area
from connecting riverways, each lighted with the flame of a different dragon
lantern. Rising from the mist, a cluster of low shanties lined the moss-covered
banks. Lean-tos with slanted roofs mushroomed around taller pitched-roof main
houses. All structures in the village appeared to sprout one from another.


When they docked, children cheered and ran up to greet them.
Women followed, wearing pale leather dresses with close leggings underneath.
All the villagers were fair like Pisca, with hair of silver, white, or a
butter-colored blonde. They wore plenty of smiles, nodding to the guests.


One woman stepped forward to help Cullen and Lyra off the
starp. “Welcome to our village. My husband has brought guests to us, bearing
energy from Silva Caliga. We will be glad to share our homes with new friends.
My name is Neo.”


Lyra clasped hands with her, and Cullen bowed his head.


Greetings poured from the gathering of women, joined by men
who drifted from their own boats.


To a roar of cheers, Pisca struggled to lift the huge white
dunt. “A fine dinner tonight!”


The women huddled together and followed him as he placed it
on a rough table.


He pulled a long knife from a sheath at his hip and made
quick work of cleaning the fish.


The women transferred the filets in baskets and disappeared
inside the buildings.


Men leaned against their steering poles and kept Lyra and
Cullen busy with questions about Dragonspeir.


At the fishermen’s legs, children hung shyly. Their wide
eyes fixed on the newcomers, especially on Noba who soon found a game of
getting them to laugh by making funny faces.


In an impossibly short time, a dinner bell rang from a pole
outside the tallest building.


“Time to eat,” Pisca slapped a hand on Cullen’s shoulder and
waved him toward the main house.


Cullen took hold of Lyra’s hand, and together they ducked
under the moss overhang leading into the dining area. Crude tables and benches
were fashioned from found or homemade pieces of wood. They were shown to the
finest seats in the room, on upturned crates at a plank table. The simple
furnishings were cheery and cozy. Stout, homemade candles flickered on the
tables. Woven cloths in jeweled hues lined the walls, which made a sharp
contrast to the pale Arials. Their fair features were more visible in the
warmth of the candlelight. Looking around the room, their handsome, sculpted
faces reminded Lyra of Greek statues.


Several middle-aged women served wooden plates generously
filled with the steamed fish and greens. One placed bowls of piping hot soup
for each, and another poured what looked like wine into wooden mugs. Bowls of
the dinner were placed on the plank floor at one end of the room for Cullen’s
assistants.


Pisca, seated at the end of Lyra and Cullen’s table, raised
his mug in toast to the guests. “Welcome again to our guests—Cullen, Lyra,
Kenzo, and Noba. A special thanks to Kenzo for his keen eye to bring us this
special meal for our first spring full moon dinner. Everyone, enjoy!” Once all
mugs were raised, he took a hearty gulp.


Kenzo extended his wings and turned all around.


Children scrambled from their seats to watch him, before
being called back by their mothers.


Lyra picked up a wooden spoon and sampled the soup—a
delicious variation of fish chowder. After one bite, she understood why they
considered white dunt a treat. Its flaky texture held a delicate, savory taste.
She was starved and the meal satisfied. After a cautious sniff, she took a
swallow of the wine. It tasted more like regular wine than the powerful beverage
that Cullen’s sprites brewed. But once she emptied the mug, she realized its
potent kick. The room spun a few times, and she grabbed onto the edge of the
table. The effect only lasted a minute, then she felt normal. She looked at
Cullen and under the table moved her foot to touch his. What is this wine?
Is it magic? Or worst of all, am I feeling latent effects of that effluvium
from Terza?


Cullen studied Lyra’s face and rested a hand over hers,
examining her with his healing touch. You feel well. Probably the wine.
Stronger than I’ve ever tasted. Be careful of aftereffects.


Lyra looked to Kenzo and Noba and saw the owl spinning like
a top. She shook her head, guessing he sampled the unusual drink.


After dinner, the folk gathered outside while watching the
moon rise. Although the Dragonspeir moon was twice the size Lyra knew from her
world, this doubled that. It filled half the sky. In the moonlight, the
outlines of the Arials became filmy and elusive again. A few of the men played
unique stringed instruments while others sang and clapped. One of the tunes
Lyra recognized from those Pisca sang while he steered their starp. Many of the
women held ribbons and whirled them in a magical dance. The intricate spirals
of the cloth sent delightful spells to viewers. As the dancers moved, their
faces disappeared, then reflected the moonlight, forming a spectacular sight
with the whipping ribbons.


One young woman took hold of Lyra’s hand and pulled her into
the dance, showing her how to hold a pair of ribbons.


Letting the music and moonlight flow through her, Lyra felt
the energy of the Arials. They were a proud people, connected to their natural
world of the sky as much as the Malificates to their minerals deep within the
earth. As their magic combined with her aura, her arms arced and the ribbons
twisted into heavenly spirals. She felt heat rise into her cheeks as she saw
Cullen’s smiling face, his eyes widened by the rapture of her spell.


Pisca raised his hand to quiet the celebration.


Overheated and thirsty from her dance, Lyra gulped down
another mug of wine passed to her.


“For making this night extra special with wonderful food and
company, I want to offer a magical wish from my dragon, Galbinus, to my new
friends.”


Hearing his name, the dragon shot out a long flame from his
position guarding the bow of the golden starp.


“At any time you are in need, you may take hold of his tail
and make a wish. He will become anything you wish and then return to me only
when he is released from your service.”


Galbinus arched his long neck backward and shot a spray of
sparks high into the air.


Other fishermen in the circle nodded and cheered.


Cullen gave a low bow. “Thank you for your kind gift. We may
well find ourselves in need before we leave Aria.”


The music began again with an even livelier tune. Dancing
and song lasted until the moon set on the horizon.


At last, Neo guided the four guests to beds. Kenzo and Noba
were shown to braided rugs at one side in the dining hall. She led Lyra and
Cullen into the next shanty, where pallets of softly woven cloth were made up
behind a red patterned fabric hanging. The air had been perfumed with flowery
incense. Lyra breathed deeply and thanked her hostess who found her own
sleeping place across the room with Pisca and their son.


Lyra removed her cloak and stretched.


Cullen did the same and motioned for her to repin the
jadestone brooch onto her dress. After she lay down, he spooned behind and
wrapped an arm around her waist, nuzzling his nose into her hair. You were
beautiful dancing tonight. A few minutes later, his breath became soft and
slow with sleep.


Lyra remained awake, listening to the sounds of Aria and
hoped for this peace to come to the Alliance. In Cullen’s warm embrace, the
white noise of insects buzzing lulled her mind to drift. The hum shifted into a
coarse whisper—a familiar male voice. Your aura, the quinta essentia, will
be mine!


She sat upright, covered in sweat, hoping what she heard was
the effect of the wine. Outside, a single jagged bolt of lightning sliced
across the sky.


Cullen slept peacefully, and she nestled back into his side.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Nineteen:
The Challenge


 


 


Against a background of ethereal pre-dawn glow, the mist
billowing over Galbinus’s horned head in the starp made Lyra wonder if she was
actually awake or still feeling the effects of that extra cup of wine. Her head
hurt, and her eyes felt heavy. Pisca insisted they get an early start to be
able to enjoy the readings given by the king and queen on this first full day of
spring.


She longed for a strong cup of tea and leaned against
Cullen’s shoulder.


“You look tired. Didn’t you sleep?” he asked.


“A little. You seemed to sleep like a baby.” She curled
tighter into the blanket Neo had given her, along with a bag of breakfast food.
Hunger didn’t register at this early hour, and the sack lay at her feet.


Cullen stretched his back. “I feel refreshed. That meal was
exceptional last evening.”


“You slept well thanks to that spell I cast on you during
the ribbon dance. Every time I looked your way, you were staring at me and
smiling.”


Cullen’s lips drew into a sly grin. “And you believe I was
thinking about you during that dance?”


“Well, while you were asleep, I read your mind and it was
full of images of me during that dance…wearing slightly less than I actually
was.”


He chuckled. “No wonder I slept so well. We’ll have to try
that dance back home when we’re not on a quest. What kept you up?”


“I think it was the wine. I had a second mugful since I was
so thirsty after dancing. I heard an evil voice, someone who wanted my aura. I
hope it’s not an omen.” She shivered and couldn’t bring herself to say out loud
whose voice it sounded like.


Cullen shook his head and looked at her, his brow drawn
tight.


They sat in silence, watching the sun rise. It seemed to
pause and float on the horizon in front of them.


“The sun she teases us to catch up to her.” Pisca glanced
back at his new friends. “Let’s see if she’s game enough to call upon her
partner, the wind, to puff our sails full.” He opened and secured the sails. At
the exact moment he finished, the sun lifted off the horizon, and a brisk
breeze filled the sails of their boat. “The race is on!”


When the sun hung halfway in its path to the top of the sky,
Pisca steered the starp into a narrow channel filled with dozens of boats all
sailing the same direction. After they traveled farther, Lyra saw more
tributaries converging on their route. Hundreds of small boats floated to an
open body of calm nebule.


Pisca’s golden starp with Galbinus sitting prominently at
the bow compared well to others. While some were festooned with elaborate
carvings and twice the size with closed cabins for passengers, others were tiny
and unpainted. Those looked like crude houseboats, filled with piles of
belongings. Pisca must have been a talented or lucky fisherman and made a good
living.


Flower petals floated everywhere on the lake of smooth
sunlit stratus clouds. Beyond stood the temple of the king, what Pisca called
the grand aula. Boats lined every foot of the banks. A magnificent building
rose tall, formed from cumulus clouds that looked remarkably like marble. Tall
Corinthian pillars supported a long veranda in front of the massive building.
The area past the boat docks was terraced into something like an amphitheater
that faced the portico. Behind a large podium hung tremendous white banners
bearing gold coats of arms in the shape of a bird of prey. Seating on the
terraces could accommodate thousands, and by the way the boats kept coming,
Lyra expected the theater to be filled.


The Arials came in all manner of pale dress. A few men stood
apart, formally dressed in all white. Gold insignia and ropes embellished their
long, fitted jackets. Some women wore finely embroidered long tunic-dresses,
while others wore roughly woven pants and shirts like the men that accompanied
them. The crowd seemed happy and eager to take part in whatever was about to
happen.


A man waved, directing Pisca to dock space for his starp.
“Was watching for you, and good thing since you have many with you today,” the
man called out as he grabbed a rope and tethered the boat. While he worked, his
eyes barely left the newcomers.


Once all moved ashore, Pisca clapped the man on the back.
“Hello, Daryd. Seems like your catches have been plentiful.” He rubbed the
round belly of the other fisherman. “Please meet my new friends who crossed the
portal of the World Tree yesterday.”


Daryd studied each of them carefully, then shot out a hand
to Cullen and nodded to Lyra. “You all bear the mark of Silva Caliga. Welcome.”


Surrounded by a crowd of onlookers, they exchanged greetings
with the plump fisherman.


“I expect you’ll be wanting to meet the king and queen
today.” He turned to Pisca. “Let’s get them to an official before they’re
swarmed by this crowd.” Daryd’s eyes scanned the amphitheater. “Good thing you
arrived early.”


Cullen held out his wristlet for Noba to perch and turned
around to address Kenzo. “If you’d rather—”


“No thanks. With all these people, I’ll fly,” the owl
snapped and promptly extended his wings.


“Visitors from other worlds are rare and make everyone
curious,” Pisca said as he leaned close and guided Lyra and Cullen up the bank
toward the center walkway.


Daryd kept close on the other side of their group. “There’s
Belray. Head toward him. He’s a reliable sort, even if he is snooty.”


Lyra felt like she was a celebrity whisked along by
bodyguards. As they passed, everyone stopped and watched. The people there
seemed peaceful and friendly. But avoiding contact was best since she and
Cullen needed to retrieve that missing book written by Nareene as soon as
possible.


A tall man dressed in a formal white suit with gold
adornments stood erect on the steps leading to the portico. When he spied
Pisca’s group, he descended to meet them at the bottom. Like Daryd, he took a
moment to read them. He looked down his thin, long nose at each of them.
“Guests from Silva Caliga.” Once satisfied, he turned toward Pisca and said,
“You must have been fishing in the south.” Without waiting for a reply, he
addressed Cullen. “My name is Belray, head courier to King Eos. By your
energies, you seem to be nobles, especially since you possess such a handsome
owl. I’ve not seen that species. Quite remarkable.” He stared at Kenzo for a moment
and then continued. “Come with me.” The courier spun on the heel of his boot
and strode between the enormous columns.


Their group, still protected by the two fishermen, followed
him into the portico. The columns, ceiling, and floor looked almost identical
to white marble. Only the styrofoam-like feel under her feet clued Lyra to the
difference. On the back wall hung white banners decorated with a golden bird
coat of arms. The bird held a fish in its mouth—an osprey.


Belray stopped abruptly, and his height of at least seven
feet towered over Lyra. “You have an unusual energy about you, one that I
cannot place. What shall I tell my king is the matter which brings your group
to Aria?”


“We’re here to make a trade for the copy of the Book of
Dragonspeir authored by Scribe Nareene. It’s reported to be in Aria,” she
replied, standing as straight as possible.


The courier tucked his chin and looked down upon her from a
sharper angle. “And who are you to be able to offer a worthy trade?”


“I’m Lyra McCauley, the fifth Scribe of Dragonspeir, and
this is my guide, Sire Cullen Drake, Imperial Sorcerer of the Alliance.” She
motioned to Cullen who bowed low.


Belray’s jaw dropped slightly, but he didn’t return any
gesture or words of greeting. “Follow me to the foyer outside the king’s
court.” Again, he spun on this boot heel and marched to the twenty-foot high
archway. He saluted the two guards who lifted their crossed flags and admitted
him.


As Lyra started to pass into the receiving hall, she heard
Belray’s booming voice. “I announce the entry of more nobles from Dragonspeir:
Scribe Lyra McCauley, Sire Cullen Drake, and their assistants. They bear the
World Tree’s mark of friendship with Aria.”


The guards blocked the two fishermen, but permitted the
guests from Dragonspeir to enter.


Lyra wound her hand into the crook of Cullen’s elbow and
silently asked, More nobles from Dragonspeir?


Before he could answer, a purple laser shot directly at her
from the other side of the foyer. The black amber necklace, made for the first Scribe,
protected Lyra as it always had. But, for the first time, it absorbed the evil
energy with a horrible crackling. She felt a startling burning sensation as the
shape of the butterfly pendant grew uncomfortably warm against her skin. Lyra
raised a hand to her throat, but dropped it away when she caught sight of her
attacker—Eburscon.


Lyra’s pulse raced and Eburscon’s voice from her dream
reverberated in her mind. She let go of Cullen’s arm and clamped her fist tight
to feel the back of her dragon bloodswear ring pressing against her fingers.
She scooted Noba and Kenzo to the open arms of guards at the side of the hall.


“You look surprised to see me, Adalyra. Did you really think
I had perished? Still just a simpleton, aren’t you,” the alchemist called from
his position close to large double wooden doors.


Guards surrounded him but backed away when they saw the
sapphire of Cullen’s staff spark and his whole body radiate with the blue of
his aura.


The wizard lowered his staff and hurled a massive bolt of sapphire
light at the exiled alchemist.


“Cohibeo!” Boosting its force with a large mass of
her aura, the eyes of Lyra’s dragon ring glowed and enacted the incantation.


Eburscon dodged Cullen’s shot and let out a long cackle of
laughter, even as Lyra’s magic restrained his body against the floor.


“What is happening here? Cease fire at once!” Belray
thundered, drawing his sword from the scabbard at his hip. He whipped it
through the air. The blade gleamed with magical golden light, slicing and
detonating the fragments of Dragonspeir magic that ricocheted off the walls.


With a haughty smile, the alchemist rose and straightened
his purple velvet cloak. He tossed his long, peppered braid over his shoulder.
Ignoring the direction of the courier, he continued to engage Cullen. “My
former colleague is out of practice. Your energy feeds on Alliance magnetics.
Time in Terza, Silva Caliga, and Aria may prove your bane and my fortune.” His
fingers pulsed with his purple aura.


“Stop him!” Belray ordered.


Guards fired harpoons of light at the alchemist.


Eburscon’s fire came off quicker, shooting a powerball at
the wizard.


Cullen’s whole hand, now a vivid blue, clamped onto his
staff. “Incutio!” His laser met Eburscon’s in the middle of the vaulted
ceiling and wrapped around it.


“Exstinguo!” Lyra let go a detonation charm.


In the fraction of a second before her magic met the target,
the alchemist crooked a finger. He pulled the violet and blue whirling mass
toward him, confusing both her spell and the guards’ weapons.


Additional guards spilled into the entryway. Light trailing
from their harpoons encircled her and Cullen. Lyra’s ability to move her power
became sluggish, but she felt no pain.


“Don’t let that reach him!” Cullen shouted to her. “Use our
jadestones! Touch me.”


Lyra reached out to contact him, giving him the advantage of
sending her power through his staff. She hoped it would compensate for the
hindrance of the guards’ restraints.


Cullen fired a massive ball of blue light but was too late.


The amalgam of energy reached Eburscon sooner, and he formed
it into a glowing shield that blocked the incoming strikes from both Cullen and
the guards. The resulting power the alchemist held at his surface proved
uncontrollable. It exploded into jagged bolts, cutting in all directions.


Couriers on the side of the hall ducked while guards rushed
at Eburscon, Cullen, and Lyra.


The largest bolt cut through the ceiling, and its effects
resounded with a loud peel of thunder. Rain sheeted down outside, and the
thousands gathered screamed.


Blocked by a circle of a dozen guards with crossed harpoons,
Lyra’s body and aura were immobilized.


Cullen and Eburscon were secured the same way.


Belray strode among the circles, glaring. “You shall not
disrupt our kingdom! If you wish to make offers of trade, you will present them
peacefully. If not, you will be deposed at once. Do you understand?” He
eyed each, waiting for a response.


Unable to speak, Lyra nodded.


The head courier waved an arm, and the three circles of
guards escorted them through the tall wooden doors. Lyra felt her legs move but
not from her own control. Under her feet, a large white rug with the same
golden bird coat of arms decorated the floor. Above the heads of the guards,
banners like those on the portico hung from the interior walls, all with the
same raptor. She couldn’t see Noba or Kenzo but hoped they were safe.


“King Eos and Queen Mysa, please pardon my interruption.”
Belray cleared his throat. “I have just received guests from Dragonspeir who
wish to trade. Four possess the mark of the World Tree and other noble
energies—Scribe Lyra McCauley, Sire Cullen Drake, and their two assistants. One
bears no such brand of friendly passage—Sire Eburscon.”


Between the arms of her captors, Lyra saw the king pound his
scepter on the low table beside his throne. “I heard fire outside. Tell me what
happened.”


Belray rushed to the king’s side and gave an account which
Lyra couldn’t hear, but his animated gestures conveyed his meaning.


King Eos waved his scepter, emitting a wide cloud of golden
light. “You have disrupted my kingdom. As guests from Dragonspeir, I have keen
interest in your offers of trade. But I will not do business with those who do
not honor our desire for peace.” He nodded toward Belray.


In turn, the courier directed the guards to partially open
their circles, giving Lyra a view of the throne.


The king glowered at the guests, his eyes sparking glints of
gold. He dressed in the colors of the kingdom, white with adornments of gold.
His tunic fit trimly across his broad chest and a wide golden jeweled belt
cinched at his waist. He seemed remarkably trim for a man old enough to have
white hair. It hung long, in a single plait falling from under his gold crown
to the middle of his back. A neat white beard covered his face, ruddy with
anger. “Let us proceed in a more civilized manner. Do I have your word?” He
looked from Eburscon to Cullen and Lyra.


“You have my word, your highness. I offer my apologies,”
Cullen said and bowed to the floor.


“Please accept my apology.” Lyra followed suit and bowed.


“Please rise.” King Eos turned toward the alchemist who
merely bowed his head and smiled. The king narrowed his eyes at the alchemist.
“Sire Eburscon, what reason do you have for initiating an attack on the other
guests?”


“Simply, we are in competition for the same trade, and I
intend to gain both that and the consequential reward it will bring.” Eburscon
stood tall, his face plastered with a sly grin. It startled Lyra how much his
expression reminded her of the frozen features on the Vizard’s masks.


“I don’t appreciate your vagueness. Your insincerity speaks
loudly.” King Eos powered his scepter with his aura and began to point it at
Eburscon, but the queen leaned forward and touched his arm. He relented but
signaled four guards to surround the alchemist.


Queen Mysa encouraged the king to be seated next to her on
their thrones. “Let’s hear both of their offers. We may have reason to make
desirable gain.” She looked lovely, prepared to speak to the public in a fine
white gown with gold embroidery. Her hair was swept up with dozens of loops and
braids. She wore gold rings on every finger. A large pendant with a translucent
yellow stone hung at her throat, matching earrings dangling from her lobes.


With a few grumbles, Eos sat in his massive chair of
ornately carved wood. “Sire Drake and Lady Lyra, please come closer.” Eos
settled back into his seat and lifted a forearm protected with a golden
wristlet.


Suddenly, Kenzo sailed over Lyra’s head and nearly collided
with a golden osprey as both birds attempted to land on the king’s arm.


Attempting to follow, Noba darted past her, but she held him
at her skirt.


Cullen called to his assistant. “Kenzo, I don’t think that
King Eos meant that—”


“Of course I meant it for him.” Eos’s smiling face showed a
change of heart. He chuckled and held up his other arm to accommodate both.
With an amused expression, he rested his arms on those of the chair and studied
the owl. “I didn’t notice you for the fracas. What a lovely owl. I’ve never
seen your kind.”


Queen Mysa leaned over and stroked one of Kenzo’s wings.
“Silver, grey, and white stripes. Beautiful.”


The neglected osprey hissed at Kenzo.


“I don’t think your mascot welcomes me,” the owl said,
taking a step away from the clacking, curved beak of the other raptor.


“You speak!” Eos gasped. “How is this possible?”


“Oh my! Is he a god?” Mysa asked, quickly retracting her
hand.


“My name is Sire Kenzo, wizarding assistant to Sire Drake.”
Now that his competitor drooped low on his perch, the owl fluffed out his chest
feathers.


Eos looked to Cullen. “Your bird? Now that I watch him, I
can feel his aura. And he wears a festive earring in his left ear. He is
magical?”


The wizard nodded. “Yes. He was decorated for bravery by our
Imperial Dragon, leader of the Alliance. He is magical and a very special
bird.”


“Indeed.”


Lyra glanced at Eburscon and gave him a polite smile, happy
the king favored them for any reason.


The alchemist scowled and lifted his hand covered with
gemstone rings, making himself busy inspecting his curved fingernails.


“Well, Kenzo, I will enjoy your company while you and your
friends are my guests.” A grin brought back a fresh flush of color to the
king’s pale face. “I’m given to trusting raptors, so I’ll let you tell me why
your friends are here.”


The osprey hopped to the arm of the queen’s throne and
seemed satisfied with her caresses.


“We’re here to make a trade for the Book of Dragonspeir
we’ve heard that you have. It’s written by a Scribe named Nareene.”


“And why do your friends want that book?”


“Because there are five magical books from five Scribes.
Some are missing from Dragonspeir. If the Alliance has copies of all five, then
our leaders will have enough power to stop attacks by the Black Dragon.”


“Is this true?” the king asked Eburscon.


The alchemist cleared his throat. “Yes, your highness. It is
true possessing that volume will give the owner more power.”


“Sire Eburscon, you made it clear just before the other
party entered that you wanted to offer a trade for the very same book. And why
do you wish to have more power?”


“For the very same reason, to block the Black Dragon,”
Eburscon answered with a kind, supportive tone, completely unlike the
contemptuous defiance Lyra knew so well when he had served as the Alliance
alchemist. She had no reason to trust the man after he tried to employ a cimafa
to steal her aura for his own use. His attempt failed, but ripped Cullen of
his, leaving his body lifeless without a soul. Crushed by a fallen boulder, she
thought Eburscon had died. The Guardians had reason to doubt and formally
exiled him—a wise decision.


“I see,” the king said, stroking his stubbly beard. “Aria is
in possession of the Book of Dragonspeir that you describe. Since you
both want the same thing for the same reason, I shall offer a challenge to
decide whose trade I accept. In this contest, you must seek the advice of an
auspex from our community. Have her give you a choice of three birds of Aria,
one of which matches your energy. Find one of each species, and return to me
with the bird you feel is best suited to your power. The correctness of your
choice, combined with the value of your trade, will determine the winner. You
shall have until the sun is halfway on its path ‘tween midday and sunset to report
back. Scribe Lyra and Sire Drake, whichever of you can make me the better offer
shall be the one to find his or her bird.” He faced the owl still resting on
his arm. “Although I would rather have your company, I think your friends will
need your bravery, Sire Kenzo.”


The owl flew back to Cullen’s wristlet and saluted with one
wing, which brought a round of applause from the royal staff and a smile from
the queen.


King Eos returned a sharp salute. “One final directive about
the contest.” He glared at Eburscon. “Participants are not to try to hurt the
other party. If I learn of that occurrence, or even any such intent, the
attacking party will be disqualified. You are now free to go.”


Lyra noticed Eburscon lift his bony chin into the air and
quickly departed while Kenzo entertained the court, probably to avoid further
interrogation by the king or to get a head start. She was glad to see the four
guards follow him out.


After a round of goodbyes, Belray and a group of guards
accompanied Lyra and Cullen into the crowd and helped them find Pisca and
Daryd. Noba stayed close, obviously trembling after the battle, but Kenzo
soared overhead, soaking up the admiration of the crowd.


Lyra explained the challenge. “Is an auspex hard to find?”


“Not for us. We travel in hidden waterways.” Pisca smiled
and shouldered a pack.


The guards escorted them to where they docked their starps.


The fishermen poled both boats out of the lake and into the
channel. Once clear of other people, Pisca called to his friend, “Who should we
take them to visit?”


“Naella?”


“No. She’ll take too long. I think Ochre,” Pisca suggested.


“Good choice. She’s a bit creepy, but helpful.”


“Master, can Noba ride with Daryd?” the pseudodragon asked.


“Yes, but why?” Cullen replied.


“The other boat has a lamp, no dragon. Noba will sit in the
front for him.”


Lyra chuckled and helped him to the railing. She signaled
Daryd to steer closer. “Noba would like to be the dragon for your boat, if it’s
all right with you.”


Laughing so hard his belly jiggled, the fisherman waved him
over.


Noba took his command, head high and facing into the wind.


They sailed for what seemed like a couple of hours, turning
onto one narrow channel then another. The tributaries all looked the same to
Lyra, and she was grateful for their guides.


While they traveled, Kenzo bragged about his moment with
King Eos, retelling the story over and over until Galbinus shot a flame in the
owl’s direction.


Lyra took a seat beside Cullen. “Eos said we should choose
which of us can make him the better offer. What do you think that means?”


He took hold of her hand. “My power is more in line with
Eburscon’s while yours is less comparable. However, the magic of the Book of
Dragonspeir you wrote is an extension of your aura. That will enhance our
offer.”


“Then I’ll make the offer. I’m good at some things, but wish
I could do more. I still can’t form powerballs. My incantations only did a
little in that fight with Eburscon.”


“You do plenty. Have you forgotten how you brought my stolen
aura back to my body, saving my life? And you were tremendous, outsmarting Kon
in Terza. And I noticed in the fight today that our paired jadestones now
combine more of your power to mine since you completed your bloodswear quest.”
He kissed her temple. “I’m proud of you.”


She turned to kiss his lips. “Thank you.” The wind caught
her hair on the butterfly pendant. “My necklace actually burned, absorbing
Eburscon’s shot at me. It’s never done that. Is he stronger?”


“Oh, yes. He gained power somewhere. Probably working with
the cimafa dragon rider, sucking up auras those beasts collect.”


Lyra shivered, remembering how Eburscon had directed one of
those evil beasts to inhale Cullen’s aura.


“There’s where Ochre lives, just ahead on the right,” Pisca
announced, pointing with his pole. “In that grove of tree tops.” Bare limbs,
ghostly white without bark, rose up through the pother of cumulus clouds
stained an ominous shade of gray. A small unpainted shanty leaned against one
of the thicker limbs of the eerie grove.


A knot formed in Lyra’s stomach as the fishermen docked
their boats.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter 20: The Auspex


 


 


Lyra stepped off the starp and walked with her head high,
ready to meet whatever lay ahead. Wind whistled through the bare limbs. The shanty
looked precarious, like it could topple over at any minute, but the warped
boards in its walls implied the building had endured a long time. Tethered
between the front of the house and several limbs, a ragged stretch of dirty
white fabric billowed in the breeze and served as a crude covering for the
stoop. The only window stood open, a stained and frayed gray curtain swept
outside.


“This is your territory.” Pisca waved his friend toward the
dwelling.


Daryd climbed out of his starp and hoisted his trousers
before walking to the door. He knocked and called out, “Auspex Ochre, are you
home? It’s fisherman Daryd. We have friends in need of your advice.” Receiving
no answer, he stepped back. Just as he turned to the others and shrugged, the
door opened a crack.


“Who needs me?” squeaked a high-pitched female voice.


“Hello, Ochre. Visitors from another world, Dragonspeir,
need your help.”


The door creaked open another inch. “Why do they need me?”
the faceless voice asked.


“To help them complete a challenge given by King Eos.”


Responding to that news, the door opened fully, and a hand
thrust out from the darkness inside. A gnarly index finger beckoned them to
enter.


Lyra took a deep breath to steady her shaking stomach and
walked into to shack, Daryd directly behind her.


Cullen followed close, his hand tight on his wizard’s staff,
with Kenzo sailing alongside.


As soon as Lyra entered the dark interior, she was greeted
by a shriek. “Illumino!” Lyra called out, twisting her dragon ring. A
bright orb appeared in the air above them, shining light on an old woman
cowering under a rickety table. Lyra held out a hand to her, but the auspex
crawled backward into the corner. ‘Please come out and help us. My name is
Lyra.”


Daryd and Pisca exchanged concerned glances.


“You, with the magic of a goddess, promise to not hurt me,”
Ochre pleaded, her voice timid and crackling.


“I promise to not hurt you unless you harm one of us,” Lyra
replied, kneeling onto the floor that was filthy with all types of waste.


The woman slowly wormed her way out and rose to what seemed
her natural stooped posture. Unkempt, her matted, dirty white hair stuck out in
all directions. She wore a gray apron over a ragged dark skirt and dingy white
blouse. Only her eyes showed a spark of life, glinting with the shine of black
onyx. “My name is Ochre, auspex of the East. What question do you need me to
voice to the birds?”


“I’m in a contest where the king asked me to seek the advice
of an auspex and have her give me a choice of three birds, one of which matches
my energy. Then, I am to find one of each of those birds, decide which best
suits me, and return with it to the grand aula. The correctness of my choice
will determine whether I’m the winner,” Lyra said as she scanned the unusual vibrations
of energy given off by Ochre.


The hag looked at the fishermen. “And why was I chosen
rather than Naella of the South, Zephyrus of the North, and Sensua of the
West?”


“Time is important in their competition, and we were closest
to you and the southern auspex. Naella is—” Daryd attempted an explanation.


“Scatter-brained,” Ochre finished his statement with a
chuckle. “And who did your competitor choose to seek advice from?” Her voice
trailed off as her eyes looked out the window.


“I don’t know,” Lyra replied and faced Cullen. “Do you have
a guess which one Eburscon might have chosen?”


“Probably one closest to the portal where he entered. I
assume there are multiple portals since I highly doubt he entered by way of the
World Tree.”


“Yes.” Lyra nodded. “The World Tree would turn him away,
having such a dark aura.”


“He may have entered in the west, above the Dark Realm.”


“Or at the north, above Versula,” Lyra added.


“Sensua is sly and crafty. Zephyrus is calculated and cold.
Both fierce competitors. I need to know which one to do my best for you.”
Ochre’s voice grew gruff and impatient. “Think harder!”


“Eburscon wore a heavy winter cloak with fur inside,” the
owl said from his perch on the curve of an old snowshoe.


Hearing him speak, the auspex jumped back, and Lyra caught
the woman’s arm. “He’s a wizard’s assistant and is trustworthy. He won’t hurt
you.”


“Good eyes, Kenzo.” Cullen rubbed the owl’s head. “He must
have used the northern portal.”


The auspex leaned toward the owl and spoke in a strange
tongue.


Kenzo calmly nodded and replied in the same language.


Ochre placed her bony hand over Lyra’s. “All right then. A
golden rose.” She examined the dried floral arrangement on her table and
plucked the head of a specific dried rose. After closing her fist tightly
around the flower, she tossed it in the air and watched intently where the
curled petals fell. She closed her eyes while massaging Lyra’s hand, then
rechecked the strewn flower. “The great horned owl, the golden eagle, the
golden oriole. One of those species matches your aura.”


“Where do I find those birds here?” Lyra asked. “Everything
is all clouds.”


“I’ll call to them since the rules said nothing about how
you would find them.” Ochre lumbered out the door and held up her arms. She
called in the foreign tongue and then waited in silence. After a few moments,
she dropped her head and muttered under her breath.


Kenzo lifted into flight and dove into a hole in the pother
between moss clumps.


Soon, a warble answered the auspex woman, and an oriole
flitted onto the edge of the awning. “Lyra, step slowly toward her and hold up
your hand. If she comes closer and you feel her energy, she’s the one.”


The song bird pecked Lyra’s finger, but darted away when a
eagle landed on one of the limbs holding the make-shift porch roof. It tilted
its rust-colored head and eyed Lyra.


Kenzo’s silver wings flapped through a distant opening at
the edge of the grove of limbs. A smaller owl of dark gray with prominent ears
followed him. They perched together on a branch and conversed in the tongue of
the auspex for a short while before the other owl left and dove down.


The eagle opened his gold-streaked beak, as if to cry, but
uttered no sound.


“That must be the correct one, although he’s not very
friendly.” Lyra looked at Ochre. “Do you know if I’m right?”


“Alas, I cannot give you an answer. If I were to do so, King
Eos will remove me from my position. He will have to answer.”


“Thank you for your help.” Cullen bowed his head. “Is there
a portal near here? Perhaps one that leads into the human realm?”


Ochre extended an arm away from her side. “There, at the
edge of the trees, where your owl is perched. I’m the gatekeeper for that
portal, but no one’s been past there as long as I can remember. Other than my
bird friends, of course.”


“Thank you, Ochre,” Lyra called, not taking her eyes off the
eagle while she walked to the boat.


The old woman stood on the bank and watched them leave. Lyra
lost sight of her when they turned onto another channel, but felt her energy
lingering in the air.


 


***


Lyra’s eagle swooped through the mist in front of the starp,
then disappeared. “Kenzo, is he following us?”


“I can’t tell,” he replied.


“Will you fly up and talk with him to find out?” Lyra craned
her neck to look in all directions above the boat.


“He gave me a cold feeling, like I was in his space. I
expect he’ll be aggressive, and I can’t fight a wild eagle…maybe a magical
one.”


Cullen stepped toward them. “He’s right. They fight
differently, and if there is a territory dispute, they could both end up
killed. I well know the importance of this quest, but I’m not willing to risk
my assistant.”


Lyra wrung her hands, but managed a smile. She remembered
how Cullen risked his own death by a sea dragon to save Noba—an act that helped
her realize what a wonderful man loved her. During the trip back to the King’s
aula, she watched the sky but never saw the golden eagle again.


Kenzo ran the tip of his wing along her arm. “Lyra, I’ll be
your matched bird. I always have been anyway.”


She nodded and ruffled his feathers as tears welled into her
eyes.


From his position at the bow of Daryd’s boat, Noba helped
her keep watch for the eagle as they sailed.


 


***


The weight of defeat made Lyra’s legs feel heavy when she
stepped onto the bank at the golden lake with no bird. She gave a last hopeful
look into the sky before joining the waiting group of white guards.


Pisca wrapped an arm around her and nodded to Daryd. They
stayed with Lyra and her friends as far as the portico.


Only a small portion of the crowd from the previous day
remained, listening to the oration of a lesser poet.


Belray saluted and allowed the entire party to pass under
into the foyer.


A cawing screech from inside the king’s receiving chamber
made Lyra jump. The call was unmistakable—an avril, the scout bird of the Dark
Realm, used to obtain and deliver samples of auras from unwanted guests to
alert the Black Dragon. Reminding herself they were far from the danger of the
Dark Realm, she took a deep breath and walked inside.


Eburscon stood with the avril perched on a wristlet. The
violet rings on his raised hand gleamed. When he noticed Lyra enter without a
bird, his mouth contorted into a hideous sneering grin. He rocked back and
forth from heel to toe, swishing his purple cloak across his black boots, as he
hummed to the avril.


It seems Eburscon is now working for the Black Dragon, since
he has one of his avrils, Cullen said mentally.


Lyra nodded and swallowed hard.


The couriers and guards saluted when the king and queen
entered the room. They smiled and commented to the high couriers while taking
their seats on the throne chairs.


King Eos loudly cleared his throat. “We return to determine
the winner of this challenge, who I will trade with for Aria’s copy of the Book
of Dragonspeir authored by Scribe Nareene. To show my good faith, I have
removed that book from storage and have it here before me.” He held the volume
up for display. “Remember, the winner is determined by a combination of two
factors, the correctness of their bird match and the value of their trade
offer. I alone will make the determination of who is the winner.” He leaned
forward on the arm of his chair. “Sire Eburscon, please present your bird.”


The alchemist bowed his head. “Your highness, I present to
the court of Aria the bird known as an avril.” He lifted his arm bearing the
bird and walked closer to the throne. “It is a fine example of the few animals
capable of stealth flight, not only hiding its magical aura, but also becoming
physically invisible in sunlight.” He walked to the window to display his
bird’s talents. The same evil grin covered his face as he looked toward Lyra.


“And Scribe Lyra or Sire Drake, which of you has chosen to
participate in the contest?” the king asked.


Lyra took a step forward. “I will be the one.”


Eos nodded. “Please present your bird to my court.”


“Your highness, I do not have a bird. I—”


Suddenly a frenzy of flapping wings filled the air and
circled Lyra. Kenzo opened his wings and covered her lower legs with his display.
The king’s own osprey landed on the floor at her side, looked up to her, and
gave a clipped shriek. The golden eagle swooped past Eburscon at the open
window to land at her other side.


The king gave a hearty laugh. “You are incorrect, Scribe
Lyra. You have three birds who choose you. Which one is your choice?”


Lyra looked from one bird to the other. She felt no
connection to the osprey, but he must have sensed the evil of the avril and
wanted to help the cause of good. She bent and stroked his white head. The
golden eagle possessed some energy that weakly resonated with hers, so slight
she couldn’t be certain it was a real match. The giant tiger owl towered above
the other two. Lyra moved her hand to rub between the feathers at the back of
his neck the way he loved. “I choose this tiger owl. He has been my loyal
companion, helper, and friend. We are bonded through those experiences.”


King Eos leaned against his wife’s arm, and the two
conferred for several minutes. They called in several couriers. Finally he sat
back, his brow furrowed. “Lyra, much as I feel the love you and Sire Kenzo
share, he is not a match for your power. However, my rules specified that the
birds the auspex should suggest were to be in Aria, in other terms, those that
have been seen in this land even if rarely. I knew Kenzo prior to announcing
this challenge, but until this moment had never seen an avril.”


Lyra shot Cullen a questioning look, and members of the
court whispered all around the grand hall.


The king raised his hand to silence the murmuring. “However,
some of my trusted couriers assert that they have seen avrils flying near
Sensua’s portal above the Dark Realm. I accept their word and declare Sire
Eburscon the winner of this portion of the challenge.”


The alchemist turned and bowed in several directions to a
silent group of spectators. He paused an extra length of time to bow toward
those seated along the window wall.


“Let us proceed to the second portion of the challenge,” the
king announced. “Prepare your trade offers.”


Lyra sighed as Cullen pulled the commuter bag off his
shoulder and quickly withdrew a copy of her book. When he stepped beside her,
the osprey returned to his king, but the eagle hung behind them.


“Please present your offers. This time, Lyra you shall be
first.” The king leaned forward, prepared to listen carefully.


“I offer this copy of the Book of Dragonspeir that I
have written.” Lyra pointed to the book as Cullen held it up. “I will gladly
include a penned inscription to increase the power contained in the text,” she
added.


The king motioned for Cullen and Lyra to approach the
throne. He examined the book, then clasped Lyra’s hand into both of his. “You
may step back now. Thank you.” He nodded to Eburscon.


“My offer is a copy of the Book of Dragonspeir
authored by Scribe Brigid.” The alchemist stepped forward and presented the
book for examination.


“What is the age of this volume?” the king inquired, brow
raised.


“It would be two hundred years of age, your highness.”


“Do many of such copies exist or is this rare?”


“Commoners do not have access to such a rarity,” Eburscon
replied quickly and glanced out the row of windows.


“Hmm. I will assume your answer means you have access to
more than this one copy. Thank you, Sire Eburscon. Please step back.”


Without taking time for council, the king addressed the
participants. “This is a clear choice. Aria utilizes the Book of Dragonspeir as
an important source of magical power. It is in our best interest to seek a
greater or equivalent amount to what we trade. The magnitude of powers
contained in the two books offered varies markedly. Not only does Scribe Lyra’s
book exceed Brigid’s but also Nareene’s. The extra benefit of having her supply
additional energy, makes the choice indisputable of both this portion of the challenge
and the entire contest. I declare the winner to be Scribe Lyra.” He motioned
her to approach the throne and handed her a quill pen and a jar of ink. “If you
will make your inscription directed toward the people of Aria, that will
suffice for our purposes.” As she wrote, he passed Nareene’s copy to Cullen and
asked the wizard about the state of the Alliance.


Lyra’s body temperature soared and her pulse raced,
wondering what Eburscon did behind their backs. She tried to be fast, but
writing with a quill proved extremely awkward. It took care to make her words
legible. In as careful a script as she could manage, she wrote:


This copy of the Book of
Dragonspeir that I have authored is presented to King Eos to supply magical
powers for the world of Aria so its people may continue to live in peace.


Scribe Adalyra McCauley


When they turned around, the alchemist was gone. She and
Cullen gathered up Kenzo from his conversation with the queen and Noba, playing
with the guards. After dozens of salutes and bows, Belray and his staff
escorted them to the boat docks.


As they boarded Pisca’s starp and exchanged goodbyes with
Daryd, the eagle, now perched on the roof of the boat, let out a chilling
shriek.


“Master!” Kenzo yelped, flapping his wings wildly.


Lyra spun around as a shadow fell over her, so black she
recognized the umbra of evil. Her sensory perceptions seemed strangely acute. A
strong dark power pervaded the air and shivered her skin.


The distant sky darkened with dragons—the Black Dragon
surrounded by a squadron of six cimafa.


There was scarcely time to run, and even if they did, no
hiding place in this land of clouds could protect them. With a struggle, one
cimafa could overpower both she and Cullen, but six plus the Black Dragon meant
certain death.


Regardless of the impossible odds, Cullen stood with his
staff poised to fight. Seeing his willingness to give his life while protecting
her made Lyra’s heart skip a beat. Heroism alone wouldn’t save them this time.
They needed another way—a way to escape. She looked in all directions.


More guards scurried to the bank, and King Eos stood
watching on his portico, scepter flaming in his hand. Golden light spilled from
it in a cloud that covered the amphitheater. Did he have enough power to save
them?


Lyra learned her answer when her lungs began to burn with
the acid breath exhaled by the Black Dragon.


White guards shot harpoons into the air at the sleek cimafa
dragons. Their barbs, which trailed golden ropes, served as little more than
decorations lodged in the necks and spines of the beasts.


Daryd screamed but was unable to move, despite Pisca yanking
him toward the railing to jump overboard.


The eyes of the cimafa dragons glowed red, mouths open and
hungry to inhale auras. They hovered overhead, the red of their auras mixing
into a whirlwind vacuum. The red cyclone descended toward Pisca’s boat, lifting
it off the surface of the nebule current.


Without taking time to plan, Lyra grabbed the long white
tail of the lantern dragon at the bow of Pisca’s boat and shouted, “I wish that
you become the World Tree with a portal to take us to Silva Caliga.”


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Twenty-one: Magic Sweet as Honey


 


 


From Lyra’s hands, the tail of the lantern dragon grew
downward, transforming into thick roots as it dropped off the rail of the boat
and into the nebule. His arms morphed into limbs, thickening and developing a
cover of tough bark.


The booming voice of King Eos roared from the portico,
“Begin climbing down! Follow his roots.”


Trusting the king’s assurance, Lyra didn’t hesitate. She
wrapped her arms tightly around the trunk and stepped onto a branch that aimed
below the starp. It plunged her into the milky nebule of stratiform clouds. The
white vapor filled her nose and eyes. She couldn’t see whether Cullen and the others
were nearby…or if the evil dragons could pass into the portal. The thick mist
did ease the burning sensation of the Black Dragon’s acid breath. “Cullen, are
you there?” she called, uncertain whether to whisper or yell. Her heart raced.


She heard Noba whimper just above her, and a roar of a large
dragon reverberated in her ears from higher up. Something grabbed awkwardly at
her back and shoulder. It felt hard like a claw. Her senses of hearing and
touch seemed extra sensitive, possibly making up for the others blocked by the
thick nebule.


She clenched her hand around the bloodswear ring. In terror,
her mind froze and couldn’t find the correct incantation. Wedging her closed
fist between the massive branch and her chest, she willed her heart aura into
the ring. Her whole hand lit with her golden aura, empowering the ring’s magic
without words. She cupped her arms and shoulders around the light to hide it
from view. Preparing to fire, she inched her hand to her collar bone. Lyra
froze when a voice spoke inside her mind.


Dowse that light. It was so quiet that she almost
didn’t decipher the words or the voice as Cullen’s. He used the smallest
possible extension of his aura to speak.


She shoved her aura back deep inside her heart. The cimafa
were expert at finding other people’s auras while hiding their own. Some said
those stealth dragons on the hunt sniffed out auras. More likely their own
auras extended far, scanning the area for heightened energy of magicals. This
time it was Cullen who knew it wasn’t the moment for heroism. With the comfort
of him at her back, she clung to the tree that drilled through the firmer
pother cumulus layer. The more solid mass scraped her exposed skin. She worried
about Kenzo, how his delicate feathers would hold up in this.


The sheering force seemed unending. Her limbs felt burned
with fatigue, and she rested her cheek against the trunk, now grown so thick
her arms couldn’t reach around it.


Several minutes later, Lyra coughed as pieces of foamy
cumulus forced into her throat.


Trying to quiet her, Cullen stroked her hair.


Unable to breathe freely, her muscles started to give way.
Prickles of numbness shot through her legs, and her grip slipped. Lyra’s body
slid down, straddling the branch.


Aware of the noise of her movement, she sat completely
still.


Silently, Cullen worked his way down to sit behind her on
the branch.


A rustling sounded not far above them, but the thick pother
blocked any view.


Suddenly, the bottom of the heavy cloud layer dropped out. Lyra
sputtered, desperately trying to send fresh air to her lungs. Even the heavy,
damp air of Silva Caliga filled every lobe. She tipped her head back to see
Noba and Kenzo huddled together on a branch—and a cimafa several branches above
them. Where was the Black Dragon?


They can see us now. Let’s climb down, Cullen sent her a
mental communication. He caught Kenzo’s attention and waved them to fly down.
The dragons are too large to get out of this tangle of limbs easily, so we have
a little advantage of time. As his assistants flew past, he called, “Find some
keepers, and have them get Ysmena.”


Can’t you transport us to the Alliance from here? she
replied.


If I had my staff, I could. I lost it as we descended
while keeping the pack safe. Hopefully, I can find it on the ground.


A new set of possible dangers raced through Lyra’s mind as
they lowered from one branch to the next. Without his staff, they couldn’t
fight or travel as easily. Fighting the dragons above them was still an
impossibility, and escape still essential. Kenzo and Noba needed to pull
through for them with some help.


Heartened when the ground came into sight, they dropped
faster to lower limbs.


All six cimafa and their leader had traveled through the
portal and now wrestled with thick boughs that didn’t break or bend. Lyra
wondered if Galbinus worked to resist the attackers.


Cullen jumped to the ground and helped Lyra down.


Noba and Kenzo returned, each carrying a circutamina in
their talons.


“You need Ysmena?” the male keeper asked. “We can send a
message through limbs or roots.”


Acid fumes from the Black Dragon permeated the air, and he
let out a fearsome roar.


Lyra coughed uncontrollably, and her eyes stung. She lifted
an edge of her cloak to cover her nose and mouth.


The female keeper looked up at the dragons squirming through
a tangle of branches, and her eyes doubled in size. “No time for messaging.
Draw a sigil in this tree. She feels them as they’re drawn.”


“We don’t know runes. Can you do it for us?” Lyra asked.


The male shook his head. “It’s your request. You must
empower the sigil.”


Without any discussion, Kenzo headed for the portal tree
and, within seconds, clawed out the joined symbols of the sigil they drew
before their quest.


Cimafa directly above him squirmed lower, their eyes red and
ready for the hunt.


The blinding light of the Lady of the Forest’s lantern
glided through the forest toward them. As the lamp lowered, her face became
visible, lines creasing her brow. “This is serious.” She turned to the two
keepers. “Send an alert in all directions to disable and send these intruders
out.”


The circutamina scurried away without a word.


“We must get you from this location. The trees will take
care of these dragons. Sire Drake, will you transport your group?” Ysmena
asked.


“I cannot. I lost my staff,” he called from where he
searched underneath the portal tree. “Here it is, but it’s broken. Let me try.”
He picked up the bent metal shaft with the large crystal cracked and the top
sapphire missing. “Gather around me!” he ordered.


Lyra and his assistants all stood near him while he spun the
damaged staff. The fragmented crystal sent no sparks.


After a second attempt, he said, “It won’t work. We need
another way.”


“We’ll have to go on foot. Let’s go!” Ysmena called out over
the deafening hum in the forest.


“Wait!” Lyra cried over the noise. She stepped to the trunk
of the lantern dragon tree.


“You, closest to the ground, take her aura now!” roared the
Black Dragon.


In response, the portal tree bent its trunk, pinning several
of the lower cimafa.


The stealth dragons let out a chorus of groans.


Lyra put a hand on the bark. “Once we are away from this
spot, you are free to go back to Pisca. Thank you, Galbinus. And thank your master
for us.” As she turned, she felt the aura of a cimafa slink over her,
compelling her to look up. She forced her aura into a single-minded purpose.
Strengthening her weak legs, she ran to where Ysmena and the others gathered
along the trail. They quickly cut away from the bluff.


Even with the terrible din of communication between keepers
and their trees, the crackling of the lantern dragon returning to Aria sounded
sharp and clear.


Now free, the dragons roared and charged forward on the
attack. They bounded down the path after the group.


Trees on either side dropped limbs to stop the beasts, but
they broke through.


“Master, the dragons are coming!” Noba whimpered.


Lyra’s heart beat in her throat as she willed her body into
a run.


Ysmena looked over her shoulder, but kept gliding forward.
“Move faster!”


The Black Dragon gained ground and overtook his squadron. He
spit his acid ahead and it burned the bark off trees. A drop melted one of
Kenzo’s feathers, and his flight wobbled wildly.


Lyra stopped and bent double, coughing.


Cullen urged her along, his hand seriously burned from the
acid.


“This way, over the stream.” Ysmena guided them down a side
path.


After they cleared the creek, trees lifted their roots and
moved to form a dense wall, extending along the bank far up and downstream.


No match for their numbers, this blocked the dark leader. He
roared wildly, but the trees closed down around him.


“Have no fear now,” Ysmena said, slowing their pace to a
brisk walk. “My trees have gained the upper hand and will take care of them.
There is a reason why unwelcome visitors do not frequent Silva Caliga.”


“What will happen to those dragons?” Lyra asked, trying to
walk safely while glancing back, fascinated by the defense of the trees.


“At least the Black Dragon will be permitted one path out,
on his own border to the Dark Realm. We do not wish to incite war through all
of Dragonspeir. The cimafa may or may not be allowed passage, depending on how
compliant or aggressive they are.” She glanced over at Lyra and Cullen. “Now, I
have a couple questions. First, were you successful?”


With a smile, the wizard held up the pack.


“Ahh. Good. This world needs peace from that tyrant. My
second question—where did that portal come from? I know that sycamore tree
wasn’t there before.”


The pair looked at each other, neither wanting to explain
the long story.


Lyra took a breath and began. “Well, we made friends with a
fisherman who was the master of a lantern dragon on his boat. As a favor, he
granted us one wish from his magical dragon. We could make it turn into
anything we wanted or needed.”


“Lyra thought fast and cashed in that wish when we needed an
escape,” Cullen said with a strained voice as he trudged along the trail.
“Otherwise, we all would have been killed.”


“Incredible! They have such unusual magic there. I wish I
could see Aria.” Ysmena turned to Lyra. “Now I understand why you had to
release him back to his master.” She pointed ahead with her staff. “I can tell
you four are slowing down, too tired to go much farther. After a few minutes
more, we’ll stop at a glade.”


Encouraged by the news, Lyra coaxed her rubbery muscles to
keep working.


Noba and Kenzo looked tired too, gliding on air currents as
much as possible while they flew.


“How are you holding up?” Cullen asked her, his expression
drawn and eyes narrowed.


“Okay. Happy to be out of danger. My senses seem unusually
acute. I thought at first, the nebule affected me, but now I think it’s
Nareene’s book. Elisabeth’s book boosted my powers in odd ways too,” Lyra
replied. As they walked, she took his injured hand into hers and applied some
healing. “What about you? This hand is badly burned, and your staff is broken.”


“My energy is low, like Eburscon said. I’ve used a lot in
battles. I haven’t been in the Alliance enough to recharge with the magnetics.
You’re more reliant on the power transmitted by your birthmate star or even the
other fire stars, but you may feel a slight decline in strength as well.”


She coursed her palm above his burn, methodically restoring
his tissues, layer by layer. “I can, but it doesn’t really bother me much. Just
makes my aura reflexes slower. I feel tired all over.” When Lyra finished
healing him, she studied his body. His gate was often unsteady, which concerned
her. She’d never seen him so spent. Cullen was always her rock. Once again, she
thought about Elisabeth’s declaration that one Scribe would be the one to stop
the Black Dragon. Lyra wrapped an arm around Cullen’s waist. She’d be his rock
now.


The Lady of the Forest stopped in a small glade. “This is
much smaller than I remembered, too narrow for the dragon who will transport
you to land.” She lifted her lantern high above her head, and sparks shot out
onto the surrounding trees.


In response, those trees pried their roots out of the soil and
crowded back onto their neighbors. They continued pushing together until she
lowered her lantern.


“Now, we have enough space. If you can call to your dragons,
do so now to allow them the last rays of daylight to help them land. If you
cannot reach them, I can message the Imperial Dragon.”


Cullen looked at the broken staff in his hand, his face
lined with concern. He rubbed his bloodswear ring, but Lyra moved faster.


She clasped a hand around the glass globe of her phoenix
flame and called up to the sky, “Lady of the Peace Meadow, please help me find
a way home.” The orb shot a white bolt through the opening in the clearing.
“Yord receives this signal, since he’s sworn as my protector.”


“Rest now while we wait.” Ysmena waved her lantern and
knobby root seats emerged. “Ivri, my favorite hemlock keeper, are you near?”
she sang in a sweet soprano.


Through the trees, a soft song reverberated. “Lady of the
Forest, I shall come.” Moments later, the slight female circutamina scampered
across the clearing and folded her hands together. “How may I serve?”


“Can you find some simple and quick refreshments for our
guests?”


Thinking of food, Lyra’s empty stomach growled. They hadn’t
eaten since the mid-morning breakfast Neo sent along for their boat ride to the
grand aula.


The keeper spun and visited several trees around the
clearing.


Circutamina spilled out from those trees, carrying sacks or
bowls. Some rushed to the nearby stream and ladled water into mugs. They laid
out a tasty meal of trail mix, muffins, and plenty of honey from Ivri’s own
tree. Several skeps swung in the breeze.


“Now I can see your hives.” Lyra walked over to the tree as
she gobbled down a sticky muffin. “This still reminds me of a variety I’ve had
before. It’s wonderful.”


Ivri disappeared into the trunk and reappeared with a
pint-size jar, dripping with the golden syrup down its sides. She held the
container above her head to Lyra. “For you, Lady Lyra. The first colony of
these bees was a gift from Scribe Brigid to me when I had just earned my tree.”


“Thank you, Ivri. I’m honored.” Lyra accepted the honey and
examined the lowest skep. Bees buzzed softly inside, and a couple darted out to
have a look at the activity. Above the limb holding the hive, a symbol cut into
the bark of the trunk. “What is this marking on your tree?” Now that she knew
more about sigils, she wondered what this one meant. And, like the taste of the
honey, something seemed familiar about the sigil.


“Brigid carved it there. She said it was on the tree where
she got the bees. The original symbol was supposed to be cut by a witch who
made the bees magical. I don’t know more.”


“Well, thanks for more of your tasty honey. I’m sure I’ll be
back for more.” Lyra held up the jar and smiled.


“It makes me happy to please.” Ivri bowed, and her long
white hair swept over her head.


Lyra rejoined Cullen and his assistants, enjoying the light
meal while they examined the broken staff. “The metal housing where the crystal
sits needs some easy repair, but replacing the stones and aligning them to my aura
is a difficult task even for our skilled gemmator,” Cullen explained.


“How long will that take?” Kenzo asked while fighting with
Noba over the last nuts in the trail mix.


“I’m sure he’ll start this evening and work for a few days.
A high order wizard without a staff leaves many open to danger.”


The whoosh of wings beating sounded over the tree line. A
magnificent blue sentry covered the sky above the clearing and dropped down to
make an abrupt landing. Yord’s massive thighs bulged with the exertion of braking
so quickly. He let out a roar with the effort, and his wings missed clipping
the trees on the far side of the glade by only a few yards.


Lyra stood and waved to him.


“I’m delighted to see your safe return, although you all
look extremely tired. Climb on board. You too, Kenzo and Noba, if you wish.”
Yord lowered one wing for them to easily mount.


Lyra hugged Ysmena and Ivri. “Thank you for everything.”


“Know you’re always welcome. My keepers and I will share our
homes, food, and magic any time.” The Lady of the Forest lifted her lantern and
let its soft light cover her four guests like a blanket. “This will comfort
your tired bodies on the flight home.”


After all were seated, Yord’s muscles clenched as he bounded
into flight after only two strides. Above the canopy, he quickly adjusted his
balance and established a smooth flying pattern. He scanned the forest and
glanced back at his passengers. “I’ve never landed inside Silva Caliga. The
keepers’ lights inside the tree limbs and trunks is quite a sight.”


“Yes. It is lovely,” Lyra replied as she watched their
twinkling lights and the evening mist rolling in. She sighed, feeling Ysmena’s
magic snug around her and the pack containing Nareene’s Book of Dragonspeir at
her back in Cullen’s lap.


In the last rays of sunset, four dragons flew out to meet
them. The golden and bronze scales glinting in the slanting rays identified the
Imperial Dragon and Yasqu. A blue sentry flanked each.


“Yasqu looks fully mended,” Cullen remarked, the energy in
his voice improved. He rested a hand on Lyra’s hip, and she covered it with her
own.


 


***


At the lair, the travelers were too tired from their quest
to celebrate their victory.


Despite the looming need for sleep, Lyra scurried to deliver
her prize to the Tortoise while Cullen searched for the gemmator craftsman.


She handed over the newly acquired book to the Tortoise and
soon located one of several copies of Brigid’s version. While he poured over
Nareene’s four-hundred-year-old volume, she thumbed through the more recent
text.


The sigil on Ivri’s tree haunted her. Lyra had reread
Brigid’s book after she finished her own, and she remembered seeing an
intricate drawing. Drawn in a passage that seemed unimportant, she had passed
it over as a page decoration.


She flipped back and forth until she located the
illustration. It was identical to the carving on Ivri’s tree. She studied the
scene that seemed like an ordinary break in the Scribe’s quest.


Brigid had abruptly left Dragonspeir and traveled to
southern Indiana when her mother became seriously ill and died. While there,
Brigid recorded that she enjoyed some of the local honey at the home of some
relations and visited the bee keeper. The keeper was a witch, like Ivri said.
The same carving appeared on the tree where the witch kept her hives.
Underneath the sigil, Brigid had written the caption, The family keep.


In that phrase, Lyra identified the word “keep” as a noun,
which meant a place to store or keep things safe. The remaining missing book
had been written by Sorcha, two hundred years before Brigid. It seemed possible
she had a reason to store a copy of Sorcha’s book in that keep. Lyra now
understood this passage in Brigid’s book, along with the marked tree in Silva
Caliga, served as clues left for future family members.


Her pulse raced. The more she reread, the more it seemed
likely. After the turn of the nineteenth century, transporting a queen bee and
some of her workers and drones would have been a difficult task. Not merely a
casual gesture of thanks to a good-hearted circutamina. Moreover, recalling her
own writing process, no words could be written in a Book of Dragonspeir
unless they were vital to the Scribe’s quest. The aura of a Scribe forced the
writing of the magical text to be succinct.


She sucked in a long breath and hoped no one else knew that
or had pieced together the clues.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Twenty-two: The Wizard’s Staff


 


 


Lyra lay awake in the bed she shared with Cullen when they
stayed at the lair. Eager to share her thoughts with him, sleep wouldn’t come.
Her mind drifted back to the day’s events.


After completing her research in the library, she had looked
for him. A sentry said Yord had taken him to the main village of the Meadow of
Peace to work with the gemmator, but that was hours ago. In their chamber, she
took a bath and ate alone when their dinner trays arrived. His plate stood
covered and waiting.


She worried about his weakened state and hoped he could
connect with Alliance magnetics to recharge his aura before leaving for
Indiana. Would it be harder for him to restore himself without his staff? She
didn’t fully understand the workings of a wizard’s staff, but badly wanted one
to help her aim powerballs. Staffs and wands were awarded only to fully
afflated sorcerers who made exemplary contributions to the Alliance. In her
opinion, she qualified for the latter, but remained only partially afflated.


She watched the stars through the window and wrestled with
questions. She didn’t debate her decision to check out Brigid’s clues in
Indiana. It was whether to take Cullen into a world where his magic would only
diminish further and possibly put him at risk, unable to fight, if they met
enemies from the Dark Realm. She considered making the last quest alone. She
completed her bloodswear quest without Cullen. Kenzo had come along, but in the
human world, he and Noba would be conspicuous, more hindrance than help. She’d
miss the help and friendship of Cullen’s assistants.


After the waning moon traveled past their window, Cullen
finally entered. Quietly, he washed and sunk into the bed next to her.


Lyra wrapped an arm around him and whispered, “What took you
so long? I’ve been worried.”


“I met with the craftsman, and he’ll have no trouble
replacing the stones. The trouble will be matching those replacements to my
aura because it’s so weak. I couldn’t risk losing more power, so I went to the
room in the core of the lair where the main ley line of magnetism flows.
Normally, after being gone for an extended time, a week in the Alliance will
naturally restore me, but usually I take some books and study at the ley line
to speed up the process. It makes me uneasy to have weakened power.


“It’s making me nervous too. After you stayed with me in
Florida for a week last Thanksgiving, you had to do that?”


He nodded. “I felt my strength dropping the last day. First
thing when I got back, I headed into the Alliance. But, the real problem now is
that I’m recharging slower without my staff. It’s a strong channeling device
and works with both outgoing and incoming energies.” He sighed. “Unfortunately,
I’m repowering more slowly, and the gemmator may have the staff ready, waiting
on me to have sufficient energy for alignment.”


Lyra lifted onto an elbow and explained what she had learned
about Brigid’s family keep. “I think there’s a copy of Sorcha’s book stored
there. If not that, she placed something else really important in or around the
hive tree. There are too many clues pointing to that idea. I have to find out
what’s there.” She touched his shoulder. “Is it safe for you to leave
Dragonspeir?”


Cullen shook his head and ran a jerky hand through his hair.
“In my current state, no. I know you want to leave soon. I trust your
instincts, especially when it comes to your family. The need to get there is
urgent. Copies of Brigid’s book are common, so others have access to those same
clues.” He studied her face, his own cut with lines of concern. He leaned in
and kissed her lightly on the lips, then rose from the bed. “It’s my
appointment and job of choice to protect you. I’ll spend the night at the ley
line to do everything I can to restore my power.” His voice was solemn. “We’ll
see how much I improve by morning.” He rubbed a hand along her lower leg and
left their room. Outside, he directed the guard to have a bed made for him in
the magnetics suite.


Lyra’s breath caught in her throat. She stared at dim
objects in the room, her mind blank. Both his determination to keep her safe and
the magnitude of his love amazed her. But she felt useless, unable to help him.


Through the night, she tossed and turned, wishing dawn would
come.


 


***


Lyra’s feet hit the floor before both eyes opened. She
dressed hurriedly and, in the hallway, located Yord among a group of guards. “I
need to take breakfast to Cullen in the magnetics room. Can you arrange that
and then take me there?”


The brow of the blue knitted together. “Of course.” He
didn’t ask questions and bounded down the hall.


Other than the talk of few guards, the corridor was quiet in
the early hour. Lyra sat on a bench and stared at the tapestry across from her
while she waited. The scene depicted a ravaged battle field. Many wearing
Alliance blue lay slaughtered on the ground at the feet of the Black Dragon.
His drake minions surrounded him, and a squadron of cimafa circled him in the
sky. Lyra clenched her fists, and her nostrils flared. The tapestry served as a
painful reminder to fight for continued peace in the Alliance. Staring at that
scene, Lyra resolved to take on the quest for the last book alone if Cullen was
unable.


Yord turned into the corridor and stood at her side with
only a few strides. “Here is a sack with breakfast foods. I’ll take you to Sire
Drake.”


He led her through a maze of masonry hallways, then more
passageways cut into bare rock, all lit by torch sconces. When he reached a
large wooden door, he swung it open for her to enter.


Inside the dimly lit room, Lyra couldn’t see to find her
way. One wall glowed a faint blue, reminding her of the obsidian inclusions
illuminating the walls in Terza. When her eyes adjusted, she found Cullen
asleep on a sort of daybed.


Yord motioned her back into the hall. “In sleep, the body
can focus more on repair. It would be unwise to wake him.”


Lyra nodded. She tiptoed into the room and sat in an
upholstered chair several feet away. She watched Cullen’s chest rise and fall
slowly during what seemed like a sound sleep. His face appeared healthier with
some color, compared to his pallor yesterday. Eased by this and the white noise
of the electrical hum, she dozed in and out.


“Lyra, you’re here.” Cullen’s voice woke her. “It must be
morning.”


She sat upright, and stiffness shot through her neck. “Or
later.” She rubbed the muscles and applied self-healing to release the tension.
“You look better. How do you feel?” she said eagerly, rooting through the
breakfast sack and offering him an apple.


He accepted and took a large bite. “Better. Good enough to
have an appetite. We need to ask for counsel with the Imperial Dragon.” Still
munching on the apple, he rose. “You’ve seen the blue electricity of the main
ley line?”


“Yes. I can feel the hum of the energy coursing through my
aura. I actually feel rested even though I only napped in a chair.”


“That’s how it operates.”


“How did you manage to stay with me in Florida at
Thanksgiving?” Lyra sampled a muffin, missing Ivri’s honey.


He motioned her toward the door. “I fully energized before
leaving and paced myself while away. I barely used magic, only household
spells. No power throwing or transporting. Facing the urgency to leave for
Terza, I didn’t take the same precautions for myself. And I should have renewed
before we left for Silva Caliga, but I was tired after healing Yasqu. I assumed
we’d return directly after picking up Kenzo and Noba.”


 


***


When Lyra and Cullen entered the library of the Imperial
Dragon, they found him pacing back and forth past the Tortoise where he sat
studying the newly acquired lost volume. “I’m glad to see you in improved
health, Sire Drake. We are tremendously concerned about your status, leaving
both yourself and the Alliance at risk.”


“I do feel better, but haven’t yet tested my powers,” Cullen
replied. “I wanted to save my strength to align my wizard’s staff.’


“When I learned you spent the night in the magnetics room, I
sent for the gemmator to come as soon as he completed repairs on your staff.”
The leader bowed his head to Lyra. “No commendation will serve as enough thanks
for your successes acquiring these two missing volumes.”


“I’m glad to serve the people of the Alliance.” She returned
his bow. “I have an idea where to find the last book, from clues I found in
Silva Caliga left by Scribe Brigid. I confirmed those clues in her Book of
Dragonspeir last night.”


“Then, I appeal to you to travel there at once. That last
volume is the key to the Alliance permanently blocking the evil constraints of
the Black Dragon.” He curved his long neck down to face Lyra at her level. “And
where do you expect to recover that book?”


“In Indiana, a place in the human world.”


The Tortoise looked up, and his eyeglasses slipped off his
nose. “Sire Drake is already weakened…”


A thread of smoke seeped out of the Imperial Dragon’s snout,
and his tail thumped hard against the floor. “Now I better understand Lady
Ysmena’s message—her chains of tree communication told of increased activity at
portals to the human world.”


They stared at each other. The stress in the room was
palpable, making Lyra’s pulse race. She could take no more. “I’ll complete this
last quest alone. I won’t endanger Cullen or the Alliance. I’ll be more capable
in my own world.”


“No. I’m going with you. There may be dangers you nor I can
anticipate,” Cullen declared, his gray-blue eyes steely with determination.


The Tortoise swallowed hard.


A loud rap on the door broke the tension. A guard asked to
admit the gemmator.


A trim middle-aged man entered and bowed low, Cullen’s staff
at his side.


The leader waved a foreclaw in his direction. “Lady Lyra,
this is Faber, our revered gemmator.”


“It’s an honor to meet you, Scribe Lyra. My great
grandfather worked with the Imperial Alchemist of his day to create the black
amber necklace you wear.”


“I’m glad to meet you. I’ve wondered who to thank. It has
protected me many times,” she replied.


Faber’s green eyes glinted with his smile. “I hope I did as
well with Sire Drake’s staff.” He moved the repaired staff before him and
handed it to Cullen.


The wizard spun the shaft to view all sides of the tennis
ball size quartz orb topped by a deep, translucent sapphire. “The depth of
these crystals is nothing short of incredible. Let’s begin the alignment.” He
walked into the observatory, followed by the Imperial Dragon and the Tortoise.


Lyra stood in the doorway with Faber, but the leader
motioned her to join them.


“My birthmate star of Taurus isn’t visible now,” Cullen said
as he scanned the sky. “I’ll have to make do with Virgo, the earth
constellation that is in sight.” He steadied himself with a hand on the ledge
while the other held his staff. “Ready.”


“We don’t have the complete ring of four Guardians. The
absence of the Unicorn, our Earth Guardian will be a hindrance.” The leader
touched a foreclaw to Cullen’s shoulder and pressed his knee against the shell
of the Tortoise. “With time being short, we’ll do our best without them and
have Lyra add her power.”


The other Guardian extended his neck long out of his shell
to reach Lyra’s elbow. “Scribe Lyra, please touch your hand to the top of the staff.
We shall all focus on Virgo and channel its energy into the circle.”


After Lyra followed his directions, she felt a surge of
electrical energy pulsing along her arms.


The Tortoise’s neck jerked.


Conducting the power, Lyra’s body tingled. Slowly, the clear
quartz crystal illuminated.


“The sapphire of the Alliance isn’t lit yet,” Faber called
from behind.


Lyra pushed some of her own aura into the group. From the
corner of her eye, she saw the deep blue gem give a faint glimmer.


“A subtle glow in the sapphire! Keep trying.”


Beads of perspiration formed along Lyra’s hairline, and
Cullen’s whole body began to shake.


The Tortoise let out a low groan.


Lyra added more of her aura, stopping only when trembling in
her own legs became uncontrollable. She noticed the sapphire begin to pulse
with light.


“It’s vibrating! Only a little more.”


Cullen slumped onto the ledge, breaking the circle. “I
couldn’t hold on any longer. Whatever empowerment we achieved is what will
remain for now. Let me test it.” As the others stepped back, he spun the staff.
Sparks emitted from both stones. “Not bad, considering. The sapphire is only
about one-third powered, but I’m grateful for that much.” He handed the staff
to Faber.


The gemmator stepped closer to the window, dropped a jeweler’s
loop over one eye, and examined the stones. “Only one inclusion widened in the
quartz, which is normal. The harder sapphire remained unharmed.” He gave the
staff a spin and passed it back to the wizard. “It should serve to the fullest
power that has been stored in it.”


“Will you be safe going with me?” Lyra asked.


“I’ll use magic only when absolutely necessary,” Cullen
replied with a nod.


“I’ll fill in as much as possible.”


“Adalyra, your energy has changed,” the Tortoise added. “It
gave me a jolt.”


“I felt it too, very sharp-edged.” The Imperial Dragon
studied her face. “The recovered lost volumes—they are feeding you more power
from your ancestors. Am I correct?”


“Yes. I think so. Certainly Elisabeth’s gave me new
abilities. Nareene’s seemed to heighten my sensory input, but that effect is
more subtle,” Lyra replied.


“I expect you will keep each other safe. That is more
important than securing the final lost book.” The leader glanced from Lyra to
Cullen. “Whenever you’re ready, Yord will deliver you to the bookstore portal.”


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Twenty-three: The Family Keep


 


 


As they flew over, Lyra waved to Gatekeeper Cranewort.
Although she wished to stop and visit, she trusted her clairvoyance teacher
would use his remarkable craft to understand their urgency. She felt sad going
on a new quest without Kenzo and Noba, but knew they would call too much
attention.


Sheridan must have been watching since the portal opened
ahead of them. Lyra stepped into Cullen’s bookstore and took a deep breath,
glad to be in more familiar surroundings. Crossing the portal, Lyra’s long gown
and cloak changed into jeans, a long-sleeved t-shirt, and a lightweight down
parka. She checked to be sure the jadestone brooch remained with her, now
fastened on her shirt collar.


Cullen wore neat, casual clothes appropriate for his other
occupation as a shop owner. Lyra thought he looked more handsome in his
sweeping wizard’s cloak and tall black boots rather than the more drab khaki
pants and sweater. Reading her thoughts, Cullen shook his head and grinned.
“I’m glad you think of such things even while we’re on a serious quest.”


Lyra laughed. “At least you’ll be more comfortable.” She
tried to distract him from noticing the heat of a blush rising in her cheeks.
“Does Sheridan need some food?”


“I imagine so.” He carefully downsized his wizard’s staff
and fit it into his pack. In the sales area, Cullen stopped at the counter and
located a sugar cube from a cupboard. “Hello, Sheridan, my favorite locust.”


“Do you hang out with other locusts?” the bug asked as he
clung to the bars of his tiny metal cage, dropping one antenna then the other
between bars.


“Are you afraid of being replaced?” Cullen teased as he
lowered the sugar and refilled the water dish.


“I dare you to find another who can sling the slop while
still keeping the portal secure,” the cicada replied and dragged his long
tongue over the white cube.


Lyra laughed. “And while flirting too.”


“Lyra. I still think you look tasty, but it was more fun
when you were scared of me.”


“You’re right. None would be as articulate as you.” Cullen
leaned his face closer to the cage. “Have any tried to cross?”


“Other than you three just now, Eburscon approached. I
almost didn’t recognize him—”


“Did you say three?” Lyra interrupted, looking back toward
the store room. “Who else besides us?”


Before Sheridan could answer, Cullen pushed open the curtain
divider.


Kenzo peeked from behind a desk. “I was perched in
Cranewort, having a chat. He urged me to follow you and help.”


While Cullen held the drape, the tiger owl hopped into the
sales area. The wizard shook his head. “How did you cross the portal?”


“I sailed in just before it closed after you.”


“I shouldn’t have encouraged you to practice silent flight.”
Cullen grinned, then continued in a solemn tone. “I’m sorry. Since you’ll be so
noticeable in the human world, you must return to the Alliance.”


Kenzo folded his wings and looked at the floor. “Yes,
Master.”


“He’s only a little bigger than a common great horned owl,”
Lyra said, touching Cullen’s arm. “If he stays in the car until we reach wooded
areas, he should be fine. Noba would never pass, but…”


Cullen studied his assistant. “Yes. I agree, and Cranewort
must have some good reason to send you. If you promise to follow Lyra’s
directions carefully. This is her world, and she will best know when you can be
visible.”


“Yes! I’ll follow her.” The tiger owl hopped high and
hovered above them.


Cullen turned toward Sheridan.


“I thought he was with you and Lyra,” the locust spit out.


“It’s fine. An easy mistake. Tell me more about Eburscon
trying to use this portal.” Cullen leaned on the glass counter.


“Like I said, it was hard to recognize him, his aura was so
dark. I kept the portal closed, and he pushed against it. He still has some
Alliance power and almost got it open, but he was no match for me.”


Cullen faced Lyra, and she read the anxiety in his narrowed
eyes. “My car’s in the back parking lot. I won’t take time to pack clothes from
Aunt Jean’s cottage.” Lyra took a step back toward the store room and dug in
her jacket pocket for the car keys.” It’ll be quicker to conjure whatever we
need.”


“How long will our drive take?” Cullen asked, closing the
cage door and following her.


“We can get from here in Michigan to southern Indiana in ten
hours, taking a few breaks.”


“Let’s get started then.” He held open the back door for her
and Kenzo. “Thank you, Sheridan,” he called out before he pulled it closed.


***


While Lyra drove, the overcast early spring skies of the Midwest
made her long for the beauty of Dragonspeir. As a girl visiting Aunt Jean, Lyra
always enjoyed the calmness and peace of the dove gray atmosphere, a welcome
change from the intense high energy of sun-filled days at home in Florida. The
soft blue sky above Dragonspeir highlighted so many beautiful sights: the
striking cliffs around the lair; the myriad colors across the Steppe of Ora,
transitioning between good and evil; the pearly waters of the Sea of Cogadh.


Cullen napped while Lyra drove, but she couldn’t relax
enough to sleep when he took his turns. She hoped his rest breaks helped him
conserve the power of his aura.


Kenzo silently perched on the carpeted hump in the backseat
and peered between the front headrests. Following Lyra’s orders to not move
around, only his head rotated, looking every direction.


Around midnight, they pulled into the sleeping hill town of
Nawbone in southern Indiana where Brigid grew up. Lyra recalled the area from
her childhood, having visited some cousins there with her family years ago.
Lyra strained against the darkness to recognize any structures. A few stores at
the main crossroads looked vaguely familiar.


With no traffic behind, she drove slowly and scanned both
sides of the road. “We need a motel for the night. It’s late, and most places
will be closed.”


Cullen leaned forward and helped her look. “Why can’t we
start searching for where that book is hidden?”


“We can get some leads on an address, but we can’t do much
more at this hour.”


“Why not? Time is short. With Eburscon trying to pass
through the bookstore portal into this world, he or others may be onto the clue
you found in Brigid’s book.”


Lyra raised an eyebrow and glanced his way. “People in these
hollows don’t welcome trespassers. Maybe your full afflation protects you
against shotgun fire, but I’m not willing to find out if I have enough.” She
turned into a lit up gas station where a man sat in a smoke-filled office. As
she glanced into the backseat, she said, “Kenzo, you need to stay low.”


She opened her door, and in a flash, Cullen was at her side.
“I’m going inside with you.”


“I’m sure it’s safe, but there’s an odd energy riding on
that breeze.”


As they entered the doorway, the bald middle-aged man looked
up from his magazine. “Can I help you?”


“We need to find a motel for the night,” Cullen replied.


The man took a drag on his cigarette and nodded toward the
greasy face of a motor oil promotional clock. “At this hour…did you try the
Village Rest Stop?” He pointed back the way they came.


Lyra shook her head.


“At the light take a right. It’ll be on your left. If that
isn’t open, go on past about a quarter-mile.” He stood and leaned over his
desk, looking at the crossroads. “On the right, there’ll be the Valley Inn.
Those are the only ones in town that might be open. B&Bs are all closed up
by now. If neither of those work, you’ll have to take this state route right
here in front of us twenty miles to the interstate.” He pointed the other way,
past the station.


“Thank you. That should help.” Cullen nodded.


“I came to Nawbone a long time ago when I was young,
visiting some cousins. I’m going to try and look them up,” Lyra said, looking
from Cullen to the attendant. “Do you have a phonebook I can borrow?”


The man pulled a directory from the center drawer of his
metal desk and placed it on the corner of the top. “What are their names?”


Lyra leafed through the white section. “Their family name
was Rawbuck. Vickie and Rhonda were my cousins.”


“Vickie still lives here. Married to Bob Ridpath and has two
kids. They live on Bean’s Hollow, off the state route.” He ground the stub of
his cigarette in the full ashtray.


She ran her finger past her cousin’s maiden name. “Ridpath,
Robert. Here’s the address—rural route three.” Lyra’s brow crinkled. “Where’s
that?”


The attendant rubbed his hands under his belly, supporting
it like a pregnant woman. “They live in the big yellow house on the left, about
a mile past the state road. You’ll see a shed with a sign for antiques. She
tries to sell old stuff to visitors who come to see the hill country.”


Lyra turned to the small section of yellow pages. “I’ve
always remembered some tasty local honey my parents bought when we were here.
Any chance you know some bee keepers in the area?”


The man shook his head. “Ask your cousin. She works with a
B&B across the road from her, and they serve fancy breakfasts. I know there
are some along her road who raise honey bees.”


Lyra closed the directory and took a step toward the door.
“Thanks so much. I’ll look her up tomorrow.”


“No problem. Glad to help.” The man nodded matter-of-factly,
as if he helped guide visitors in this quiet town every day. He sat back down
to his magazine and took a swig of his soda.


As Lyra pulled the car out of the station, from her rearview
mirror, she saw the attendant standing and staring at them with a phone to his
ear. She shivered. “That man just watched us leave and called someone.”


Cullen laughed. “Meeting strangers would likely be the
highlight of his day, don’t you imagine? But who would be up at this hour?”


“I’m curious about that too. He didn’t seem odd, but…there’s
a strange feeling I keep getting in the air here.”


“With others possibly looking for that last missing book,
you could be sensing some unrest in the energy here. I don’t detect any
Dragonspeir magic, but my power is weak. Or…after gathering those two missing
volumes, you might just be more in tune with the vibrations of your ancestors.”


“I hope that’s the case.” She pointed to the first motel.
“That one looks closed.”


Looking down the road, Kenzo called out, “There. The Valley
Inn has a light in the office.”


“Good eyes. I’m glad you can see that far,” Lyra said and
accelerated.


After a short drive, she turned in to the motel and parked
the car under their flashing orange neon vacancy sign.


“I’ll secure a room for us,” Cullen said as he opened his
door.


Tired, Lyra leaned back in her seat while he checked in.


When he returned, she drove the car around to the location
of their room at the back of the building. Treetops, from the hill behind,
formed a roof over the parking lot. The white limestone cut from local mines
decades ago reflected an eerie glow from light of the lamp beside the door.


No people were present, so Kenzo stretched his wings among
the trees.


Cullen let them into the room and inspected the accommodations.
“I don’t see or sense anything unusual.” He waved for his assistant to join
them inside.


“No. It’s just a typical seventies style family-run motel.
It even has that vintage smell—must and moth balls,” Lyra said as she rreclined
on the chenille spread of the double bed, while Kenzo perched on the arm of a
chair.


Cullen laughed and sat next to her. “Your nose is certainly
high-powered after finding Nareene’s book. I can’t smell anything other than
ammonia cleaning detergents.”


She sat up and placed a hand on his arm. “That gives me an
idea. I think there is something else we can do tonight. I want to drive along
that road my cousin Vickie lives on.”


“Good idea. Was that story about buying honey from here
years ago actually true or were you just fishing for information?” He stood and
picked up the key from the dresser.


“A bit of both. I remember having honey when I visited here
and it was especially good. We didn’t buy any from a local bee keeper though.”


“What will you look for along her road?”


“Any unusual energy patterns, smells or sounds.” Lyra opened
the door and looked both ways before letting Kenzo pass.


 


***


Along Bean’s Hollow road, Lyra concentrated on any shifts in
energy while Cullen drove. When they passed Vickie’s yellow-sided Victorian
two-story, she raised a hand, signaling him to slow down.


The house lay still and dark, but she could feel a familiar
electrical vibration. It possessed the same reassuring energy pattern as many
other family items: the other three volumes of the Book of Dragonspeir;
the magical wedding gown from Aunt Jean’s closet; the pocket watch she gave
Cullen as an engagement gift. The antique shed pulled her toward it. She
wondered what family treasures she might find there. Would they be keys to
finding Sorcha’s book? Above that compelling hum, a higher pitched resonance
alarmed Lyra, one she couldn’t identify.


Kenzo’s head spun toward the shrill sound, and he shivered.
“That hurts my ears. What is it?”


“Some strange kind of energy, for sure,” Lyra replied.


The tidy, white turreted Victorian bed and breakfast across
the road gave no energy clues. Upstairs, a soft yellow light shone against a
drawn blind, probably a guest enjoying a late night read.


They drove past the two houses around a curve and into a
darker stretch, lined on either side by woods. Heavy limbs overhung the roadway
and blotted out what little moonlight filtered through an overcast sky.


Suddenly, Lyra’s breath caught. “Stop here,” she whispered.
“I feel familiar energy again. But there’s something or someone nearby with a
different and incredible energy. Can you feel it?”


“No. I can’t.” Cullen’s whitened knuckles grasped the
steering wheel tighter. “I’ve even employed my aura to heighten my detection.”


“Me neither,” Kenzo added. “But it hurts.” He drooped the
feathers covering his ears over the openings.


Lyra strained to see through the darkness of the dense
forest. “I need to get out and see what it is. I think we’re close to where
that book is stored.”


“Kenzo, stay here,” Cullen said as he pulled to the
shoulder. He withdrew his wizard’s staff and joined Lyra as she led the way.


“It’s stronger this direction.” She froze, looked into the
trees, and whispered, “Listen.”


“I only hear a shrill whistling in the tree tops.”


“In a higher pitch than that—a woman’s voice chanting. I
can’t make out all the words.” She turned all around, then faced into the right
side of the forest. “It’s coming from that way. There’s a road cutting off.
Let’s follow it.”


“All right. I’m with you. Let me know what you sense so I
can fight if needed.” He followed close behind as she walked along the side of
the road to where a gravel lane connected.


“I can hear the words ‘bees’ and ‘family’ in the chant. It’s
got to be the place.” Lyra looked over her shoulder at him. “The voice is
moving ahead. I’m going faster. Stay close.”


Set back a long distance from the main road, they walked
into a large yard of an old house. Dew on the tall grass soaked through Lyra’s
socks at her ankles. The house stood in dark shadows of large oaks. Its peeling
paint camouflaged it in the dappled light. The porch leaned, and the steps had
fallen away. With that much disrepair, it looked deserted.


The woman’s chant grew louder, and her tone crackled.


Lyra’s body shook with the unfamiliar vibrations, energy
from a world Cullen couldn’t sense. Would her own magic hold up if this turned
out to be dangerous? Hit by a wave of electricity, Lyra’s stomach flipped. She
clamped onto Cullen’s forearm to steady herself. When she straightened, she noticed
a wide-trunked tree at the back of the property. It stood behind a small group
of gravestones near the edge of the forest. The branches whipped wildly in the
breeze, more than the limbs of any other trees.


“Draora and her bees protect the hive. Only those of the
family keep will be left alive,” the female voice rang clear, escalating in
volume. The whistling wind from the tree punctuated the pauses in her speech as
she repeated the saying.


Lyra stopped and leaned into Cullen, pointing. “That’s the
tree with the keep. It’s not safe for you to go any closer with me.” She
reported the mysterious statements.


His hand gripped the shaft of his wizard’s staff until the
sapphire cast a subtle spark. “I see the erratic motions of that tree. This is dangerous,
and I won’t leave you.”


Lyra crossed the lawn. As she stepped in front of the plot
of graves, a light flashed on at the back of the house, and the chanting
stopped.


Cullen pulled Lyra down behind a row of bushes.


Between the leaves, she saw the silhouette of a woman at the
back door. With a slim shape and graceful posture, she appeared younger than
the owner of the scratchy voice carried on the wind. She looked out into the
darkness. “Grandma Draora, are you all right?”


Lyra couldn’t determine if the younger woman received an
answer, but she cracked the back door part way.


A medium-large dog with a square build and short dark hair
bolted out, growling. He headed straight for them.


Cullen twisted his staff and cloaked them in a blanket of
blue light, clutching Lyra’s hand while they ran.


Branches crashed down, rolling off the shielding ward. Vines
snaked out toward their legs. Again, Cullen’s protection held.


The barking dog kept a steady pace at the back edge of the
ward as they ran the length of the long driveway.


When their car came into view, Cullen gasped, “You have to
drive. I’m weakening.” He kept the shield until they both got into the car,
then he slumped against the seat.


The dog, a snarling Doberman, hurled itself onto the car’s
hood and bared its teeth at Cullen.


Kenzo vaulted into the front seat and spread his wings along
the windshield.


“Drop your wings! I can’t see,” Lyra cried. He quickly
folded and she whipped the car into the entry of the lane, then fast into
reverse. As she sped away, the dog lost balance and dropped off. Lyra’s heart
thudded in her chest. She watched in the mirror as it tried to follow.


Without slowing at Vickie’s house, Lyra glanced over.
“Look!” She pointed to the right. The front room and porch were now lit. A woman
paced back and forth by the tall windows. The familiar energy of her ancestors
had changed from a gentle, comforting hum to a painfully shrill buzz.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Twenty-four: The Honey Tree


 


 


Lyra clamped her shaking hands onto the steering wheel. In
the parking space in front of their motel room, she lowered her head onto her
arms. “Is it safe to go inside?”


“I think so,” Cullen said as he scanned the surrounding
hillside before they transferred from car to room. “Clearly, you were right.
Whoever is guarding that keep senses my energy and won’t let me near.” He
secured both locks on the door after they entered. “Maybe your cousin will know
more.”


“Yes. I doubt Vickie will try to hurt you. She always seemed
nice the couple times we visited.” She wrapped an arm under his shoulder.
“Thank you for protecting us. Are you okay?”


“I will be. I can transfer some energy stored in my staff to
my aura.” He ran a hand along the crystals of his wizard’s staff.


“Won’t that weaken it?”


He nodded. “Protecting you is important.”


Kenzo found a perch on the back of a chair and pulled his
neck close to his torso. “I’ll take a short nap, then keep watch.”


“Lyra, you need sleep after that long drive, in case I can’t
back you up. Your aura alone can read whoever guards the keep. There’s
something valuable stored in that tree, even if it’s not Sorcha’s book.” He
checked the bathroom and motioned her to join him. “Conjure some toiletries and
clothes for both of us. Clean up and you’ll feel more relaxed.”


Lyra rolled her eyes, unable to believe her body would
accept sleep, but made an attempt.


After showering, she snuggled into bed with Cullen spooned
at her back.


“I’m going to spend some energy to relax your mind, like I did
for you after your aunt’s death,” he whispered.


“I don’t need—” Lyra didn’t want him to waste energy on her.


“Shh.” He caressed her hair.


One by one, she felt her worries slip away like clouds
moving across the sky. He carefully guided her mental processes into a
meditative state, and then sleep spilled over her like an ocean wave lapping
the sand.


 


***


 


From her seat on the edge of the bed, Lyra dialed the
number, twisting a strand of hair as the phone rang.


“Hello,” Vickie said tentatively.


“Vickie, this is Lyra McCauley…your cousin. My family
visited yours a few times when we were little.” She waited, hoping for
recognition.


“Yes. Oh, yes. Lyra. It’s good to hear from you.” She spoke
quickly, her tone bubbly and light.


“I happen to be in town looking for some records for a
genealogy project. I thought maybe we could visit and that you might be able to
help me a bit.”


Her cousin didn’t respond, although her breathing sounded
louder.


“Vickie? Are you still there?” Lyra asked, twisting the
strand of hair tighter.


“Yes. That sounds fine.” After some initial hesitation, her
happier manner returned. “I need to head over to the B&B across the road
where I help out. Then, I’ll have some time. Or if you haven’t had breakfast,
come on over. There’s always a ton of food.”


“Great. You live on Bean’s Blossom road, right? I’ll be
bringing my fiancé.”


“Yes. We do. See you soon.”


Lyra said goodbye and looked at Cullen, who sat beside her
and listened during the conversation. “Something is upsetting her.”


Kenzo stared at her, blinking one eye, then the other.


“It certainly is. I think we’re about to learn what.” Cullen
picked up the keys. “I’ll drive. Do we need to check out or make arrangements
to stay another night?”


“Let’s check out. Even though I know we won’t make it back
to Michigan today, I can’t imagine staying around here another night.” With
some simple incantations, she cleared away any dirty clothes strewn over chairs
and toiletries from the bathroom.


 


***


The town looked more familiar in daylight. The sleepy
looking, old red brick buildings on the main street had the same shapes,
although a few had been refurbished with new fronts. The Nawbone Grill looked
exactly as Lyra remembered, with red vinyl upholstered booths lining the long
front window. The few people who sauntered along the sidewalk paused and
watched them drive past.


“Must not be peak tourist season now,” Cullen commented,
turning the corner.


“The fall color change is the busy time here, but it gives
me the chills how everyone stares at us.”


Minutes later, they parked in the gravel driveway beyond a
sign that read Maple Leaf Bed and Breakfast. The three-story white Victorian
stood proud, its fretwork intact and freshly painted.


“Be sure to remain out of sight,” Cullen looked over his
shoulder and directed his assistant.


Lyra opened the whitewashed gate and admired the lovely
yellow daffodils as they passed to the front door. The flowers reminded her of
Aunt Jean. Thoughts of all the strong women in her family, all the Scribes,
encouraged Lyra to stand tall and carry their goals forward. Before she could
lift the brass knocker, Vickie opened the door, her brunette ponytail flowing
behind her.


She pushed past the screen door and wrapped both arms around
Lyra. “It’s good to see you. It’s been so long.” The softness of her cousin’s
chubby shape made the embrace feel snug like a bear hug.


“It has.” Lyra opened to one side and waved at Cullen.
“Vickie, this is my fiancé, Cullen Drake.”


He hesitated, beginning a bow before catching himself. Only
when Vickie held out a hand did he accept and flash his charming smile. “Hello.
Nice to meet you.”


“Lyra, he’s handsome. We have some things to talk about,
like how you caught this guy.” With a laugh, she led them inside to the dining
room. “Take a seat where you like. We only have one couple staying, so you have
your pick.”


They made themselves comfortable at a table for two, covered
with a white linen cloth and decorated with fresh flowers in an antique
porcelain vase.


Vickie handed them a homemade card with the breakfast
choices. The smells of bacon and pastries coming from the kitchen made Lyra’s
mouth water.


After a delicious meal of strawberry croissants dripping
with the local honey, they rested on the wide front porch for a few minutes
while Vickie finished her work. It was a rare sunny day, and the warmth
heartened Lyra as much as the meal. She took hold of Cullen’s hand while they
rocked on the porch swing. In this idyllic, relaxed country setting, it didn’t
seem possible that danger existed. The events of last night blurred in her mind
like a bad dream.


“All finished. At least it’s a nice spring day for you two
to enjoy while you waited on me,” Vickie said as she stepped onto the porch.
She stuffed her hands into the pockets of her jeans, looked down at the curve
in the road, and started for the steps. “Let’s head over to my place where we
can talk like family.”


Lyra followed, unsure whether talking like family was a good
thing or not. As they passed their car, she caught a glimpse of Kenzo’s white
wing feathers and hoped her cousin didn’t notice.


Inside Vickie’s cozy living room, the couple sat on a
flowered couch while the hostess nestled into a much-loved velour recliner. “No
one else is home now. Our two boys are at school, and Bob works at the feed
store today.” A cat jumped into her lap and purred as she stroked its back and
tail, giving it her full attention.


A silence fell on the room, and Lyra felt a lump form in the
back of her throat. She coughed, uncertain how to begin. “In my genealogy
project, I’ve come across information about a book. It belonged to an important
woman in our fathers’ family, generations ago. It’s supposedly hidden in an old
tree, once used to hang skeps for honey bee hives. Do you know anything about
that?”


Vickie continued to rub the cat’s fur. Without looking up,
she said, “You came out this way last night, didn’t you?”


Lyra fidgeted in her seat, and Cullen reached for his pack
on the floor, placing it by his side.


“I felt the winds pick up and knew it was that old honey
tree. I sat bolt upright in bed. You woke up the ghost of Draora. You must have
the family witchcraft.” Vickie pushed the cat off and resettled herself in the
chair.


“The ghost of Draora?” Lyra asked, her eyes widening.


“Four generations ago, a powerful witch named Draora lived
in this valley. She was related to us, a cousin to our great, great grandmother
Brigid who also inherited the gift. They were good friends. Draora lived in the
house around the bend.” Vickie pointed in the direction of the house Lyra and Cullen
had visited.


She nodded. “We saw it last night. It looked deserted, with
rickety porches and an unmowed lawn. What I think was the honey tree stood at
the back of the property. I heard a woman chant a warning with a raspy voice.”


“Draora and her bees protect the hive. Only those of the
family keep will be left alive,” her cousin recited. “I’ve heard it a few times
other than last night. In fact, I heard it just a couple days ago. Like you
said, it’s a warning to those who aren’t family who approach the honey tree.”
She looked at Cullen. “Obviously you were the one being warned.”


“Does anyone live in the house?” Lyra asked.


Vickie nodded. “A distant granddaughter of Draora. Her name
is Raylene. She’s a witch too, but not nearly as powerful. She’s taken it as
her calling to guard Draora’s grave. She claims to communicate with the ghost
and that Draora teaches her witchcraft. I try not to get involved. But, she is
a distant relation and a neighbor, so I try not to cross her. She has a wicked
temper.”


“We discovered that much already, when she set her attack
dog chasing us,” Cullen added, leaning forward with his elbows resting on his
knees.


“Chasing you, not Lyra.”


“So can I get what I want from that tree if Cullen stays
away?” Lyra placed a hand on his knee.


“Probably. Draora’s ghost accepted you. It’s Raylene who’ll
be on alert against you. What is it you want exactly? I can go with you and
soften our cousin a bit. She’ll take my word.”


“I’m looking to find a book written by our grandmother,
probably four times removed from Brigid. It will help me piece together a
common goal she held with Brigid, something they used their magic to
accomplish.”


Vickie raised an eyebrow. “I can’t imagine the work you must
have done to discover that lead. When you fit the pieces together, will you
share what you find with me?”


“Oh, yes. I’ll be glad to.” Lyra smiled, relieved that the
price for her cousin’s help was that simple. “When can we go?”


“We can visit Raylene in about an hour. She works mornings
at the library. In the meantime, I think you might enjoy poking around in my
antique barn.” Vickie stood and led them through the house to the back door. At
least a dozen barnyard cats and kittens surrounded her legs as she stepped onto
the porch. “I know. It’s feeding time. Give me a minute.”


The antique barn stood at the end of a circular gravel
drive. The unpainted cedar boards had weathered to a silvery gray, but signs
fixed to the gable were cheery and bright. The freehand lettering added an
artsy charm to lure tourists. Lyra still sensed the draw of ancestral power and
wondered what treasures she’d find that belonged to the family.


“Actually, I have many things that were Brigid’s. I don’t
know what you’d like, but I’ll gladly give them to you.” Vickie slid open the
wide, planked door and turned on several bare bulb lights that hung from
rafters. An eclectic mix of vintage household items, paintings by local
artists, lovingly restored furniture pieces, and handmade crafts filled every
inch of the store.


An old rocker caught Lyra’s attention. She moved aside a
cloth doll and took a seat. Memories from a past that wasn’t hers flashed
through her mind—happy faces of children and mothers singing to babes in their
arms. She covered her eyes with her hands and let out a sigh. “Did this chair
belong to her?”


“It sure did.” Vickie smiled as she rooted in a display
case. “I can tell you’re picking up on some vibrations. You have strong powers,
probably a lot like hers from what was told.”


Lyra reached out and touched Cullen’s hand.


He jumped as if startled, gaining a sampling of what she
experienced.


“Here,” Vickie announced. “This is what I was looking for.”
She held up a small leather book and walked over to the rocker. “This was a diary
Brigid kept as a young girl. You might learn some things about her life for
your research.”


Lyra accepted the small book. “Oh. Thank you. I’m sure this
will help.” She paged through, skimming a few entries. Many dealt with what it
felt like to learn that she possessed magic. Lyra wanted to pour over these
entries. For so long, she’d wondered why unusual things happened to her. At
least with this, she could feel less alone with her experiences.


“Well, I’m going to go feed those barn cats before their mewing
drives me crazy. Feel free to have a look around.”


As Lyra rocked and read, the screen of her mind filled with
reenactments of scenes from Brigid’s life.


Cullen leaned against her shoulder, reading along and
occasionally remarking at what he envisioned through their mental transfer.


“All right.” Vickie reappeared in the doorway. “I think we
can pay Raylene a visit now. If you want to take that chair with you, you sure
may.”


Cullen nodded. “Yes. She would. She’s been wanting to learn
more about her family.”


Vickie took a few steps toward their car. “Great. How big is
your backseat?”


“It will easily fit. We’ll get it before we leave town,”
Cullen called, waving her back to the barn.


“Then let’s head over to Raylene’s. Cullen, I’m thinking
that you should stay here. It would be safer for everyone.”


“I want to remain in contact with Lyra in case she needs me.
I’ll keep a distance though.”


Vickie nodded and they piled into her pick-up to drive the
quarter-mile to the neighboring house. “This used to be all one property, a
family homestead. Now, our land divides at the edge of that forest,” she said
as they rode. Before she turned into the long drive, she slowed and looked at
Cullen. “You gotta get out here. Don’t come onto the lawn unless either Lyra or
I call to you. You hear?”


Cullen nodded but didn’t say anymore to rile Lyra’s cousin.
He positioned himself at the end of the lane, in view of the house.


Vickie parked near the back porch and quickly scooted down
from the cab. As she climbed the warped stair treads, she glanced over her
shoulder at Lyra. “Let me do most of the talking.”


Lyra stayed close and looked around while Vickie knocked.
Daylight revealed more wear to the property. The place looked more neglected
and less dangerous than the night before. A modern mower sat at the end of the
drive with its engine case open—explaining the uncut lawn. Bushes engulfed
edges of the porch while an overgrown network of vines claimed one side of the
house. Overturned plastic lawn chairs and empty beer bottles cluttered the
usable area of the back stoop. But taking a closer look, incongruities outside
the possibilities of country charm struck Lyra. Fishing knives had been stabbed
through the fibrous brown stems of last summer’s hollyhocks. Deformed hens
tripped over long combs as they pecked their way through the yard.


The squeak of the screen door startled Lyra from her
exploration. A skinny slip of a young woman, no more than twenty-five, stepped
out. “Vickie. Good to see you.” Raylene greeted her cousin, but her gray eyes
held fast to Lyra.


“This is Lyra, my third cousin on my dad’s side, a distant
cousin to you too. When we were kids, her family visited.”


“Never heard of you, but I might have been too young to
remember.” Raylene sized up Lyra from head to toe. “You have strong witchcraft,
don’t you? I can smell it sharp in the air. Ain’t smooth like mine or
Grandma’s.”


“I have powers like Brigid that I inherited through the
family,” Lyra replied.


The younger woman ran her fingers through her dishwater
blonde hair. “Around midnight, Ed from the filling station called and told me a
woman asked about bee keepers near Vickie’s. You were here last night. The
honey tree acted up, welcoming kin. What are you wanting here?”


Vickie waved toward Lyra. “She’s here to gather information
for a genealogy project.”


“I think there’s a book that Brigid placed in that honey
tree for safekeeping. The book contains information I can use to finish the
magic Brigid started.” Every inch of Lyra’s skin prickled uncomfortably.
Although, like Vickie said, Raylene wasn’t a strong witch, she possessed some
skills.


The young woman leaned the wide part of her pear-shaped hip
against the door frame. “Grandma Draora chanted her warning and called to me
for help. Vickie knows you as family, and I can tell you have our witchcraft.”
Raylene tilted her head. “Why did Draora act out and my dog chase after you?”


“I had a friend with me, my fiancé.”


“Is he a witch too?”


Lyra nodded. “From a different clan.”


“That explains it. Draora is strict about keeping to our
own, not sharing family secrets and spells. She’s on guard since we had someone
here poking around just a couple nights ago.”


“Did you see the person?” Lyra asked, too curious to contain
her questions.


“I saw the shape of a man. Draora told me he had dark
witchcraft.”


Lyra bit her lip, uncertain how much to explain to her
cousins.


Raylene lifted away from her place at the doorway, took hold
of Lyra’s hand, and led her off the porch toward the back of the yard. “I trust
you, and Draora won’t let you take anything from the keep unless you’re kin.”


Lyra glanced over her shoulder and saw Cullen hanging at the
mailbox.


The Doberman brushed against her side, and she spun around,
checking the dog. He trotted with his mouth open and tongue dangling.


The small plot of graves looked peaceful with the tall brown
grass switching around the headstones and markers, but the gnarled tree whipped
its limbs as if caught in a whirlwind. The bee skeps tossed in the wind, but if
bees were present, they remained calm inside.


Raylene, still holding Lyra by the hand, passed through the
rusty gate of the iron fence that surrounded both the graveyard and honey tree.
She touched their joined hands to the trunk. Bark had grown over an old
carving, but the fissures still followed the pattern of the sigil in Brigid’s
book and on Ivri’s tree.


Vibrations channeled down Lyra’s arm, similar to when she
touched other magic-imbued family objects. A vertical crack formed from the
fork and split downward to where the two women stood.


“Put your other hand in there and feel for what you’re
looking for,” Raylene said, pushing her fine hair from her face.


Lyra slid her hand into the fissure. There were many objects
she identified by shape: a small wooden chest, a tall tin canister, a smooth
globe, and a leather pouch with a what felt like a book inside. The moment her
fingers contacted the sack, a jolt of energy shot through her arm. Her aura
expanded from where she normally contained it in her mind and heart. It filled
her whole body and pushed at the surface of her skin with an electric hum that
overpowered all other sensations. The fifth and final book promised an untold
amount of power that she intended for the Guardians of the Alliance, not herself.


Raylene dropped Lyra’s other hand. “My hand! It burned
touching you.”


Lyra took a breath to steady herself. Her task needed to be
completed. She slowly drew out the pouch, having just enough space to remove it
through the narrow crack. Pulling back the leather covering, her heart pounded.
The faded gilt letters read, Book of Dragonspeir, authored by Sorcha
Resdale. She opened the front cover to be certain the text matched the
cover, then slipped it back into the protective bag.


The whipping boughs of the honey tree spun faster and
created a whistling sound. From above that note, the same rough female voice
called, “Use it well, Lyra. Use it well.”


Raylene and Vickie directed their cousin along the path
between the grave markers and out the gate.


Draora’s voice and the honey tree quieted as the cousins
walked arm in arm through the tall grass. Lyra smiled and her body reverberated
with the feeling of the women in her family tied together from centuries ago to
present day.


A sudden wave of energy split this peace and caused a rush
of pain through Lyra’s skull. Bees swarmed around the trio. A bolt of purple
light shot from the woods at the side of the property. Its strike hit precisely
on the leather pouch in Lyra’s left hand and yanked it from her grasp.


“Lyra!” Cullen screamed as he ran along the driveway and
Kenzo shot through the air toward her.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Twenty-five: Bloodswear Bonds


 


 


The pouch whipped through the air into the woods. No form was
visible, but Lyra detected a massive force of Dark Realm energy. She didn’t
trust herself to form powerballs any better than she ever could. A misfire with
her newly expanded aura might destroy a home or spark a forest fire.


The dark vibrations drew closer.


Draora let out a blood-curdling screech.


Cullen reached the edge of the yard and didn’t stop.


In response, her honey bees swarming around the cousins
doubled in number. The Doberman snarled and circled the group.


When Kenzo met the huge vortex of unfamiliar energy from the
ghost witch, he hung suspended in its eye.


Raylene held out her arms to the gravesite, and Vickie
dropped to her knees on the ground.


Lyra ran to meet Cullen. “Your staff. I can power it.”


He yanked the diminished tool from his pack. “Cresco!”
It expanded in his hand. He planted its base and aimed the crystals at the
forest.


Lyra clasped below his hands and channeled her power,
instantly heating the cool metal.


Cullen fired at a hazy cloud of purple aura near the edge of
the tree cover. A hefty limb crashed to the ground from the hit.


A wide bolt of purple cut the air, missing the couple by
only a foot. “Now that I can see to aim, I might improve on that shot,” a
familiar male voice called out.


At the sound, Cullen held fire.


The hem of a black cloak, tendrils swishing in all
directions, gracefully swept around brush. The eyes of a skull fastened to the
top of a staff glowed red. At the edge of the lawn stood the alchemist of the
Dark Realm—Tarom.


Lyra’s stomach churned. She felt Cullen’s hands shake and
regrip the shaft.


Clutched together, Vickie screamed while Raylene eased them
closer to the graveyard.


Looking at their attacker, Lyra remembered how, last winter,
Tarom had secretly taught her his master skills of the fascination craft in
order to help her save Cullen’s life. Yet, she had also seen Cullen and Tarom
fight like enemies in the Black Dragon’s lair. Years before Tarom turned to the
Dark Realm, the two men had served together as brothers on a bloodswear quest
for the Alliance. Their rivalry was as great as their enormous talents, ever
since the days of their apprenticeships over a century ago in the Alliance.


Cullen fired at his old colleague and friend, setting his
cloak on fire.


With a flick of his fingers, Tarom doused the flames.


Don’t let go, Cullen said in Lyra’s mind. He shot a
rapid fire of pinpoint blue lasers, which vaporized Tarom’s fingers on his
right hand.


The alchemist dropped his own staff and yelled in pain. “You
bastard! More ruthless than I expected—you know my strengths.” He cradled his
injured hand into the other fist and crouched low to the ground, his long black
hair falling over his face. Even with his non-dominant hand, he made a swift
motion and lifted his staff. The eyes of the skull shot a laser that pierced
the air.


The beam hit Lyra’s right shoulder, and she dropped to the
ground, trembling with sharp pain coursing up her neck.


“And I know yours,” the alchemist called out as he stepped
closer. “Sire Drake, your aura is reportedly a bit ragged from the many travels
you’ve made out of the Alliance of late. Like in old times when we sparred,
let’s raise the stakes. Fight me on your own, or I’ll kill Lyra.”


“You wouldn’t kill her and let the scribal aura die with
her. Your ally, Eburscon, covets it too much for you to do that,” Cullen
replied, moving away from Lyra.


“Eburscon isn’t here. Nor is the Black Dragon,” Tarom spat
the words. “And you well know I work better alone. This lost book will serve me
fine.”


Lyra flinched, but her cousins held her down. Tarom seemed
so certain he could kill her. New power, gained from the few moments she
touched Sorcha’s book, whipped in her mind like the whirlwind surrounding them.
It tingled at the tips of her fingers and begged to be used. He wasn’t aware of
how Lyra’s power had advanced after gaining the lost volumes. Despite her
injury, she might be able to overpower him, but wanted the ghost witch fighting
with her. With every ounce of Lyra’s aura, she kept both sources of magic
empowered and ready to strike.


“Lyra, focus on the honey tree. Keep Draora with us. I’ll
tend your shoulder.” Raylene helped Lyra move her neck, stiffened by convulsing
muscles, to look in that direction. She pressed her palms hard onto Lyra’s wounded
shoulder. A mild magic pulsed through her hands. The bleeding slowed, and the
stabbing pain eased to a throb. Lyra was grateful for that much.


Raylene also seemed in tune with her grandmother’s magic.
Lyra longed to see Cullen, but fought to keep her gaze on the keep.


Vickie knelt beside them. “What can I do?”


“No matter what happens, do whatever you can to help Lyra
focus her witchcraft onto that tree,” she whispered.


A purple beam sailed through the air, and Cullen yelled.


Lyra jerked hard against her cousins’ arms. “Let me go! I
need to give him my power.”


A volley of violet lasers peppered the ground around the
three women. Vickie whimpered, but Raylene didn’t let up her pressure on the
wound.


After the shots, Lyra felt the tell-tale buzz of Tarom’s energy
probing her mind, but only in the outer layers of her aura.


“Don’t think I can’t see your eyes well enough to use
fascination, my dear,” Tarom called. “This is between me and Cullen. I’m very
fond of you and don’t want to have to kill you or your mortal cousins.”


Where were his eyes? Lyra squirmed her neck and grit her
teeth against the pain rushing along her upper back. Rolling her eyes in their
sockets, she found the view she needed. She grabbed a huge mass of her aura and
sent it into the alchemist’s mind.


He let out a scream and writhed out of her limited range of
sight.


From the corner of her eye, she saw a single blue laser
fire.


Tarom yelped again and responded with a frenzy of violet
fire.


Cullen moaned and scuffled in the dry grass behind Lyra.


“No!” Raylene cried out. “Lyra, focus all you have on that
honey tree. Do it!”


Lyra’s body shook uncontrollably, but she clenched her jaw
and forced her aura at the tree. Her own golden light visibly coursed from her
eyes for the first time, another of Sorcha’s gifts. Her fingers dug into the
earth as Vickie clamped hard against her straining muscles.


The family keep crackled and sent jags of electricity in all
directions.


The Doberman barked wildly.


“More power, Lyra!” Raylene exclaimed. “All you have.”


Lyra grounded her pelvis and contracted her abdomen, forcing
all she could from deep within her heart. The urgency of Sorcha’s energy
unleashed.


Draora screamed. From one of the graves, a white mist
lifted, shimmering in the golden light of Lyra’s aura.


The ghost witch lifted her arms to her tree, and thousands
more bees poured from skeps throughout its boughs. Her vaporous form wafted in
the direction of the alchemist.


Kenzo regained control and led the swirling mass of bees
after her.


The dog’s fur raised. He growled and joined their chase.


Draora spun into a funnel, and the trees in the forest above
Tarom followed her lead. Heavy boughs crashed down.


Tarom cried out, “Stop! Please, stop.” He moaned and begged,
but the noise of Draora’s attack persisted.


Lyra wanted to see what happened, but didn’t dare let her
power waver. Her strength empowered the ghost witch.


“Here! Here is the book. Let me go,” Tarom pleaded.


“Vickie, go pick it up,” Raylene directed.


After their cousin returned with the pouch and checked the
contents, Lyra dropped her connection to the family keep.


Kenzo accepted the bag into his talons and landed directly
beside Lyra with the book contacting her.


Her blood covered Raylene’s hands and jeans.


With some help from her older cousin, Lyra managed to face
Cullen. If she tried to lift her torso up, the enormous pain in her shoulder
sent waves of nausea through her stomach.


Cullen sat on the ground, his right leg bleeding badly. His
staff lay on the ground next to him.


“Help me over to him. I need to heal him,” Lyra begged.


Draora’s ghost returned to its resting place, although her
spirit continued to howl with the wind of the honey tree. The forest and her
bees quieted.


Released from his torment, Tarom rushed up with his staff
aimed at Cullen. “Give me the book or he dies.”


“Don’t give it to him!” Cullen cried. He didn’t pick up his
staff, but kept his eyes riveted on Tarom’s face.


As Lyra watched the two men, every muscle in her body
tensed. Her pulse pounded in the wound at her shoulder and down her arm. When
she noticed her hand, she started. Her palm glowed with a dense golden
powerball, and Draora’s bees swarmed to it. Sorcha’s magic had gifted her with
tight, external command of her power—the skill she sorely lacked.


Tarom stared at Lyra’s display for at least a minute. Sweat
beaded on his brow and rolled down one side of his face. The skull at the apex
of the alchemist’s staff pulsed violet, now fully charged. He shook his head
and mumbled, “I should have known—gifts from your ancestors.” Suddenly, he
dropped his staff to the ground, the purple light dissipating. He looked
squarely at Cullen. “I cannot win against her…or against you alone. Symar said
you couldn’t kill me, and neither can I kill you.”


“Give me your hand,” Cullen replied, holding out his own.


Tarom took a step forward and extended the uninjured one.


“The other one.”


Cullen took the alchemist’s blood-soaked right hand, missing
all but the digit of his index finger bearing his ringed bloodswear scar. The
wizard held the injured hand, tracing the charred stubs of each finger. “I’m
slow, lacking full power.”


Tarom crouched, the bloodied toes of his boots grazing
Cullen’s wounded right leg. “You don’t need to—”


“I want to.”


Helped by her cousins, Lyra inched her way across the six
feet separating them from the two men.


Kenzo did his part, keeping Sorcha’s book nestled against
the small of Lyra’s back.


Reaching her hurt arm across her chest, she grimaced. Her
right hand, with its bloodswear ring covering her own circular scar, joined
Cullen and Tarom’s. When the three bloodswear marks united, the alchemist’s
fingers rebuilt—bone, connective tissue, vessels, nerves, muscles, and skin.


At the same time, Lyra felt her own wound mend. She motioned
for Raylene to ease back on her pressure.


The young witch pulled the burned fragments of Lyra’s
sweater clear of the shoulder. “This is amazing! It’s healed. But be careful.
You’ve lost a lot of blood.” She sat back, her arms shaking.


Vickie lifted the blood-crusted leg of Cullen’s khakis. His
right calf looked the same, tissues intact. She shook her head.


Tarom broke the union, tears dripping from his black
eyelashes.


“Do you want to return to the Alliance with us?” Cullen
offered.


“I can’t.” Tarom stood and, without another word, walked
slowly back into the forest.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Twenty-six: The Journey Home


 


 


Lyra tried to stand, but wobbled back to a seated position.
She pulled back the energy of the powerball in her hand inside her.


Still kneeling, Cullen accepted the prize book from Kenzo
and placed it in the commuter bag. “Good work, making sure this book touched
Lyra.”


“Glad to help, Master,” Kenzo replied. “Looks like Sorcha’s
book lets Lady Lyra form some serious powerballs.”


“Yes. It did,” Lyra agreed. “But I didn’t get a chance to
throw yet to see if my aim also improved. I’ve barely touched Sorcha’s book,
not even taking a peek at the text. I wonder what will happen once I study it
and let the magic of her words be revealed to me.”


Raylene’s jaw dropped when Kenzo spoke. “He talks! What sort
of owl is that? Bigger than any around here.”


“Kenzo is my wizard’s assistant—a tiger owl. He has magic
that allows him to maneuver in flight extremely fast, and his senses are
heightened,” Cullen replied.


The owl tipped his head in a bow. “Nice to meet you.”


“Yes…good to meet you too,” the young witch stammered.


Vickie took charge and stepped up to the couple. “You’ve
both lost too much blood. You need to rest and have some fluids.” She draped
Lyra’s healthy arm over her own shoulder and supported her cousin’s waist. “I
always volunteer to help run our local blood drives. You’ll be fine in two or
three days.”


“We can’t wait that long.” Lyra twisted to look at Cullen.
“How do you feel?”


“Really weak, both my body and my power,” he replied, using
Raylene for support to walk.


Kenzo flew alongside. “My flight response isn’t as swift as
usual either.”


“I think they should stay at my place,” Vickie directed her
younger cousin and headed Lyra toward the truck.


“Probably the best thing, since your house is lots nicer for
guests. Also, who knows who will show up here looking for that book? I’m going
to keep a shotgun at the side of my bed.”


“You’re welcome at our house,” Vickie offered. “I’m sure Bob
won’t mind. You don’t have anyone here with you. I’ll worry.”


Lyra looked over her shoulder at Raylene. “Don’t stay here
alone for a few nights.”


“Well…okay. I’m a bit freaked out with all this. I’ll follow
you over now to help them get inside, then come back for some clothes.”


The Doberman hopped into Raylene’s car without coaxing, his
tongue hanging out as if it was July rather than March.


Lyra and Cullen slumped together in the front seat of the
truck with Kenzo perched on his master’s lap.


When they pulled into Vickie’s drive, she asked, “Would you
rather stay at the B&B? You’d be more comfortable with a private bath.”


“No. I’d sleep better with my two cousins in the house.”
Lyra gave a quick reply.


Raylene caught her answer and smiled as she stepped up to
help at the open door of the cab. “Vickie, I’ll help make Kenzo comfortable on
your screen porch while you see to them.”


Vickie nodded and replied to Lyra, “That’s what family are
for.” She led them inside and to a large back bathroom fitted with an antique
claw-footed tub. “I think you each need to take a turn soaking in some Epsom
salts.” She laid out towels and a jar of salts. “Don’t run the water too hot
since your blood pressure may be low.” I’ll get you some juice and be right
back.”


Lyra leaned against the edge of the tub and ran the water
while Cullen relaxed into a side chair, combing a hand through his hair.


Raylene returned with tall glasses of juice. “Do you need
any clothes or bags from your car?”


“No. We’re good. Thanks,” Lyra answered with a grin.


The young witch’s eyes opened wide. “Can you show me real
quick how you conjure clothes?”


After a couple long swigs of juice, Lyra touched a finger to
the inside of her dragon ring. “Creo.” Clean outfits of loungewear for
both she and Cullen materialized on the top of the hamper.


“Oh! Cool! I have so many questions to ask…later after
you’ve rested a bit.” Raylene left and closed the door after her.


Cullen poured bath salts into the water. “You first.” He
waved his hand with the bloodswear ring above the water, and the soft fragrance
of lavender filled the air. With a wink at her, he settled himself on a wooden
stool beside the tub. “The very best part of the day.” A wide grin lit his face
as he watched Lyra undress and slip into the warm water.


“Ahh. This feels amazing,” she said, sinking up to her chin
into the perfumed water.


He conjured a large, natural sponge and soaped it until
thick suds squished through.


Lyra obliged and sat up, enjoying the sensations as he
rubbed her stiff shoulder and back muscles.


When all the sore parts were tended and blood washed off, he
indulged in massaging suds over her breasts.


“Mmm,” Lyra cooed and then pushed his hands away. “We can’t
do that here with my cousins in the house.”


He laughed and picked up a towel. “Doesn’t mean I wouldn’t
like to though. Rinse off.”


She pulled the plug and rinsed lather away with a shower
spray before stepping into his embrace, wrapping her in the fluffy towel. She
rinsed the tub before refilling it for Cullen.


He received the same treatment with the addition of some
bubble bath. Lyra ended up covered with almost as many bubbles as he did. While
she soaped and massaged the knotted muscles remaining from the injury to his
leg, he yanked off the towel wrapped around her midsection.


“Don’t you want me to rub out the tightness?” she asked,
grinning.


“Not as much as I want to show you how much I love you.”


“You protected me with your last ounce of energy. You’re an
amazing man.” She leaned forward, and their lips met in a long, slow kiss.


“You saved us, forcing so much of your aura out to call up a
ghost,” he breathed against her lips, then forced his tongue into her mouth.


Voices in the kitchen broke their romantic moment. After
plenty of laughs, caresses, and tickles, they managed to get dry and dressed in
sweats and thick wool socks.


“Do you think we’re safe here? What about Eburscon?” Lyra
asked.


“I learned long ago never to trust that man. I already
thought I’d set a ward around the house once everyone arrives home,” Cullen replied
as they walked down the stairs.


Raylene had left and returned, cleaned up and in new pair of
jeans and sweater.


Vickie also wore a clean outfit and stirred a delicious
smelling pot of stew on the stove.


Her two boys ran through, stopping only long enough to ask
what sort of owl was on the porch while they munched on snacks. After watching
Kenzo for a few minutes, the boys disappeared into their rooms. After Bob
arrived home an hour later, Lyra and Cullen worked together to set a protection
spell.


Everyone joined for a hearty family meal of beef stew and
baking powder biscuits. Conversation lasted for hours. After Vickie put the
kids to bed, Cullen and Lyra entertained Raylene and the others with simple
household charms.


While creating a dog treat for Raylene’s Doberman, Lyra
showed the young witch the technique.


“This is exciting!” Raylene exclaimed and attempted the
steps. After the fifth attempt, she managed to make a small spark. “I’ll keep
practicing.”


Tiredness set in quickly. Vickie showed the guests to their
rooms in the sprawling old house. “There are more covers in the pie safe I use
for storage over there.” She pointed to the end of the hall. “This old place is
drafty, but it’s home.”


Kenzo hopped up the stairs and met them in the hall. “Mind if
I sleep in your room? That Doberman is too friendly and drools a lot.”


Amid a chorus of chuckles, Lyra waved the owl into their
room.


“I’m sure we’ll sleep just fine. Thank you for your
hospitality,” Cullen said as he accepted a thick wool blanket from Vickie.


 


***


Lyra stretched her legs and arms long as she woke. The air
outside the covers felt chilly and she snuggled back down against Cullen. She
hugged him tight, glad they both were safe and together, with a good chance at
a happy future since they had secured the final missing book. She pressed her
face against his hair and inhaled deeply, enjoying his natural woodsy spice
scent.


He rolled over and opened his eyes. “How do you feel?”


“Better. How about you?”


“We need to be going home today. My power is weakening fast.
I think the injury took some strength.”


As soon as he said the words, she rose and conjured clean
clothes for them.


“Morning,” Kenzo said, slowly blinking the sleep from his
huge eyes.


After dressing, they arrived downstairs when Vickie’s boys
ran past the guests and out the door to catch the bus.


Vickie frowned. “Sorry about their manners. Bob already left
for the feed store. Have a seat.” She motioned them to the sturdy country pine
breakfast table.


“We need to get a quick breakfast and start for home,” Lyra
said, helping herself to a mug of coffee from the pot.


“Are you sure? Your bodies are still weak from losing all
that blood.” Vickie held up a sack of bread. “Toast? Kenzo, maybe just a slice
of bread?”


Cullen nodded. “Both will be good. My power is recharged
from where I live. I can’t really heal with rest alone.”


“I see. In that case, let’s get you some food and get you
off.”


Lyra poured a large squirt of honey onto her toast from the
plastic bear dispenser on the kitchen island. “Any chance you have some of this
local honey to send with us?”


Vickie grinned. “As a matter of fact, I do. And it’s from
Raylene’s bees at the honey tree.”


The younger cousin stumbled outside as the others secured
Brigid’s rocker into the backseat of Lyra’s Subaru wagon.


Kenzo squeezed in among the runners.


After lots of waves and goodbyes called through open
windows, the threesome drove away.


 


***


Lyra drove while the others napped during most of the way
through Indiana. She stopped for a lunch break north of Fort Wayne near the
Michigan border.


Cullen rallied to have some of his sandwich, but couldn’t
finish and fed most of his bun to Kenzo.


Lyra worried and kept a careful eye on Cullen as she
traveled into the lower portion of Michigan. As the afternoon wore on, his
color turned paler. She welcomed the faster speed limit in that state and
didn’t hesitate to drive over it.


When they arrived in the island community in the upper
peninsula, Lyra could barely keep her eyes open with twilight teasing them
closed.


Thankfully, Kenzo’s natural nocturnal rhythm kicked in, and
he chatted with her to keep her alert.


She parked behind the bookstore and gave Cullen a gentle
nudge. “We’re here. Time to wake up and get back through the portal.”


He blinked, not fully aware of their surroundings. With
recognition, he sat up. “You did the whole drive. Why?”


“You needed to sleep.” She opened the car door. “It’s fine.
Stop talking. Let’s get you back inside the Alliance.”


Cullen got himself out of the car, but trailed a hand along
the body to steady his balance.


“Look! Is that the black butterfly you’ve told me about?”
Kenzo asked as he flapped above the car to limber his wings.


A large black butterfly dropped from the outside wall of the
bookstore and flitted around Lyra. Its purple wing spots reflected the lamp
light as it flashed on for the night. Startled, the insect flew away.


Lyra opened the back door and after they were all inside,
closed it quickly. “I think whoever that is was waiting to find out when we
arrived.”


Cullen nodded, but seemed too weak to care.


Lyra called toward the showroom of the bookstore. “Sheridan,
we’re here. No time to talk. We need to get back to the lair right away.”


“Hey there,” he chirped out a reply. “Glad you’re back. I
had bad vibes—someone dark trying to enter the portal from the human side. Will
talk later. The portal’s set to open for you.”


Lyra held Cullen’s hand firmly and pointed her dragon ring
at the space between the bookcases. The shelf units slid apart to reveal the
familiar wooded path lined with blossoming bushes.


They stepped across. Not only did their clothing change as
expected, but Cullen’s complexion looked slightly healthier. Lyra gave a sigh
of relief.


He still walked slowly with poor balance, but she felt
certain he would only improve now.


She squeezed his hand and smiled. “We made it. I could call
Yord, but he’d take a while to arrive. Maybe I can transport us since I’ve
gained some power.”


“It’s worth a try.” Cullen lifted back his shoulders and took
a deep breath, expanding his chest. He withdrew his staff from his pack and
enlarged it.


Lyra stepped beside him and touched her fingers to her
dragon ring.


Suddenly, wing beats sounded above the tree tops. Night had
already fallen in Dragonspeir. In the dark shadows of clouds across the face of
the moon, the shape of the approaching dragon couldn’t be determined.


“Yord must have been on alert to the portal opening.” She
let go of her hold on the ring.


“That’s not a blue sentry. It’s too—,” Kenzo whispered.


A loud shriek cut the air directly above them. The
translucent wings of a cimafa beat the air as its rider directed it to hover
lower. The beast extended its dark umbra downward.


Lyra felt the enormous pull and fought to keep her gaze
downward, away from the red eyes that hungered for their auras. She willed her
fingers to reclasp the bloodswear ring. Her aura carefully extended only around
the three of them, no farther.


Despite her caution, the beast grabbed hold of the upper
edge of her golden light and sucked.


Lyra’s feet lifted slightly off the ground. She envisioned
the lair as their destination and channeled her aura toward that image.


The dark power crawled along her skin.


Cullen positioned his staff and Kenzo between his body and
Lyra’s. He wrapped her hands alongside his own on the shaft. Giving it a spin,
his blue light radiated out with her golden glow. Their bodies began to
vaporize. Although the feeling of weightless transport reassured Lyra they
escaped, only when the lair came into view did she release her breath. She
paused to enjoy the feeling of her feet touching down on the smooth stones of
the landing area.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Twenty-seven: Golden Sapphire


 


 


“That was too close. I’m glad you were able to steer my aura.
I couldn’t connect to the exact location of the lair. Are you okay?” Lyra asked
Cullen.


“I’m okay. I have difficulty channeling enough aura out for
transport without a staff even if I am fully charged. Unless you can actually
see your destination, like you did transporting across my lake.”


“Yes. I wish I had a staff. I could do so much
more—transporting, sending powerballs long distances.” Lyra glanced at the
weight in Cullen’s pack. “But, that’s nothing. Peace is more important. We’ve
done an amazing thing, gathering copies of all the lost volumes.”


“More than amazing. I never thought it would be possible to
get them all. Huge possibilities lie at our feet now.” His words expressed
gratitude and hope, but his wavering tone revealed exhaustion.


As sentries rushed to meet them, she studied Cullen’s
behavior. “You don’t seem well. How do you feel?” she leaned into him and
asked.


“Truthfully, this is as weak as my aura has ever been. I’ve
never felt it affect my physical health. Last summer, you asked if I could
survive in the human world if the Alliance and its magnetic power source fell.
I know the answer now.”


“Well, with this real chance for peace, we might never face
that hardship.” She unlaced the leather wristlet from Cullen’s arm and fitted
it to her own. “Let’s get you to the magnetics room. Kenzo, too.” She nodded to
the owl. “Hop on here. You’re too weak to fly the distance, and Master
shouldn’t carry you.”


As Kenzo secured his perch, Cullen nodded to the sentry.
“Please tell the Imperial Dragon we have returned safely and our quest was
successful. We will be in the magnetics chamber until morning, if he wishes to
speak before then.”


“Indeed, Sire Drake. I shall arrange for meals to be
delivered. Welcome home,” the blue dragon replied. Others in the squadron
offered their warm greetings and moved aside for the trio to pass into the
lair.


Without hesitation, Cullen plodded through the winding
series of turns through stone-walled corridors to the massive wooden double
doors. He pushed them open and took a seat on a bench along the glowing wall,
tilting his head back to rest directly on the stone. With his eyes closed, he
breathed deeply, and a smile slowly spread over his face.


After finding a perch on a chair arm for Kenzo, Lyra kicked
off her boots and reclined on the daybed, curled into a fetal position. Her
aura felt more alive and intact than ever. The magic of the books authored by
Elisabeth, Sorcha, and Nareene pulsed through her—a fast and alert internal
rhythm she hadn’t grown accustomed to yet. But her body badly needed rest,
exhausted from the stress of frightening experiences combined with the long
drive. It felt good to close her eyes and empty her mind of worries.


Sometime later, Lyra stirred to turn and felt the warmth of
Cullen’s body next to her.


Kenzo snored softly at his perch.


“You’re awake.” Cullen rubbed a hand along her leg. “I slept
so much on the drive home, that’s not what my body needs. But, it’s pleasant
watching your lovely face and how your hair spills over the pillow.” He lifted
her hair away from her neck and let it fall through his fingers.


Pleasant shivers brought goosebumps along the skin of her
arms.


“Your complexion is luminescent with the increased aura
you’ve gained from your ancestors.” He waved a hand to a tray of food on a
buffet table across the room. “Dinner was delivered some time ago, but I didn’t
want to wake you. Your healing is important too.”


She padded to the table. After filling a plate, she rejoined
him. “I’m starved. What time is it?” she mumbled through a mouthful of roast
beef.


“About two hours after sunrise.” He rubbed a hand over her
back while she ate. “That butterfly might have tipped off the cimafa rider. But
I think we can exclude Tarom from the list of possible men who continue to
chase you on that cimafa.”


“I agree. He doesn’t want my power. He didn’t even try to
take it after he wounded me. What does he want though? He confuses me.”


“Independence. Peace. Exactly what we want. He’s just trying
to find it along a different path.”


Lyra met Cullen’s gaze. “Did you know he wouldn’t kill you
when you called his bluff?”


He nodded. “Yes. Just like he said…I could never kill him
either. I hope I’m never in a position that requires me to do so.”


A rap on the door interrupted their conversation and jolted
Kenzo awake. The Imperial Dragon entered, a wide grin exposing his teeth. “I
couldn’t wait longer. I hope I’m not too early.” He bowed his head low. “I am
in debt to your efforts. Thank you. I trust you have the last book with you?”


Cullen fished in his bag and pulled out the copy by Sorcha,
handing it to the leader.


 He gingerly turned it over and opened the cover. “I’m
eager to hear the events of your journey and make some future plans, but I’ll
wait until the Unicorn and Phoenix arrive. They should be here very soon.” He
looked from Lyra to Cullen. “Are you each restored enough to join in
celebrations?”


“If there’ll be ale, I’m ready now,” Kenzo said as he
stretched his wings wide.


“Indeed, well enough for that.” Cullen looked to Lyra.


“I’m fine, just groggy. I’d like to clean up before any big
party.”


“We shall meet with the Guardians now. Later today, the
residents of the Meadow of Peace are organizing a large welcome. There, I
intend to decorate all involved, including Noba, and Yasqu for their bravery.”
He nodded to Lyra. “When you’re finished, we’ll go to my study.”


After a last bite of roast potatoes, she replaced her plate
on the buffet. “Ready.”


 


***


The other three Guardians were present in the Imperial
Dragon’s private office when they arrived.


The Imperial Dragon held up Sorcha’s book for display.


The Unicorn lifted his horn and snorted, while the Phoenix
flew around the room, her tail blazing golden light.


After the leader placed it on a library table, the Tortoise
raised up on his hind legs to take a closer look.


“Let us join together and hear the account of Scribe Lyra
and Sire Drake’s quest. I hear Sire Kenzo also played a role.” The Imperial
Dragon motioned them all to settle.


Lyra and Cullen sat on a bench with Kenzo perched on the
back between them. They took turns recounting their adventure, receiving many
startled looks when Tarom relented and offered his aid.


“A very surprising and revealing quest,” the Tortoise
reflected. “Lyra, we will use that information as we work together with these
recovered volumes.”


“The Tortoise is correct.” The leader cleared his throat.
“There is work yet to be done, mostly by him and Lyra. But the rest of us may
be needed as aids.”


“Doesn’t possession of this collection safeguard the
Alliance from wrongful acts by the Black Dragon and his Dark Realm? What is
left to be done?” the Unicorn asked.


“Yes, in part. This restores my powers to monitor his
whereabouts and any energy transfers throughout Dragonspeir. We will
essentially be a step ahead of any actions he may take against us. However, to
completely overthrow his power there is one more task.” He faced Lyra. “In your
account of what happened the past few days, your power increased once each
missing Book of Dragonspeir touched your hands.”


“Yes. It feels as though my power has doubled,” Lyra
replied.


“That transfer is automatic through your inheritance. With
work, the power in that set of books can also strengthen the collective of the
Alliance.” The leader nodded to the Tortoise. “Please continue since this is
your area of expertise.”


He extended his neck and cleared his throat. “In journal
entries, it has been recorded that the content of the books together reveal a
single method. Each supplies a piece of the puzzle. When employed, the method
will overthrow the rule of an opposing realm. Lyra, it is your job to read each
book carefully. You alone have the insight of a Scribe to read between the
lines written by your ancestors. I will serve as your chief aide, supplying
supplemental references as needed.”


Lyra nodded. “The task makes sense to me. I read Brigid’s
quickly, without knowing to look for clues, and stumbled upon many. One led us
to where she stored her copy of Sorcha’s book. The few pages of Elisabeth’s
book I read are packed with hidden meanings. I understood those while the
literal meanings of the words didn’t convey nearly the same content.”


“We’ll begin our studies after you take a day or two to
attend to your home and job in the other world,” the Tortoise replied.


“Very good. I’m glad you two have already sampled the task
ahead. Upon completion of that work, you will become fully afflated and gain
the last of the golden bookmarks,” the leader said as he walked to the main
door.


Lyra’s heart soared. Compared to her previous dangerous
quests, the scholarly assignment seemed a lot like her years at college and as
a literature professor. One easy step, then she and Cullen could live together
in one world.


The Imperial Dragon spoke to someone in the corridor. When
he returned, the gemmator, Faber, followed him. “Scribe Adalyra, for your
outstanding service to the Alliance, the Guardians wish to present to you a
sorcerer’s staff.”


Faber opened his knapsack and produced a diminished staff.
With a wave of his hand, he proclaimed, “Cresco!” The staff enlarged to
a length of five feet. With a wide smile, he handed it to Lyra. “When we met
last, I sampled your aura. Let’s hope I matched you well enough that this will
align properly.”


Lyra accepted the staff, and the gemmator bowed low. “Oh.
I…I’m honored. And it’s lovely. It has a quartz orb like Cullen’s, but the top
crystal is gold. What stone?”


“It’s a rare golden sapphire.”


Cullen leaned in and kissed Lyra’s temple. “I’m very proud of
you. And now I have the chance to return your favor by helping align your new
staff.”


The Imperial Dragon led them all into his observatory. “Like
we did for Sire Drake, you will locate the brightest star present in your fire
element. Pull its power toward you. We will do the rest.”


Lyra found Regulus, the main star of the fire sign Leo,
beginning its path across the sky. “I’m ready,” she said, wrapping her fingers
around the smooth carvings of the shaft.


The Guardians and Cullen held onto each other, forming a
circle. Their energy rotated in a circular pattern through her. Sparks formed
as it crossed from one to another. The staff vibrated with electric current.
Slowly the quartz lit first from the center, then spread to illuminate the
entire globe. The sapphire flashed once before it burst into a blaze, shooting
yellow-gold lasers in all directions around the circular observatory.


The Unicorn snorted loudly and cheered. “Miraculous staff!”


“Perfectly aligned!” Cullen called out, with a nod to Faber,
who stood grinning in the doorway. Turning back to Lyra, he said, “Now you get
to make the first test.”


They all stepped back, faces lit with smiles.


She scanned the staff from base to apex and gave it a slight
twirl. The metal hummed with vibrations next to her skin. A moment later, a
halo of golden light draped the perimeter of the observatory’s ceiling. “It’s
so easy to channel my power where I want it. Thank you all for this gift.”


“No thanks are needed, Lyra. You earned it, laying peace at
our feet,” the Phoenix sang sweetly.


 


***


That afternoon, Lyra and Cullen rode toward the Meadow of
Peace on Yord, surrounded by the Imperial Dragon, Yasqu, Oasth, and dozens of
blue dragons. They landed at one side of the large clearing, amid cheers and
happy cries from thousands.


Tables were laid with fixings for a party that would last
long into the night.


She waved to Kenzo and Noba perched and waiting for her on
the speaking platform. The little pseudodragon hopped when he saw her. His
crooked smile warmed Lyra’s heart.


Before she dismounted from the dragon’s back, she looked
over the sea of joyful faces. In their expressions, she saw the same hopes and
dreams she felt touching each of the ancient books. She imagined the faces of
each Scribe peeking out at her between members of the crowd. She looked at each
one. I will finish what you gave your lives to begin. I will overthrow the
Dark Realm.


 


 


*** The End ***
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Staurolite: Enchanted Bookstore Legend Four


 


An epic fantasy
romance novel by Marsha A. Moore


 


Lyra McCauley, current Scribe of the Alliance, is the only
one who can decode magic hidden in the recently retrieved ancient texts written
by her ancestors, the first four Scribes. Information in those writings can
help Lyra locate the four missing keystones, which will restore power to the
Alliance and allow overthrow of the Dark Realm. With peace restored, she and
her beloved, Cullen, could finally marry.


Time is short with the Black Dragon’s Dark Realm increasing
attacks to avenge the death of his heir. Many innocent lives are lost. Alliance
residents are forced into hiding. Magicals and blue dragons follow leadership
of the Imperial Dragon and the other three Guardians into battle to defend the
Alliance.


While Lyra unlocks the ancient magic, she opens herself up to
scribal powers from her ancestors. She alone can fight the deadliest of the
Dark Realm’s forces—the cimafa stealth dragons—but at a cost. The energy flux
threatens her health and ability to learn where to find the missing keystones.
Can Lyra overcome this shrewd tactic of the Black Dragon to decimate the
Alliance?


 
















 


 


 


Cast of Characters


 


 


Aunt Jean: Lyra’s aunt who died recently, during
Lyra’s first quest when she wrote her Book of Dragonspeir; also a descendant
of Scribe Brigid; lived in cottage on Lake Huron in upper Michigan, passing the
property to Lyra.


Bear-asp: a guard in the lair of the Dark Realm
during the time of the first Scribe, Elisabeth.


Black Dragon: leader of the Dark Realm; succeeding his
father to his position of power; although small compared to the golden, blue,
or bronze dragons, he is vile, evil-tempered, and abusive, obsessed with death
and takes comfort in the sickening-sweet aroma of drowned, rotting carcasses;
his body is grim and skeletal, with eyes lying deep in their sockets between
two great horns that curve forward and down, the flesh of his face is partially
deteriorated or burnt from his acidic drool; his method of attack is spitting
caustic acid; lives in a mountain lair at the edge of Silva Nocens, the dark
forest.


Brigid: fourth Scribe, who wrote her Book of
Dragonspeir in the year 1800.


Cimafa: a type of small evil stealth dragon, whose
aura is invisible; covered in black shimmering scales with two pairs of horns
that extend back from its elongated head; flames ring its nostrils and eyes;
the only obvious sign of its approach is the chilling shriek echoing from the
gaping mouth, through rows of pointed teeth; lives to steal and feed on auras
from others, leaving them soulless; some higher magicals have bargained with
portions of their own auras to command and ride these beasts for evil purposes.


Circutamina: tree spirits who live inside specific
tree species; protect their trees; less than two feet tall with thick, wrinkled
skin; emit white light.


Draora: a powerful witch who was a friend and
relation to Scribe Brigid in Nawbone, Indiana; now a ghost who protects the
family keep, a honey tree where valuables are stored.


Eburscon: present status unknown after being exiled by
the Guardians of the Alliance, a consequence of his attempt on the lives of
Lyra and Cullen; previous position was Imperial Alchemist of the Alliance;
haughty demeanor earns him few friends.


Elisabeth: first Scribe, who wrote her Book of
Dragonspeir in the year 1200.


Etes: the Matan pseudodragon owned by Kon in Terza.


Faber: gemmator craftsman who enables gemstones to
store magical energy for the Alliance magicals


Fire drakes: minions of the Black Dragon.


Garrett: Sire Garrett, the Imperial Alchemist and
beloved of the first Scribe, Elisabeth.


Gatekeeper Cranewort: tremendous magical tree who
guards the Crossroads of paths which lead to all places in the Alliance; he
raises his roots as barricades to those who pass; also responsible for
monitoring deaths and release of souls throughout all of Dragonspeir in order
to send his giant cranes to assist their passage; expert in clairvoyance; kind
and fatherly, he remembers Lyra from when she was a young girl and takes pride
in her accomplishments.


Gea: Yasqu’s mother; a huge golden dragon with
wingsails that ripple along the length of her flanks; kind, fair, and
intelligent.


Guardians: the governing council of the Alliance
faction of Dragonspeir; all four wear sapphire pendants which help the Head
Guardian, the Imperial Dragon, to communicate with them; each possesses a
magical aura of silver, white, or blue that can surround their bodies when
called upon; these represent the colors of the Alliance.


Hanish: the elderly Alliance lapidist at the time of
the first Scribe, Elisabeth; more powerful than a gemmator, he could alter
magical properties of gemstones.


Heilia: she possessed unusual, advanced magical power
as a seer for the Alliance during the time of the third Scribe, Sorcha; an
ancestor of Kessa.


Imperial Dragon: the Head Guardian of the Alliance; a
huge golden dragon, the largest type in Dragonspeir; fair and intelligent, he
has inherited his position from his father, also a gold; lives in a mountain
lair at the edge of the Steppe of Ora, the great plain dividing the Alliance
and Dark Realm; all Imperial Dragons are guided by Air elements..


Kenzo: silver-striped tiger owl wizard’s assistant to
Cullen; has ice blue eyes and a four-foot wingspan; an overachiever since his
sole magical talent is extraordinary swift flight; a jokester with a penchant
for ale and given to puffing his feathers over his own achievements, but
enormously dedicated.


Kessa: the ten-year-old crippled girl brought to the Alliance
lair by her mother, Nillea, during outbreak of war in the village at the Meadow
of Peace.


Kon: the Head Elder of the Malificates of Terza; met
with the first Scribe, Elisabeth, over eight hundred years ago; hungry to
regain the power he once had before the Vizards overpowered the Malificates.


Lyra McCauley: thirty-five-year-old woman who
discovers her destiny to be the fifth Scribe of the Alliance of Dragonspeir;
she accepts her position and serves the Alliance with efforts to overthrow the
Dark Realm of Dragonspeir; engaged to marry Sire Cullen Drake once she gains
enough magical afflation to become immortal and bring peace to Dragonspeir;
guided by the Aries Fire element.


Mimio: sorceress and assistant to the Tortoise; a
tall older lady with gray hair gathered under a light blue headband; she
carries a wand with stars dangling from its tip rather than a staff common to
other high order wizards.


Nareene: second Scribe, who wrote her Book of
Dragonspeir in the year 1400.


Nillea: overly protective mother of Kessa.


Noba: pseudodragon wizard’s familiar to Cullen;
stands three feet tall with tiny clawed wings, resembling a true dragon; does
breathe fire, but his best defense is his poisonous barbed tail; naïve but
lovable and loyal, possessing a true heart that melts others.


Oasth: warlord to the Imperial Dragon’s Alliance; a
burgundy fire drake with a flighty, aggressive nature; born in the Dark Realm,
he was too good-natured and forgiving to remain, but could not tolerate the
magic required to turn his scales a shade of Alliance blue.


Raylene: distant cousin to Lyra; lives in Nawbone,
Indiana where Scribe Brigid once lived; distant grand-daughter to Draora, a
powerful witch who was a friend and relation to Scribe Brigid; possesses
limited magical ability.


Rotters: rat-people of Terza.


Scorpents: dragon-size, fearsome creatures of Terza;
controlled by the Vizards; have heads of a cobra, mid-sections bearing jointed
appendages, and tails in two parts: snake rattler and scorpion stinger.


Sire Cullen Drake: Imperial Sorcerer of the Alliance
of Dragonspeir; 220 years old and made immortal by use of Alliance power; sworn
to serve as protector of the current Scribe of the Alliance, Lyra McCauley;
fiancé to Lyra; lives a double life as the owner of Drake’s Bookstore in the
human world; guided by an Earth element.


Sorcha: third Scribe, who wrote her Book of
Dragonspeir in the year 1600.


Tarom: present position is alchemist to the Dark
Realm, serving the Black Dragon; previous position was apprentice to Eburscon,
Imperial Alchemist of the Alliance; also known as the Ice Walker since he
maintains a private retreat in the politically neutral land of Versula in the
icy northern lands; guided by a Water element.


The Phoenix: Guardian of Fire; also known as the Lady
of Peace, she resides in the Meadow of Peace, the largest inhabited area of the
Alliance; the colors of her wings pulse a vivid cobalt blue and her head a rich
periwinkle; resembling a pheasant in shape, her golden tail feathers emit
sparks; guided by a Fire element.


The Tortoise: Guardian of Water; a giant tortoise
possessing a shell marked with runes which glow white when he expands his aura;
the oldest Guardian, in charge of maintaining the Imperial library housed at
the lair of the Imperial Dragon; guided by a Water element.


The Unicorn: Guardian of the Earth; a massive white
horse-like creature who bears a tremendous white, wispy aura; responsible for
knowledge of magical creatures in all of Dragonspeir, both the Alliance and
Dark Realm; resides in the forests of the Alliance; guided by an Earth element.


Vizards: undead skeleton-people of Terza; gain
ability to survive via energy transfer from scorpent creatures; wear masks to
hide their gruesome faces, lacking muscles and skin.


World Tree: oldest, tallest tree in Silva Caliga that
connects to the sky world of Aria; aids energy transfer with that land and
guards portal passageway.


Yasqu: growing adolescent bronze dragon who is
training to become a member of the Imperial Dragon’s high council; as a
hatchling, was secretly sent to Lyra in her human world in order to safeguard
him from the Black Dragon; from this experience, Yasqu and Lyra have a close
bond.


Yord: one of the largest blue dragon sentries of the
dozens that serve the Alliance; sworn to personally aid Lyra in return for her
saving his life.


Ysmena: Lady of the Forest in the politically neutral
Silva Caliga, forest of the mist; she governs the land of the tree spirits,
also called circutamina; carries a lantern that emits magical light.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter One: Ancient Scribal Magic


 


 


Lyra propped her head with an elbow against the low library
table and rubbed her eyes, paging through the last chapter. She rearranged her
weight on the floor cushion and twisted the end of her long braid.


The Tortoise Guardian’s wide, craggy cheek brushed against
her forearm.


She jotted a few lines in a notebook and carefully closed
the cover of the ancient copy. Her gaze rested on the faded embossed symbols—The
Book of Dragonspeir authored by Elisabeth Walsh, the first Scribe.


“Good work. We’ve previewed two of the lost volumes you
recovered. One more remains.” The Tortoise retracted his head halfway into his
shell. “Take a break. My neck is aching.”


“I want to keep going and skim Scribe Brigid’s book too.”
Lyra flipped through her notes.


The heavy wooden door to the lair library banged open. In
two strides, the Imperial Dragon stood before them. “We’re under attack! Cimafa
stealth dragons have stolen auras of a high order wizard and souls of three
non-magicals. They also killed one of our blue sentry dragons.” His flared
nostrils were ringed with fire and seeped smoke. A yellow color of concern
flashed in the irises of his eyes.


“How?” Lyra rolled off the plush floor cushion, forced her
stiff legs to stand, and grabbed her wizard’s staff. “I thought they only went
after higher magicals?”


“Attacks from the Dark Realm?” The Tortoise pushed his front
legs against the table edge to lift his shell higher.


The Head Guardian nodded. “They’re attacking in small groups
for increased strength. Several pairs and trios have simultaneously flown over
our Alliance before retreating to the Steppe of Ora into Silva Nocens. Those
four people were taken in different places all over the Alliance during the
past thirty-six hours. One cimafa attacks the victim, while the others fight
our blues. Several sentries are required to battle one cimafa, and we don’t
have enough squadrons. They typically sneak over our borders singly to pursue
auras that will boost their power—higher magicals, like you said, Lyra. Never
have they purposely attacked non-magicals.”


“Can the Guardians fight the cimafa better than sentries?”
Lyra asked.


“Yes. We can do more by using our auras, but I will not ask
the other three to fight. I’m on my way out to join a patrol, since I’m the
most capable. Losing a Guardian would be a tremendous danger. To break the
balance of the four elements would seriously harm the strength of the
Alliance.” He clasped his foreclaws against his massive chest. “Even I must use
control; the great expenditure of Guardian power required to kill a cimafa
would temporarily weaken our governance. The blues primarily fight with
physical strength, hurling lightning bolts. Unless injured, they can recoup
quicker. I alone have the advantage of using both magical and physical means in
battle.”


“Do you want me to help?” Lyra asked.


“No. It’s best for all if you continue your studies to
unlock the clues from each Book of Dragonspeir. That will reveal a way
for the Alliance to overthrow the Dark Realm. As the Scribe, you are the only
one who can read the hidden magical code in those texts.” The leader turned
toward the door. “I’ll check with you later, when I return.”


“Head Guardian, are the higher magicals helping?” Lyra’s
voice caught in her throat. “Is Cullen safe?”


He stooped to miss the upper arch of the door threshold and
glanced over his shoulder. “Most are riding the senior sentries to offer
additional strike force. Sire Drake will accompany Yord in my squadron.”


Lyra stepped forward, but the Imperial Dragon gave her no
chance for discussion, bolting down the stone corridor with tremendous strides.
She stared after him, immobilized by the shock of his news and concern for her
love. After all that she and Cullen had risked and accomplished, hoping to
reach their goal of living together…this didn’t seem possible. Moments ago, a
happy life seemed within their grasp. She stared at the gray stone floor,
dumbfounded. Their future together, once again, hung by a thread. Her mind
filled with a blur of their hard victories won over the past year.


With each success they had won for the Alliance, Lyra gained
more afflation. As the fifth Scribe, she wrote her Book of Dragonspeir,
channeling the magic she inherited from four strong female ancestors into an account
of her assessment of the Black Dragon’s power.


Later, when Cullen’s aura had been stolen instead of her
own, she completed her bloodswear quest, removing his aura from the mind of the
dark leader’s heir. Fulfilling her promise to the Imperial Dragon, she killed
that successor to hinder passage of dark power, but the Alliance faced a huge
cost—the Black Dragon’s vengeance.


He had formally promised to avenge his son’s death through
murder of all Alliance residents. He was shrewd and quick, employing a deadly
black magic plague. Lyra and Cullen found a cure and a way to permanently block
the terrorism of the Dark Realm—secure the lost magical volumes written by the
first three Scribes. As clues about the locations of those books were revealed,
the Black Dragon and his chief staff members followed and fought hard. Lyra
thought when they finally gained those missing books, peace in the Alliance,
and a chance for Cullen and her to marry, were as good as real.


With this attack, her separation from Cullen seemed wider
than ever. His magical strength, which kept him alive to the age of 220,
depended upon the Alliance’s power. He maintained a transient double life as a
bookstore owner in her world. Coming and going from Dragonspeir was necessary,
since physical weakness set in after just a few days. Oppositely, until
completing enough service to the Alliance, she couldn’t become fully afflated.
Only with permission of the Imperial Dragon was she allowed to enter the
Alliance. She and Cullen had worked tirelessly to reach their goal.


Faced with yet another danger that might separate them,
Lyra’s shoulders slumped. She shuffled her feet along the pavers. She noticed
how the surface had been worn smooth from hundreds of years of use by people
who continued the battle against the Dark Realm. As the fifth Scribe in eight
hundred years of this country’s history, she owed them her best. She needed to
find her resolve again.


“Lyra, our need to continue is most urgent.” the Tortoise
said, breaking her reverie. He stood directly behind her and held out his cheek
to rub against her hand.


She jerked her hand away, knowing he’d sense her weakness.
“I’m going to take a short break to visit the Imperial Dragon’s observatory. I
need to look for some information in the fire stars that will help us.”


He pulled back but studied her carefully, tilting his head
to one side. “I think channeling strength from your fire sign stars will be of
great value. I’ll arrange to have some tea delivered in a few minutes, so we
can progress. Return as quickly as you can.”


Lyra nodded and collected her wizard’s staff. She wound
through the hallways toward the leader’s study. Entering the room, she passed
by instruments powered by his element of air and considered using them to
answer the question that burned in her mind—whether she and Cullen would ever
be married. Before she reached the observatory, Lyra paused at the Lacuna Ales,
knowing it would show an image of their future. A moment of weak hesitation
held her at the edge of the wide marble basin, staring into the vaporous
liquid. She sucked in a sharp breath and continued to the observatory. After
all her work and hope focused on meeting one goal, she couldn’t chance
disappointment. There was only one direction—forward.


Lyra scanned the late afternoon sky and quickly found
Regulus of Leo, the brightest fire star of the spring sky. It pulsed with
red-orange light and boosted her energy as always. Gazing up at the star, she
felt a connection to the four Scribes before her, who’d also used the fire stars
for guidance. She tilted a window pane open for a more direct connection.


The star’s light bathed her face. For the first time, Lyra
could distinguish various energies in its transmission. Excited, she leaned
over the window sill and extended her arms into the light. Variations of power
danced along her skin. She recognized them from the ancient texts with magic
imbued in the words of the previous Scribes. One vibrated with the qualities of
the first Scribe, Elisabeth, and another with different pulses that Lyra found
in Sorcha’s text. She couldn’t discern patterns of the other two, Nareene and
Brigid, which didn’t surprise her since she still needed to study their books.


Busy reading, Lyra hadn’t been able to practice much with her
new staff, which had been an award for recovering copies of those lost texts.
She took a breath and gathered large portions of the aura pulsing within her
mind, as well as some from her heart. Instinctively, she sent the mass down her
arm and into the staff. Her fingers tingled when the vibrations jumped to the
ornate metal. A second later, like a crackle glass lamp, the large golden
sapphire cast amber light around the room. Then the gem flashed, and with a
laser shot, she sent energy out of the window, calling upon Regulus.


Slowly the beam dimmed, and she waited for any response.
Lyra kept her eyes focused on the star. Her powers had altered and expanded in
new ways finding each of the three missing books. Even more powers were opened
to her as she read and deciphered their hidden magic. Her sorcery lessons last
winter had taught the basics, but these new abilities came without teachers. So
far, trusting her intuition seemed to produce success. While previewing the
books, she found a few references about scribal magic and intended to focus
more on those for mastery.


Regulus glinted.


Lyra held her breath. The glimmers merged into a beam and
met her at the window. When the rays contacted her, she started. The sensation
was more intense than she had received from any fire star before. Her nerves
prickled with the incoming energy. Grasping a free hand to the sill, she braced
herself to accept as much as possible. Shaking, her gaze and concentration
broke. She dug her fingernails into the wooden casing, clenched her jaw, and
raised her face to the star once more.


She breathed with ragged pants as the star’s transmission
penetrated her for a few more minutes. When it waned, she slumped backward and
leaned against the edge of the central table.


The impact of her weight caused the onyx balls of the
Spheres of Sidus to roll across the felted surface. They glowed in response to
her newly received energy. She watched as they collided, their inner light
begging for a question about her past, her destiny determined long before her
birth.


She took a deep breath that filled her lungs fully and
brushed strands of hair that crept out of her braid from her face. With no
hesitation this time, she pushed off and forced her unsteady legs to carry her
out of the Imperial study. As the present Scribe and fiancé of the Imperial
Sorcerer, she had one job—block attacks by the Black Dragon through whatever
means available. Unlocking the power in the ancient scribal texts was her job
alone. Her nerves pulsed with new energy. Although her limbs still wobbled
slightly, she commanded them to march toward the library.


Five blue sentries blocked the main corridor ahead of Lyra
and didn’t notice her approach. Usually disciplined and regimented, their long
tails whipped, missing her by a few feet as they darted back and forth.


She plastered herself against the hard stone of one wall.


“Another? No! How?” one blue demanded, sparks escaping from
his mouth as he spoke.


“We can’t lose more to those cimafa,” the older guard
addressed the others. “The beast sucked out his aura before killing him, no
soul left behind. Fighting this way and taking so many auras, those cimafa are
soon going to be unstoppable.”


The dragons murmured agreements and shuffled over the stone
pavers.


“It already takes at least three of us to kill one cimafa.
How will we take them if they become more powerful, especially if they continue
to attack in numbers?” a younger dragon with a slight build asked.


“Who was killed? Which blue sentry?” Lyra asked, stepping
forward. Fear and anger made the new energy from the fire star throb in her
nerves. She worked to contain it inside the aura of her mind and heart.


“It was Seta, one of our elite guard—a serious loss to our
defense.” The elder blue, Hallen, replied as the others parted and bowed to
admit her into the center of their circle. “Scribe Lyra, thank you for your
inquiry. You were attacked by stealth dragons and escaped. Do they possess a
weakness?”


“I don’t think they have any. I just held onto my aura with
all my power, and narrowly escaped losing it. I wasn’t able to fight, so I
don’t know.” As the words left her mouth, she wondered if the ancestral scribal
powers might make a difference. “Where are the cimafa attacking? And Yord and
the Imperial Dragon?”


“Leading a patrol over the Meadow of Peace since many dwell
there. They’re both very powerful. Still, the stealth dragons have taken two
more non-magicals from there. Clutches of three often lie in wait outside the
lair for our departing squadrons.”


Lyra swallowed hard. “Come with me onto the landing ledge.
Protect me up while I try to fight them.” Unable to fully contain her new
energy, Lyra hoped she could manage the enormous power outside of her body. She
had seen Gea, the enormous golden dragon, injure the wing of a cimafa. The Imperial
Dragon was also a gold and equally strong. The blues were less capable, and she
wanted to help them.


“You must not put yourself at risk. The Imperial Dragon
won’t permit—”


“The Imperial Dragon isn’t here, and my job is to protect
the Alliance.” She stepped around Hallen and headed through the grand hall
toward the exit. She didn’t dare look back to encourage their dispute.


After a minute of silence, the squadron breezed to her side
in the foyer. The fine carpets had been rolled clear, and blood stained the
floor—some patches of fresh carmine and some black as soot from wars of ages
past.


Lyra led the way with her staff, determined to help put an
end to centuries of bloodshed.


“Please allow me to act as a decoy to spare you some risk.”
Hallen waited for Lyra’s response, and with a nod from her, he bounded onto the
ledge with two other blues.


Moments after the sentries took flight, a shadow fell over
the landing area. The strange darkness of that shadow Lyra knew well, like
looking into a deep abyss. The air split with piercing cries of stealth cimafa,
and pain shot through Lyra’s ears.


She cringed but kept a firm grasp on her wizard’s staff.
Staying close to the arched opening of the lair, she twisted it to spark a
slight glow into the yellow sapphire apex. The channel to send her aura was
ready.


Hallen struck first, spewing a huge bolt of lightning at the
lead cimafa.


The lithe black frame of the smaller stealth dragon slipped
above the blast. The other two charged the elder blue, their red eyes sending a
crossfire of lasers to ensnare his gaze.


Hallen’s body writhed in mid air, trying to break free from
their hold.


A pair of blues blasted the dark trio with lightning, and
the remaining three of their squadron attacked from the back. Odds looked to be
in favor of the sentries, but Lyra stayed on guard.


She prepared her staff, sending as much aura as she could
mass together into it. Light pulsed in the gems as though they were about to explode.
Her heart pounded. She might be wrong about her new powers. Lives were on the
line. She shoved the idea into a mental recess.


The cimafa who dodged Hallen’s initial attack noticed Lyra
and let out another shriek. Cimafa used every sensory input, including magic,
to locate auras to feed upon. The rims of his eyes flashed red, ready to lock
onto hers. Caught in the battle, he twisted and dipped, but couldn’t get low
enough to capture her gaze. His screech became an agonized cry, unable to reach
a prize catch.


The squadron bombarded the trio with dozens of bolts.


One of the cimafa who held Hallen opened his jaws wide to
receive the captive’s aura. Without it, the blue’s body would become an empty
comatose shell, lacking power or soul. Remembering the agony when one of them
stole Cullen’s aura, a wretched burning feeling lodged in the pit of Lyra’s
stomach.


She fired and hit the head of the beast with a wide golden
laser. The kickback sent her off balance.


The cimafa let out a spine-chilling scream. Smoke covered
most of the beast, blocking Lyra’s view.


He still held Hallen suspended in air below him.


For a long second, all of the dragons hovered as though
frozen by the surprise of the attack.


Suddenly the cimafa released the massive blue. Hallen’s neck
hung limp, and his body dropped in freefall down the cliff, wings flopping
without control.


A pair of sentries aimed their flight after him, and Lyra
rushed toward the edge of the ledge, powering her staff as she ran. The
remaining three blues circled close above her.


Smoke lifted, revealing the side of the cimafa’s face burned
to the bone. He faced Lyra, staring at her with eyes black and bottomless, then
retreated with the others.


Lyra kneeled at the edge, a levitating incantation on her
tongue. The power slipped from her staff, uncontrolled, and she bit back the
words of the failed spell. Her free hand clawed the rock, and her pulse raced.


Below, the gleaming golden wings of both Gea and the
Imperial Dragon joined with those of the blue sentries.


A blue laser sparked, and Lyra’s heart caught in her throat.
Cullen’s aura shot that color of Alliance blue, but she couldn’t see him for
the swarm of dragons. She leaned to one side, straining to find him.


Hallen’s limp body dropped into a net of dragon wings.


Together, the group lifted the body of the elder sentry.
Yasqu, the hatchling she’d raised, flew with them.


Cullen became visible riding on Yord’s wide blue back.
Lyra’s heart soared to see her love alive and safe.


She let out a sigh of relief that her friends were unharmed
but kept her gaze riveted on Hallen, looking for signs of movement.


Rising above the ledge, they carefully laid him on the
landing.


Cullen whipped his cloak behind his shoulders and slid down
Yord’s leg. He dashed to the injured guard and quickly traced his hands along
the head and heart of the dragon. “He’s alive!” Without looking up, he called,
“Lyra, come help me heal his wounds.”


Hallen sputtered a small plume of smoke through a cough and
raised his neck slightly.


A chorus of roars from the dragons reverberated along the
stone of the mountainside. An incoming squadron of blues on the Steppe of Ora
returned the echoed cheers.


The elder rolled his eyes to Lyra. “Thank you, my Scribe.
You saved me. I felt my aura leave my body and then return…return by your
hand.” He dropped his head back.


The Imperial Dragon leaned close to his guard, his golden
wingsails running the length of his flank still undulating. “You are very lucky
that Scribe Lyra was there to save you. I saw the flash of her golden laser hit
that cimafa.”


Cullen glanced at Lyra, his blue eyes gray with concern,
while he continued tracing the dragon’s torso. “I wondered if that was your
gold aura. That was a single shot. How were you able to fight off a cimafa
alone. No one—”


Before Lyra could reply, Hallen interrupted. “I tried to
protect her…” He strained to raise his head a few inches.


“You did. Rest now,” Lyra said, stroking his neck and scales
to feel for any damage. As her hands moved methodically, she looked along the
horizon.


The three cimafa flew over the miles-wide Steppe toward the
Dark Realm’s Silva Nocens forest. She gave a satisfied sigh.


A sudden arrhythmia in Hallen’s heartbeat arrested her
attention. Lyra retraced the area over and over without success. Perspiration beaded
along her hairline and weakness claimed her muscles. “I can’t heal this. Will
you try?” she asked Cullen.


Cullen placed his hands over the area and repaired the
injury in seconds.


The serious damage fixed, Hallen inhaled deeply and rose to a
kneeling position.


“Is something the matter?” Cullen tilted his head at Lyra.


“I don’t know. I couldn’t control my power to help levitate
Hallen. Striking that cimafa drained my power, and I’m exhausted.”


The Imperial Dragon studied her, his whiskers twitching. 
“Why did you attempt such a brave attack?”


 “After spending time with some of the ancient texts,
unlocking their magic, I took a break. I called on a fire star to strengthen me
to work harder on my studies. As a result, it sent me distinct energies from
the first two Scribes—a huge boost. After another sentry was killed, this
squadron and I planned an attack. I wanted to try to fight a cimafa.” She
noticed the leader’s pupils rim with yellow, and she quickly explained, “We had
no other way.”


“Your aura will now need to be replenished.” His long tail
thumped the ground as he looked at Cullen. “Help her use either that fire star,
or the magnetics chamber at the ley line, or both—whatever it takes to restore
her. It is imperative that she decipher the magic code in those recently
recovered old volumes as quickly as possible. No one else can perform her task.
We remain at risk from attack by the Black Dragon until those powers are made
available to the Alliance.”


Cullen nodded and offered Lyra a hand to help her stand.


“Looks like you and I will now vie to be Scribe Lyra’s
personal sentry,” Yord said as he and the other guards escorted Hallen inside
the lair. “She saved my life too.”


“You’re our strongest blue and share a special bond with
her.” Hallen nodded, stepping stiff-legged into the foyer. “But she is worthy
of two pairs of protective dragon wings.”


The high walls of the entry resounded with cheers of
agreement from the squadron members. However, Lyra noticed the Head Guardian
remained quiet, walking at the back of the group. He kept a close eye on her as
Cullen supported her at the waist. When they reached the connecting corridor
that led to the magnetics chamber, the leader paused. “I’ll have your dinners
sent and will check on you at dawn.”


Lyra straightened and nodded, trying to hide the shaking she
felt inside.


As she and Cullen passed the guard posts along the hall, she
clenched her muscles to walk taller.


After the final station, they were alone. Few traveled to
this depth in the lair. The masonry walls became rough-hewn granite, and the
wrought iron sconces were replaced by simple, widely set torches. Lyra allowed
herself to lean under Cullen’s shoulder.


He tightened his grip on her waist and spoke to her through
their mental connection. We’re almost there. Hang on. Our paired jadestones
let me feel how weak your aura really is—much more than you showed the others.


Past the next curve, they reached the massive oak door. He
lifted the latch and helped her inside. I’ve never felt you so weak, not
even when you were a young girl. I’m worried.


Lyra pointed to a wooden bench along the one wall that
pulsed from floor to ceiling with soft blue light, illuminating the dimly lit
room. “There. I’ll be okay in a few minutes,” she said, trying to sound convincing,
even though she knew he read her fear that she may have lost most of her
scribal magic. She dropped onto the seat and rested against the wall, where one
of the ley lines of Dragonspeir coursed through the lair. The magnetism
channeled through her body like a cool, soothing liquid tracing her nerves. She
scooted back and tipped her chin down, so the entire length of her spine
contacted the wall. The calm flowed into her brain. She closed her eyes,
pushing all thoughts and concerns aside to allow it to penetrate deeper. The
trembling tension in her muscles relaxed, and Cullen’s hands held her as she
gave way to the electrical vibrations.


 


***


The next morning, Lyra stared down at the open volume of the
third Book of Dragonspeir on the library table, but the words on the
page swam before her eyes. She could only pick out the magic encoded by Scribe
Sorcha one word at a time, a tedious process that left Lyra guessing at the
meaning of the passage.


She couldn’t bear to meet the concerned faces of Cullen, the
Imperial Dragon, and the Tortoise Guardian. She pushed back and stood, kicking
the floor cushion away. Her physical strength had returned, but that wasn’t
enough. Her fingers gave a slight test twirl of her wizard’s staff. The quartz
and golden sapphire gems at its apex cast sparks. She clenched the shaft, her
knuckles white. This can’t be! I feel fine. My aura empowers my staff, but I
can’t decipher the scribal magic like before. If I can’t unlock the magic in
these texts…


 

















 


 


 


Chapter Two: Maxime Eviligo


 


 


Lyra raced out of the library, her hand still clutching the
shaft of her wizard’s staff, feeling if she let go, what was left of her
scribal magic would spill out. She tore past the blue dragon guard at the entrance
to the Imperial Dragon’s study, calling over her shoulder, “I need to use the
observatory.”


She scanned the sky for the fire star where she found it
yesterday, but now the hues of the stars appeared faded. She squinted to see
faint pastel glows of the brightest. Against the morning sunlight, she couldn’t
pick out anything except clouds, as if she was a mere mortal again. Questioning
her powers, her hands shook.


Footsteps thumped against the carpeted floor in the main
room of the study.


Lyra’s breath caught. Too many depended on her for their
safety; she couldn’t give them reason to worry. She threw open a window and
leaned far over its sill, hoping, no praying, if she couldn’t find the fire
star, it would locate her.


“Lyra! You might fall.” Cullen ran toward her.


She couldn’t let him touch her. He’d feel what had happened
to her aura. She wanted to move away from him. Connecting with Regulus was more
important than sparing him her worries...or saving her pride. Fighting that
cimafa alone hadn’t been her wisest choice.


A whoosh of fiery power swept over her skin. She started,
then recognized the fire star’s power, which quickly absorbed into her body.


Seconds later, Cullen’s arms touched her waist. He jerked
back. “What’s happening? Power is flooding through you. I took a jolt. Are you
all right?”


“I’m fine now.” Lyra smiled and tilted her face toward the
sky, accepting the radiant energy of Regulus, now pulsing red in front of her.


“Remarkable!” the Imperial Dragon said from behind them.


“Lyra, you’re glowing gold from head to toe. Sire Drake, is
she unharmed?” the Tortoise asked.


“By the happy look on her face and the joy I read, I’m
certain she’s fine.”  Cullen touched her with one hand at a time while the
other rested. “But the sensory abilities in my hands are pulsing erratically,
stunned from contact with her rapid empowerment.”


“Allow me.” The leader moved closer and wrapped his tail
around Lyra’s lower body. His tail thrashed backward. “Incredible! That
electricity is overwhelming.” He replaced his tail and braced it with a
forelimb. “Sire Drake, is this harmful to her body?”


Cullen dropped his hand away but hovered next to her. “I
don’t know. Lyra, how do you know when to stop?”


“Last time, my legs got weak. I’m beginning to feel that
now.”


“Try to stop soon so I can check your health.”


“This additional scribal power is certainly what enabled you
to stun that cimafa.” The Imperial Dragon braced harder against Lyra’s back as
she began to lower her gaze.


Preparing for the disoriented sensation after disconnecting
from the star, she held tight to the window casing and cautiously lifted her
torso upright.


The leader held her secure while Cullen traced healing hands
over her entire body. “All organs are operating but at an extremely rapid pace.
Your body released a large amount of adrenaline with that influx of scribal
energy.”


“I feel fine, just a little jittery, like I’ve had too much
coffee,” she assured with as calm a voice as possible while wiggling to get
free of his inspection. “I need to go back to the library and work on those
ancient texts now.”


The wide shell of the Tortoise blocked her path. “I brought
one of our copies of Brigid’s along for you to use as a test.” He waved his
head, setting a leather-bound book sailing through the air from the outer
study.  It landed in the observatory on the carved wooden edge of the
table holding the Spheres of Sidus.


Lyra stared at him and wondered how he knew she experienced
new difficulties while decoding the texts. She opened the book to a random
page. The sentences danced with extra meanings and vivid descriptions once
again. A wide smile spread across her face, and the others cheered. She looked
up at the Tortoise. “Time for you and me to get back to work.”


He nodded and lumbered through the doorway, pausing to crane
his long neck backward. “Sire Drake, please accompany us to monitor Scribe
Lyra’s health.”


“Lyra, you must use more caution now that you have opened
direct connections to the magic of the oldest scribes through their books.” The
Imperial Dragon spoke in a stern voice, following them. “Energy highs and lows
of those extremes may take a toll on your human systems. Remember, you aren’t
fully afflated.”


“Maybe she should now qualify for full afflation so she can
better withstand the shifts,” the Tortoise added.


Lyra’s heart soared, she caught Cullen’s hand and conveyed a
thought. Then we can be married.


He squeezed her hand. I do hope—


“I have no control over that.” The leader expelled a puff of
smoke. “I can only make an appeal to the strongest four element stars present
in our current sky, which I will certainly do. Together, they match the magical
and personal growth of the individual against those who have lived in our lands
for thousands of years. The energy collective of fire, water, earth, and air
stars grants promotions in afflation accordingly.”


The stern-faced blue dragon, who always stood watch outside
of the Imperial study, cracked one of the ornate double doors. “Head Guardian, please
excuse my interruption. Warlord Oasth requests permission to enter.”


“Of course. Please send him in.”


As soon as the sentry left, a smaller firedrake stepped just
inside the doors, smoke seeping from his nostrils, his pupils rimmed with a
yellow outline. “Another attack. One of the guards, Tedor, is seriously
wounded—still alive—after an attack by a foursome of stealth cimafa.”


“Where is Tedor? Is he out of danger?” the leader shot a
reply, his own eyes glazing over with yellow. The strap-like muscles in his
thighs bunched and twitched.


“He’s here, but the rest of his squadron followed the
attackers to the Meadow of Peace. The other squadron commanders are outside the
door, waiting for your guidance.”


“Let me ride Yord and fight!” Lyra pulled a massive amount
of scribal aura to her surface, preparing for battle. Her skin prickled with
the intensity.


The Imperial Dragon shook his head and paced the length of
his long study, retracing the path worn in his plush woolen carpets. Head down,
he appeared lost in thought. Finally, he stopped and spoke with resolve.
“Oasth, give me a moment before I direct the squadron leaders.”


The leader removed an apparatus from one of the many glass
cases along one wall. The body of the device was three feet tall and wide, crafted
of iron. It resembled a scale with four weighing pans. He placed its base on a
pedestal table and motioned them to join him. “This is the Elementum Arcesso,
the oldest of all my instruments. It’s intended to allow me to consult the four
elements more quickly than using my customary astral method. This was once a
powerful device, but we’re lacking the keystones—minerals, which are to be
positioned in the four pans, lost from the Alliance centuries ago. With your
help, I’ll attempt to use it for a lesser purpose, to more quickly read the ley
lines for activities of the Black Dragon. I need an answer now, not after hours
of sky studies.”


“I’ve never used this before.” The Tortoise grunted and
lifted his stumpy front feet high onto the edge of the table. “How can this be
of help?”


“Each of us represents one of the four elements. Sire Drake
and Scribe Lyra will stand in for the Unicorn and Phoenix Guardians. I’m taking
a chance since we need to save time—Lyra’s new powers might enable it. Let’s
hope.” He touched a claw to one pan. “Sire Drake, contact the pan next to me,
and Guardian Tortoise, opposite from him.”


After they did as directed, he continued. “Lyra, place your
hand onto the pan opposite mine.”


She touched the cool iron. She braced her knees for a burst
of power, but nothing felt unusual. For the next minute, the four remained
motionless, watching the silent device.


The Imperial Dragon tensed his forearm. “I don’t think—” His
arm flinched.


The central column of the scale glowed with a faint red light.
It quickly progressed to a brilliant red-orange hue, radiating lines of heat
that cut the air. The long whiskers on either side of the Head Guardian’s jaw
vibrated with their motion, and the corners of his mouth lifted into a smile.
The joy lasted only a second. His face fell, and he removed his claw from the
device. “Adalyra, I cannot allow you to fight. The Elementum Arcesso evaluated
the dark energies in the air. After reading the device, I learned that these
constant attacks are purposely intended to appeal to your good nature. They’re
chiefly to tax your newly acquired scribal powers. The goal—undermining your
transference of the magic contained in the set of the Books of Dragonspeir
to the Alliance.” He cracked the door and spoke to his sentry. “Send the
squadron leaders in now.”


Lyra eyes darted around the room. “What can we do to protect
the residents of the Alliance?”


Cullen twisted his staff, while the Tortoise fixed his eyes
on something outside of the window, and Oasth thumped the floor with his stumpy
tail.


Seven blues quietly entered and filled the room. Their faces
were drawn, and their sunken eyes showed the same yellow haze as the Imperial
Dragon’s.


Lyra moved out of the way, into the doorway of the
observatory, but this position separated her from Cullen, who stood in front of
a display case.  She wanted to be able to touch, to keep their mental
communication open.


“Close the camp borders of the Qumeli tribe. They are too
much of a risk now.” The Imperial Dragon looked at Oasth. “Post a schedule with
larger groups flying for extended hours, rotating in the rested squadrons with
priority to the Meadow of Peace and then the Imperial Lair.”


The elder blue dragons shifted impatiently, raising and
lowering their long necks like thoroughbreds eager for a race.


The Imperial Dragon scanned the room, his brow hanging low
over his eyes. “I will put forth an urgent call to the other two Guardians. I’m
going to recommend Maxime Eviligo, but that can only be enacted by
complete agreement of the collective order of Alliance Guardians.”


Oasth jerked his face in the direction of the leader. The
warlord’s scales along his forehead and snout changed to a fiery red. His mouth
hung open with smoke shredding on his jagged teeth. “Maxime Eviligo?”


The eyes of the blues riveted on the Head Guardian. They
stood completely still, but the cobalt blue scales along their flanks lifted on
edge and shimmered in the light of the wall sconces.


The warlord shook his head downward as though trying to cast
the words from his mind, then snapped his body to an alert posture. “I’ll post
your orders in the dragon quarters. My own squadron will take double flights.”
Smoke and sparks shot from his nostrils. He saluted the Head Guardian and
marched out of the library. Although only a short firedrake, his footfall made
enough noise for the largest blue.


Lyra fidgeted, her fingers tracing the metalwork of her
staff, wishing she could touch Cullen to ask about Maxime Eviligo. The
words themselves sounded frightening. They seemed to alarm these experienced
fighters. She leaned in several directions to see him. With so many huge
dragons in the room, she couldn’t get a glimpse. Her eyes followed any whisper
in the room.


The leader raised his forelimb to keep the others present
for a moment. “Three commanders are on patrol. If you meet them prior to their
return here, please pass along my directions. Fight valiantly but be safe.” He
waved them toward the door. He met the gaze of each as they filed out in
silence with their eyes wide, chests lifted.


After they left, the Imperial Dragon barreled toward Lyra,
pushing her in front of him into the observatory. He located the star
associated with the earth to call the Unicorn. Through an open window, he
roared flames at it longer than Lyra had ever seen. The noise and force of his
aura made Lyra jump. He repeated his call to the fire star, Regulus, she used
earlier, this time to message the Phoenix Guardian.


The leader returned to the main chamber, and Lyra followed.
Volleys of subdued flames belched from his mouth, and his back muscles
twitched, unfolding his wings into a ready position.


Across the room, the topaz sets of Cullen’s dragon
bloodswear ring gleamed with the blue of his aura, something she’d seen many
times before when he prepared for battle. But his ashen complexion and the
hollow look in his eyes sent a chill down her spine.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Three: The Jewel Case


 


 


Only when the sound of hooves clattered on the stone floor in
the hallway did Lyra drop her gaze from Cullen’s alarmed expression.


The Unicorn Guardian’s wispy silver aura wafted around
Lyra’s lower body as she turned to face him. Arriving in a gliding flight from
the forest region that he governed, one hoof caught on the edge of the wool
rug. He snorted and jerked it free. “I came as quickly as possible,” he said to
the Imperial Dragon while making quick bows, dipping his horn to each in the
room.


Before he finished, a blazing mauve-orange ball zipped in
through the open window of the observatory. It whipped around the room, slowing
until the form of the Phoenix Guardian appeared. Her blue wings hovered, while
her golden tail feathers dripped with sparks. After a few moments, she quieted
and took her place on a gilded perch beside a tremendous oak desk.


The Imperial Dragon cleared his throat. “Now that all four
Guardians are assembled, I’ll not waste more valuable time. I have learned that
these deadly attacks are directed from the Black Dragon. They are designed to
keep our Scribe active, drained of power. Then, she is less capable of
unlocking the power the Alliance needs to overthrow the Dark Realm. We have
only one choice. I am calling for a state of highest defensive alert—Maxime
Eviligo. By the precepts set up by the founders of this Alliance, that state
can only be declared by the total agreement of the Guardian collective.”


Like the dragons earlier, the heads of the Unicorn and
Phoenix snapped toward the Imperial Dragon. The Unicorn drew several steps
closer toward the Tortoise and Head Guardian, both leaning onto the desk. The
Phoenix left her perch and flew onto the leader’s shoulder.


Lyra stepped near and stood behind the Tortoise with Cullen
at her side.


The Imperial Dragon lowered his head. “Maxime Eviligo
was last implemented by my grandfather when he began his years as Head
Guardian.” He gave a long sigh. “I never wanted to ask our people to relinquish
their freedom and hide like hunted prey. This is a dark day.”


“What is Maxime Eviligo?” Lyra’s voice cracked with
fear.


The Tortoise curved his neck to look over his shell at her.
“During this protective state, our residents must accept a way of life where
they hide from the skies at all times. Housing is secured, either in
mountainside caves, caverns under the forest, or if nothing else is available,
guarded by magical wards. There is a specified system where higher magicals do
manual labor. They supply food and water to those less capable of protecting
themselves. All magical instruction ceases since life becomes mere existence.”


“Can I do anything else to help?”she asked.


The scales of the Imperial Dragon’s face pulled together
across his forehead. “I appreciate your interest. The very best thing you can
do is to unlock the power in those rediscovered books of Dragonspeir.”


The Tortoise Guardian nodded.


The Unicorn raised his horn. “I formally declare my support
of the decision to enact Maxime Eviligo.”


The Phoenix extended a wing tip to touch his horn. “With a
heavy heart, I too call for Maxime Eviligo to protect our gentle residents.”


The Tortoise joined their contact with his front foot. “As
do I request Maxime Eviligo.”


“Maxime Eviligo is our collective order for the Alliance.”
The Imperial Dragon touched their union with a front claw. Once they each withdrew,
he faced the Tortoise. “You understand your responsibility during this critical
time—to assist our Scribe in any way needed. The rest of our group of
Guardians,” he scanned the faces of the Unicorn and Phoenix, “will head a team
of higher magicals to educate and direct the lesser magicals and mortals about
how to maintain a status of hiding.” In one stride, he reached the wall of
bookcases and selected a tattered journal. He placed it on a large oak desk and
used the tip of a claw to page through the yellowed parchment leaves until he
located a specific page. “Here, in the bylaws establishing the Alliance, is the
basic plan for implementing Maxime Eviligo. Included are the spells to be used
to create our most protective wards. Additional loose pages have been inserted
with entries from past Imperial Dragons who enacted the alert, offering
suggestions for those leaders who followed.”


The Unicorn and Phoenix gathered over the journal.


Cullen moved near and bowed his head. “I will gladly serve
as needed.”


“And I’ll get back to my decoding,” Lyra said, walking
toward the door.


The Tortoise lifted his shell and set stumpy arms and legs
in motion to follow.


 


***


The carved wooden door to the study swung slowly open, and
Lyra looked up from her studies.


A woman tried awkwardly to manage a slight bow while
carrying a heavily loaded dinner tray.


Focused intently on her task, Lyra didn’t feel hungry but
bowed her head and motioned to the low table nearest the door. She returned to
the ancient text, but her attention drifted back to the woman. Usually young
sentry dragons delivered food.


She was a non-magical. Lyra detected no aura given off by
the woman. Her dark blonde hair was covered with a kerchief which only
partially hid the furrows creasing her brow. Despite the worried look, corners
of the woman’s mouth lifted into a forced smile. Fair features indicated that
she wasn’t a member of the Qumeli tribe, but her expression confused Lyra. The
awkward grin sagged when a small girl stepped from behind the width of her
patched skirt.


“Kessa, stay behind,” the woman snapped in a hushed voice.


The willowy young girl looked like the woman, except her
hair hung uncombed and loose to her waist. She stepped back but peeked around
the side of her mother’s waist.


“It’s all right.” Lyra smiled and leaned forward over the
table. “What are your names? I’ve never met you.”


The woman bowed low. She kept an arm around the girl’s waist
to help her bend stiffly into the same posture. A burlap sack thudded to the
floor at the child’s side, drawing Lyra’s attention to wooden braces on her
legs that prevented her from making a full bow.


After they rose, the woman answered, “I’m Nillea and this is
my daughter, Kessa. We’re from the village in the Meadow.” She threw her hands
in the air, speaking rapidly. “As soon as my husband first heard talk of the
Maxime Eviligo this morning, he begged a young blue to bring me and our
youngest here to the lair, since, two days back, a stealth dragon chased Kessa
back into our cottage. We think she’s targeted because of her ailment.” She
pulled her daughter close to her side. “I can’t lose my Kessa.” Her voice
cracked, and she looked at Lyra with moisture flooding her eyes. “Please,
Scribe Adalyra, I know us non-magicals are to stay hidden up in caves and stone
cottages. We could afford us only a one-room frame house, so we have to leave
home. But, please let us stay here. I’ll work for my keep. The head of the
kitchen said I have to get your okay. At least let Kessa stay. She’s a good
girl.” Tears rolled down her cheeks as her fingers combed the girl’s matted
hair. “They’ll take my little one.”


Lyra tried to speak but a knot formed in her throat. All the
comforting words that came to mind seemed hollow, more like hopeful intentions
than solid assurances. Seeing the desperation on the woman’s face, the weight
of Lyra’s responsibility grew heavier.


With trembling hands, Nillea dug into the crude bag and
pulled out a gold-painted wooden box, the size of a jewelry case. “I tried to
give the blue this keepsake box of family treasures as payment. He wouldn’t
take it. I’m willing to work for my keep, but this is for my girl.” She placed
it on the planked top beside the dinner tray and looked up with pleading eyes.
“This is all we have. Please.”


Lyra’s brows rose. “Well—”


Before Lyra could reply, the Tortoise stepped through the
open doorway and lifted his nose to sniff. “Dinner has arrived. Lyra, you must
take a break.” He tilted his head toward the pair and raised an eyebrow. “We’re
not prepared to keep non-magicals safe in the lair. All who serve here
regularly were sent home. Families must stay together.”


Nillea’s gaze shot from him to Lyra. “Please tell him it’s
okay.” She paused, choking on tears.  “They’ll take my little Kessa. She
can’t run like the other children.” She straightened her posture and looked
pleadingly toward Lyra.


“I understand your concern. The Guardians are the ones to
decide. I’ll discuss your worries with them,” Lyra replied.


Nillea took a firm hold on the girl’s hand, and moved
through the door. “We’ll get back to work in the kitchen. Lots of chores to do.
We can help.”


As soon as they left, the Tortoise asked, “Do you have an
understanding of that incident?” He waved his front foot, and moved bowls of
hearty stew to either side of the table. “And of the significance of this box?
I’ve seen that woman before; she lives in the Meadow of Peace.”


“She’s desperate to protect her crippled child who was
chased by a cimafa two days ago.” Lyra let out a sigh as she stood and walked
to the other table. “I wanted to promise her that life would be safe…”


“I see.” He pulled his neck part way into his shell and
frowned. “I empathize with her plight, but we must be fair. Other villagers
would wish the same. We cannot house them all here, and, even if we could, it
would be unwise to keep our population in only one area. The risk is too
great.”


While lowering onto the floor cushion in front of her dinner
place, Lyra’s balance wavered. She dropped sideways onto a pillow, but her head
impacted the cold stone floor. A sharp, icy ache rang through her skull. Her
view filled with a dark night sky, and she glided between stars, looking for
her birthmate star, Hamal of the Aries constellation.


Puffs of warmth blew across Lyra’s face. She opened her eyes
to see the face of the Tortoise inches away, his weathered hide crossed with
more lines than usual. “What happened?” she asked, reflexively rubbing the knot
on the side of her head.


“You fell when you tried to sit. I’ve called for Mimio to
come at once and apply her healing.”


Lyra touched her scalp over the injury, penetrating her aura
into deeper tissues. Probing one small area of her brain, she cringed. Both
hands dropped to hold her stomach, bracing it against a wave of nausea.
Electrical impulses shot rapid fire in a sunburst pattern. She closed her eyes
and took a deep breath. Concentrating, she again touched the knot and began
transmitting her own aura for self-healing.


Light footsteps approached, pattering against the stone.


“Let me help,” Mimio said with her soft, mature voice. The
Tortoise’s gentle assistant lifted Lyra’s hand away.


Lyra flinched, hoping her own healing ability healed the
injury. She trusted Mimio, who was only slightly less adept at the craft than
Cullen, but if the sorceress noticed serious damage, she might require Lyra to
spend valuable study time resting.


The older woman leaned closer, the tails of her scarf, which
held her gray hair neatly in place, draped over Lyra’s shoulder. The
embroidered silver stars on the fabric dripped tiny sparks of Mimio’s calming
aura across Lyra’s skin. The sensation caused her collar bones to relax back
against the pillow. She exhaled slowly and smoothly, tranquility instantly
passing over her body.


Mimio’s fingers touched the wound with the same gentle magic.
Finally, she sat back on her heels. “Lyra, you’ve had a seizure. I can’t tell
how severe since you partially calmed the abnormal electrical activity before I
began. The effects were widespread but reversible…this time.” She looked up at
the Tortoise. “This may well be related to what you told me about the massive
influx of scribal power from the fire stars that Lyra has recently encountered.
Her gaze rested on Lyra. “You must not put yourself in such a depleted state
where you require so much incoming strength. You’re not fully afflated and are
unable to withstand the extreme electrical changes.”


“So my body is still too mortal to keep up with my power?”
Lyra shook her head and rose onto her elbows.


“Exactly.” Mimio smoothed the full skirt of her light blue
satin gown as she stood. “I don’t understand why your afflation doesn’t keep
pace. It doesn’t seem to be linked to the connection you have with your
ancestors’ energies in the fire stars.” She extended an arm to help Lyra to a
kneeling position on a floor pillow.


“Is she capable of resuming our studies?” The Tortoise
rested his front feet on the table edge beside his assistant.


The sorceress nodded. “Yes, but I’ll check her status often,
to be certain.”


“Good idea. Lyra, can you eat? It’s been hours since you’ve
had any nourishment other than tea.”


“That could certainly have contributed to bringing on that
seizure. Do try to eat a little, dear.” Mimio scooted the plate in front of
Lyra.


“I’m kind of weak. Food might help.” Cautiously tasting a
spoonful of broth from the stew, she found the warm liquid comforting. She
finished the bowl, along with some bread, but avoided the meat portions.


Lyra ate quietly, reflecting. She thought her method had
worked well—burning through her scribal power to fight evil attacks, then
renewing through her strengthened connection to the fire stars. Her mortality
had always been in the way of her and Cullen forming a lasting relationship.
Now, it limited her in a new way. The risk of seizures, which could cause
permanent damage, forced her to use caution. The Imperial Dragon had been
right. She had accepted his judgment but still believed she could call on the
full amount of her new powers if necessary. While fidgeting with the spoon, she
realized she had been wrong. She placed the dishes on the tray, preparing
herself to work late into the night with her studies—the only way she could
help the Alliance.


Beside the remains of their dinner, the jewelry box Nillea
left caught her attention and compelled her to touch it. Running a finger
across its worn gold paint, Lyra felt power within the box. She glanced at the
Tortoise. “This box holds something magical. I feel drawn to open it.” She
paused and waved her hand over the lid. “You know her from the Meadow, so it
should be fine. But just in case, I’ve covered it with a guarding spell to
contain any powers.”


“That is wise.” Mimio leaned closer.


Lyra unlatched the catch. A thin stream of green magic
spilled through the hole in the lock, tingling her fingertip. She opened the
lid to reveal a faded blue velvet interior filled with an odd assortment of
trinkets. A pair of fine horn hair combs inlaid with mother-of-pearl rested on
top. A fancy gold ring set with an emerald green stone gave a slight glow.
Dozens of shell buttons were carved with heads of various animals. Their
iridescent nacre reflected the ring’s green light. Strangely, each button
produced a different energy vibration when she touched its face. A small
drawstring pouch rattled when Lyra lifted it. She peered inside at a handful of
badly discolored coins along with a brass compass. Holding the device in her
palm, the needle spun erratically. What did that reading tell her? She examined
one of the coins, but heavy tarnish made the date unreadable. She had never
seen money used anywhere in Dragonspeir. They looked like antique coins from
her world, but it seemed odd how that money came to be part of this collection.
The box contained many types of magic from lands outside of the Alliance. She
wondered how such a common family owned these unusual treasures and wanted to
spend time analyzing each. “All of these items look very old. They give bits of
aura that seem familiar to me,” she said as she replaced them into the box.


“I recognize the auras, ancient Alliance magic.” The Tortoise
peered over her shoulder. “These must have been in Nillea’s family for a long
while. Interesting.”


“I’m curious but must get to work again.” She nodded to the
Tortoise and took her seat at the table littered with books and notes. “I’ll be
putting in some long hours tonight.”


“After that seizure, you might need some short sleeps.”
Catching the grimace Lyra shot him, he added, “I’ll work as long as you do.” He
lifted his shell onto the table edge and pushed his eyeglasses higher on his
nose. “You have briefly overviewed each of the previous Books of Dragonspeir.
To speed our studies, I think we should note highlights of each and scrutinize
them for commonalities. Logically, that should help us quickly piece together
the clues or code to unlock the combined power.”


“Good idea. I jotted down notes of key ideas as I skimmed.”
She pulled the pages out of her notebook and arranged them side by side. “I
know one common thread already. Each of the Scribes before me came across a
magical gemstone. Some were sought on their quests or others were discovered by
accident. The similarity stood out to me, since I only received magical gems as
gifts.”


Lyra touched the brooch that fastened her collar. “The
lovers’ jadestone brooches Cullen and I share were from you and Mimio. Fastened
onto its pin is my opal invisibility ring, a gift from the golden dragon, Gea.”
She fingered her scrying stone. “And the heliodor from the Unicorn. The others
were given as honors: my bloodswear dragon ring with golden sapphire eye sets;
my staff with quartz and golden sapphire at the top.”


“If you wish, I may be able to assist your studies since one
of my areas of expertise is mineralogy,” Mimio said as she moved the dinner
tray into the hall.


“Yes, please join us,” Lyra replied.


“By all means, share your knowledge.” The Tortoise pulled a
cushion out from under the table for the sorceress. “Lyra, explain your
findings.”


Mimio took a seat and peered over the notes.


Lyra turned them around for her to see. “During Elisabeth’s
primary quest, she was expected to learn if the Black Dragon in power at that
time actually possessed the Emtori Ruby. He did. Later, on her bloodswear
quest, she was asked to destroy that gem. This took her into the underground
world of Terza, where it was originally mined, to learn about the dark
properties of the stone. We have her written account of that journey, which I
haven’t had time to even skim yet.”


“Yes, those basic facts about Elisabeth are well known. How
do the other Scribes tie in to your theory?” The Tortoise reached for the rest
of Lyra’s notes.


“Two hundred years after Elisabeth, Nareene became the
Scribe during hard times. The Black Dragon controlled the Alliance as well as
much of Dragonspeir. The Imperial Dragon in power asked her to find any way
possible to bring energy into parts of Dragonspeir that still stood against the
Dark Realm. She gave a copy of her Book of Dragonspeir to the King of
Aria. The power in her book allowed him to establish reciprocating energy
trades with the silver forest of Silva Caliga. The strength from that union
enabled the forest to remain a neutral stronghold against the Black Dragon.”


The Tortoise nodded. “Many Alliance residents took refuge in
that bordering woodland, which allowed them to stay safe and rebuild defense.”
He tilted his head to one side. “I’m confused. No gemstone was needed for
Nareene’s deed that I’m aware of.”


“There was a moonstone involved. Nareene received it when
she went to Aria. I need to read more to know how she used it.”


Mimio lifted one of her eyebrows. “Tell us about the
others.”


“The Imperial Dragon, the father to the one who leads us
today, appealed to Scribe Sorcha to restore balance to the Sea of Cogadh. She
was expected to find the magnificent Pearl of Pendola in—”


“The enchanted tide pool,” the Tortoise interrupted.


Lyra pushed back from the edge of the table. “Were you the
Water Guardian then?”


He chuckled. “I’m the oldest Guardian but not that old. My
predecessor told me tales of how peaceful the Sea once was, before the Black Dragon
stole the Pearl of Pendola from the Elementum Arcesso. I didn’t know Scribe
Sorcha was involved.”


“There’s a pattern developing.” Mimio turned the past page
of notes toward her. Her finger moved down the lines, and a smile lit her face.
“The elements! Each located a mineral corresponding to one of the four
elements.”


“Ruby is a fire stone.” Lyra recalled the heady power she
felt holding a small ruby in her hand at Tarom’s retreat in Versula.


“Yes.” The corners of Mimio’s eyes crinkled into deeper wrinkles,
and her eyes sparkled. “Moonstone contains energy of the air signs, a pearl
embodies the water element, and fluorite contains power from the Earth.”


“Fluorite? I see that term here in your notes, Lyra. What is
that? I’m not familiar,” replied the Guardian.


“It’s purple and translucent,” Lyra explained. “When Brigid
went home to Indiana to be with her dying mother, she wrote about a fluorite
crystal that her cousin, Draora, gave her. Draora was a witch.”


“So it’s not of Dragonspeir. And neither is moonstone, which
is from Aria. Hmm.” The Tortoise rubbed a toe against his chin. “What types of
powers did Draora possess? Like higher magicals?”


“From what I saw of her ghost when Cullen and I were on her
property, her power wasn’t anything like what sorcerers use here. Hers seemed
to be tied to nature—bees and plants.” Lyra looked down at the table and
envisioned the four gems—ruby, moonstone, pearl, and fluorite. The image of
them together seemed like something she had seen before, a shred of a distant
memory. She stacked the five books of Dragonspeir, placed her hands over
them, and closed her eyes. The faded thread of the memory still lingered out of
reach. Suddenly, a small flash of power shot through her fingers and into her
brain, illuminating the mental image. Her eyes opened wide. “The Elementum
Arcesso—those are the keys!”


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Four: The Emtori Ruby


 


 


By the wide-eyed stares of the Tortoise Guardian and his
assistant, Mimio, Lyra knew she caught them off guard. Anxious for their
reaction, she twisted the end of her braid around a finger.


Mimio shifted in her seat and faced the Guardian.


Unable to wait, Lyra blurted out, “Is this possible? What
does it mean?” Her gaze jumped from one to the other.


The Tortoise cleared his throat. “Restoring use of the
Elementum Arcesso to the Alliance would be miraculous. That device would
certainly give us the ability to ward off all attacks on our people. This hope
is worth celebrating. However, knowing those four key gemstones exist is one
thing.” He lowered his voice and spoke more slowly. “Collecting and installing
them on the pans is beyond the power of the Guardians. Much has been recorded
on that topic.” His eyes met Lyra’s. “You may indeed possess an aura which is
sufficient for the task. We don’t know your full capabilities. However, the
seizures, which you’ve experienced while processing vast power, indicate this
would pose enormous risk to your health.”


“I’m going to try my best.” Lyra clamped both hands onto the
table edge. “I need to find each of the stones.”


He nodded. “I know you will. It is your destiny. On behalf
of the Guardians, I pledge our support to you.” The Tortoise reached his front
foot across the table.


Lyra placed her hand on top of his. “Thank you.” The three
looked at each other in silence for what seemed like a whole minute before she
pulled Elisabeth’s book in front of her. “Clues to their locations must be
hidden in these texts.” Lyra paused before she opened the cover. “Something
confuses me. Why didn’t I have a key gemstone to add?”


“I don’t have an answer,” he said, shaking his head.


“I think the stones you were gifted will help us
understand.” Mimio gave a knowing smile and pointed to Lyra’s half of the
paired lover’s jadestones, set in the brooch at her collar. “That is an Earth
gem, although less capable of storing elemental energy than fluorite.”


Lyra fingered the carved leaves of the silver setting and
caressed the smooth surface, sensing it sending and receiving calls from its
mate that Cullen wore.


“Your opal invisibility ring and golden heliodor scrying
stone, which hangs from the brooch, are also lesser elemental stones. They
correspond to water and air, respectively. And the necklace you wear to absorb
dangerous strikes of magic attacking you—the black amber butterfly—is a minor
gem of fire. I don’t think it was coincidence that you received a lesser member
of each element.”


The Tortoise peered over his eyeglasses at the gems as Mimio
pointed them out. “So you think together these might have a unique function?
Can they operate together?”


“Most definitely their properties can unite when on the
common field of Lyra’s aura. I feel certain they have increased your powers.
Perhaps also made you more receptive. It’s my guess that they permit you to read
the magic of each of the previous Scribes. Let’s hope they can help you locate
the major elemental stones.”


Lyra took all four stones at her throat into one hand. She
waited, watching for any sensation. “I don’t feel anything from skin contact.”


Mimio gave a slight smile. “We should have spent more time
with our mineralogy lesson. All gifted gems I have seen imprint on their
rightful owners. Proximity is helpful, like with your jadestone, but no direct
contact is necessary.”


“I hope you’re right that they will help me find the
keystones. I’ll get started reading for clues.” Lyra opened the first Book
of Dragonspeir.


“Mimio, you’ve been most helpful. Please continue to aid us
with your mineralogy knowledge,” the Tortoise said, stepping around the table to
sit beside Lyra.


 


***


Lyra scanned introductory chapters of Elisabeth’s book,
looking for details relating to the Emtori Ruby. Passages often contained bits
of interesting magic and pulled her attention to linger over a few expressive
lines. Gathering her resolve, she pushed herself to read on with the promise to
go back and fully enjoy those sections later.


In the middle of the third chapter, she pointed a finger to
the top of a page. “There. The first mention of Elisabeth’s gem. She waited for
the Tortoise to read the scene.


He peered over the upper rims of his spectacles at her.
“This seems matter-of-fact. The Head Guardian is instructing her about the
basic characteristics of the stone and her task of learning specifically what
aid it provides the Black Dragon.”


“Oh, with all the details I’m looking for, I forgot you read
the text literally. Let me read aloud while you follow the words. That way you
can understand the magic coded behind and between Elisabeth’s words.”


“Yes. Please do.”


Lyra ran her finger along the lines as she read.


 


In the expansive outer chamber of
his gallery, the Imperial Dragon bowed low. The long whiskers of his
magnificent head grazed my feet. I stood in awe at the intensity of his aura.
When he rose, he motioned to a large, shallow marble basin resting on a tall
pedestal near a wall. It was filled with a most curious shimmering liquid,
emitting vapors that cascaded over the edges and onto the floor. He looked at
me squarely and said, “This Lacunna Ales, the grand augury pool, revealed to my
father that a Scribe, the first of a familial lineage of powerful females,
would come to the Alliance from a foreign land. She, and those who later assume
her responsibilities, would work to maintain peace for the Alliance. I bow
before you, Elisabeth, our first Scribe. I revere the power you have
demonstrated thus far and am honored to have your assistance.” Again, he bowed
his head.


I returned his gesture while
attempting not to betray how my limbs trembled with his solemn formality. If
this indicated the importance of my destined task, I doubted whether I
possessed the necessary skills. My chores at home, helping raise the young ones
in our family once my mother passed, were demanding but intuitive. I prayed my
inherent nature would guide me here as well.


The leader rose and looked at me as
if to continue his speech. Abruptly, he turned and paced a well-worn path along
the wool carpet in the central aisle, glancing my way as he made his turns. His
rippling golden scales reflected light from the window and wall sconces as he
passed.


His nervous manner made me eager to
be relieved from my dreadful anticipation about what it meant to be a
Scribe—the first of many women descendents. I swallowed hard, realizing I would
mark a path for the daughters of my daughters.


Finally, he continued to address
me. “From the time those elemental gems were pilfered, the Guardians have
worked tirelessly to thwart many attacks by the Black Dragon and his Dark
Realm. The peoples of this land live watching the sky, ever worried about
imminent attack. This is not acceptable. The elements of fire, air, earth, and
water that govern us have destined you to serve the Alliance, the peaceful
state of Dragonspeir.”


He took a deep breath, his exhale
slowly escaping through wisps of smoke ringing his nostrils. “I entreat you to
locate the most dangerous of the keystones, the Emtori Ruby. Common belief
holds that it is in the possession of the Black Dragon himself, stored deep
within his lair in the mountainous caves on the far border of the Silva Nocens
forest. Your duty to the people of our land will be to locate the stone and
determine how the dark leader utilizes its powers.”


I looked beside me to my guide,
Sire Garrett, for additional insight. I leaned into him slightly, just enough
to brush the skin of my hand against his and felt a trembling sensation, which
did not offer any reassurance of my safety. I realized everyone in the room—the
four Guardians, a few aged wizards, and three battle-scarred blue
dragons—stared at me, waiting for my response as though some question had been
posed. The severity of need, coupled with the irrefutable evidence I had been
destined to this job, made the request feel more like an appointment. I nodded,
and voiced words of affirmation I somehow cannot recall, despite how slowly it
took my tongue to form them.


As soon as I agreed, Garrett
clasped both of my hands into his, sparking a wave of comingled magic and
attraction that swept to my toes, like nothing I had experienced. In turn,
others bowed to show their sincere appreciation. Wearing both smiles and
furrowed brow lines, an odd mix of relief, hope, and fear showed in their
faces. An icy chill slid down my spine—the fear of the unknown striking me with
a delayed response.


A hand stroked along my back,
imparting tingling warmth I knew to be Garrett’s. “Elisabeth, don’t be afraid.
I shall be with you at every step,” he whispered in my ear.


I spun to face him, wanting to see
if his eyes confirmed his words.


“I’m happy to pledge my life to
keep you safe.” His brown eyes glinted, and the corners crinkled. No one had
ever spoken to me with such a pure spirit, filled with sincere conviction.


I let out a sigh and trusted in
him. I would find strength within me to help these people.


 


Lyra exhaled slowly, matching Elisabeth’s action, and closed
her eyes for a moment. “This scene is descriptive, but there is more to know
hidden in the magic of her words.”


“You were correct, Lyra. The Scribes were originally intended
to restore the keystones to the Elementum Arcesso. What did the hidden magic
reveal?” the Tortoise asked as he and Mimio leaned back and refocused on Lyra’s
face.


“At the beginning of the passage, the Lacunna Ales, the same
one we still use today, did much more than shimmer and send up steam. The
surface of the liquid reflected Elisabeth’s face, first as she appeared at the
moment, then in a series of expressions she’d make during her quest. She was
too afraid to report this observation, fearing what events would soon cause
some of the horrible looks on her face. There were also blissful images of her
smiles, reflecting more warmth than she had ever known before. She pulled her
gaze away from the basin, worried that others would question how she was able
to read it. Her magical powers frightened and confused her, just like I’ve felt
many times.” Exhausted, Lyra propped her elbows on the table and cradled her
head with her fingers massaging her temples.


Mimio rose and started around the table. “Are you all right,
Lyra?”


“I’m fine.” Lyra lowered her hands and took a deep breath.
“While reading, I experience Elisabeth’s actual feelings. Those magnify my own.
It’s pretty overwhelming and leaves me tired.” After allowing the sorceress to
monitor her health signs, she continued. “The image of that ruby was strange.
Its power caused Elisabeth to experience a painful tightening in her chest,
which I felt, and she couldn’t even blink, let alone look away. Its control
frightened her. And me too. She eventually made a clumsy effort to gather some
of her aura and moved it behind her eyes to release her gaze. Curiously, no one
else seemed to be looking at the image. All this made her wonder what dangerous
powers the keystone possessed.”


“Interesting how strongly it attracted her.” Mimio rubbed a
thumb over the silver star on her bracelet as she often did while deep in
thought. “I would expect some pull, since it’s a fire gem, but not that much.
Did the Guardians during that era give her any information about the powers of
the ruby?”


“I think so.” Lyra thumbed forward in the text. “I remember
skimming through another scene where she was having a lesson with the Imperial
Dragon and an old wizard. They were preparing her for the quest. Here it is.”
She paused, her eyes passing along the lines. “I’ll read again and try to
include as much hidden meaning as I can pick up. Sometimes, I don’t grasp that
until after I’ve read the scene.”


 


A high-backed wooden chair, which
the Imperial Dragon motioned me to take, engulfed my entire body.


Garrett sat across the width of the
carpet, too far for any easy communication. He perched on a bench, leaning
forward with his elbows resting on his knees. His head craned upward, the ends
of his blonde pageboy haircut battled folds of his hood as he followed every
movement the leader made. His anxious manner made me fidget, tracing my fingers
along the carvings in the chair’s arms.


Hanish, the elderly Imperial
Lapidist, sat hunched at the other end of the bench. He seemed even more
stooped than when I had met him the last time I was in the lair. Before, his
skin sparkled with what Garrett told me was an ingrained layer of gemstone
dust. Now his complexion resembled translucent alabaster, the fragile skin
drawn tight over his eye sockets and jaw line.


The Imperial Dragon swept one of
his massive forelimbs overhead, churning the air until a ball of golden light
formed at the tip of his raised index claw. He breathed a flame onto the
sphere, causing it to glow a brilliant red hue. “Elisabeth, I am about to show
you an image from my memory of the Emtori Ruby. You shall experience a small
measure of its powers as a training exercise. Maintain your gaze and use your
aura to observe fully.”


Frightened from the previous
experience, I looked down at the rug. Out of the corners of my eyes, I saw
crimson light rays dancing along the stone walls of the Imperial study. I
clamped onto the chair and forced myself to look directly at the vision. This
image burned large, with details of the gem’s facets. I held my breath. A
burning sensation spread through my chest, like a bad case of heartburn. When I
finally gasped for air, the pain stabbed my lungs. My windpipe closed. I held
the base of my throat and coughed uncontrollably.


At once, Hanish hovered over me,
waving a sapphire that covered my body in a blanket of blue light where I lay
crumbled on the rug. How I arrived there, I didn’t remember. His magic soothed
my burning skin.


I sucked in a ragged breath and
allowed the cooling to spread into my lungs.


“Easy there. Don’t take in too
much.” His bony hands held my shoulders.


My body jerked, and I belched an
acidic taste. After that torturous fit, my body slowly quieted. I rested as the
old wizard cradled me, his wiry white beard tickling my face.


He looked up and loosened his grip.
“It’s stronger than we ever imagined. I negated the gem’s effects. Sire
Garrett, please assist her as you can now do better with healing.”


I leaned into the soft leather
legging covering Garrett’s bent knee as his strong arm held me there.


The odor of saffron told me that
the Imperial Dragon drew near.


Garrett moved the length of my veil
aside and unlaced my bodice from my back to monitor my internal organs. The
tips of his fingers stroked my bare skin along either side of my spine. Pleasant
shivers made me flinch and brought a smile to the corners of my mouth. With his
other hand, he caressed stray spirals of dark hair that had fallen from my bun
and said, “You’re perfectly fine, protected by your aura.” He looked up to the
others. “Thank goodness you reacted with haste, Hanish. You knew the counter
spell to use straight away. Did you suspect—”


“Not to that extent, most
certainly. The vision alone should not have elicited such a marked response.”
He wiped his forehead with the back of his shaking hand.


“Thankfully, we prepared with
counter spells, intending to take no chances with our Scribe.” The Head
Guardian lifted his head away. “That image has never brought any effects in
those of water, Earth, or air signs, and only slight reactions in those
governed by fire. The Unicorn and myself are the sole Guardians who lived at
the time the Emtori Ruby sat in its rightful place in the pan of the Elementum
Arcesso. That is why we are able to conjure a likeness. Elisabeth, the fire of
the keystone is too great for you to combine with your aura. You should not
look directly at the real object. Never touch it.”


“I shall not for any reason. This
experience served as warning enough,” I replied as I lifted back into my seat.
“But how am I to complete my mission, determine how the Black Dragon uses its
powers, without being affected by that gem?”


“Sire Garrett, are you able to
cloak her vision sufficiently with your alchemy?” Hanish asked, raising an
eyebrow at his younger colleague.


Garrett rose to his full height,
offering me his hand. “I am, indeed.”


“If that measure fails, administer
the counter we just employed, using the sapphire of your staff,” added the
Imperial Dragon.


The elderly man stroked his beard.
“I wonder…in time, once she learns to fully utilize her aura, might she be able
to control that ruby? A grin crept over his face. He leaned forward and
whispered in a raspy voice, “Wouldn’t that be something? She might be capable
of destroying the black leader.”


 


Lyra looked up and rubbed the front of her throat and
swallowed several times. “That is all that was said about the keystone ruby.”


Mimio poured some water at a service cart and handed it to
Lyra. “This will help. You must have related to Elisabeth’s feelings again.”
Her eyebrows lifted as she studied Lyra’s face.


“I felt her fear. She didn’t know how she would survive the
quest—both the enemy and the prize could easily kill her.” A long sip of the
cool water helped soothe the burning sensation. As she relaxed, more hidden
information organized in her mind. “Elisabeth wondered what the lapidist
meant—if she might control her power enough to use the ruby to kill the Black
Dragon. Since the lineage of evil leaders continued, we know she didn’t or
couldn’t do this. Do you think, having had more time to learn and apply scribal
magic, I might be capable?” She held up a finger to the others. “Wait. I had a
new thought.” She looked down at the passage again. Behind those exact
sentences was a thread of hidden meaning Lyra missed before. She shook as a
shiver traveled the length of her spine.


“What did you find?” The Tortoise leaned closer, his shell
precariously balanced on the table edge.


Lyra pointed at the line and turned the book to face him,
hoping he could verify what she found. “Elisabeth wrote this book after she had
completed her adventure. Whether by accident or on purpose, she included in her
words in this passage what it felt like to touch the ruby. She had secretly
hoped to use it to kill the dark leader, but, instead, the fire of the gem
burned her aura and then took control of her thoughts. She didn’t include
details of what happened after that, only an overwhelming feeling of gratitude
for surviving the experience.”


The Guardian tilted his head from side to side, examining
the text. “We must read where she recorded her meeting with the Black Dragon
and the Emtori Ruby. You must know how to handle that keystone safely.”


After sitting quietly for several minutes, Mimio asked,
“Lyra, have you had any direct experience with rubies?”


“Yes. When I was at Tarom’s retreat up north in Versula, he
taught me a lesson in mineralogy as well as fascination. He had a large display
of gems found all over Dragonspeir in a case he used as a table where we had
lunch. He told me that rubies enhance leadership, elicit powerful feelings,
desires, and goals. He put a small ruby in my hand.”


“What did you feel?” the sorceress asked.


“My pulse thundered in my ears and confused my thoughts. I
had a lot of difficulty putting the stone down when he asked. He explained that
while rubies motivate people born under other stars, it can be destructive to
someone who has a fire birthmate.”


“Did he have you hold any other gems to compare how you
felt?” Mimio asked and joined the Tortoise, scrutinizing the written scene.


Lyra shook her head. “No. I don’t remember any. Why?”


“He may have been testing a ruby’s effects on you. Possibly
to see if that could bring a weakness in your power he could use against you,”
the Guardian replied.


“Then why did he warn me to be careful around rubies? It
doesn’t make sense. Although, Tarom often doesn’t make sense.”


“Exactly.” The Tortoise nodded. “He’s unpredictable.
However, he’s powerful and comes out ahead regardless of what side he supports.
Remember that.”


“You’re looking tired, as we all are. The position of the
moon indicates it’s just past midnight.”  The sorceress rose and offered
to walk Lyra to her room. “We must not tax your strength.”


“Let’s resume early in the morning, shortly after dawn.”
With a wave of his front foot, the Tortoise secured the notebooks and ancient
texts in a locked storage case and said goodnight.


 


***


Lyra entered her and Cullen’s chambers to find the rooms
empty. She tried not to worry but checked a window for any sign of incoming
Alliance dragons. Her fingers felt for the jade brooch at her throat. Grasping
it into her palm, she closed her eyes. “The one who holds my soul.” She
repeated the magical phrase she had used many times before, imbuing it with her
aura. The gem pulsed against her skin, and a soft green glow escaped from
between her fingers. Knowing he was alive, she smiled and prepared for bed.


Tired from hours of concentration, her mind eased into a
comfortable drift. From a deep stillness, an image of the Emtori Ruby appeared.
Lyra told herself to look away but couldn’t. Against her will, her hand reached
out and touched the gem. Red flames shot in all directions, burning the exposed
skin of her forearms and face. Fire traced the channels of her aura, searing
the membranes of her mind and heart. She screamed and thrashed with
excruciating pain.


“Lyra! Be still. Let me help,” Cullen’s voice urged her from
behind.


Her eyes opened to see Cullen’s strong arms wrapping around
her. She twisted to face him as much as the tight blankets would allow.


His brown hair hung loose in matted waves over his bare
chest. He pressed his cheek against hers, and her mind quieted. “What was that
dangerous red stone?” he asked.


“The Emtori Ruby,” Lyra replied with a cough.


He gently held her until she breathed freely. “It’s all
right now. I cleared the nightmare away. It’s gone.”


“No. It’s not. I must find it.”


Cullen pulled her into a strong embrace. His hands trembled
on her back.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Five: Crimson Blood, Ruby Red


 


 


Lyra awoke tangled in sheets and drenched in sweat. She
reached across the bed for Cullen. Disconnected fragments of Elisabeth’s
frightened visions tormented Lyra’s mind, suspended in a half-sleep state.


He drew her close. “Breathe deeply and allow me to remove
your stresses.”


“I’m soaked. Just hold my arm. You won’t want to be close.”
She tried to push him away, but he wouldn’t budge.


“You know I don’t mind. Relax and let me help.”


She sank into his embrace, and the vibrations of their bond
hummed in her mind like white noise, blotting out worries. Her windpipe
unclenched, and she enjoyed a slow, full breath.


“I held you most of the night to be certain you slept,” he
whispered into her ear while stroking her hair.


She turned to face him and pushed a strand of his hair away
from his eyes. Nuzzling the whiskers of his goatee, she softly kissed his lips.
“You must be exhausted. How will you fight today? Can you visit the magnetics
room and restore yourself quickly?”


He glanced up at the window. Sunlight revealed dark circles
under his blue-gray eyes. “My powers are full. It’s the rest that I’m lacking,
which no magnetic ley line can improve. No matter. I couldn’t sleep. I listened
for every squadron leaving during the night. I wanted to know if they deviated
from plans and stepped up patrols in case of heightened alert.” Still holding
Lyra’s hand, he slid a leg over the edge of the bed. He nodded toward the
window. “There’s the first of the day’s squadrons leaving the lair. I need to
get up.”


She released his hold. “Thank you. I’m calm again. I need to
get to work too.” She pulled away the confusion of blankets and rolled off of
her side. Stretching for a yawn, her breath caught while thinking about what
she needed to study today—Elisabeth’s encounter with the Emtori Ruby. Knowing
that was also her own fate, Lyra wondered whether fear of the unknown would be
better or worse than learning about the first Scribe’s experience. Like Cullen
said, no matter. In these hard times, they each faced difficult jobs. Reading the
account in order to learn the hidden magic was her responsibility.


After a quick bath, Lyra twisted her hair into a single
braid, its natural golden color dark with dampness. Giving up on the custom of
awkward long gowns, she conjured a more casual outfit of jeans, a soft t-shirt,
and well-loved ballet flats. She didn’t expect to leave the lair, so formality
didn’t seem a high priority.


She reentered the bedroom to find Cullen seated at a side
table, eating breakfast while keeping his gaze fixed outside the window. He
must have used incantations for his grooming. His shoulder length hair was
styled differently than usual, tied back, which probably helped keep his sight
clear to throw powerballs. Lyra detected a protective ward woven into the blue
fabric of his tunic. Tall, black boots covered his lower legs. A navy cloak of
dense canvas for dragon riding lay over the bed’s foot rail. She didn’t like to
see him outfitted for battle.


He faced her and waved a hand toward the tray of food. “I’m
glad you’re dressed comfortably, something to make these days easier. Help
yourself. It’s very good. I’ve never had this egg and potato casserole. I
thought everyone was sent home except the head cooks.”


Lyra looked at the carefully prepared foods and smiled,
spooning a portion of the new dish onto her plate. “That must be made by one of
our new cooks, Nillea, along with her crippled daughter, Kessa. She’s a
non-magical who begged a young blue to bring them here, since Kessa had been
chased by a cimafa. The woman begged me to convince the Guardians to allow them
to stay, that she’d work hard to earn her keep. I didn’t have the heart to send
them away—”


“The Maxime Eviligo rules strictly state that non-magicals
must be secured in family groups where they can best be protected by higher
magicals.” He shook his head. “This lair is protected only by enchantments and
the squadrons that constantly pass in and out. No wizards are on staff to bring
in enough food and water for dependent guests. Space limitations alone make it
impossible. The villagers don’t understand.” His gaze met Lyra’s. “Think how
unfair this is to the others.”


Lyra refilled her glass of juice, enjoying the new addition
of spices to the beverage. “Yes, but Kessa reminds me of myself. She’s just ten
years old, the same age I was when you first brought me into Dragonspeir.
That’s when I first felt my powers. Kessa’s are still new to her, just
unfolding.”


He extended his arm across the table and rubbed the back of
Lyra’s hand. “I hope I get a chance to meet this special girl. If she’s like
you, I’m sure she’ll find a way into my heart.” He smiled and wove his fingers
between hers.


Lyra flashed an awkward smile. “She makes me think about
children I hope you and I have a chance to raise.” Her voice cracked on the
last words, and she blinked back moisture clouding her eyes. The warfare around
them seemed to push that dream farther away.


Cullen moved around the table, kneeled beside her chair, and
folded her into his arms. “Our dreams will happen. I want children as much as
you do. Hope is not needed, only trust. Always trust.”


Pressed close to his chest, the magical bond of their love,
strong as ever, heartened her. His desire for a family of their own burned as
brightly as hers. She smiled and pushed away. “Nillea also brought a jewelry
box of family treasures in exchange for her daughter’s keep. The trinkets give
off strange types of magic, not from Dragonspeir. I’m very curious about them.”


Cullen raised an eyebrow. “Is that box in the library or the
study?”


“The study, last I saw.”


“I’ll stop by and give the contents a look before I leave.
While I’m there, I also want to speak with Mimio about you. ”


“About me? Why?” Her brows rose, then she realized that he knew
about her health issues. She’d wanted to keep this worry from his mind, already
taxed by the battles.


“When I dispelled your dreams last night, it concerned me to
find some short instances of abnormal electrical impulses. They came and went
along with those dreams. Do you know anything about this?”


Lyra dropped her gaze to her plate. “Yesterday, I passed out
with a seizure. Mimio examined and healed me. She and the Tortoise think I’m
suffering from harmful effects of the energy extremes that occurred when I
fought the cimafa and then restored myself using the fire star.”


“That’s worse than I expected.” Lines crossed his brow.


“It was just one seizure. Mimio thinks I’ll be fine as long
as I keep my energy more stable.”


“I hope so. But those nightmares brought some mild
symptoms.” He took a quick slurp of tea and replaced the cup into its saucer as
he stood. “I’m going to head to the library now to ask her if there is anything
I can do to help. Ready?”


She swallowed the last from her cup and joined him.


 


***


Lyra seated herself into the indentation she had left in the
library floor cushion last evening. While she arranged her books and notes, the
Imperial Dragon opened the door and allowed Mimio to enter before following her
inside.


Cullen looked up from examining the objects in Nillea’s box
and joined them. “Did the night squadrons bring any news?”


The Tortoise stuck his neck out from behind a wall of
shelved books. “Glad to see you both. Has Maxime Eviligo better protected us
against attacks?”


Smoke seeped from the leader’s nostrils. “Sadly, while
moving residents into hiding, we lost three children. A heated fracas followed
their deaths. The squadron who witnessed the killings reacted with anger rather
than logic. They charged the foursome of cimafa, crushing the skull of one. It
was a foolish maneuver; noxious gas spilled from its brain. Two blues were
unable to breathe, the foul stench sealing the membranes of their lungs. The
remaining cimafa took their souls as easily as from the children. Three innocents
and two fighters lost.” He sighed a stream of golden smoke, heavily infused
with his aura. “But, now that the heightened security is in place, it’s keeping
more of us alive. The only altercation has been injury to a man who ventured
out of hiding to collect things from his home.” The dragon’s tail swept
backward and slammed the heavy library door closed so hard that its iron hinges
rattled.


The walls reverberated with the impact. Cullen and Mimio
stepped away from the leader, and the Tortoise jerked his neck into his shell.


Lyra flinched in her seat and dropped a notebook onto the
floor.


The Imperial Dragon lowered to his haunches and leaned
forward, speaking in a low, raspy croak through a haze of smoke that belched
with his words. “In truth, our people have been reduced to living like rats
hiding in holes. Somehow—I haven’t had time to consult my instruments since I
flew all but two hours last night—there are more stealth dragons than before.
Their numbers increased during the night—at least double.” His irises flashed
yellow. “They command the skies, positioning themselves to watch for signs of
movement at our exits. Then they pounce on Alliance residents who are easy
prey. Thus far, combined efforts of powerballs from higher magicals and
lightning strikes from an entire squadron have permitted passage of wizards to
secure buckets of well water. The few magicals, who are more afflated and
capable of conjuring essentials, are working so hard that their powers are
depleting faster than they can meet needs.” He nodded toward Cullen. “Without
an alchemist, our only fully afflated magicals are the four Guardians and Sire
Drake. We badly need him to aid in the encampments. But he best serves in the
air, fighting with his intense powerballs no one can match.”


The runes on the Tortoise’s shell glowed silver with his
activated aura. He moved beside the leader. “The situation sounds desperate.
What of our other two Guardians? The Phoenix, our Lady of Peace, is surely not
fighting.”


“No. She’s working round the clock visiting each stronghold
to conjure food and necessities and provide sanitation. However, her most
important gift is the magical comfort her words bring the people. I’m so
grateful for her help in that way.”


The palms of Cullen’s hands pulsed with his blue aura. He
touched the back of the Tortoise, sparking a cloud of silvery-blue vapor above
them. “I crossed paths with the Unicorn through the entire night until I was
ordered to take a few hours of rest. Be assured he is fighting hard.”


The elderly Guardian raised his head toward Cullen. “I had
no doubts. I just wish I could do the same when Lyra takes rests.”


“You are serving to your utmost on the most important task.”
The Imperial Dragon waved a foreclaw in the direction of the table covered with
parchments, books, and journals.


“In that case, after I update you about our progress, I’ll
not waste another second.” The Tortoise looked over his shoulder at Lyra.
“Let’s resume our work. Please begin reading about Elisabeth’s encounter with
the Emtori Ruby. I’ll join you at the study table directly.”


Under stress from the increased threats by the Dark Realm,
Lyra went straight to work. She found the correct passage, arranged her notes,
and began reading silently.


Mimio straightened and offered, “I can deliver the basic
findings accurately, since it closely follows my mineralogy specialty.”


“Thank you.” The Tortoise nodded and lumbered in Lyra’s
direction, his narrowed black eyes piercing through wisps of silver aura with a
look of determination.


When the Guardian became comfortable, she moved the book
nearer to him and pointed to the lines. She read aloud, both the actual text
and the additional sensations conveyed by Elisabeth’s magic.


 


Walking along the wide tunnel that wound
deep into the lair of the Dark Realm, Garrett, being chivalrous, kept me behind
him.


Sconces were placed far apart,
yielding only dim lighting. The ceiling barely cast a reflection, since it was
at such an immense height. I hoped the dragons there were not that tall. We had
only passed a distance of a hundred feet when I heard footsteps
approaching—worse yet, I felt them resonating through the solid granite floor.
My heart pounded against my ribcage. I sensed dark powers whipping all around
me. I clutched my chest over my heart, with a strange intuitive feeling I could
protect it with my own aura.


Without a word, Garrett shoved me
into a wide fissure in the stone wall. Between the wild thumping of my heart
inside and his full weight pressing on the outside of me, I was sure my ribs
would crack.


In an inch of space above his broad
shoulder, I caught glimpses of several red and burgundy hued dragons—drakes as
Garrett told me later—shorter and wider than the blue guards or golden dragon
leader I’d come to know in the Alliance. I held my breath, thinking that even a
slight noise might attract their attention.


The dark shadows must have hidden
us, because the drakes passed us by without a glance.


Our muscles trembling, we managed
to move onward until we reached the third connecting tunnel on the left. Once
we made that turn, the back of my nasal area and throat clenched, reacting to
some putrid smell.


Garrett glanced over his shoulder
and handed me a bandana, indicating I should cover my nose like he did. “Acid
regurgitation of the Black Dragon,” he whispered. After I tied the kerchief
around my face, he clasped my hand and tucked it close to his waist. The warmth
of his skin reassured me. The tension in the firm muscles along the side of his
torso told me he would protect me from all dangers.


Farther along the passageway, I
noticed a glow. Strangely, there were no sconces to light that corridor. Our
feet stumbled over uneven edges of stone so much we needed to slow our pace and
shuffle.


In an instant, someone or something
grabbed Garrett and forced our hands apart.


Garrett threw a ball of white magic
from his palm and motioned for me to stay next to the wall. The strike
momentarily stilled the attacker, and Garrett pushed against its hold. The
length of his arm radiated with his aura.


Just as he pried the appendage off
his chest, a snake-like tail, coiled around the length of his leg. A second of
a similar type wound in from the opposite side and pinned Garrett’s arm. Then a
furred claw clamped into his neck and shoulder. The body and head of the beast
kept to the shadows, but it dragged my beloved guide closer toward the light.


The base of my throat constricted,
forming a scream, but I fought to prevent it from escaping. I frantically
sought ways to use my new magic, anything that would help free him.


Garrett’s white aura illuminated
his entire frame. That defense appeared to sting or hurt the beast; it
repeatedly rearranged its appendages.


Staying at a distance, I crept from
crevice to crevice along the wall. I summoned my own aura into my touch. I’d
never thrown power, so I had no idea how to proceed. With Garrett’s every
motion to break free, I felt my aura aching to cast off and help him.


When the light shined directly in
front of us, the head of the beast became visible, but I still couldn’t
identify it—a confused mix of brown fur and scales.


It stood as tall as a grizzly, but
owned more limbs than I could count. Some stretched out serpent-like with
thick, coiling muscles reminding me of a boa and others like a bear but with
exaggerated claws. One of those dug fiercely into the crook of Garrett’s neck.
By the size of the blood staining through the thick layers of his undergarment,
tunic, and waistcoat, I feared a major vessel had been severed.


Adrenaline rushed through my body,
and the ball of magic prickled the skin of my palm. I couldn’t lose him, the
first man to touch my heart. A rush of instinctive knowledge flooded my mind. I
raised my arm to throw at the silhouetted head of the beast.


It leaned into the light and
turned, so that I no longer had a line of fire. Its furred ears pinned back,
and a thin, forked tongue shot from the tip of its muzzle. A red glow haloed
its fur and glistened along its scales. With the mass of the bear-asp filling
the entry, I believed the beast displayed an immense evil red aura—the color
common to those of the Dark Realm—until it dragged Garrett to one side of the
room.


My beloved’s head lolled to one
side, and the glow of his aura dimmed. In the intense red light filling the room,
his white power seemed to disappear.


My vision strained to determine the
truth. I darted to a closer fissure and pulled my arm back to cast a handful of
power.


A familiar red flash caught the
corner of my eye. With Garrett unable to cloak my vision, I realized my
struggle with the ruby would rely upon my own mettle.


No matter how I tried, the fireball
would not leave my hand. Blisters bubbled on my palm and pads of my fingers.


From a wide basin on a crude
granite pedestal, the Emtori Ruby radiated scintillating crimson light in every
direction. The gemstone, the size of an apple, appeared far larger than in the
Imperial Dragon’s conjured image. It seemed to grow under my gaze to the
diameter of a basketball. Transfixed by its power, no impulse to scream, run,
or defend myself registered.


Confusion tore at my mind. I sensed
the warmth of Garrett’s love entreating me for help, while the Ruby locked my
vision on it alone. My beloved’s heartbeat rang in my ears, begging, while the
pulsations of the Ruby formed their own rhythm that fought his. Blood trickled
in a thin stream along the stone before my toes…red, crimson, ruby. Opposing
thoughts battled each other. Madness made my muscles tense. I crumpled onto
hands and knees in the pool of his blood, my eyes still fixed on that fiery
gem. All I desired was to touch it, feel its power coursing through me, feeding
me. It was the mother I’d lost as a child. It needed me and promised to care
for me like no one else had. It commanded my arms and legs to crawl. Hot tears
streamed down my cheeks as I passed Garrett.


 


“Lyra! Stop there!” A hand rested on her arm.


Lyra jerked her head up and gasped for air, unaware she’d
been holding her breath. Tremors passed over her body, but her hand clung to
the book. She paged forward, scanning as rapidly as her eyes could move to find
mentions of Garrett’s name. She had to know more—if he survived.


The Spheres of Sidus had tied her destiny to Elisabeth’s.
Lyra never understood the link. It frightened her to think this fate would also
be hers and Cullen’s. Her other hand floated up to the jadestone brooch
fastened onto her shirt. Its calm coolness helped balance her mind. She wrapped
it tightly into her palm. The leaves of the silver setting dug into her skin,
the reality of the sharp pain reassuring her that she lived in the present and
not in Elisabeth’s world. The paired stones that helped she and Cullen share
their magic through their love had originally belonged to Elisabeth and
Garrett. Aware of yet another parallel, Lyra dropped her hand free of the
brooch.


She reached the end of the book but didn’t find Garrett,
then realized she incorrectly looked for Cullen’s name instead. Or did she? Her
mind played tricks on her. She thumbed wildly back to the horrifying scene. Blood
from her hand cut by the brooch dripped onto the pages. A dark delirium swept
over her mind.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Six: The Gemmator


 


 


Lyra blinked her eyes open and viewed a blurred vision of
Cullen’s face.


“Lyra! Can you hear me?” he blurted with a choppy voice.


“What happened to her?” the Imperial Dragon demanded.


She opened her mouth and tried to reply, but coughs muffled
her words. She noticed the worried yellow color of the leader’s eyes. Finally,
her words came out with a ragged exhale. “Yes. I can.” She reached toward her
wavering view of Cullen.


He clasped her hand and held it tightly. “She’s had another
seizure.”


“Another? When was the first?”


“Last evening. We worked too long before dinner,” Mimio explained.
“That compounded stresses her body took due to extremes of energy flow.”


“And she had nightmares during her sleep last night with
some abnormal electrical impulses. I stayed awake clearing her thoughts while I
listened for the squadrons departing.” Cullen glanced at the leader.


“Can the two of you repair her injuries?” the Imperial
Dragon asked. “We need her to be able to read those ancient texts.”


 “I’ve applied my healing, but some of the
abnormalities resist.” Cullen faced Lyra. As her vision cleared, she saw the
lines marring his forehead. “Can you tell me what you felt when you read that
passage? We heard what you read aloud, but what happened within you?”


“I felt—” Lyra broke into a hard cough.


“Have a sip of water.” Mimio gently lifted her head and
brought the rim of a glass to Lyra’s lips.


The water soothed her dry throat. “The power of the Emtori
Ruby connected to me. The more it attached to Elisabeth, the more I felt its
tight grasp. I became her…and lost myself. I had no control.”


The Imperial Dragon looked down at her from high above.
“What did the attraction to the ruby feel like?”


Cullen stroked the side of Lyra’s face. “Don’t worry. It’s
not going to happen to us.”


She covered his hand with her own and closed her eyes to
concentrate on the vibrations of their love. “Elisabeth was forced to choose
between saving her beloved, Sire Garrett, or answering the call of the ruby. I
felt Elisabeth’s deep love for Garrett. She knew he was bleeding from a
potentially fatal wound. Although her determination to help him was fierce, the
ruby behaved like it was alive, matching every wave of bravery and courage she
mustered. The struggle confused Elisabeth’s mind like a madness. Her anguish
became mine.”


Tears formed under the lids of Lyra’s eyes. Not wanting to
show weakness, she squinted to keep them from leaking out. “I couldn’t save
you. Even when I stopped reading, I was her. I couldn’t find your name in the
rest of the book, and I…I thought you died.”


“It wasn’t real. I’m here with you.” Cullen leaned close and
kissed her cheek. “Open those lovely blue eyes and see me.”


“But the Spheres of Sidus showed an image of Elisabeth
telling me that I shared her destiny. Events of her life might repeat in mine.”
Lyra studied his eyes as he leaned back.


“Or you might be the Scribe to complete her goals,” the
leader added.


Mimio smoothed strands of Lyra’s hair escaped from her
braid. “You might also be the Scribe to realize the happiness Elisabeth sought here
in the Alliance with Garrett. You mustn’t think of the negative. There are
wonderful possibilities.”


“Lyra, would it help to know more?” asked the Imperial
Dragon. “We can consult my instruments again and possibly learn the answer to
this question.”


Lyra scanned their faces. “No. I can’t risk the chance of
finding out that Cullen and I share the same fate. If that was the reading, I’d
never be able to face my responsibilities to the Alliance. Many more than the
two of us would suffer.”


The Tortoise pushed his neck into the circle. “I have a copy
of the first Scribe’s bloodswear record. Sire Garrett died during that second
quest. So, they managed to overcome the powers of the Emtori Ruby you just read
about.”


“I need to read that.” Lyra lifted onto her elbows. “And how
they survived their experience with the Ruby.”


“No. Not yet,” the Imperial Dragon stated. “We must find a
method—”


Cullen held her and glared at the leader. “She’s already
suffered damage that we don’t know how to repair. The occurrences are coming
more frequently. I don’t agree with the expectation that she’ll continue
hurting herself. We don’t understand what is happening within her.”


“Sire Drake, I do understand. I don’t wish Lyra to become
injured further. But the responsibility of her task is enormous. The lives of
hundreds of thousands lie on her shoulders alone. We must find a way to help
her continue her job.”


“Neither Mimio nor I can heal Lyra.” Cullen released Lyra
and stood. “If she continues working, she’s likely to suffer extreme effects. I
don’t think I need to remind you that she’s only partially afflated, still
mortal enough to become seriously injured…or even die.” Cullen spoke in a loud
voice, his arms waving in the air. “What benefit to the Alliance will come of
that?”


“Sire Drake, let me remind you that you serve as the
Imperial Sorcerer of this Alliance. Your duty is to serve the people…with no
regard for your personal feelings.” The Imperial Dragon curved his neck lower
until his massive head aligned with Cullen’s.


“My duty? What about yours? You’re the Head Guardian. You
can promote her to full afflation and stop this madness. This is an outrage!”
Cullen’s gaze pierced the leader with a steely blue stare. “What’s stopping
you? Have you lost too much power to the Black Dragon and need to sacrifice her
life to regain it?” He spat each word.


Smoke ringed the leader’s nostrils. His ears pinned back,
and his snout loomed close to the sorcerer, teeth bared. “You would do well to
remember your rank.”


“Stop this!” The Tortoise strained his neck between them to
the height of the sorcerer’s shoulder. “Fighting amongst ourselves serves no
one.”


The Imperial Dragon nodded and withdrew a few feet.
“Afflation isn’t bestowed by any Guardian,” he replied with a calmer tone.


“He’s correct.” The Tortoise faced Cullen. “Afflation is an
honor given by the coalition of primary astral bodies of air, earth, fire, and
water. She must serve until her power and accomplished duty correspond to those
who have come before.


Cullen clenched his hands into fists and lifted his chest.
“At one time, my duty to the people was most important.” He shook his head and
glanced at Lyra. “Now, I would give that away to keep my love safe. I refuse to
take more chances with her health. If any disagrees, I’m prepared to step down
and remove her from these dangers. She can live unharmed in her world.”


Lyra touched his thigh. “But you cannot. We would lose our
chance to live together.”


“She’s right,” the Tortoise added. “In that world, without
Alliance magic, you would perish in a matter of weeks.”


Cullen studied Lyra’s face.


“I can’t bear to watch you die any more than you can see
that happen to me,” Lyra pleaded. “I almost lost you once when your aura was
stolen. I can’t. Please, let’s find some way to make this a safe process.”


He let out a sigh and crouched at her side.


She cradled his head against her shoulder. “There must be
some way. I want a life with you.”


The leader looked at the others. “Any recommendations?”


“I can renew myself with the fire star, being careful to
take in only a small amount of power,” Lyra offered.


“No. Far too risky,” the leader replied.


“I agree. You won’t know when to stop,” Cullen added.


“I wonder if our gemmator, Faber, might be able to help?”
Mimio asked. “He’s here in the lair at my request since Lyra’s studies have
found threads relating to his specialty. I know from my mineralogy training
that some gems can store measured amounts of power. Maybe that will help.”


“That sounds like an idea worthy of discussion. Please call
for him,” the Imperial Dragon replied.


Mimio hurried out, her long skirt swishing against a table
edge and the door frame. The others listened in silence to the heels of her
boots clacking against the uncarpeted stone floor in the corridor.


Her head still a bit foggy, Lyra couldn’t decipher what ill
feelings prevented Cullen and the two Guardians from talking. She had never
seen him or anyone speak out against the Imperial Dragon before. The tension in
the air made her nervous, and she listened for Mimio’s footsteps to return.


The Imperial Dragon paced along the wall of windows, while
Cullen remained beside her, eyes fixed on the floor.


The Tortoise gave a grunt and moved away to work in his
library stacks.


After several more long minutes, Mimio arrived with Faber.
They talked in eager tones as they entered the room.


The gemmator placed his tool bag on a table and stepped into
the center of the room, near the couple. “Sorceress Mimio has briefly related
the urgent concern. She is correct. Some gemstones and various pure materials,
even ordinary objects which possess pure energy, can be charged with powers of
a specific star. Which star’s energy is required and in what measure?”


Cullen rose and looked him in the eyes. “We need to store a
small portion of power from a fire star. Energy from Regulus—”


“Or better yet, Hamal, my birthmate star of Aries,” Lyra
interrupted.


“Hamal rides low on the horizon in spring, often not visible
for the tree line. But I can try.” Faber rubbed a hand over the dark, unshaven
whiskers of his chin. “May I ask what purpose we are serving?”


“I need to be able to better balance my scribal powers. When
I fought a cimafa with my magic, I used so much I was forced to recharge using
Regulus. Those drastic changes caused a seizure, and now even small energy
shifts seem to trigger attacks.” Although she felt fine, Lyra stood cautiously,
uncertain what might bring on another seizure.


“In that case, perhaps we should also add energy from Castor
and Pollux of Gemini, air stars of the spring sky.”


“Yes. To extend my powers. I remember that from my mystic
astronomy lesson taught by a Qumeli tribe woman, a sibyl star watcher.”


“Good idea, Faber,” Cullen replied, and his shoulders
relaxed.


“How much energy from the fire star should be used?” The
Imperial Dragon faced the gemmator.


“Since Scribe Lyra is sensitive to shifts in her scribal
powers, I think maximizing the effects of Venus will give a more stabilizing
factor. In making the working apex gem for a wizard’s staff, I commonly imbue
it to one-quarter strength with an extending star’s power. Then, the owner
completes the empowerment using his or her elemental star. In this special case
for our Scribe, maybe a ratio of one third to two thirds. Any thoughts?”


The Imperial Dragon lowered onto his haunches and coiled his
neck low. “Sire Drake, what do you think?”


“Will this empowered stone serve power to Lyra continuously
or only when called upon?” Cullen asked.


“Good question. Staffs are made to be used on demand, but
maintain a base of power to insure a quick uptake surge. However, I can make
the tool we need to work either way.”


“I feel it would be far safer to have a low grade constant
flow. I would advise a one-quarter fire star component and no more. You can
always increase the amount if more is needed, correct?” Cullen fingered the
blue topaz at the top of his wizard’s staff.


Faber chuckled. “Sire Drake, you’ve worked with me enough to
know. It is always easier for me to add more and very difficult to de-power a
tool.”


“If it could be self-regulating, adjusting to Lyra’s need
moment by moment, that would be best.”


“Unfortunately, I don’t have the ability to make an
empowerment which reacts to its owner without a prompt. I’m only a gemmator and
don’t possess the afflation of a lapidist who could complete your request.”


“This tool will then be worn on Lyra’s person at all times.
Perhaps best in a convenient form like a pendant,” Mimio added.


“What stone will we use?” Lyra asked.


The gemmator stared up at the ceiling with a distant look in
his eyes. Finally, he spoke. “Since it must be worn, I’ll have to pack a large
amount of power into a small space. Therefore, an object with some
significance, some connection to the specific type of powers will hold more.
Perhaps a gemstone worn by a previous Scribe, or any object connected to your
ancestors, Lyra. Can you think of any such item?”


“I might find something like that back at Aunt Jean’s
cottage…but, it seems dangerous for me to go there with all the cimafa
attacks.”


Cullen strode to the jewel box belonging to Nillea. “What
about these trinkets?” He glanced back at Lyra. “You said they had some unusual
varieties of magic. They might be worth a closer look.” He opened the lid and
examined each item.


“How did this collection come to be here?” asked the
Imperial Dragon.


“A non-magical woman convinced a young blue to bring her and
her little girl here from the Meadow of Peace village for protection.” Lyra
joined Cullen and accepted the glowing, green-stoned ring when he passed it to
her. “The child is crippled and was nearly the victim of a cimafa before the
security was set in place. The woman, Nillea, appealed to me and the Guardians
to allow them to stay in the lair. She’s working hard in the kitchen in trade.
These items are the family’s valuables, given in exchange for the daughter’s
keep, if we chose to accept.”


The Tortoise and Mimio leaned across from the other side of
the table, studying the items being passed around.


The Head Guardian’s head hovered close above the group. “Amazing
items. Many are extremely old and from other worlds. I’ll request the sentry at
the main corridor to bring the woman for her to explain their origins. You said
her name is Nillea?”


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Seven: The Brass Compass


 


 


Lyra winced at Nillea’s desperate tone, pleading with the
guard who escorted her to the Imperial library.


“Please, I beg for your kindness. Let me and my kinchin stay
back to the kitchen. They’ll send us away. My little Kessa, she can’t run like
other children. Please.” She spoke fast, her words tumbling together.


When the heavy wooden door cracked open, she edged into the
room, keeping her daughter tight to her side with an arm around the girl’s
shoulder. After a quick scan of each face in the room, Nillea said, “Whatever
you intend with me, I’ll bear. But, please take mercy on my Kessa.” She dropped
her gaze to the floor. The pair stood quietly, although the young girl peeked
from around her mother’s full skirt, one of her pig-tailed braids falling
forward.


Lyra took Nillea’s shaking hand into both of hers. “Your
breakfast this morning was delicious. We’ve called you here to tell us about
the items in your jewel box.” Lyra nodded toward the case.


“Oh! I, I…” the woman stammered and patted the kerchief
covering her head, adjusting it while she reoriented herself. “Yes. I can do
that. Of course. Gladly.” The corners of her mouth turned up into the beginning
of a cautious smile. Moving to where the box sat on a table, she guided her
daughter with a hand against her upper back. “Kessa, come along. You can help
Maema.”


The girl’s gray eyes brightened with flecks of green. She
hobbled stiff-legged beside her mother, her arms outstretched toward the box.


“Kessa loves to take these special items out and touch
them—always under watchful eye mind you, but she’s a careful child for her ten
years.” Nillea bent to her daughter’s ear. “You tell them what you know about
these coins.” She dropped the small velvet pouch from the box into Kessa’s open
hands.


The girl rested her tummy against the edge of the low table
and took the weight off of her braced legs. “Gramaema told me these are called
testoons, made by a man named Henry from some far place.” She tucked a runaway
strand of her dark blonde hair behind one ear and held up one of the metal pieces.


Standing beside the girl, Lyra picked up one and studied it
more carefully. “Henry? Henry the Eighth-era England! These are around five
hundred years old.”


Kessa rotated a coin between her digits. “I like to feel
their magic wrapping around my fingers and hope it might go down to my legs.”
She picked up one of the hair combs and displayed it in front of the jewel
case. “Gramaema wore these in her hair when she dressed up.” She lifted its
mate in front of her face and looked up at her mother. “May I show them how—”


“No. Not now, Kessa.” Nillea pressed the child’s arm gently
to the table. “They aren’t wanting to see that.”


“You wear it then.” Persistent in her attempt to demonstrate
the hair decoration, her thin arm shot up and passed the comb to her mother,
who obliged and tucked it along one edge of her scarf.


Kessa examined her mother’s face. “It works better for me.
Can’t I show them? Please, Maema?”


“I said not now.” Nillea quickly selected the green ring and
placed it in her daughter’s empty hand. “Tell them about this ring instead.”


Lyra looked from mother to daughter, wondering what Nillea
was trying to avoid. Strangely, the ring didn’t glow like it had when she
examined it earlier. With its faceted surface and deep green color, she guessed
it might be an emerald. The gold setting twisted and curved into leafy vines.
Abruptly, a narrow beam of green light shot from the gem toward Lyra.


Waves of murmurs flowed around the room.


“It talks to you.” Kessa’s face lit. She motioned for Lyra
to bend low and handed the ring to her. Cupping her small hands around the
Scribe’s ear, the girl whispered, “It used to talk to my Gramaema all the time.
And me too, sometimes.”


The thread of light absorbed into the set, casting the glow
in a circle against Lyra’s skin. She stared at Kessa for a while, then glanced
at the two Guardians. It surprised her to see them focused on the ring rather
than the child.


“That might be just what we need for an amulet!” Mimio
exclaimed.


Faber leaned closer. “Interesting. That gem responds to your
aura. May I?” He accepted it from Lyra.


“What sort of magic does it possess?” the Imperial Dragon
asked.


“This contains Alliance power but very different than is
used today. I need to examine it more carefully.” He collected his work satchel
on his way toward the window. With a jeweler’s magnifying loop in place over
one eye, he selected a tool that looked like a tuning fork. Instead of striking
the fork, he touched it to the gem. He studied it for several long moments.


Cullen brushed against her other side and conveyed a
thought, From what Kessa said, her grandmother had to be a magical.


I think Kessa is too. But why would Nillea want to hide
that? If trained, Kessa’s magic could help build her confidence, which seems to
be lacking with her disability.


I don’t know. I’m very curious why the child gives no
aura.


You’re right. She doesn’t. Strange. The Guardians don’t
seem aware. They must not have heard what she told me. Lyra faced Nillea.
“Was her Gramaema a magical?”


The woman fidgeted, rolling the long tail of her scarf
between her fingers. The fabric snagged on her chapped skin. “Yes. She was. My
maema. But not me. This collection was hers. She’s gone from us now.” She
touched her daughter’s shoulder. “Kessa, let’s show another item.”


Lyra’s brows rose, and she glanced at Nillea, wondering why
her answer seemed unusually brief.


“I’ll show them the buttons. Those always work,” the child
replied.


Nillea reached into the jewel case and selected the brass
compass instead. “Maybe later. This one is good, the way it spins so crazy
like. Show them this.”


Lyra studied the woman’s face but learned nothing. She
tilted her head, preparing to question Nillea about what she was hiding, but
decided observation would reveal more than confrontation.


Kessa laid her hand flat on the table, the compass nearly
covering her entire palm. Tarnished to a drab brown, the instrument didn’t look
remarkable. The needle shook and flipped back and forth randomly.


“Amazing! This is exceptional,” Faber exclaimed from his
position at the window. “The pattern of electrical vibrations this emits and
the alignment of the inclusions, which hold specific power, exactly match gems
in the Imperial study—dating back five and six hundred years ago. This is rare
indeed.” He joined the others surrounding Kessa and her box.


“So, will that ring serve as the item you empower for Lyra’s
amulet?” the Tortoise asked.


“No. Definitely not. This is too rare, I wouldn’t dare
affect the alignment or storage of such an ancient power. Not unless no other
object is available would I even consider the idea.”


“Nillea, you said these treasures belonged to your mother.
How did she acquire them?” the leader asked.


“She claimed they were given to her by her gramaema, along
with a small bit of her magic. Oddly, her own children and theirs didn’t get
any. But my maema was never so powerful as her.”


The Imperial Dragon tilted his head to one side. “What power
did her grandmother possess?”


“She was a seer.”


The Tortoise craned his neck farther to gain a better view of
Nillea.


The dragon’s eyes widened. “Seers are exceptionally gifted
higher magicals who often serve as advisors to the leaders, foretelling the
future with their intuitive powers. The Alliance has not had a seer for
hundreds of years. Did your mother have this talent in any way?”


“Oh yes. She knew wonderful small things before they’d come
to be.” Nillea smiled. “She dressed me in the morning sunshine, for rainstorms
that came on my way from lessons to do afternoon chores with Paepa. Another
time, two cows bolted when he didn’t listen. He never doubted her again when
she got him up during the night to tie the shed door tighter.”


“How did her grandmother come by these items?” the Tortoise
asked.


Nillea fingered the hem of her scarf again. “I don’t know if
this is really truth…I was always told a tale that they were given to her by
Scribe Sorcha.”


“I like to touch these and pretend I’m Great Gramaema
Heilia.” Kessa closed eyes and wrapped her fingers around the compass.


“Were these items from Sorcha’s possessions, or did she pass
them directly to Heilia?” Faber asked.


Nillea placed a hand onto her daughter’s shoulder. “No one
ever talked of that.”


Lyra decided to test her hunch about the girl being a
magical. She reached out, cradling Kessa’s small hand, which held the compass,
into her own palm. “Point to what will make a good amulet for me.” She actively
prevented any of her scribal aura from powering the direction.


Cullen raised an eyebrow at Lyra.


The child let out a soft cooing noise, and her mouth contorted,
but her eyes remained shut. She spread her fingers open against the Scribe’s.


The needle of the compass stopped jostling and pointed in a
determined direction—directly toward Cullen.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Eight: The Amulet


 


 


Lyra spun around and faced Cullen. “What do you have that
will make a good amulet?”


He looked down the front of his body, then examined his
hands. “I’m not even wearing my usual jewelry. No earrings or pendant, since
I’m about to depart with the next squadron for battle. Only my bloodswear ring
and staff, which both aid my powerthrowing.” He took off the wide leather belt
that gathered his tunic around his waist. He opened hidden compartments to
reveal a dagger and short wand. He held those at arm’s length to the side. “Did
the compass hand follow?”


She checked the angle of the pointer. “No. It’s something
else.”


With his free hand, he patted the outsides of his pant
pockets. “I almost forgot.” He pulled out a silver pocket watch. “The gift you
gave me, a symbol of our engagement.” He held it to the opposite side.


“The compass moved!” Kessa squealed with delight. Lyra’s
theory about the girl was right—she did have magic to guide the compass. She
seemed pleased to be able to use her magic to help.


Lyra studied the girl, then scanned the room, surprised to
find all eyes on Cullen’s watch, not Kessa. They must have thought Lyra’s aura
enabled the pointer to find the item, but she knew no scribal power backed the
words of her direction. They only informed the girl about what she needed to
find.


The Imperial Dragon leaned close, examining the watch. “How
do we know with certainty that this is the object to charge as Lyra’s amulet?”


“Well, it did belong to Scribe Brigid,” Lyra replied. “The
inscription inside is a message from her to her new husband, a family item,
probably given as a wedding present.”


“That,” Faber said, “along with the intention you placed
upon it as a symbol for Sire Drake, most certainly imbues it with the necessary
feature of purity.” He approached Cullen. “May I examine it?”


Cullen nodded and handed him the watch.


The gemmator drew away from the group and, again, applied
his instruments, a whole series of those odd tuning fork devices.


Lyra looked into Cullen’s eyes. “I hope the watch won’t lose
the love it holds when it’s empowered.”


“This will work!” Faber called out, not even taking time to
lift the loop from his eye. “It has the parameters I need to empower it. Scribe
Lyra, I can assure you that the purity of your intentions will remain sound.”


“Excellent!” The leader gave a snort of smoke. “If all are
in agreement, then begin your work at once.”


During a chorus of affirmations, Lyra glanced at Cullen,
wondering if he’d accept. “Do you need this watch to take with you into
battle?”


“It was in my pocket to always have you near me. Now, it
will keep my mind clearer knowing you are safe from harm—a welcome trade.” He
smiled and nodded to the gemmator. “You may proceed.”


“Is there a window here with a view of the western sky?”
Faber asked the Tortoise. “This bank of windows face north. I need views of the
air constellation Gemini, its stars Castor and Pollux, as well as of Regulus of
Leo. I can work in the observatory on the other side of the lair, but time is
valuable.”


“There is one additional window in the archival stacks on
the third floor. It faces a different direction, but I’m not sure how true to
west it is.” He pointed to the stacks behind the study tables. “Use the
stairwell beyond the last row of shelves.”


Faber wasted no time. He stored his tools and the watch into
his satchel and wound quickly up the open iron staircase.


After the room quieted, the Tortoise tipped his chin to one
side and asked, “Lyra, how did you know to use the compass to signal the
location of a potential amulet?”


“Since Heilia was a seer, I thought a directional device
from her might be able to answer my question, especially if Kessa—”


“It fills me with gladness that my little kinchin could help
tell about those items,” Nillea interrupted, filling the talking space with
rapid speech. “I could have done the same, but she enjoys the box of treasures
so. Consider them yours in exchange for her keep. If we’ve served the task,
Kessa and I got plenty of chores to be doing back in the kitchen. Please, if
you will kindly pardon us to take leave now.” She clasped her daughter’s
shoulders and steered her toward the door.


The Tortoise didn’t have time to bow before Nillea yanked on
the door handle. The leader rose quickly to offer assistance but arrived too
late.


She already slipped herself and Kessa through a small crack.


Lyra joined the others at seats around the tables. She
wondered about the woman’s nervous behavior, hurrying off when Lyra hinted at
Kessa’s abilities. What reason could Nillea have for hiding her daughter’s magical
talents? Or was the mother just stressed, like everyone, with the dangers of
war, wanting to protect her disabled child?


Cullen rearranged himself with annoyance on the floor
cushion and tapped on the shaft of his wizard’s staff. His knee rested against
Lyra’s.


Despite that, she felt restless and didn’t connect with his
thoughts. Her heart went out to the crippled child. If Kessa possessed a seer’s
magic, whether weak or strong, it could be encouraged to give her purpose and
self-confidence, a chance for a happy life despite her physical limitation.
Lyra fought an urge to rush off to the kitchen and talk with Nillea in private
while Faber worked on her amulet.


That’s an admirable idea. But, you can help the girl
after you save the Alliance, Cullen mentally reminded her.


I wish I had time to start now. After another minute
passed without any communication from the gemmator, Lyra’s tension pushed her
to her feet.


Footsteps clanked against the metal stair treads. “Done!”
Faber called down to them.


Lyra exhaled a long breath, wishing she could be in two
places at once.


When he stood before them, he continued. “That window served
fine for my purposes. As requested, I stored the metalwork with a one-quarter,
three-quarters ratio of fire to air power. Then I rearranged the directions of
the metal inclusions to make its delivery of those powers constant. And I
refastened the length of chain into a necklace for our Scribe to wear it as a
pendant.” He handed the pocket watch to the Imperial Dragon and bowed low. “For
your inspection, Head Guardian.”


The Imperial Dragon gently clasped his mighty claw around
the small timepiece. He closed his eyes for a moment, and when they reopened,
his irises glinted with a new color—green.


The gemmator let out a sigh.


“As you indicated, this does contain air and fire strengths.
It should do well to stabilize the powers of our Scribe and thereby protect her
health.” He smiled and passed the watch to Cullen. “Sire Drake, I understand
your concern for her well-being. Please check my analysis.”


Cullen moved the watch to his right hand bearing the
bloodswear ring upon his index finger. He repeated the same procedure as the
leader but also activated his ring with a slight twist. His blue aura spread
from its blue topaz jeweled dragon eyes, surrounded the amulet, then receded.
“I concur. The design is as intended. I’ll remain present while Lyra conducts a
test of its efficacy.” He bowed his head to the leader. “If all goes as
expected, I’ll return to battle immediately after.” He placed the chain around
Lyra’s neck. “How do you feel?”


She moved to her seat at the work table laid with the texts.
“Better. More balanced and more in control of my body.” She opened Elisabeth’s Book
of Dragonspeir with a smile. “I’m ready to try this.”


Cullen and Mimio took positions on either side of her, while
the Tortoise found a cushion across from them.


“I need to learn how the ruby affected the Black Dragon and
how Elisabeth and Garrett escaped.” Lyra looked at Cullen. “Learning from their
experience will make ours easier.” She opened to a marked page. “Like I’ve done
before,” she directed the Imperial Dragon and Cullen, “I’ll include as much
hidden meaning as possible while I read, but some doesn’t become apparent to me
until the end of a scene.”


 


My skirt wadded under my knees as I
crawled, until it limited my forward movement. Unable to look away from the
ruby, I struggled with one hand to tear the fabric. It would not give way, so I
pushed myself into a squat. Even with that slight change in height, my head
throbbed with the increased internal pressure in my vessels.


The ruby urged—no, commanded—me
onward. I heard a desperate moan in the background, but the voice sounded so
far away that I couldn’t concern myself with the helpless creature. Matters of
greater importance offered me more rewards.


My head adjusted to the change in
pressure. I noticed the red light’s sensation on the skin of my face and hands
grow so pleasurable, I opened the top placket of my tunic and wrenched the
fabric back to expose my neck and upper chest. I managed to work the fitted
sleeves only to the height above my elbows. In a frenzy of rage with the tight
sleeves, I lifted my skirt, separating the junction of my undergarment and
stockings to let my knees feel the wondrous heat. It penetrated with a warmth
beyond the comfort of summer sun rays, reaching deep inside my muscles,
enlivening the vessels and nerves. Basking this way, a delicious euphoria
energized my entire being. I craved more.


The ruby channeled its message to
me, a promise I found no reason to mistrust. It whispered on light beams that
what I felt at that distance was only a beginning. If I accepted it as my own
and gave it protection, it would make me invincible. Energy beyond my
imagination would course throughout my body.


Slowly, I rose to a hunched and
twisted standing posture, my limbs only partially under my control, and stepped
toward the gem. Its brilliance masked my view of everything else, which didn’t
concern me because nothing else held any importance. I raised my hand to touch
the great Emtori Ruby. Its fire crackled through a jagged bolt and connected
with my palm. I couldn’t gauge the distance between me and the gem or command
my legs to move, but those matters presented no worries. I trusted the thread
of light to guide me.


The ruby took control and
contracted my muscles, propelling me along the red filament. The keystone’s
power surging through my veins grew steadily stronger. Its energy pulsed
against my outstretched hand. We were almost one. It pulled my arm closer. The
air crackled and hissed, sparks flying in all directions. My skin touched the
surface of the stone, which was surprisingly cool. The power it promised me was
real, flooding into my heart, mind, and limbs. I stood tall, and my aura beamed
a yard around me, a vivid crimson.


Red beams shot everywhere,
excepting one direction on the far side of the stone. There, an immense shadow
consumed all light. The black void expanded taller and wider, looming overhead.
A gas permeated the air, burning my lungs with a putrid odor. A dark-scaled,
skeletal claw reached out of that pervasive darkness. In one swift motion, the
talons caged the ruby and whisked it off the pedestal.


Separated from my life force, I
stood motionless.


“This Emtori Ruby is mine!” a deep
voice thundered from the shadows.  “I heard it call your name—Elisabeth.
It should bond to no one but me, the leader of the Dark Realm.” The massive
head of the Black Dragon surged above me. “You must die!” Bony eye sockets sunk
deep into a skull covered with patchy, rotted flesh. Two large horns curved
forward and down, ending on either side of his snout. Slime drooled from his
menacing grin, then he expelled a rain of searing acid regurgitation over me.


 


“Lyra, why don’t you take a break now?” Cullen’s voice
tugged Lyra’s concentration away from the reading. His hand on her arm pulled
her back to reality. He moved her hand to grasp the pocket watch dangling
against her breastbone.


She took several deep breaths. “I’m fine. I’m still
extremely agitated. My heart is racing, but I don’t feel like I’m losing
control.”


While she spoke, both Mimio and Cullen set to work touching
skin over her organs.


After several minutes, the sorceress relaxed. “I didn’t find
much. Only a slightly elevated heartbeat and pulse.”


“Best of all, no abnormal firings in the nervous tissues of
the brain and spine,” Cullen added, wrapping an arm around Lyra’s shoulder.


“Then the amulet is working,” Lyra said with a smile that
shook a bit at the corners.


“Wonderful news!” the Imperial Dragon exclaimed.


The Tortoise waggled his skinny tail—a sight that made
Lyra’s eyes crinkle and her smile feel more natural. “Please continue reading.
My heart is pounding also. I want to know how the pair survived.”


Lyra nodded and refocused on the book.


 


My exposed skin burned on contact,
and I coughed uncontrollably.


The evil leader waved a fiery claw
above him, with my former captor imprisoned inside.


The Emtori Ruby no longer called to
me, seemingly satisfied to be owned by another. A deep, disabling betrayal
sliced my heart, like being jilted by a fickle lover. My head ached as though
it would burst, but at least it did register my own thoughts again.


Panic shot through me. In the
keystone’s red haze, I turned to see Garrett in a heap on the floor near the
doorway of the chamber.


The bear-asp leaned against the
wall behind him.


Lingering strength from the ruby
yet flowed through me. Lacing that energy with a thrust of adrenaline, I hurled
a wild powerball at the beast. It slumped, and I ran to Garrett. Scarcely able
to manage the extraordinary strength, I pushed myself under his side and
balanced most of his weight awkwardly on my right shoulder.


He weakly moved his legs, and
together we passed through the archway into the dark corridor. We half-ran,
half-tripped along the uneven stone floor.


The Black Dragon pursued. He
projected his acidic spew wildly, often missing us entirely. His poor aim led
me to surmise that his vision must have been disabled by the ruby, much as mine
had been. The gem did enable his sanguine aura to spread an enormous distance.
If he had been the size of the Imperial Dragon, his aura would have encompassed
the entire breadth of the tunnel. Thankfully, the dark leader was of much
smaller stature, leaving the hollowed crevices along the jagged walls in dark
safety.


My strength from the ruby ebbed,
and I struggled under Garrett’s weight. The acidic air burned my eyes. With
blurred vision, I set my sights on what I guessed was one extremely dark fissure
ahead and pressed our bodies into it. I covered my mouth to muffle my own
coughs as best I could.


“Use what’s left of the ruby’s
energy to heal my shoulder,” Garrett murmured into my ear.


Knowing my waning energy would not
help him to reach a safe exit, I wedged a hand under his hooded surcoat, closer
to the wound. I waited until the best moment, when the Black Dragon just passed
by and would be even less able to notice our actions. I focused on a single
thought—healing. Instinctively, my own golden aura, still tinged red from the
ruby, flowed from my hand into his shoulder.


Seconds later, his white aura
briefly surrounded us both, then extinguished. I’m mended well enough. Our
auras are now cloaked. We must leave as we entered, following the hiding places,
he whispered, although his words registered in my mind and not my ears. I
wondered if that was some odd effect which lingered from my connection to the
ruby.


 


Lyra looked up from the book. She placed a hand around her
amulet and let out a loud sigh. “That is how she did it. The ruby’s strength
remained for a while, enough to help them with a getaway.”


The Tortoise shifted on his cushion. “From what meanings you
felt behind the words, do you think Elisabeth would have gained enough power to
accomplish those supernatural feats if she’d stopped earlier? If she hadn’t
actually touched the ruby?”


“I wondered that exact thing,” Mimio said.


Lyra leaned forward and rested on one elbow. “No. The power she
gained from touching the keystone gave a sharp jolt which she didn’t describe
in the text. There was a huge transfer of power with their contact.”


“Their contact? I’m confused,” said the Imperial Dragon. “Do
you mean the Scribe and the ruby or Sire Garrett?” asked the Imperial Dragon.


“Oh! The hidden magic seems so natural in my mind, I forgot
to explain. The ruby behaved, at least in Elisabeth’s mind, like a person with
feelings, needs, and desires.”


“Yes,” Cullen said. “Before, you mentioned she called it her
mother, replacing the one she lost as a young girl.”


“This time it seemed more like a lover, maybe competing with
Garrett.” Lyra let go of the amulet and sat taller.


Cullen placed a hand over hers. “Well, I think we’ve learned
a lot about how to handle that keystone and, more importantly, you stayed
unharmed.” He rose from the table and faced the Imperial Dragon. “With this
assurance, I need to get back to my duties. I’ve lost track of time. When will
the next squadron leave? I’ll ride whichever guard is willing.”


“It should be soon. Allow me to consult the guard at the
door.” He passed through the door and immediately reentered with the bronze
dragon, Yasqu.


“We’ve held up departure waiting for you both,” the younger
dragon said, glancing around the room.


“Then we need to leave at once.” The leader’s head turned
sharply back to him. “Are you joining this squadron?”


Lyra’s eyebrows rose. She swallowed hard, wishing he didn’t
have to join the fighting. He was still so young and inexperienced.


“I am. If the Head Guardian will allow it,” the bronze
replied. After his experience fighting during their quest in Terza, Yasqu
seemed to carry himself taller. His muscles rippled, anxious to use what he’d
learned.


The leader paused, studying Yasqu’s face. “I don’t know.”


“I’m fully trained now and have met several real battles
with Scribe Lyra. I can’t stay behind any longer. I need to serve our people.”


The Imperial Dragon nodded. “I do understand. Very well…as
long as you are in a squadron with either myself or Yord in command, I grant my
permission.”


Yasqu lifted his chest high and shot Lyra a grin that melted
her heart, reminding her of when he was a hatchling she’d raised not so long
ago.


Cullen leaned down and gave Lyra a quick kiss on the cheek.
“We both have jobs to do. Let us both stay safe.”


She beamed and hugged his shoulders. Please check on
Kenzo and Noba for me. I miss them.


Could you use their help in any way?


Yes. Kenzo has a good head for details. And he can help
with my other project—Kessa.


He shot her a warm smile. Snooping—one of his favorite
jobs!


“Call to me with our jadestones if you need me.” She
released her embrace.


He nodded and swept through the doorway, followed closely by
the two dragons.


Moments later, Lyra watched through the windows as two
squadrons sailed out from the lair’s landing.


The Head Guardian led one, and Cullen sat on Yord who led
the other. She sighed, thankful he rode her special blue friend. Of all the
senior dragons, he was the most agile while carrying a rider. She touched the
jadestone brooch on her collar, feeling the vibrations of Cullen’s love. She
watched the two groups separate before she resumed her own duties.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Nine: The First Matans


 


 


Lyra settled onto her usual cushion and pulled documents from
around the table. “You said you had a copy of Elisabeth’s bloodswear quest
handy,” she called to the Tortoise who moved among the shelves. “I can’t find
it and would like to read more about her experiences with the Emtori Ruby
keystone.”


“Yes. I have it here,” his voice called to her from deep in
the stacks. He lumbered out and a leather-bound journal sailed just above his
nose. It landed on the table in front of Lyra.


“Thanks. I remember the basics of her second quest from what
we read in entries made by the Imperial Dragon of that era. She was expected to
find out more about the characteristics of the gem. She went to the underground
world of Terza, since the gem had been mined there.”


“Indeed. Elisabeth was set to a task of claiming the ruby
for the Alliance. If lives were in danger, she was to destroy it. The gem was
not only mined, but cut in Terza,” he added, standing beside where Lyra sat.


Mimio quietly joined next to him.


“Well, that is exactly what I need to be able to do, so I’ll
get started reading.” Lyra opened the cover and skimmed the opening few
chapters. “Hmm. I could have used much of this information before Cullen and I
headed down into Terza. But, there really wasn’t any time with that pestilence
killing so many so fast.” She turned through a couple more chapters. “Here.
I’ll begin where the couple is bartering with Kon. Amazing! He told me he met
with her, but I didn’t believe he was really that old. It says he worked as a
Malificate lapidist back then.”


“You met someone who talked with Elisabeth?” The Tortoise’s
eyes grew huge. “Can you journey there again and learn from him what you need
to know?”


Lyra shook her head. “No. He’s not alive. He seemed to have
gone mad after losing his social position. The matans the Malificates used for
power were killed by the Vizards. He saw Noba, who we learned is a matan, and
went crazy trying to possess our little pseudodragon. After threatening our
lives, he died as we protected ourselves.” She stared absently across the room.
“I’ve wished many times it hadn’t turned out that way, and now I have another
reason to feel regret.”


“I’m sorry to hear that,” the Guardian replied. “Unlike
Elisabeth’s Book of Dragonspeir, copies of her bloodswear quest document
have remained in the Imperial library since she wrote it. I’m well acquainted
with the text. If you’ll take notes as you study the hidden magic, I’d like to
use this time for some research. Mimio, will you please assist me?”


The sorceress nodded. They disappeared up the stairs and
into the archives.


Refocusing on the book, Lyra located the beginning of the
scene and read silently.


 


The man in the doorway tipped a
floppy, low-brimmed black cap to reveal a long braid growing from a small patch
of hair at his crown. “I hear you’ve come to offer a trade in order to know
about the Emtori Ruby.” A smile accentuated his words as he named the gemstone.
He rubbed his hands together, scattering a cloud of multi-colored dust into the
air. It sparkled in the glimmer given off by a row of candles, their glow
enhanced with metal reflectors to provide lighting on his work table.


“We offer this enchanted gem—a blue
scrying stone—in exchange for information about how to handle that particular
ruby.” Garrett swept forward and opened his hand to reveal a deep navy stone
with a white star shining across its smooth cabochon surface. He dropped his
torso into a bow but kept his head held high to watch for a response.


I was thankful Garrett had traveled
into this strange land before. The people there acted from a different base of
customs and beliefs than what I was familiar with, either in my homeland or in
the Alliance. Folks in Terza evaluated every encounter in terms of personal
gain. Such continual greed weighed heavily upon my sensibilities as well as my
confidence.


Kon bristled and pushed Garrett’s
hand aside. “My time is too valued for a petty offer. You think of me as a
fool.” He straightened his posture and snapped the fingers of his right hand,
sending another puff of glitter into the air. “Etes, I need to call your services.”


From the dark shadows at the back
of the shop, a tiny creature twisted its way out from between brooms, iron
rods, and bellows of all sizes. Emerging snout first, it snarled and displayed
a row of pearly little teeth, which were so small I didn’t feel any appreciable
threat. Its full height rose no more than my hip—a squat little dragon-beast.
It whipped its tail wildly in front of us.


Compared to the grand dragons of
the Alliance, I fought an urge to pet this diminutive sort. My hand extended
out, but Garrett grasped my wrist and thrust my body backward. “What danger can
that wee dragon pose?” I asked, still in disbelief.


“It’s a matan. That tail barb bears
deadly poison, enough to kill a man in minutes,” Garrett replied, clutching me
to his side.


“I see we both have knowledge of
the other’s ways,” Kon said with a sly smile. “Perhaps now we can respect our
trade, that is, if your want is big enough.”


I knew the risk proved real, but so
too was our need. He and I wished to wed, but were kept from that privilege
until I could be named his equal. That required my extended effort of service
to the Alliance, working tirelessly to block acts of ill intent against the
land. If we could destroy this power source, then a happy life with my beloved
might be near at hand. Only this queer craftsman blocked our present path.


I moved a hand to the inner pocket
of my surcoat.


Garrett stilled my movement. “What
are you intending to offer?” He felt the book through the cloth of my outer
garment and shook his head. “It’s too much, but we have no other choice.” I
couldn’t discern whether he intended his reaction as a manipulation in the
trading procedure, or that the stories I’d scribed were truly too valuable.
Weighing my written words to the Emtori Ruby yielded a clear answer in my mind.


I withdrew the black, leather-bound
volume, one of a dozen copies the Tortoise ordered his scriveners to draft.
Keeping mindful of the matan, I thrust it toward the lapidist. “This is an
account of the current status of the Emtori Ruby and its possessor, the Black
Dragon. He is the leader of the Dark Realm in the land of Dragonspeir. I was
chosen from a far land to be the author. Some say there is magic within my
words.”


Kon accepted the book and turned it
over, stroking his whiskery beard. “And where do you make your homeland?”


“I live among humans in a land
called England.”


“England. I’ve heard of the place.
Show me something from there to prove yourself.”


I panicked, thinking about what I wore
from head to toe and felt for what might be stowed in my pockets. I owned no
jewelry; times had been hard for my family after my mother passed, even though
father did very well with his shop, making swords for noblemen. My fingers ran
across a wad of rough linen at the bottom of the pocket where I’d stored my
book—my coif. I pulled it out for display. “Here’s a coif, my head covering
from how I was dressed when I entered Dragonspeir. No one wears these long
veils that I’m wearing now at my home.” I ran a hand along the length of the
fabric over my hair, hoping the difference meant something to this person who’d
likely never been to either locale.


“It is different indeed.” He seemed
satisfied and examined the book. “Hmm. This gives interesting accounts about
warring peoples.”


Etes growled and took a step in my
direction.


Kon absently waved the matan to
back away. “A fair about trade!” He snapped the book shut. “I’ll accept this,
what-you-call, Book of Dragonspeir, which you penned. In turn, you may
hear what magic is in the Emtori Ruby.” He motioned to some crude wooden chairs
littered with rags, saws, and chisels, and stooped to clear away his supplies.
“Please sit yourselves, and let me tell.”


Garret and I took seats beside each
other.


Kon pulled a tall stool from his
work bench and perched his tall frame above us. He crooked a finger, and his
matan coiled its small body around a lower rung between the lapidist’s long
legs. Kon dropped his gaze to the small dragon. “The story of how he came to
me.” The lapidist loosened the cord cinching his drab green apron and gave ease
to the fabric drawn across his belly. He let out a sigh and settled into a
comfortable slouch. “Long ago, a century gone, when my father and I served our
employment of mining—what most every Malificate is expected to do—his axe
shattered a new mineral vein open. Surely fate, since his old arms gave no
strong blows. So much dislodged, he toppled back over me. After the dust
settled, we looked up, and a deep red glint took our eyes, then wormed into our
minds.” The lapidist stared past us with a faraway look.


I glanced over my shoulder but
found only a shelved wall littered with a disarray of craftsmen’s supplies.


A grin spread over his face. His
eyes widened, set in a blank stare at some object behind us, or at some memory.
“I still feel its call. Directly we knew it was special. With no one else near
in that Emtori tunnel, we looked at one another. My father gave a single nod,
and we shot straight to work, picking that fire free from its maternal vein.
Quite a fight it served, not wanting to leave the cradle. With one mighty
heave, which tore my shoulder, a mass the size of my head fell loose. Dark with
clinging bits of its mother, a thumbnail patch of burgundy lit the mine floor
beneath.” He lifted off his hat and turned it over, brim toward us. “I stowed
it in my cap, same sort as this here.” He demonstrated the technique of pulling
the brim together, facing the open edge under his apron.


“Too injured to work to day’s end,
I begged off to meet a healer. Father came along; no one saw to argue with an
elder. He treated me himself, so no one knew I’d healed. I pretended to
convalesce a long week. Instead, I worked using lapidary skills I’d learned
through my apprenticeship—a craft to someday get me out of the mines, when the
senior lapidists retired. We’re a long-lived people; that could have been
several centuries hence.


While I cut and revealed the gem, I
felt its raw power surfacing. If the gem met its promise, I’d own a real sense
of power over the Vizards who worked us hard like slaves. Long into those
nights, I cut and polished, fever blinding my vision to all but the ruby. My
relentless efforts turned to delirium.” He flashed a toothy smile and leaned
closer. “Some say I’ve never been right since.


Father couldn’t mend my sickness, a
crazy thirst for the power in the stone. Although I’d intended to control it,
to train it to do my bidding, the fire wanted different.  Some say luck,
but I say fate, took my father to make his usual trade. He regularly bartered
samples of the secret Malificate obsidian dust with drake dragons at the upper
world’s dark forest. I always went with him, except that day, unable to leave
the red stone. They took advantage and overpowered his weak frame, demanding
more powder that he didn’t have. To beg his release, he offered my Emtori Ruby,
if they could make good trade. He talked high about its terrific strength,
while truly wanting to rid me of its hold. The drakes told him to come back the
following day for trading.”


Kon dropped a hand and patted the
matan’s head. “That night, Father used all the obsidian powder in the elders’
storehouses to create an enchantment to control the ruby. He poured the
bespelled liquid over it, and formed a base underneath--a dark rock in the
shape of a crossed star. The star stone, what he called his Staurolite,
manifested an affinity for the fiery gem. It pulled the ruby to it from a
distance, balancing the gem on the star’s center. With the power moderated, I
regained my faculties and accompanied him for the trade the next morning. I
begged him to allow me to learn use of the Staurolite to make the ruby do my
bidding. I never wanted to work those mines again, and imagined exactly how I’d
make those Vizards pay.


Bound by his honor, Father wouldn’t
relent unless he deemed their offer unworthy. In the forest above, a fracas
allowed us to freely exit without sneaking past Vizard guards. We slipped out
the portal tunnel and hid behind some brush. Two small dragons, not even to the
ankle of one drake, whipped red tails with such magic that made five Vizards
scream in agony. We waited until the tiny creatures were controlled, and the
guards crept back down to Terza while still gripping their pained bony skulls.


Father made an eager trade, accepting
the pair and their nest filled with four eggs. Those were the first matans,
claimed to have been brought from a distant land by the darkest dragons of
their forest. The souls of the matans would not give way.


The fire of the Emtori Ruby sparked
when my father removed it from the Staurolite base.


The drakes’ eyes gleamed with
wicked greed. They nodded in favor of the trade, anxious for rewards after
presenting the prize to their leader.


Ever after, Malificate elders and
their families have kept matans. Some Vizards and their Rotter allies were made
examples, tasting a version of our slavery,” Kon said with a snarl. His eyes
looked wild and fearsome. “With the constant threat, power shifted, and our
people now live better lives, working for fair trades.”


By his tone, I wondered if he’d
been the one to torture those individuals. “Would anyone be able to control the
Emtori Ruby?” I asked, avoiding his malevolent gaze.


 Kon stroked the length of his
braid. “I imagine given the right sort of power, someone could. For a short
time, I’m sure. For long…” He shook his head. “It would bring madness and
self-destruction.


Glad for this information, I
realized why I had been able to enter the Black Dragon’s chamber and touch the
ruby in his presence. His own strength to control it was waning. Knowing how my
birthmate star aligned with the ruby’s energy, I had a chance, albeit slim, of
controlling the ruby better than the Black Dragon, at least for a while.


“Can the ruby be destroyed?” I
asked.


The lapidist shuddered and shot me
a pained look. “Why ever would that need to occur?” He swallowed hard and
continued. “It would require a strength as fiery as its own to crush and
release its aura.”


Although I knew I possessed fire
energy in my magic, I didn’t know how strong.


“What about the Staurolite?” asked
Garrett. “If you didn’t give it to them, where is it?”


“I’ve wished I knew that answer
many times over. Father left off alone for a week, saying he was on a stint to
visit a relation. After he’d been gone, I discovered he took the Staurolite
with him. I tried to find him, but no one knew where he’d taken to. He returned
without the stone, telling me he hid it far away to keep me from using it to
call that ruby back. Wise man, for I would have, even still today. On his
deathbed, he ranted of the Staurolite being in a place called Cerid’s Crux. I
stinted there, almost died in the heat and sun, and came home without it.”


Garrett rose and stretched his
back. “How does the Staurolite work to affect the ruby?”


“While I did have the Staurolite, I
tested some of its properties. Hard like quartz, the stone seems related to a
ruby by their crystal shapes. However, crystals of the Staurolite orient only
at right angles. My thoughts are it directs powers of the ruby along those two
orderly planes, organizing the disarray of energy.” Kon dropped his hat on the
floor in the middle of our circle. It hit the stone with a splat, crushing the
soft peek, and a cloud of sparkling mica billowed into the air.


I coughed, and squinted to see a second
tiny dragon standing next to the worn hat. The creature was shorter than Kon’s
matan. It spun around, whipping both head and barbed tail in all directions.


The lapidist held up his palm to
the new matan. “Be at ease.” He waved his hand toward us. “Meet your new
masters, Sire Garrett and Scribe Elisabeth.” Kon’s face warmed with a smile as
he looked at us. “You’ve given me a time to enjoy retelling that old tale, very
special to me. We Malificates are proud and value passing our histories. For
that, I share with you this female matan who will birth a nest soon. Her powers
will see you out of Terza without risk. No Vizards will attempt harm.” He bowed
his head. “Thank you for our trade.”


“Thank you, Master Kon. We humbly
appreciate your time and gift,” I replied, bowing my head in turn. Stunned with
his sudden generosity, I kept my eyes on him. The retelling of the story seemed
to affect him more deeply than I had expected.


A thud startled me to lift my head
and see my matan staring squarely into my face. I jerked back, unsure if it
posed danger.


 


A loud noise made Lyra jerk away from the book, her hand
reflexively clasping the amulet. Before her tired eyes completely refocused, a
flurry of silver, white, and gray feathers swept in front of her.


“Lady Lyra, I’m here reporting for duty.” Kenzo, the giant
tiger owl, perched on the far edge of the library table. “I saw Master at the
Village where I was helping transport water pails. He instructed me to meet you
here at once.”


Lyra’s cheeks rose, and a smile covered her face. The
tension from her reading experience melted away, and she remembered the
crippled child who needed her help. Lyra opened her arms to hug her dear
friend. “I do have a job for you.”


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Ten: To Hold a Ruby


 


 


Lyra rolled back on her cushion and looked at the tiger owl,
quiet on his perch. A pensive grayness clouded his normally crystal blue eyes.
Cracks split his talons, and the ends of his feathers were tattered. Times were
hard for everyone. She missed his quick wit and sharp tongue. She hoped her
mission would lighten his burden somewhat. “Have you seen Noba?”


“Yes. He should be fine,” Kenzo replied. “He’s working in
the secured dwellings, helping distribute food and water. I haven’t seen him as
often as usual though. I’m a fast flyer and assist the wizards to get water
from the well between cimafa strikes.”


Lyra smiled and ruffled his neck feathers the way he always
liked. “I’m sure you were also chosen for your bravery. And Noba’s big heart
will be useful to cheer up the villagers. I just read a scene about how the
first pseudodragons came to the Alliance. Elisabeth was given a pregnant female
in a trade with Kon when she visited Terza.”


“Kon? The man we met? He lived that long ago?” The owl’s
beak hung open.


Lyra nodded. “He was over eight hundred years old. Here, a
few of the highest magicals are that old.”


“Only those who have enough afflation.”


“Afflation won’t help anyone, unless we can stop the Black
Dragon. I’ve been studying to find a way to stop him. I don’t have time to do
something else that I think is important. That’s what I need you for.”


“You can count on me,” he said, stretching out to his
fullest length. “What do you wish me to do?”


“There is someone I’d like to help who has helped me. She’s
a crippled child, named Kessa, who I can tell has magical ability. If only
she’d receive training, she might have a skill that would give her confidence
and happiness despite her physical limitations. For some reason I don’t know,
her mother wants to keep the girl’s magic hidden.”


“So what can I help with?” Kenzo asked. He rotated his head
a full 180 degrees toward the window at the sound of a dragon squadron leaving
the lair.


“We all jump at that noise.” She glanced up at the archive
stacks to make sure the Tortoise and Mimio still searched for old journals. “I
think she’s a seer,” Lyra whispered.


“A seer?” his voice rose, and his feathers ruffled on edge.


“Shh. I don’t think anyone else other than me and Cullen
suspect what she is. I want you to make friends with Kessa and her mother,
Nillea. Try to learn more. They’re working in the lair’s kitchen. You’ll
probably find them there.”


“Why are they here and not in the secured zones?”


“Nillea told me she convinced a young blue into bringing them
here. Just before Maxime Eviligo took effect, a cimafa nearly took Kessa
because she was unable to run. I think that much is true, but there may be more
to know. Nillea is working desperately hard in the kitchen to earn their keep.
She’s a very determined woman who appears to be hiding something.”


“How old is Kessa?”


“Around ten. A pretty girl in a plain sort of way. Her
spirit is warming—something is special about her.” Lyra rose and opened the
door to the hallway.


Kenzo clattered his beak. “No problem. I’m always good at
entertaining children, magical or otherwise.” He partially unfolded his wings
in preparation for flight. “And it sounds like I’ll be eating well…a definite
perk of this assignment.” With a wink of one huge eye, he flapped off in silent
flight.


She watched him sail down the corridor, chuckling and poking
fun at the guard stationed near the far end. Seeing his usual cheerfulness
return brought a smile to her lips.


Back inside, she resettled herself into the all too familiar
dent in her cushion and pulled her notebook to her. She jotted down main ideas
from her last reading. Flipping through Elisabeth’s bloodswear document, she
located the next important scene—taking the Emtori Ruby from the Black Dragon.
Only a few pages remained in the book. Lyra shuddered. She knew Sire Garrett
would die soon. The parallels between her life and Elisabeth’s bothered her.
She took hold of the amulet and reminded herself that while she and the first
Scribe were closely related energetically, Cullen and Garrett shared little.
Lyra was happy to see the Tortoise and Mimio return down the stairs. “I’d like
you to sit with me while I read this next scene.”


“Gladly,” the Tortoise called out as bound documents flew
above his head. “What is its nature?”


“Claiming the ruby from the Black Dragon.”


“Ah. Absolutely, I want to hear that part aloud,” he replied
and took a seat on her right, with Mimio already at Lyra’s left.


Lyra placed a finger at the beginning of the scene and began
reading.


 


Retracing our path into the lair of
the Dark Realm, I was grateful to have spent even a few short days learning
some magic craft. Perhaps, this time I could get power to leave my fingers more
easily now. If nothing else, the schooling served to boost my confidence. That
helped me overlook how tired my physical body felt. My legs and feet ached from
travel. A painful kink lodged in my back from sleeping on the ground the past
nights, traveling from Terza to Silva Nocens.


Kon’s words encouraged me. I felt
my fire power, given from my birthmate star, might allow me a few moments to be
on an equal plane with the ruby. With judicious use of that time, I might
destroy it—the expected outcome of my bloodswear oath and quest. I had related
my plan to Garrett, and he came equipped with a sledgehammer fixed to his wide
leather belt. Considering the excessive weight, I appealed to him to magically
lighten its mass. He refused, concerned that in the case he was incapacitated,
as before, he’d be unable to restore its usual heft.


The determination in Garrett’s
surefooted step revealed his enormous sense of duty to me and the Alliance. His
demeanor was infectious. I held my head high…until we reentered the red glow of
the Black Dragon’s chamber.


This time I was prepared for the
enticement of the Emtori Ruby. I skillfully kept my gaze from where the gem
rested on the same crude rock platform. My nose wrinkled at a fetid odor. I
quickly scanned the room for the Black Dragon lurking in shadows. By stroke of
good fortune, he wasn’t present. The putrid stench came from rotting carcasses
scattered about the chamber. Their bellies swollen with gases caused them to
float in several inky pools. I squelched my initial elation, considering that
the leader might have simply been hiding under a cloak of magic. Cautious speed
and maximum control of my aura were my tools. Cautious speed and control. I
repeated the phrase over and over like a mantra to maintain my focus.


I shielded my eyes with my left
hand and walked assertively toward the origin of the red light. In my palm, I
held a ready ball of my aura, spinning and swirling through my fingers. It
acted as a barrier between my eyes and the connection the keystone. The skin of
my hand and face prickled icy hot with my own energy.


The ruby reacted to my aura. Beams
shot from it in all directions, each in succession wider and more vivid. Some
rays even bent, seeking my eyes. Through the dense haze of my own golden aura,
I saw both their aim and deflection. My hope surged, knowing my power held
against the powerful stone.


Garrett followed, covering my back,
another predetermined strategy. This tactic provided protection from surprise
attacks by the leader entering the room. It also permitted Garrett to divert
his eyes and not be incapacitated by the ruby’s powers as before. Hopefully,
his estimation would prove correct, that indirect contact with its aura would
pose him little trouble.


When my feet neared the base of the
granite shelf, I slowed and felt his leg contact mine. I reached behind with my
right hand and accepted the sledge as he passed it. My heart thumped as though
it would rise up out of my chest.


During the next second, time seemed
to halt. My breath rattled through my stiffened rib cage. I knew what I was
expected to do but couldn’t force myself onward. I willed my hand to move away
from my face, but it wouldn’t react. I needed two hands to drive the sledge
downward onto the ruby. I wondered if the gem itself realized my intent and
blocked my motion. I forced that thought into a far recess of my mind, locked my
gaze onto my feet, and yanked my arm down to the handle of the sledge. My aura
surging from that hand fused the tool with my body. I raised it over my head.
It became a part of me, my magic threading within the wood and metal
construction. I felt its end as precisely as my own fingertips.


I glanced at the ruby, needing but
one swift second to mark my aim.


The gem’s lasers instantly located
my eyes and would not allow me to look away.


I gritted my teeth, and an ache
shot along my jaw. The pain awakened my sense of self apart from the ruby. My
internal fire boiled. The muscles of my arms flexed, spasming to extend and
release. My blow swept through the air, followed by an arch of my golden aura.


A pin-point beam shot from the gem.
It pierced my left eye, blinding me with a sharp pain. Rage burned through my
mind, and I cursed the stone.


My sledge landed with a heavy
crash, chunking away a huge section of the granite pedestal. The noise
reverberated along the chamber walls, and roars from multiple creatures echoed
replies in the outer tunnel.


“Elisabeth, we must leave! They’re
coming!” Garrett commanded, taking hold of my elbow.


My searing anger burst into
startled awe. I couldn’t imagine why I even had the thought of attempting such
a foolish act—destroying such a remarkable natural source of power. In one
swift motion, I closed my eyes to the paralyzing red light, grabbed the ruby
into my hands, and stuffed it within my inner tunic pouch. Connected to the
ruby, my entire being transformed.


Garrett’s form appeared diaphanous,
like an ethereal ghost. I could only view his aura, a filmy white form
following the general shape of his body.


“Elisabeth! Are you all right? Can
you hear me?”


I nodded, but my throat burned so
badly I couldn’t reply.


He motioned for me to follow and
led the way toward the open archway, glancing over his shoulder as much as
looking forward.


I glided after him and then
panicked, fearing my legs had been paralyzed. No sensation reported from them.
I looked down and saw them moving reflexively in a normal gait but not
contacting the floor. However, I was ambulating, I willed the motion to happen
faster, keeping pace behind Garrett.


Behind us a maze of red limbs moved
in rapid rhythms—drakes and other evil beasts in chase, snarling and roaring.
The fire channeling through my body urged me to stand fearless and conquer them
all. Only Garrett prompted me forward. With every motion he made to keep me
abreast, subtle waves of coolness flowed through my chest. His force in my heart
rivaled the fire. Unable to reason, I followed.


Garrett’s pale white image darted
through a circuitous path of smaller tunnels, unfortunately still tall enough
for the drakes to pass. At last, it ended in an empty chamber. He ran to a
large boulder and uttered an incantation. The rock slowly undulated back and
forth on its base. Slowly, it rolled to one side, revealing a narrow opening to
what appeared to be another tunnel. “This way.” He pointed into the darkness,
encouraging me to pass first.


I flowed into the pitch black
passageway. My body moved like liquid, easing around rocky projections in the
close quarters.


Garrett worked to fit himself
through the opening. The breadth of his shoulders required him to tip and twist
for a considerable time.


Footsteps thudded on the stone
outside the chamber. He endured a long gouge scraped into his skin to wrench
one shoulder clear. Bleeding and tired, he misspoke the incantation to replace
the rock.


Clawed arms of the drakes reached
past the opening toward us. They charged against the wall, making it shake and
crack.


The acrid stench of the Black
Dragon permeated the close air around us.


Reflexively, I pushed power into my
hand and willed the golden-red mass to act as a magnet, rolling the boulder
across the opening. The rock obeyed my command, pinning the arm of a drake who
shrieked under its crushing weight.


The roar of the leader thundered
through the wall. I identified with the primal feeling in the outpouring of his
desperate loss. It rang raw in the loud wails that followed as Garrett led me
deeper along the black tunnel. I shuddered, never wanting to feel the intensity
of separating from the ruby.


 


Lyra closed the book and took a moment to steady herself
with her amulet before she looked at the Tortoise and his assistant.


Mimio placed a hand lightly on Lyra’s back. “Are you all
right, dear?”


“Yes. Just frightened. It’s like looking in a mirror. I
don’t know whether I can control the ruby. Elisabeth seemed overwhelmed but
grateful for the connection she had with Garrett. She mentioned how their bond
cooled her heart against the fire. I could feel their bond of love underneath
her words. It was magical like mine and Cullen’s. Garrett worked to protect her
heart from the fire of the ruby’s power. If it got in there, she and the ruby
would have become one. She would have lost her aura and her soul.” Lyra
sighed.  “I’m glad Cullen will be with me.”


“I’m certain Sire Drake will protect you with his life,”
replied the sorceress, rubbing Lyra’s back.


The Tortoise touched his front foot to Lyra’s hand. “He was
willing to give up Alliance magic that keeps him alive to keep you from the
harm of additional seizures. You need not doubt him.”


“Oh, no. I don’t doubt Cullen. I doubt myself. What if
damage from these seizures has made me less capable of controlling the ruby
than Elisabeth? At least she was able to hold all that power within her and
recognize Garrett’s love at the same time. That much is enormous.” She shook
her head. “I don’t know how I compare.” Lyra paused and looked at each of them,
hoping for any ideas.


“I wish I had your answer,” the Tortoise replied. “You’ve
been working hard this morning without any difficulty. You must be tired
though. Why don’t you take a short break. It might ease your mind.”


Lyra pushed away from the table and slowly extended her
cramped knees. She waited for blood flow to remove the tingly numbness. “Yes. I
have been here awhile. I need to move around. I think I’ll go to the Imperial
Dragon’s study and consult the Spheres of Sidus about my question.”


The Tortoise lengthened his neck. “Be certain you avoid
contact with the Regulus fire star.” He nodded to his assistant. “Mimio,
perhaps you should accompany her.”


“Absolutely. I agree.” The sorceress scrambled to her feet.


Lyra didn’t want anyone along but understood the potential
danger if she was drawn to take in more energy from the fire star. Deep in
thought, she and Mimio walked in silence through the deserted corridor. Those
halls usually bustled with blue dragon guards and workers from the village.
They passed only two elderly sentries. The stillness made Lyra shiver.


 


***


In the observatory, Lyra turned her back to the sky and
aligned the darkest onyx ball to represent the sky location of the generation before
her—her grandmother. She glanced at Mimio. “I’m not sure of the sky track for
Grammy’s Sagittarius star. Will you check outside and direct me to place the
ball?”


“Certainly.” The sorceress craned her neck to look at an
angle from the far left pane. “It’s far to the east in this spring sky.” She
turned and pointed to a spot on the felted table top.


Lyra placed the onyx sphere accordingly. “Now for my own
star to represent both present and future. That is easy enough. Hamal is riding
low on the horizon over here on the table, just barely visible.” She rolled the
gray and white onyx balls to the same point.


She fixed her gaze on the larger rainbow moonstone rondure
that represented the person asking the question—herself. Centering the question
in her mind, she rolled the rondure into position beside the last two and
powered it with golden aura. Without taking her eyes from the moonstone, she
asked, “Will I have the control necessary to safely hold the Emtori Ruby
keystone?”


After a few moments, the rondure sent up a cloud of vapor
that morphed into an image of Lyra holding the large ruby. She and the ruby
were enveloped by a golden-red haze, the two auras combined. The conjoined aura
extended farther than what she learned while reading about the first Scribe’s
experiences. The image retreated back into the rondure. That didn’t tell her
much. If it answered her question, it was hidden in some sort of riddle. Lyra
sighed. “All I know now is that I’m able to hold the ruby. For one second or
days, we don’t know. And, was it me or the keystone in control of that enormous
aura?” She shrugged.


“The readings from the Spheres of Sidus are always true, but
often cryptic,” Mimio replied.


Tired and impatient, Lyra didn’t want the frustration of
solving a trail of clues. There was one other way she might learn her answer.
“I’m going to the kitchen and find a snack. I didn’t take time to eat much at
lunch. I’ll meet you back at the library.”


“That sounds splendid, Lyra. Would you please bring me a pot
of tea? I’d be very grateful.”


Lyra nodded. “No problem. See you soon.” On her way out the
door, the empty pans of the Elementum Arcesso in the display case caught her
attention. Empty pans that were her duty to fill. She scurried down the stone
paved halls to the kitchen, hoping her guess would be correct and not a misuse
of time better spent unlocking the clues in the ancient texts.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Eleven: Hide and Seek


 


 


Savory aromas of earthy vegetables simmering in large stock
pots greeted Lyra when she entered the lair’s kitchen. The few times she’d
visited there, the commotion prevented her from passing through. Now the two
head cooks, one human and one dragon, with a staff of five others seemed
dwarfed by the tremendous food preparation area.


Nillea looked up from her vegetable chopping and flashed a
smile at Lyra.


Lyra returned her smile and caught the attention of the
cooks.


“How may we help our Scribe?” the human chef asked, standing
straight and wiping her hands on her long white apron. Her round cheeks plumped
into rosy apples as she spoke.


“I’m looking for a snack, since I worked through lunch.
Something simple. I don’t want to be a bother. And Sorceress Mimio requests a
pot of tea. I’ll be glad to take that back to her.”


“You are no bother at all. We have some egg sandwiches left,
if those are to your liking?”


“That sounds great. Thank you.”


The dragon chef nodded to his partner, then walked into what
looked like a walk-in closet. Air currents billowed out across the floor, then
rose as wisps of vapor condensing in the warmer air of the main room. He was
small for a blue, the size of a drake, only three times the height of the human
cook. His long tail remained outside the ice room, twitching in the fast moving
air.


Lyra noticed Kenzo fly past the doorway leading to the
butler’s pantry, which stored the servingware. She smiled hearing Kessa’s
laughter following his flight maneuvers.


The dragon chef’s tail suddenly disappeared as he turned
around and hurried out with a plate of sandwiches. He laid it on a planked oak
table with enough seating to serve at least a dozen humans. “There you are. If
you’d like, I’d be pleased to warm up your meal with a cup of hot tomato soup.”


“Thank you. Yes, I’d like that.” Lyra took her seat and
enjoyed a big mouthful of the sandwich. Her excuse to visit the kitchen wasn’t
really a lie; she was hungry. When he returned with the soup and a tall glass
of milk, she thanked him again and quickly ate her late lunch. With half a
sandwich in hand, she walked into the dish pantry. Glass cases and open
shelves, filled with hundreds of bowls and plates of all sizes, covered every
wall up to the ceiling of the long, narrow room. Only a dragon could reach the
tallest storage. High wooden prep tables dotted the central aisle. Lyra
reminded herself that Kessa was a child who’d had a hard past. To gain her
trust and help, she’d need to first become her friend.


Kenzo sailed the length of the room. He tilted his wings
slightly to release sparks of silver that jetted his tight turns around the
islands in a game of hide and seek with Kessa. Noticing Lyra, he perched on the
top of a chair back in front of her. “Hello, Lady Lyra. Getting a mid-afternoon
snack?”


“Yes.” She raised the last bite of her sandwich before popping
it into her mouth. “Egg salad. Yummy. The best I’ve ever had.”


Kessa stepped stiff-legged with her braces to join them.
“Maema made that! And I helped,” she said proudly, her face lit with a grin.


“Hello Kessa.” Lyra bent and gave the child a hug. “It was
very good. Just what I needed. Thank you.”


“I like to help Maema. People are nice here.” She looked at
Kenzo. “I have friends to play with.”


“You’re a wonderful girl. We like having you here. Don’t you
have friends in the village that play with you?”


Kessa hung her head. “No.”


Lyra sat on the floor in front of the child.  Looking
between the dark blond strands at the child’s dropped face, Lyra asked, “Is it
because you can’t run like the other children?”


The girl didn’t respond. After a moment, a tear fell onto
Lyra’s folded knee.


“What is it, Kessa?” she asked, taking the child’s hands
into own.


“They don’t like me because I see things.”


“You see things?”


“Things that are going to happen. They run away, and I try
to follow but my legs won’t go fast enough,” she muttered, her nose stuffy with
welled up tears.


Lyra glanced up at the tiger owl, who nodded an affirmation
of the facts. She pulled the girl into a close embrace. “Kessa, you have a
special gift. No one else has that gift, and they don’t understand. Your talent
was given to you from your great gramaema. You and I are alike. I’m the Scribe
because my grandmother five generations back gave me her ability. At first it
frightened me. I didn’t understand her gift, but now I’m so very proud she shared
it with me.” Tears welled into her eyes as she rubbed the girl’s thin shoulder.


Kessa opened her arms wide and returned the embrace.
“You…you’re the Scribe because of her gift? Everyone loves you. No one likes
me…except Kenzo and Maema.”


“And me,” Lyra added. She pushed wet, matted hair from the
child’s tear-soaked face. “If you learn to use your talent, you too will become
capable of helping many people. You’ll have lots of friends.”


“Really?” She looked into Lyra’s face, her eyes clearing
into the green of a tropical sea.


Lyra nodded. “I could use your help. If I can save the
Alliance from the Black Dragon, everyone here will be so happy with both of us.
Will you assist me?”


Kessa nodded, and her face lit with a grin.


The tiger owl fidgeted on his perch and clacked his beak.
“Lyra.”


Certain that there was no danger in the lair’s kitchen, she
ignored him and focused on the girl. “Good. I need you to look into my future
and tell me if I’ll be able to control the—”


“What is this? Leave my kinchin be!” Nillea shouted from the
doorway. “You’re filling her head with bad notions.” She bustled to them and
yanked the child away by a strong grip under her armpit. “Don’t you listen to
her. The best for you is to stay with me and learn an honest trade like
cooking. Come along, Kessa.”


“Nillea, your daughter has the rare gift of seeing,” Lyra
called after the woman. “With training, she could help so many people.”


The woman glared over her shoulder at Lyra while escorting
her daughter to the door. “I thank you for letting us stay here in the lair.
We’ve paid plenty in turn for your favor.” Nillea paused at the doorway, raised
her chin into the air, and spat out each word. “She needs no part of helping
you. You are the Scribe. You have your job to do and don’t need my Kessa.” She
made an abrupt turn and swept the child into the cooking area.


Kenzo shrugged and met Lyra’s gaze. “I tried to warn you.”


“Yes, you did.” She sighed and slumped against a chair leg.
“I really need Kessa’s help. You’ve done well making friends with her. She
likes you. Did you learn anything?”


“Not much. I did learn that she wasn’t crippled at birth.
There was some accident. She’s very sensitive about whatever happened and her
handicap.”


“That’s sad but might help us understand her and her
mother’s reactions.” Lyra twisted the end of her braid. “Does Kessa have
brothers and sisters? And are they magicals?”


“She does have one of each, an older brother and younger
sister. She said they won’t play hide and seek with her because she always
knows where they’re going to hide. The game was harder with me because—”


“Because of your magic, making you abnormally fast.” Lyra
smiled and shook her head. “That’s just what she needs—to be challenged to use
her gift more quickly. With training, I think she can be like her great
grandmother.”


“Who was she?”


“The Alliance’s last seer—Heilia.”


 “Wow!” Kenzo exclaimed, then lowered his voice. “You
haven’t heard the tales told about her?”


Lyra shook her head.


“She was incredibly powerful with her magic but also courageous
and strong-willed. Lived a fiercely individual life, yet all loved her.”


Lyra twisted the tail of her hair into a knot. “I need her
help. I’m missing a few important clues.” She gripped the chair with a
white-knuckled hand and rose.


He flew to the back of the chair where she stood and reached
a wing tip to her forearm. “I’ll keep working to find out why Kessa’s mother is
opposed to her gift.”


“Thanks. I’m glad for your help with this. I didn’t make a
good impression on Nillea.”


“But Kessa liked you. Don’t give up.”


She touched his wing, then headed toward the door. Checking
the preparation area, she was relieved to find Nillea absent.


 


***


Settled again on the same tired-looking library cushion,
Lyra forced herself to focus on her studies. The missing answer nagged her.
Maybe she’d not read the clues carefully enough. She paged back through the
scene and let her eyes float over the words. She ignored the content, taking in
just the hidden magic—all the nuances, feelings, emotions, and details that
Elisabeth had experienced. Finding nothing more, Lyra propped on an elbow and
arranged her notebooks. She created a heading on a clean page for the next
scene—the one she dreaded. She gave a frustrated look to the Tortoise, who was
seating himself across from her.


He nodded. “I know. This will be difficult for you. I’m here
and so is Mimio.” He waved a front foot to his assistant as she joined them
with a cup of tea.


“Thank you kindly for the tea tray. I’m pleased you took
time to refresh yourself. I’m ready whenever you both are.” She blew across the
cup and took a sip, fixing her eyes on Lyra.


“We need to figure out what happened to that ruby. I hope
Elisabeth left enough clues.” Lyra lowered her head and located the start of
the scene where the couple traveled out of the tunnels.


 


We journeyed for a long time. How
long I had no idea, owing to the confusion of power in my mind. I’d lost much
sensory input. My focus revolved around my union with the Emtori Ruby.
Garrett’s aura, radiating from his heart, from his love, did register. One pure
emotion—trust in our love—pulsed like a starburst amid the fire in my mind.
Looking back, I was thankful for that much, or I’d have been lost. Scarcely
little else made any impact. My body floated after him without any perceived
motion of my muscles.


The tunnel grew narrower, forcing
us to bend low to pass. My aura was so vast, it bent to accommodate the
circuitous turns.


Garrett waited for me to wind the
last crimson-gold threads around a tight curve. When he turned back, his gaze
infused coolness into the lovers’ jadestone at the base of my throat. In
response, his shimmered with a soft green glow. “We’re in a network of tree
roots belonging to the mighty rowan. They’re protectors of the good who travel
to other realms.” He paused to consult his tiger eye pendant, holding it at
arm’s length ahead. “I can see through this tangle.” He pointed to the right.
“This way lies the realm of Cerid’s Crux—a desert wasteland to the west of the
Dark Realm. We will be safe there. Only nomads course that direction.”


His gaze channeled our bond to me;
calmness spread throughout my lungs and windpipe. The sensation of wind rushing
deeper into my chest made me cough and realize I might control my vocals. I
stepped closer to feel the strength of our love balancing the raging fire
within. “I…want to leave the ruby there. Cannot live this way,” I sputtered.


He nodded and reached to take my
hand.


I jerked away, fearing my fire
would bring him harm like before. I motioned to continue forward.


After another long trek, we emerged
into the blinding sunlight. I dropped onto my stomach, protecting myself and
hiding my eyes from the burning ball. The heat of the ruby pressed against my
side. It boiled even hotter, fueled by the sun’s warmth. I worked a hand to my
chest and ripped my tunic open at the neck, panting for coolness. My limited
vision revealed the parched tan ground, which was riddled with criss-crossing
cracks and deeper fissures. The relentless sun had burned the blue from the
sky, leaving it pale and tired.


Garrett took a stance between me
and the searing rays.


I tilted my head back, absorbing
the tranquil cooling he imparted to my jadestone.


“Can you stand? We need to traverse
this boundary in a southerly direction until we make connection with Alliance
territory.” Again, he offered his hand, and I waved him away.


In his shadow, I managed to wobble
my prone legs underneath me. I rose and followed his wispy silver shape,
stepping down pathways over three times our height into one of the fissures.


“This is a maze, known best to the
nomads—the Qumeli tribe. I’ll employ the tiger eye to see through the walls
until I can identify signs of verdant growth in our territory.” He set our
course, making turn after turn that rendered my mind dizzy.


Brief moments of shade provided by
the angle of the fissure sidewalls gave some relief from the growing heat
within me. When we stayed a lengthy straight course without that aid, the ruby
burned my flesh. I gathered layers of my dress to hold it away from me. My
stomach churned with fire. Its contents bubbled into my throat, and I wretched
repeatedly. I touched fingers to my lips and felt raw blisters. “Wait,” I
begged him to stop. “Need to leave this behind.” I lifted the fabric-covered
mass. “Hide it somewhere…can’t go on.”


He began to reach out to help, then
cursed the power in my body that would harm him. He winced at my appearance and
jerked back. “Let’s travel a short distance off this course, in case nomads
frequent the connector between lands. Only a little way. We’ll bury it there,
locked within an enchantment. In this wasteland, leaving it is as good as
destroying it.” As we walked along the narrow path, he kept me at his side the
entire time.


My weak muscles collapsed under me.
The ruby’s aura took control, sucking me dry as the desert air. The gem fed on
my life force.


Garrett shielded me with his body
while he dug into the wall, using both his knife and a rock.


I raised my torso and clawed with
my hands, desperate to make a tomb for the ruby, such that it wouldn’t be
found. This remote land seemed devoid of people, of any animal inhabitants. For
a wanderer to stumble upon this site through the labyrinth seemed unlikely.
Only the Staurolite, lost somewhere else in this impenetrable desert—an equally
impossible find—could point to the keystone.


“Stay back. We’ve broken the
surface, and I should now be able to finish more easily.” Garrett held his palm
steady above the depression and recited an incantation. Straight down, our
indent transformed into a tunnel more than an arm’s length in depth.


Making haste, I held the ruby above
the opening. I gritted my teeth to pry my fingers off its facets. It clung to
my palm. I poured my aura into my arm, shaking my shoulder with all the force I
could muster.


The gem gave way and dropped,
meeting the bottom of the hole with a tremendous thud. The noise reverberated
along the walls of the cavernous fissure.


“I’ll enchant the encasement, so
anyone lacking power that matches this keystone won’t be able to penetrate.” He
waved his hand again and the hole filled with an amalgam of dry earth and his
silvery aura.


A chilling shriek answered the
resounding noises of the ruby. A dark dragon hung almost motionless in the air
above us. Unlike the Black Dragon, its frame, lean and lanky with sinuous
muscles, oscillated in the air, and no aura surrounded it. Only its eyes
displayed traces of magic, glowing a horrific hue of sanguine. It cast a black
shadow cast over us. It extinguished all light, leaving us in near total
darkness.


The ruby pleaded to me from its
grave—


 


Lyra lifted both of her hands and cradled her head,
breathing deeply.  She surveyed the page before her. “I can’t continue
reading aloud. It’s too painful.”


Mimio pressed Lyra’s amulet against the skin of her throat.


“I’ll paraphrase what else happened to the first Scribe.”
Lyra continued to look down, not reading the words. Instead, she felt the
vibrations of Elisabeth’s magic. Those told her everything she needed to know.
“Obviously, that creature was a cimafa stealth dragon. It came after them to
return the Emtori Ruby to the Dark Realm. The couple fought hard against the
dragon. It took Garrett’s life with a single blow of its power, enough to kill
any fully afflated magical.” Tremors passed through Lyra’s body, slurring her
speech.


After a few deep breaths, she continued. “The ruby called to
Elisabeth to protect it from the cimafa, who was no match for its fire power
like the Black Dragon leader. She couldn’t resist its call. She wormed her arm
through the sand and touched it in its protected tomb. The beast tried in vain
to claim the gem, but Garrett’s enchantment held. Elisabeth’s rage over
Garrett’s death unbalanced her composure. The ruby commanded her to protect it
with a massive powerball that killed the cimafa. With the battle over, she let
go of the keystone. She lamented the cimafa hadn’t just taken Garrett’s aura,
so she might have somehow used the ruby to regain it. Then she felt terribly
alone. There were no other dragons, no sounds, no calls from the ruby, no wind,
nothing. Only an enormous grief that shook Elisabeth’s body.”


Mimio brought Lyra’s head against her shoulder and held her
close.


Silence filled the room, but Lyra’s mind whirled with
frightening images her ancestor had endured.


“What became of Elisabeth?” the Tortoise asked with a soft
voice.


Lyra swallowed hard. “She searched for several days for the
Staurolite, knowing it was there from what Kon had reported during her trip to
Terza. His father buried that controlling stone in Cerid’s Crux. She convinced
herself that if she could control the ruby, she could restore Garrett’s life
using magic. Dehydration brought on delirium. Even though she knew how to
conjure food and water, grief left her helpless. Eventually, while searching,
she passed over the boundary into Alliance territory. A blue sentry on patrol
spotted her and took her back to the Imperial lair. That whole time…through all
that…she knew she was pregnant and feared for her child. Her baby girl later
passed her parents’ powers along through the generations to me.” Lyra turned
her face into Mimio’s soft breast and let the tears flow.


After a few moments, the Tortoise turned Lyra’s notebook
toward him. “Let’s refocus and learn from this sad tale.”


Lyra took his cue and forced herself to sit upright, pushing
the emotions to the back of her mind. “Yes. There is important work to do here
and now. The past is gone.” She pointed to some key words in her notes. “What
can you tell me about Cerid’s Crux?”


“Not much other than what you read,” the Guardian replied.
“It’s a desolate place. The sun burns so hot that few, even dragons, venture
into that land. Only the Qumeli talk of travels there, and those trips may have
been tall tales or from generations past. The climate’s simply too brutal. Most
experience some type of madness from the directness of the sun’s rays.”


Lyra turned to face the sorceress. “What about the gem
Staurolite? Do you know about it?”


“It is unfamiliar to me. But while you were at lunch, I
noticed the term in your notes and began some research in the archives.” She
pulled a stack of dog-eared reference books to her and opened the top selection
to a bookmark. “Also called a fairy cross. I think you’ll find its history
fascinating.” She placed a second reference at the center of the table,
displaying an illustration of the stone. “Alchemical studies have found it to
be a representative of all four elements: air, fire, earth, and water. It’s
believed that a person who possesses this as a talisman can cause the elements
to do his or her bidding. The right angle alignment of the gem represents the
crossing of the spiritual and physical planes.” She looked at the others.
“Notice the parallels to our Scribe?”


Lyra sat forward and pulled the diagram to her. “Yes. Of all
the Scribes, I alone have been given gifts of each element.” The corners of her
mouth lifted into a hopeful grin. “Maybe the Staurolite is meant for me to
find.”


“And it will help you control not only the ruby but the
other three keystones as well. Let’s hope it can help you locate them,” Mimio
added.


“There’s more I can speak about.” The Tortoise extended his
neck. “I understand enough about alchemistry to know there are five elements.
The fifth has a spiritual dimension, the pure essence that governs the other four.
Apparently, this Staurolite exercises its control of the keystones from that
plane.” He looked at Lyra. “I wonder if your aura is aligned with that fifth
element?”


“Would that be called quintessence?” Lyra asked.


“Indeed it is.”


“During Eburscon’s last battle, when he tried to steal my
aura, he shouted to the stormy sky that the quintessence should be his and not
mine.”


A knock on the door interrupted their discussion. The female
cook delivered a dinner tray.


“Where is Nillea?” Lyra asked, trying to sound like she
intended pleasant conversation. “I’ve come to enjoy her visits.”


“She said her daughter had a stomach ache, and chose to stay
with the child.” She smiled. “I’ll pass along your warm thoughts.”


“Thank you. I hope her daughter feels better soon.”


As soon as the door closed behind the cook, the Guardian
narrowed his eyes and continued their talk. “Eburscon is a highly intelligent
and learned alchemist. I don’t doubt what he read in your aura.”


“Finally, some hope.” Lyra grabbed hold of Mimio’s arm. “But
where do I find the Staurolite? Elisabeth didn’t give any clues.”


The sorceress shook her head. “I have no idea. Let’s take a
break and nourish ourselves before we continue the evening’s studies, shall
we?”


After a meal of the herbed root vegetable stew Lyra smelled
earlier in the kitchen, the three made plans for tomorrow’s studies, examining
the books of the other Scribes. The Tortoise and his assistant spent
considerable time selecting references about those periods in Alliance history.


Lyra perused the remaining three ancient texts and marked
scenes to begin their closer examinations. She worked slowly, her mind drifting
to the single question—where was the Staurolite. With some prompts, Kessa could
help…if her mother would only allow it. Lyra wondered if she might be able to
access some similar skill herself. She’d had clairvoyance training with
Gatekeeper Cranewort, but that involved reading emotions another person
would soon experience. She wondered if the technique might be modified to help
her learn about her own future as well.


After saying goodnight to the others, she secreted
Elisabeth’s book to her chamber. No surprise that Cullen was still away. She
checked the vibrations of her jadestone. Feeling rhythms of his life systems,
she let go of some worry. She hoped the hidden magic in the ancient text held
more information that might transmit to her subconscious mind. Placing the
prized volume underneath her pillow, she channeled her thoughts to become quiet
and accept sleep.


 


***


Lyra woke to find Cullen breathing with a soft snore beside
her. She tried to remember her dreams, any clues about the location of the
Staurolite. She felt under her pillow, but the book wasn’t there. It rested on
Cullen’s nightstand. She hadn’t thought the text could cause her to have
dangerous nightmares. She smiled, knowing he protected her even in her sleep.


Outside the window, stars twinkled against a midnight sky.
Her muscles twitched from her desire to go to the observatory and ask the
Spheres of Sidus where to find the Staurolite.


She turned to face Cullen and felt the comfort of the
magical bond of love through their touching legs. He deserved the benefit of
good rest as much as she did during these hard times. She remained content to
watch the stars coursing past the window and listened to the peacefulness of
his breath.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Twelve: The Sycamore’s Seed


 


 


Lyra rolled over onto the other side of the bed, which was
empty and cool. She sat up and looked around. Anxiously, she checked for the
ancient text—still on the nightstand.


Cullen had left a note on his pillow.


She unfolded it and read his quick script.


My dearest Lyra,


Duty called me to ride out with the squadron leaving before first
light. Attacks are becoming more ruthless, attempting to blockade supplies from
the secured areas. Green dragons, usually loners, have been brought into the
Dark Realm’s forces. They instill a magical sense of panic into the noxious
chlorine gases they belch. With them present, evil hangs in the air. I feel
restored after a night next to you, feeling our love. I fight hard to be able
to always have that to share with you.


Take care and work hard, my love.


Cullen


Thinking of him in even more dangerous battle, Lyra bit her
lip. She waved a hand and materialized the enchanted keepsake box he had given
her during her sorcery training. Inside still lay the key to his bookstore, the
closest portal to the human world—just in case she couldn’t conjure the key.
She placed the special note inside and smiled at the ways he’d protected her.
After closing the case, she ran a finger over the wooden inlay—the only item he
owned that had belonged to his mother. Holding it to her, she made it vanish to
a secure place always present, near her. Her own close family was gone too. She
and Cullen were each other’s family now. Dreams of children to expand their
family flooded her mind. She pushed the thoughts aside. Work needed to be done
first. She needed to learn where to find the Staurolite.


She hurriedly conjured her way through cleaning up and
dressing. Not bothering to wait for the breakfast tray, she left for the
observatory.


 


***


From memory, Lyra arranged the three onyx balls to represent
the birthmate stars of three of her maternal ancestors—for the woman who lived
before, during, and after the time her question occurred. Unsure whether the
stars were currently in those exact positions, she gripped the carved edge of
the table while weighing the temptation to check their sky positions.


Yesterday, she’d located them with Mimio’s help at their
noontime positions. Just after dawn now, they would be riding lower in the sky
toward one horizon or the other, depending upon their specific rotations. She
hesitated about who would be represented by the black sphere, then adjusted its
location for Elisabeth’s birthmate star, Hamal, the same as her own. According
to the writings, no one had restored the Emtori Ruby to the pan of the
Elementum Arcesso. The first Scribe had to be the last to contact the gem. She
matched both the gray and white onyx balls, representing herself, again to
Hamal. The question about the Staurolite burned in her mind, and she
transmitted it along with her aura to each sphere. The balls needed to be
aligned exactly for the device to utilize astral energies. A glimpse of the
actual stars wouldn’t hurt her, especially since they were dim in the early
morning hour.


She peeked at the western sky for Hamal, scanning the
horizon to see if it had risen. Regulus, the prominent spring fire star,
competed for her attention. She tried to ignore it and forced her gaze to
follow the tree line. Hamal rode so low on the horizon, she could only feel its
connection to her aura.


The large utopian rondure orb of rainbow moonstone she
positioned in the center of the trio, corresponding to her as the holder of the
question. She covered it with her hands and infused her aura while formally
delivering her question. “Where do I find the Staurolite?”


An image rose from a haze, cloudy like the utopian rondure.
It cleared to reveal the back of a woman holding the Staurolite. Its cross
shape showed in her outstretched hand. There was no ruby seated in the
Staurolite base and no indication of a location. Lyra strained her eyes to see
details of the woman and the misty background. The image failed to respond. She
shot more aura into the orb. Behind the figure, she saw a crossroads of five
fissures coming together. The female wore a long blond braid down to the center
of her back. Lyra’s heart leapt. That was her hair, although the clothing
seemed unfamiliar with a skirt held out by a petticoat.


Lyra felt unsteady and withdrew her aura, letting the image
fade. Its details bothered her. Sandy colored walls of the deep fissures in the
background looked like the images from Elisabeth’s descriptions of Cerid’s
Crux. According to the reading, if she was there with the Staurolite, why
wasn’t the ruby attached to the base stone? The Staurolite naturally attracted
the Emtori Ruby. If the two stones were in the same land, it should be easy to
use one to find the other, if the seeker’s aura matched the ruby’s. Provided
Garrett’s enchantment still held. Lyra’s mind revolved around the logic, trying
to understand what the instrument’s image might have left out. Or what she
hadn’t noticed. Or what she couldn’t remember. Her thoughts spun in circles.
Her vision went black.


Lyra opened her eyes and found herself on the floor. She
shook her head, wondering whether she completed the reading or not. Snatches of
the conjured vision returned. She rested against the table leg and extended her
legs. The coolness of the stone pavers helped ground her, and the dizziness
receded quickly. She’d underestimated the strength of the fire star and relied
too much on the pocket watch amulet. Her reckless behavior caused her to suffer
another seizure, although slight. Lyra held it to her chest as her memories
from the reading aligned. She’d been lucky…or had she?


 


***


Lyra reached the library without anyone other than the guard
outside the Imperial study knowing her whereabouts. Most dragons had already
left to fight or slept in deep exhaustion from their patrol. But her health
served as the ultimate judge. She thought she’d used caution, but hadn’t been
careful enough.


She replaced Elisabeth’s Book of Dragonspeir she’d
borrowed onto one end of the work table and moved a breakfast tray to the
other. Determined to respect her health, Lyra picked up a bowl of porridge and
sat down. She opened Nareene’s book and, between spoonfuls of the tasty meal,
searched for clues to find the Staurolite. After a few minutes, she greeted the
Tortoise and Mimio who entered and selected breakfast fruits. “Morning. The
second Scribe had a different writing style. I’m struggling to skim.
Elisabeth’s rhythm was like mine, with a slightly different vocabulary. The
magic stood apart easily.”


“How does this prose differ?” the Guardian mumbled through a
mouthful of canned pears.


“Nareene’s sentences are short and read with a choppy pace.
It’s harder to pick out the hidden meanings. In fact, a lot reads without magic
at all.”


He licked the sticky fruit juice from his lips. “I think
history can tell us much in this case.”


The sorceress nodded at him. “Most definitely.”


“Yes. I know she was forced to escape the Alliance when the
Black Dragon took over.” Lyra titled a clean page in her notebook. She jotted
down the name of the keystone this Scribe found, a moonstone corresponding to
the element of air. She also listed her own golden beryl heliodor as a
secondary stone.


“Once the Dark Realm successfully stole the Emtori Ruby, the
Elementum Arcesso that supplies much of Alliance power was rendered useless,”
the Tortoise added. “It requires all four keystones to operate. Elisabeth
delayed the onset of evil when she stole the ruby from the Black Dragon. Two
hundred years after her, times were at their worst in the recorded history of
the Alliance. The Dark Realm governed all lands in Dragonspeir—”


“Except for the forest of Silva Caliga,” Lyra added.


He nodded. “That is a partial truth. The Black Dragon’s
forces did invade that neutral territory. However, the tree spirits fought in
ways the drakes weren’t accustomed to. This allowed the trees and their keepers
time to appeal to the sky world above them called Aria, which you recently
visited. The Arials pledged support, supplying men, which didn’t serve to
bolster Silva Caliga. Conveniently, Nareene, along with thousands from the
Alliance, took refuge there. As you learned, in trading a copy of the Book
of Dragonspeir she’d written, she presented a way for direct energy
transfer between the two lands. That was much more valuable to the tree spirits
than actual manpower in typical battles. This we know from transcribed reports
from their trees.”


“What is known about Nareene before she fled into Silva
Caliga and then to Aria?” Mimio asked.


“I’m afraid not much.” The Tortoise shook his head. “The
lair was ransacked. The three remaining keystones—the moonstone, Pearl of
Pendola, and fluorite—were stolen. No one has since been able to return even
one to the Elementum Arcesso. The only records that remain from that time and
previous were those stored in a secret vault. As an historian, I’m keenly
interested in this Scribe’s account, even apart from her magical clues. We can
learn much about what to avoid from those dark times.”


“Well, I’ll only read aloud the scenes about how she found
the moonstone,” Lyra said.


“Yes. Certainly. I can read the rest at another time.” He
waved a front foot. “Please continue.”


Lyra took a sip of tea and began.


 


I stood shivering before King Ilar
and Queen Maryell. My filthy gown hung in tatters. So did my entire body. I
tried to lift my head high and do what was right for the Alliance.


“What brings you to Aria?” the king
asked. His clear, peaceful eyes rested upon me. Scars marred the pale skin of
his neck and forearms. He’d surely known fierce battles.


“I hold the position of the second
Scribe of the Alliance in Dragonspeir. My name given to me from my parents in
the human world is Nareene. I’m here at request of the tree keepers and the
World Tree of Silva Caliga. They gave thousands of Alliance residents refuge
from attacking forces of the Dark Realm. I must repay their favor through a
trade with your kingdom.”


The queen leaned over the arm of
her throne toward me. “There is so much sadness about you. What happens in the
worlds below that is so horrific?” She took my hand. Her soft fingers decorated
with pale yellow gems. My nails, caked with grime, made me embarrassed.


“Many of our people narrowly
escaped the Dark Realm’s fighters. Desperate souls all of them. Dragons,
wizards, and mortals alike looked to me for guidance. I was their Scribe, an
inherited title. I suppose I still am. The land is lost now. The Black Dragon’s
forces ransacked our Imperial lair. The remaining keystones of the Elementum
Arcesso were stolen. I didn’t serve well enough to deserve my status. The last
wave of attacks cut short my sorcery training. I used my aura in the limited
ways I could to clear passage for the uninjured into Silva Caliga.” I hung my
head. “I couldn’t help most. The lucky died instantly in volleys of fire from
magma drake flames. The cries of the sufferers yet ring in my ears.”


The king rubbed his short, blond
beard. His eyes narrowed on me. “It was only days ago that we were paid a visit
from the Lady of the Forest. She guides the tree keepers in Silva Caliga. She
begged for help to keep their land from falling to the Dark Realm. We pledged
support and sent fifty of our strongest lads. A dozen returned injured.
Overpowered, she sent the others along. So, I know the urgency in Silva Caliga
but see that I am powerless to help.” He lifted his forearms. “What more can we
do?”


“The keepers discovered I was the
Scribe. They took me to their World Tree and—”


“I am often in contact with him.”
He nodded. “His portal is the site of energy transfer between our lands. He has
requested more and more power to be given from us to his keepers.” He learned
forward. “So much has passed out of Aria that we must conserve. Losing more, we
shall be unable to protect our portals to other worlds. Our enemies here will
notice and take advantage. Our powers are in short supply. Our men cannot fight
on the terms of battle in lands below. Please, what can we do?”


“The World Tree asked me about my
scribal tasks. Chief among those few I had time and means to address was the
writing of this book.” I removed a copy from my leather case.  “It’s an
account of my time thus far as the Scribe. It is brief, as was my time in the
Alliance.”


He accepted the leather-bound copy.
Opening it, he remarked, “The ink is still fresh with scent, but there is more.
There is a strong power weighing against my hands. It is alive with energy!”
His face lit with wide eyes. “I can make good with this. I can unlock this
power for Aria’s use. In turn, we can make more of our power freely available
to Silva Caliga. The trade is a fair one.”


“What will your power enable for
the trees and their keepers?” I wanted to be certain my sole accomplishment was
put to best use.


“They cannot use the power as it
exists imbued in your words. The Alliance can, but not Silva Caliga. The
precepts of magic vary. However, I can easily open what lies underneath this
ink. We will change it to a form their trees have been using for centuries.
Then keepers will be better able to align and fight with their own webs of
magic.”


I raised my face to the yellow haze
of Aria’s sky. The warmth soothed my stresses. I clasped the queen’s hand
tightly.


She pulled me into an embrace I
shall never forget. I felt the promise of the entire kingdom in her touch.


Tears filled my eyes. I pulled away
and dropped to the floor at their feet. “Thank you. I have no words. Thank you.
My magic will at last serve my people.”


“Rise, Scribe Nareene. We shall
secure this deal in writing for fairness. None shall think you did not serve.”
He nodded to a courier.


“Please, may I make a small
request?”


“Yes. Of course.” He accepted a
parchment and quill from the aide.


“I would like to remain here just one
day to add two additional chapters. It will strengthen the magic of the volume
for the good of all.”


The king smiled and lowered his
head into a bow. “By all means.”


“I would like to record what
transpired when we were forced from the Alliance lands. Also, it should be
known about the kindness of Aria.”


A pair of couriers accompanied the
queen from her throne. They showed me to a quiet cubicle elsewhere in their
castle. Little other than a small desk, a few chairs, and writing utensils
decorated the all white room. Sunlight filtered in through the walls fashioned
from clouds.


The great lady, dressed in her fine
yellow gown, sat beside me. “Nareene, I read your plight. Do not ever think
your service has been of little value.”


One of the couriers returned with a
small white pouch he handed to her.


Maryell opened the small purse. She
withdrew a large moonstone of a creamy white like her complexion. She placed it
in my palm, and rested her own below. “This was just given to us by the Lady of
the Forest in her trade. It belongs to your Alliance. I shall now empower this
moonstone with a poem. Both are my gift to you. Follow the verse to best serve
your people.” Her voice lifted into an angelic song.


Soft light of this moonstone,


Pure of heart and noble of deed,


To no wrongdoing must it atone,


Giving so many the chance to be
freed.


Tho generations hence new crops
will be sown,


And young ones no longer have need,


This moonstone shall shine its
light until they be grown,


Keeping watch in the mature
sycamore’s seed.


She closed my hand around the gem.
“Take time now to finish your writing. Then, our couriers shall deliver you to
the portal of the sycamore. That leads to your homeland.” She smiled and left
me in tranquil silence.


Warfare had battered my thoughts
into chaos. My mind drank the stillness. There I sat for some time. I wrote
with great intent. Joy filled my heart, and words flowed fast. I fought to see
through moisture clouding my eyes. I knew it would be my last duty as the Scribe.
The people of the Alliance would remain unharmed in Silva Caliga, until they
found a weak link in the Dark Realm’s rule. Generations hence would know a
different Alliance than I. But they would remember the gift I gave as a Scribe.


 


Lyra drew a sharp breath and closed the book. “That was the
end. I had no idea the book I recovered was the sole copy. Multiples of the
others, from Elisabeth and Sorcha, are rumored to exist. I’ve seen several of
Brigid’s and, of course, mine.”


“I didn’t realize that either.” The Tortoise waved the book
to float to him rather than sliding it across the table. “An exceptional
rarity.” He draped a face mask over his nose and hovered a magnifier above the
book, waving pages to turn with his magic.


“Since the text cuts off before Nareene’s scribal tasks were
completed, how will we locate that moonstone?” Mimio asked.


Lyra’s mouth curled into a grin. “Thanks to the World Tree
of Silva Caliga making me solve his impossible riddle, I have a good
hunch—Wachatoo River. That was where Nareene passed through a portal from Aria
into the human world. She climbed down a tall sycamore tree.”


The sorceress raised her brow. “Ah! The poem—in the mature
sycamore’s seed.”


“If only I knew as much about where to find the Staurolite.”
Lyra wanted to race off to her childhood vacation spot to get her hands on at
least one of the keystones. Traveling to the portal would be difficult without
a squadron to protect her. Besides, there was work to be done here. Her
thoughts returned to the Staurolite. She needed more information. Nareene’s
book didn’t yield any clues, and the information from the Spheres of Sidus
meant no more to her than before. She still held hope that Kessa might be able
to help. Lyra rose abruptly, announcing, “I’m going to stretch my legs. I’ll
take this tray back to the kitchen since we’re short on staff.”


Lyra scurried along the main corridor, frustrated that the
teetering glasses on the tray limited her speed.


After passing under the archway to the kitchen, the head
dragon chef reached her in two strides. “Thank you for your assistance.” He
bowed gracefully even with the tray in his hands.


“Is Sire Kenzo here?” She quickly returned the gesture and
scanned the room, noticing Nillea along the far wall with her back to them.


“I believe he’s keeping young Kessa company in the servants’
quarters. She apparently still has a stomach ache.”


“Thank you. I’ll find him there.” She spun on her heel
before Nillea spotted her.


Down the short hall on the left, Lyra found rows of closely
spaced doors. She walked along, until hearing Kenzo’s chortles mixed with
Kessa’s giggles coming from an open room. Inside, the view made her smile.


The two sat on a hooked rug engrossed in some game with a
small ball the size of a golf ball. The girl covered her eyes with her hands
while the owl hid the ball in one wingtip or the other. His silver aura
glittered across the feathers of both wings. After much motion back and forth,
he stopped and called out, “Which wing?”


Kessa wiggled with delight but kept her fingers tight over
her eyes. “Left!” In a flash, she lowered her hands and grabbed for the end of
the owl’s left wing. “I was wrong. Do it again. Lyra threw me off. I’ve gotten
so many right. Let me try again.”


They repeated the game, and she scrunched her face before
selecting the correct one that time. “I know what I have to do. Think harder.”
She poked her forehead with two fingers and stuck out her tongue at the owl.


“Lyra was a good test, a distraction. You must learn to
focus in order to see through a cloak of magic.”


“Impressive game,” Lyra said, joining them on the rug.


He let out a hearty laugh. “It helps to have magical wings.”


She rubbed Kessa’s shoulder. “I’m so glad you’ve made
friends with Kenzo. He’s special to all of us. And you are too.”


The girl beamed and scooted next to Lyra.


“Is your stomach ache better?”


Kessa giggled. “My maema’s funny. I never had a stomach
ache. She wouldn’t let me play with Kenzo, but I begged so hard she gave up.”
She turned to face Lyra. “I want to help you. What do you need me to do?”


“Kessa dear,” the voice of her mother called down the hall.
“I’ve brought my little kinchin her favorite noodle soup for lunch.”


Kenzo snapped to attention and, with one wing, gave Lyra a push
in the direction of a connecting door.


Once out of Nillea’s notice, they waited until her voice
spoke in the next room before they hurried along the servant hall to the main
corridor. Lyra motioned him to follow her into the study, which she knew would
be empty with everyone on patrol.


“Great work with the training games. I’m impressed. You’re
having an effect; Kessa seems more relaxed about her magic. She’s willing to
help me. Did you learn any more?” She looked at the owl expectantly.


“I think this may be important. I was present when Kessa
slept. When she rose, I saw her legs without the braces. There are long scars
over her knees from some serious injury. I asked her what had happened. She
tensed and didn’t want to talk about it, but after some kind pressing, she
mentioned a name—Ashbine. She wouldn’t explain further.”


“Ashbine? Is that a person or a place?”


“It’s a male name. I only know one Ashbine, a kind elderly
magical who has helped the flower fairies in the Meadow for as long as I can
remember. He wouldn’t harm anyone.”


“Something very bad has happened to Kessa. Considering how
overprotective Nillea is, I’m sure there is some connection between the injury
and how she keeps the girl from her magical gift. Good work.’


“I’ll see what I can learn about anyone else by that name in
the Alliance…and keep up the fun games to train a seer.” He raised one eyebrow,
then the other, and smacked his beak. “I think I deserve double pay. This job
of training a seer is hard work.”


Lyra laughed and ruffled the feathers along the top of his
neck. It felt good to trust in his friendship.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Thirteen: Evil Waters


 


 


Lyra hoped the clues for finding the Pearl of Pendola from
the third Scribe would be as easy to follow as those left by Nareene. Lyra
prepared her notes with the basics. The pearl keystone, corresponding to the
water element, connected in some way to the Sea of Cogadh that lies on one
border between Alliance and Dark Realm territories. The opal in her
invisibility ring was a secondary water gem. She smiled, thinking of Gea, the
golden dragon who’d given Lyra that ring during her first quest as a Scribe.
She hoped Gea and her son, Yasqu, stayed safe during the battles.


The third Scribe used a different writing style, one Lyra
struggled with. Unlike Nareene’s choppiness, Sorcha’s sentences were long and
flowery, hiding important facts. Lyra wondered how those women in her family,
all born under birthmate stars of fire, could have such different
personalities. Many had told her she resembled Elisabeth—a fact confirmed by
the Spheres of Sidus. As a literature professor, getting the chance to sample
the writing of the others made that point more than clear. After several
minutes of paging back and forth, she located the beginning of an important scene.


Impatient to get these studies finished and go out and find
the actual keystones, she started reading aloud when only the Tortoise sat with
her. Mimio rustled in the upper level archives for something.


“Ready?” She glanced up at the Guardian.


He nodded. “Please.” He waved his front foot.


“This looks like it will be difficult to determine the magic
underneath all the descriptions. Bear with me if I pause to grasp meanings.”


 


The inky waters of the churning Sea
of Cogadh lay at my feet. Although not peaceful and serene, the surface held a
special beauty with its myriad undulations I likened to the millions of
snowflake designs in winter, which always left me in awe despite the harshness
of surrounding conditions. A bitter wind wound under my clothing and caused me
to shiver.


A tremendous sea monster, drooling
slime and seaweed from extended fangs, rose to the surface to examine who
invaded its territory.


I fell backward along the coarse
sand, which itself seemed hostile, shredding the skin of my palms. I was
grateful that the beast took no liking to my guide—the great seer, Heilia. She
brought me constant wonder. Every part of her being: the infallible nature of
her seeing magic; her gentleness with those who needed help; her resolution to
solve wrongs; her unique sense of individuality and style. I aspired to be like
her.


She held the monster with the
steady gaze of her jade green eyes, then positioned her hand parallel to the
sea and pushed downward.


The beast descended back from where
it came.


When indigo waters covered the last
of its rising bubbles, I glanced at her. I felt safe in her company despite the
evil that permeated both air and water in this tormented environ.


“This way.” She led me for a
distance, traversing nearly the entirety of the western shoreline. “We walk the
perimeter for you to experience with your own senses the dread and vile magic
that fills this sea.” She raised her arms wide across the body of water, her
silky long blond hair flowing in the wind. Fingers spread wide against the
ominous sky, she collected readings in the center of her open palms, and, in
turn, emitted electrical power that sizzled through the air. “It once was a
place of rapturous beauty. No longer.” She stopped at what appeared to be a
shallow catch basin. “This is the enchanted tidal pool. Your task may seem
deceptively simple.”


“The Imperial Dragon appealed to me
to find the Pearl of Pendola within this exact pool and use my scribal magic to
dislodge the evil enchantment which holds it. The pearl is to be placed in the
hands of whatever goodness I find remaining in this sea.”


“Correct. Can you see the pearl?”


I shook my head and knelt for a
closer examination. Even at that shallow depth, the murkiness hindered my sight
of the bottom, which was glutted with a dense, matted network of reeds and
floating seaweeds. Water snakes, dark as the black evil-stained rushes, coiled
and hissed more the closer I leaned down, grimacing when my pale braid fell
into the miasma.


“Follow the course I set for you.
Apply the calming magic I gave you to settle the turmoil.”


I reached into my pocket for the
talisman, gritting my teeth as my hand carried it toward the slimy surface.
Upon impact with the surface, the water cleared and the growth parted from my
hand. “It’s working. I can see through to the bottom.”


 


Lyra broke away from her reading. “The swampy murk is
confusing my interpretation. Sorcha’s descriptions include as much magic as the
action.” She rubbed a hand along her opposite forearm. “I can actually feel the
slime on my skin.” She shivered, looked down at the book, and continued.


 


“Circle the pool’s perimeter until
you locate the pearl. Once you do, reach for it with your other hand. It should
release from the bottom for your scribal powers.” Her voice remained calm and
clear, reassuring.


I followed her guidance, and the
Pearl of Pendola came to rest in my left hand. No sooner had I raised it past
the surface but the waters of main sea lifted into fierce waves thrashing and
pounding the shore. Their force toppled us both.


Heilia ran higher on the shore. Her
hands splayed open, palms alternately reading the skies and waters. “Sorcha,
our path out is closing soon,” she shouted to me. “You must not allow the pearl
to be returned to the way of evil in the enchanted pool. Find a goodly creature
and permit it to take possession. Then leave the talisman in the pool to secure
the trade. Once that is completed, goodness will hold a rank equal to evil. No
creature will be able to steal away the pearl.”


A dozen russet and vermillion hued
sea beasts, larger than the first, rose from the main waters of the sea. Their
necks coiled and sprung forward, jaws snapping all around me. Icy storm surges
washed the feet from under me over and over. The evil in the waters of the sea
worked against my purpose, stinging my eyes with its spray, preventing me from
scanning for a goodly recipient. At length, I noticed a small sea nymph, whose
long blue hair with a halo of similarly colored aura told me with certainty she
was of the Alliance.


She thrashed to remove herself from
the area of the monsters, and I followed along the shoreline to a rocky
outcropping.


I crawled over the craggy surface,
my fingers clawing any available crevice. Repeatedly my feet slipped from under
my weight, the leather of my soles providing little traction. I glanced up,
praying that Heilia held the monsters at bay.


 


A knock at the library door made Lyra jump. The guard poked
his head inside. “Sire Kenzo has urgent need to speak with Scribe Lyra.”


Lyra pulled her feet under her and quickly stepped outside
the library. She studied the owl’s face. “What’s wrong? Is someone hurt?”


“No. Be calm. No one is hurt. This won’t take long.”


Lyra let out a sigh. Realizing her tension came, in part, from
her current reading, she clasped her amulet and took a deep breath. “We can
talk for a moment in that conference room across the hall.”


In the other room, as soon as she shut the door behind them,
he blurted out, “Ashbine is a boy of thirteen, a villager who is rumored to be
the bastard son of Eburscon.”


Lyra thought her eyes would pop out of her skull. “Eburscon?
No!” She clenched her hands into fists. “You’re telling me that Eburscon’s son
injured Kessa so badly she must forever wear braces to walk?”


“Yes. Somehow. With the greens now attacking, I can’t get
back to where the villagers are secured, or I’d find out for sure what
happened.”


“This is serious. That means Eburscon, through communication
with his son, probably knew the girl was a seer…and that I’d need her to solve
the clues. That vile rat!”


“Most of the lair’s workers, including the gossips, were
sent to be in hiding with their families. Let me try the female cook. I think I
can charm her enough.”


Lyra’s brow dropped low over her eyes. “You do that and try
to get Kessa to talk more openly about her injury. Do not go back to the
Village. I worry enough about Yasqu and Cullen. I try to trust that Noba is
safe.” She looked him square in the eye. “Promise me.”


“I promise I will stay here in the lair.”


“I have to get back to the others and my studies. I’m glad
you interrupted. It was the right thing to do. As soon as the Imperial Dragon
returns, I’ll discuss this with him. Until then, keep things quiet.”


“Agreed.” He flew through the door as she opened it.


Now three times as flustered, Lyra returned across the hall.


Mimio stared at her. “You’re flushed. Is anyone hurt?”


“No. Kenzo is working on something for me since it’s more
important for me to be here. If either of you leave the library and see that
the Imperial Dragon is back, please let me know. I need to speak with him as
soon as possible.” She poured herself a glass of water and took her seat.
“Let’s keep going. I need to be finding these stones rather than talking about
them.” She pointed to the page. “I left off just as the monsters were chasing
Sorcha for the pearl.”


 


A gigantic bubble of blue vapor
surrounded and protected me. “My aura will care for us,” the nymph said as she
climbed with agility up the opposite side of the rocks, meeting me at the apex.


Trusting the vibrations of her
power, I handed her the pearl. “Keep this secure for the Alliance.” The moment
it passed, the waves dropped, the surface settled into a glasslike calm.


“That I can do. Get to shore
quickly. My aura will not reach far.”


The sea monsters heads hung
directly above us, hissing and moaning as though in pain.


My every limb trembled. I darted
high onto the beach, not looking backward for an instant. My stride widened and
I increased my pace, turning parallel to the shore, then cutting out to the
tide pool. I submerged my entire arm up to the shoulder into the chill water,
not paying any mind to the tangle of snakes and rushes sliding over my skin
while I lodged the talisman in a deep crevice beneath a rock.


With the act completed, the
monsters gnashed their teeth in a final show of angst, then slowly submerged.


A film of oil drifted across the
surfaces of both the sea and pool. The water below, where I could see through,
appeared ultramarine while the oily layer a deep sanguine red as though
something had bled to death. I shuddered and looked for Heilia.


She motioned me to join her. “Come.
You have satisfied the Imperial request. The pearly essence of the surface
reveals how good and evil now fairly coexist in this environ.”


The outcome of fair representation
at the boundary between good and evil seemed just. As we walked, the reddish
film lapped at the shore, staining the sand black. Yet, when the tide receded,
the sunlight picked out tiny particles of silvery-blue mica and set them ablaze
to signal the heavens.


 


Lyra leaned back with a big sigh. “Phew! That sounded and
felt terrifying.”


“It did,” replied the Tortoise. “I had no idea.”


Mimio stretched her back and poured a cup of tea. “We
learned more about the great seer, Heilia. Quite an amazing lady.”


“Yes. I wanted to know more about her. I wonder if there are
connections between her and the Pearl of Pendola, maybe the other keystones as
well.” Lyra scribbled random thoughts from the reading into her notebook. “Do journals
exist that tell about her—how she used her powers?”


The Tortoise pushed back from the table. “I can find that
information within an hour at the most. We can discuss that topic over dinner
and save this evening to study the last of the books, the one written by
Brigid. Is that agreeable to you both?”


“Fine with me,” Lyra replied, on her feet and walking around
the tables.


“Me too.” The sorceress followed him. “Let me assist you.”


Lyra moved her shoulders in wide circles to release stress.
The Tortoise didn’t seem to suspect anything from her question, but then she
knew he’d take any historical research seriously. She paced in front of the
windows, watching for any sign of the squadrons led by Yord and Cullen or the
Imperial Dragon.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Fourteen: Sibyls and Seers


 


 


Lyra picked at the chicken pot pie, swirling a fork through
her mashed potatoes.


Between mouthfuls, the Tortoise peered at the journal beside
his plate. “This entry states that star readers, the sibyls of the Qumeli tribe,
were used to train Heilia.”


“That makes sense with the report in this reference,” Mimio
replied. “Sibyls and seers are related. It says that seers do utilize energies
of nature to guide them in connecting clues from their own auras. Sibyls read
nature directly, stars as their primary information source, but use all facets
of nature to make predictions.”


“I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking. What is the difference
between a seer and a sibyl?” Lyra asked, glancing out the window again.


“Sibyls are much more common. They begin with signs they
find in nature and then guess at a story which connects them. The process a
seer experiences is the opposite. They begin with their natural seeing ability,
which presents disconnected bits or threads. Nature can be one of the tools a
seer uses to connect his or her intuitive information. Weaving the information
into a logical sequence that can help people, requires training for both seers
and sibyls.” Mimio raised her eyes above the book to look at Lyra. “Does that
help?”


Lyra nodded. “Thank you.”


“True. And here, it’s suggested that different seers intuit
varying types of information. Some read primarily objects, some interpret faces
or people, while others may see places. The combinations are unique to the
particular seer, but there will be a regular tendency for that individual.”


A battle patrol of dragons sailed past the library windows,
and Lyra was on her feet. “Did either of you notice if the Imperial Dragon was
in that squadron?” she asked, forehead pressed to the glass, trying to get a
glimpse of the landing ledge below.


“I’m sorry. I was reading,” the Guardian replied. “You’re
obviously eager to see him. You hardly touched your meal. Why don’t you slip
down to the foyer and check?”


“A brisk walk will settle your nerves,” Mimio added.


Lyra bolted through the door but only reached the turn into
the main corridor before she ran into the Imperial Dragon. His wingtips dragged
along the floor. The golden scales along one flank had been charred, exposing a
thin line of flesh.


“You’re injured!” Lyra stepped to his side. “Can I mend
that?”


The leader shook his head. “Heal the others first. Two in my
team are worse.”


Lyra glanced at the dragons milling behind him in the grand
hall. One limped with a bloody leg, and the other had a badly torn wing. She
waved to the nearest lair guard. “Bring Sorceress Mimio from the library to
help me heal the injured.” The startling news about Eburscon’s son would have
to wait. She didn’t expect to need to put something as important as that on hold.
It hurt her to see their bravest fighters wounded. Walking toward them, she
called over her shoulder to the leader, “Are Cullen and Yord’s group coming in
soon? I could use his help too.”


“No idea,” he said wearily before bellowing across the hall
to a dragon standing in the foyer. “Tarn, you spoke with Yord in the Meadow.
They weren’t hit as hard—all flying square. When will they be in?”


“He noticed we were more badly injured and sent us in
first,” the senior blue responded.


Lyra positioned the blue with the torn wing on his side and
carefully extended the wing tendons enough to allow her hand inside the
delicate folds.


He grimaced but didn’t complain.


Mimio scurried through the room, skirt and scarf billowing
behind her. Without a word, she set to work on the other seriously injured
dragon.


Lyra’s task progressed slowly, restoring internal layers of
crushed bone and shredded cartilage first. She stopped periodically to mend
vessels and control bleeding. But by the time she rebuilt the thin outer
membrane of the wingsails, the dragon’s blood covered her. She was thankful for
having had the experience of mending a dragon’s wing before, for Yord. The
procedure required precise skill with her aura, nothing for the squeamish.


The fighter caught a glimpse of his blood staining her jeans
and jerked.


“Lie still. The worst is over. I’m working on the sails
now,” she assured him.


“Will the wing fly again?” he sputtered with a raspy voice.


“Yes, but not soon. You’ll need more than a week to finish
healing well enough for battle.”


The blue groaned, closed his eyes, and rested his head back
on the floor.


Lyra looked over at Mimio, whose satin gown remained only
slightly cleaner than Lyra’s clothing.


The sorceress worked on the final stages, repairing fascia
over thigh muscles and a new layer of scaly skin.


Beyond her, another squadron arrived on the ledge backlit by
the setting sun. Most of the Imperial Dragon’s had cleared the area, although
he stayed behind, encouraging his fighters receiving treatment through their
pain.


Lyra’s heart leapt. She strained against the sharp sun’s
rays to see Cullen, Yord, Yasqu, and any who might have suffered serious
injury.


Cullen held his arm close to his side, but his expression
seemed only drawn with exhaustion, not pain.


Surface wounds marred Yord’s shoulder and Yasqu’s hind limb,
both much like the leader’s injury. None in that patrol had taken bad hits, but
all needed minor treatment in order to continue fighting.


With one leg numb from sitting awkwardly for so long, Lyra
pushed to a standing position and stumbled through the tangle of at least a
dozen dragons toward Cullen.


He embraced her tightly with his good arm. “Two of the
leader’s patrol required urgent care. Do you need my help?” He wiped a blood smear
from her cheek. “You’ve been working hard.”


Lyra nodded. “Mending a bad wing tear.” As she walked, she
checked on the pair of treated dragons being helped to stand by the lair’s
guards. “Those two are stable. We’ll need your help with the others. It looks
like everyone is hurting. How bad is your arm?”


“A burn from a magma drake, small but grazed the bone.” He
moved the arm from under his cloak, and Lyra pulled back what remained of his
sleeve. “Luckily the extreme heat cauterized the ruptured vessels. I’m not
capable of much self-healing while throwing powerballs.”


Directing him to sit with her on the floor, she steadied his
forearm in her lap. Over the next half hour, her hands traced the edges of the
charred tissues, reconstructing the missing muscle and connective tissue
fibers. “Not nearly as difficult as a dragon wing.” She gave a weak smile and
released his arm.


He stretched the limb and flexed his hand. “Stiff, but all
in order. Thank you.” He leaned in and kissed her lips.


In the next hours, Cullen, Lyra, and Mimio scattered in all
directions within the lair. They treated dozens of wounded dragons and applied
additional healing to the two in serious condition.


 


***


Lyra finally found her way back to the library, uncertain
what to do next. Stress, fear, fatigue, and hunger wrestled for her attention.


Kenzo caught up to her in the side hallway.


“Thanks for helping us check on everyone and delivering
water and food to the pair who couldn’t move easily,” she said.


“Have you told the Imperial Dragon yet?”


She shook her head and pushed the door to the library open.
“No time.” The Unicorn’s billowing white aura spilled over her feet.  It
seemed odd that he reported in to the lair. He normally resided in the forests
under his care.


The Imperial Dragon rested in the corner of the room,
talking with the Tortoise and Unicorn.


“The two I needed to speak with.” The leader raised his
torso slightly.


Lyra and Kenzo looked at each other, and she wondered what
the Imperial Dragon already knew.


Cullen and Mimio entered behind them, carrying trays loaded
with food.


“Please, come in and rest a moment.” The leader waved his
front claw. “Sire Drake, the Scribe, your assistant, and I are about to have an
enlightening chat.”


After glancing at the tiger owl, Cullen’s eyebrows jumped.


“Around mid-day, I arose in my chamber after night patrol
and overheard you both in the main room of my study. You discussed a name I
couldn’t recall—Ashbine. The topic was something about a person by that name
crippling the young mortal girl, Kessa. It seemed an odd thing to discuss,
given the urgency of our threatened status. But I had no time to pursue the
matter with my squadron about to depart. The name stuck with me, yet only the
elderly wizard who helps with the flower faeries came to mind. Later, when I
checked in with the Phoenix Guardian for an update, I asked her if she knew
others by that name. Being sensitive to evil and warfare, she whipped into a
blaze of panicking fire and led me to a storage alcove of the cave.  She
related that there was one other by that name, a teenage magical with whom she
had some difficulties during sorcery training. In order to bring him in line,
during a conference with his mother, the woman defended her son’s magical
nature. Eburscon is the boy’s father.”


“Damn!” Cullen exclaimed. “Why didn’t we think that snake
kept a connection to the Alliance?”


“Not many would so conveniently have a bastard son or sons
to help,” the Unicorn said with a snort.


Mimio shook her head in obvious disbelief.


“Lyra, is this the matter that has had you so agitated
today?” the Tortoise asked.


“Yes.” Lyra nodded. “When Kessa and her mother helped us
locate an amulet, I kept finding clues that told me the girl might be a
magical.”


The leader leaned his neck forward. “She gave off no aura.
What made you suspect?”


“I didn’t sense her aura either. The girl told me about how
her grandmother magically used the items in the jewel case,” Lyra answered.


“I didn’t hear her say that.” The Tortoise tilted his head.


“She spoke into Lyra’s ear,” Cullen added.


The Tortoise lifted an eyebrow at the sorcerer. “How did you
know? Oh. I forgot. You two have mental communication.”


“Plus, there were so many times that her mother stopped
Kessa from demonstrating what she did with the items.” Lyra’s hands flew up in
the air. “I became suspicious and tested the girl. When she held the compass, I
placed my hand underneath and voiced a directive. I supplied no magic. The
compass may have been enchanted, but it responded to Kessa, not me.”


“How did you learn about the connection to Eburscon’s son?”
the Unicorn asked.


“Since I was busy studying the ancient books, I had Kenzo do
some work to learn about Kessa and her overprotective mother.” Lyra motioned to
the owl to continue the report.


“I made friends with the girl and gained her trust,” Kenzo
explained, his wings folded unusually tight. “With my aura, I played games to
hide myself, and sometimes objects, to test and strengthen her ability as a
seer. She eventually told me—”


“The child is a seer?” A shower of sparks spraying from the
Imperial Dragon’s nostrils.


“A seer?” the Unicorn repeated. “Are you certain?”


Lyra nodded. “She told us about how the other children are
afraid of her because she can see things before they happen. Kenzo tested her
plenty of times, making her stretch her ability to see through the shield of
his aura.”


“Like I tried to say,” Kenzo cleared his throat and
continued, “when I saw scars on Kessa’s legs, I knew she had suffered an
injury. She was fearful but told me that a person named Ashbine caused her to
be crippled.”


“We’re still not clear why Nillea is against her daughter’s
magic,” Lyra said. “She confronted me once, when I talked to Kessa about her
powers and said they were a special gift to be proud of.” She scanned the room.
“I’m guessing Nillea thinks her daughter will be vulnerable to attack if people
find out she’s a seer. Maybe she thinks next time the child might suffer worse
than crippled legs.”


Mimio nodded. “Makes logical sense.”


“I don’t understand. If she really felt that strongly, why
bring her daughter to the lair to begin with?” Lyra asked. “Surely she would
think the higher magicals might notice the girl’s gift.”


“I agree. And the fact that Kessa emits no aura is also suspicious,”
Cullen added. “Cloaking an aura is a very advanced magical procedure.”


The Imperial Dragon released a built up puff of smoke toward
the ceiling. “Well. That account related to Ashbine was more than I expected.
It raises many questions. Clearly, the odds are against us now with the Black
Dragon taking more control. The Dark Realm is now using scores of magma and
fire drakes in addition to small teams of cimafa, and solitary green dragons.
Our fighters have suffered numerous burns, some severe. There is a leak of
information out of the Alliance, probably to the Dark Realm, from a source who
knew we possessed the next seer before we did. Given her potential, it’s a
wonder Eburscon and his son didn’t kill the girl.”


“It’s a tremendous thing, maternal instinct. Would we have
wanted that child anywhere but the lair during these attacks? Luck has been
with us,” the Unicorn observed.


A round of nods and heavy sighs showed the realization of
his observation.


“We need to move forward with some changes.” The Imperial
Dragon stood. “I’ll assign a patrol to visit the secured areas and find out
what has become of the boy, Ashbine. If he remains in the Alliance, we must
assume he’s a spy and keep him under surveillance.” He turned toward Lyra. “
Where are you in your studies?”


“We only have to read through Brigid’s book. Then, I need to
form plans about how to find the keystones and in what order.”


“Good work, Lyra. That’s fast,” the Unicorn said.


“We’re all eager for you to return those gems to the
Elementum Arcesso. Then we can put an end to this constant battle.” The leader
paced in front of the windows. “The last of the five night squadrons has left.
Many of us need to sleep before our next watch. As for Kessa, I’m not sure what
to do.”  With a raised brow, he looked at Lyra. “Her mother seems to know
you suspect the child has seer abilities, correct?”


She nodded. “I’m afraid if we push harder, she’ll take her
daughter away from the lair.”


“Exactly. Maybe to some place we can’t find them,” the
Unicorn added.


“Or worse yet, fall into the hands of Eburscon and the Dark
Realm,” Cullen added, running a hand through his hair.


“On the other hand—and I believe Lyra has already thought of
this—we need to train Kessa to use her powers.” The Tortoise motioned to the
recent references about seers spread over one of the tables. “With evil
invading, the Alliance desperately needs a seer.”


“Will Nillea accept my orders if I charge them to stay here
and permit Kessa be trained to use her abilities?” the leader asked Lyra and the
owl.


She shrugged. “I don’t know. I spoke to her once but didn’t
press. I was afraid to tell anyone else until you returned, thinking if we
didn’t act together, they’d run off. Kenzo, you know them best. What do you
think?”


“That mother is as protective as they come. She’s already on
edge. It doesn’t matter whether we give a decree or a heart-to-heart talk. I
feel she’ll bolt.”


“Hmm. You both have tried kindness, a skill none can do
better than the two of you. The message of our intent for Kessa to serve the
Alliance as a seer needs to come from me. Before I speak to Nillea, I’ll be
sure to step up the number of guards watching the girl to make certain the
mother doesn’t try to take the girl away.” He scanned the room and strode to
the door with the Unicorn following.


“I’m going to our quarters. Come to bed soon. You look
tired,” Cullen said, touching Lyra’s elbow as he passed.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Fifteen: Wounded Fighters


 


 


Lyra’s mind spun. “Since Kenzo is with us, let’s discuss how
to train a seer.” She scanned the faces of Mimio and the Tortoise before
turning toward the owl. “Then, you can pay a visit to Kessa before her bedtime
to calm her. I worry that Nillea might frighten the girl after the Imperial
Dragon’s talk.”


“Good idea.” The Tortoise aligned the spectacles on his nose
and examined an open reference. “Here’s something of interest. Seers are
particular about how they take in information to form the question they will
answer. Some use skin, like Heilia, Kessa’s great grandmother. Others use gemstones
to collect knowledge.” He glanced over the top of his glasses at Kenzo. “Do you
know what Kessa uses?”


“I think her skin since she holds her hands out, but I’ve
never tested if using a seeing stone would improve her input. I don’t know that
she has one.” His feathers lifted along the length of his spine.


“I wonder if any of the items in the jewel box will help
her?” Mimio asked. “Maybe the emerald ring?”


“It glowed for me but not for her,” Lyra replied. “Knowing Nillea,
I’d expect if Heilia passed her seeing stone to her mother’s family, she would
have it locked up where Kessa can’t find it.”


“No doubt in my mind there,” the owl snapped.


“Perhaps you can subtly make some inquiries on that topic
then,” the Tortoise suggested. “It’s possible Kessa has a magical connection
and senses an object that will enhance her power. Without training, she might
not have the ability to break physical locks or hiding spells.”


Kenzo unfolded his wings with care. “Is there anything else
for me to work on?”


“Here are notes about training seers to read with more
clarity, especially around the shadowy edges of intuitive information.” Mimio
looked up from a journal. “It sounds like something you’re already doing—hiding
things in your aura and encouraging Kessa to pierce through the magic. Keep up
that method.”


“Will do.” Lyra opened the door, and the owl flew out.


“Take care,” she called after him. Returning inside, she sat
at the table where Brigid’s Book of Dragonspeir lay. “With the increased
dangers, it’s going to be harder to concentrate now, but I need to get finished
even if it takes me all night.”


“I’ll stay with you as long as you want to work, but be
careful not to overdo.” The Tortoise lumbered to the other table.


Mimio delivered a tray of food and the tea service. “I
agree; your health is important. Be sure to get something to eat. You didn’t
eat much earlier. Thankfully, this book won’t be as difficult since you’ve
already read it once before.”


Lyra scooped up a handful of nuts and nibbled while she
found the proper scene to study. “To save time while I get organized, will you
tell us what you know about fluorite, the last keystone?”


“My pleasure.” The sorceress sat straight and presented an
illustration of the gem. “Fluorite is not native to Dragonspeir but naturally
found in the middle western lands of the human world, throughout the Ohio River
Valley.”


The Tortoise pulled the diagram closer. “I’m not familiar
with this gem. I’ve been eager to learn about it.


“Fluorite crystals possess earth’s energies and are known to
be the home of rainbows because the gem appears in a range of hues, from green
and pink to purple and white. The colors are significant to its use. I’m
expecting the keystone to be purple, which promotes psychic expansion,
spiritual growth and intuition, although white is known to help access astral
energies. The blue variety aids communication, green steadies troubled
relationships, and yellow is a healer’s stone. I’m interested to learn which
color our keystone will be.”


“Thank you. I’m ready to start.” Lyra pointed to a paragraph
in the book to guide the Tortoise. “I studied the beginning of this section
earlier, when I wanted to find Sorcha’s book. Brigid had traveled to southern
Indiana and placed it in the honey keep tree. Her cousin, Draora, played a big
role, and it looks like she’s involved with the fluorite keystone as well.”
After a sip of water, Lyra began reading.


 


With tremendous displeasure, I left
the exhilarating world of Dragonspeir and returned to my home. The coach ride
proved more tedious than usual. I’d grown so accustomed to the quick pace of
magical transport. But, my poor mother needed me. Her health had taken a turn
for the worse when she contracted cholera during the last wave of infection. Papa
couldn’t nurse her alone, what with his own ailments.


Finally, I managed to arrive in
Nawbone, a tiny village in southern Indiana. I’d never quite felt at home in
that locale after our recent move from the East, but being near my dear cousin
lifted my spirits.


The very day I arrived, Draora paid
me a visit. She spent time helping me change and burn linens and sanitize the
sick room, as was possible to keep the disease from spreading. I was grateful
for her assistance but still fell into my own bed that evening so overly tired.


It was a wonderful treat when she
brought me and father dinner the following evening. I had so little time to
prepare any type of healthful meal. Her kindness was a great comfort.


Later, after Mama and Papa had
turned in for the night, Draora and I sat out on the porch swing, talking and
laughing. The warm summer breeze lifted our long curls, both the same shade of
chestnut. She was like the sister I never had.


“Brigid, I have a secret I want you
to know. Do you promise not to tell anyone? Not a single soul?” Her wide brown
eyes looked right into mine.


We hooked pinkies, and I agreed.


“I’m a witch,” she whispered and
sunk back toward the far end of the swing, watching my expression in the clear
glow of the moonlight. I wasn’t certain how to respond properly. I wondered if
she could see my Alliance sorcery powers, if, in fact, they showed here in this
world.


I concentrated, using my aura just
a tad, then jumped. “There is something around you, like a blanket I cannot
view.”


“I feel something surrounding you
too. I felt it when I first saw you yesterday. You’ve changed somehow. What
strange things did you involve yourself with while away?”


I placed my hand on top of hers.
Both her finger and mine still held the friendship rings we’d exchanged when we
were children back East. “I’ve been to a far away land. Let me tell you all
about my adventures.” We talked late into the night, walking the woods between
my parents’ house and hers. The tall oaks and hickories leaned in and the
crickets quieted as if to listen when we passed. We spent many long evenings
that way, delighting each other with our different types of magic.


A fortnight after I arrived home,
my mother passed. With much sadness, my papa and I burned the rest of her
clothing, anything she might have made contact with during her her illness. I
saved only a few mementoes of her jewelry from when she was a young woman.


The eve before my coach departed to
return north, I walked one last time with Draora. “I need to give you something
to keep safe…guard it with your life. It’s in this pouch.” Under the starlight,
I opened the top and allowed her to peek inside. This book is two hundred years
old. Its words contain magic.”


“Like a grimoire?”


“In a mysterious way, yes. The
magic hides in the words. You must have my type of magic to read it.” I grabbed
her arm. “Please tell me you’ll protect it.”


“I will. Who am I keeping it for?”


“A girl born of my daughters,
generations to come.”


“She’ll inherit the gift like you
did?” She led me along a path into her backyard. “Here, I’ll hide it inside
this honey tree I’ve enchanted. The bees don’t seem to mind, in fact, they
rather like the spell. I’ve already hidden important things, magical and
otherwise, in the wide crack at the top. Let me show you.” She lifted her arms
wide to the tree and said words I didn’t understand.


The limbs whipped wildly, and the
bees buzzed inside their hives. The crack widened, and Draora lifted out
several cloth bags of various sizes.


“This one tells me it belongs to
you.” She opened the drawstring and dropped a purple chunk into my open palms.
“This gives off the same magic you do. I knew the stone was powerful the first
time I saw it. It poked up through the garden dirt when I went to plant beans.
My brother said it was nothing but a common rainbow stone mined from these
hills.”


The purple banded gem did, indeed,
hum with Alliance magic. “I read in Sorcha’s book about keystones that were
stolen from the Alliance hundreds of years ago by the Dark Realm. She attempted
to find them all but failed. Some she declared totally lost, without clues to
find them. I wonder…”


“I think it is.” My cousin smiled
and grabbed me by my shoulders, whipping us around in a dance on the dewy
grass.


“How do you think the stone got
here?”


“The fact that it is here is the
wonder, returning to its homeland, the only directional sense remaining after
being taken over by evil,” Draora said and spun me all around the honey tree
until our skirt hems were soaked.


I stopped our dance, feeling a slight
dizziness pass over me. “Should I take it back to the Alliance?”


“You’ll find the answer.” She held
my hands in hers.


“The stone should be hidden where
the next Scribe can find it when she needs it. I will have faith good will
win.” I reached into my skirt pocket, withdrew Mama’s ring, and dropped it into
the bag. “Only a child of my blood will be able to open this at the time she
needs it.” I waved a handful of my magic over the parcel and passed it to my
cousin.


“And I will make certain both of
these sacks stay in the bowels of my enchanted honey tree, guarded with my own
grave underneath until your daughter Scribe arrives. Our daughters will help
each other.” Draora deposited them into the tree and picked up a pocket knife.
“Take hold on top of my hand. Together, we’ll seal the magic bond between us
and our daughters.” My cousin guided us to carve a line drawing, in the shape
of an ornate letter A, into the bark of the tree. She lifted her arms and mine
into the air to resemble the tree’s boughs.


The bees responded to her call and
buzzed out of their hive, agitating the calm night air into a whirlwind.


 


Lyra looked up from the text with a smile. “That explains a
lot about my cousins who are related to Draora and what I learned when I
visited there last month. I’ll look forward to seeing them again.” She flipped
forward a few pages, checking to make sure there was no other mention of the
keystone. “I think taking some time at Aunt Jean’s looking through the
collection of old family photos would help me. I need to know more about Draora
before I meet her ghost again. She seems so friendly and spirited here, full of
energy, unlike the scary apparition that rose from her grave.”


The Tortoise yawned. “We’ve made good progress. It’s late.
Let’s hurry along and discuss how you might find the four keystones.”


“There are two in the human world, the moonstone along the
Wachatoo River in Michigan and the fluorite in Nawbone, Indiana. To save time,
I’d try to find those in one trip. The pearl is supposedly in the Alliance, in
the Sea of Cogadh, but I’m clueless about how to find the Emtori Ruby or the
Staurolite. Cullen and I could search the desert of Cerid’s Crux for weeks and
never find them.”


“Have you consulted the Spheres of Sidus?” he asked.


Mimio nodded.


“I tried reading that device once more, asking where to find
the Staurolite,” Lyra replied. “It showed me a confusing image—what looked like
the back of my hair, in a single braid like I sometimes wear mine, but dressed
in an odd skirt held out by a petticoat. I had the Staurolite in my hand, but
the ruby wasn’t attached. That made no sense, since the background looked like
a cracked, dry desert. Those two stones should call to each other if they’re
close.” Lyra folded her arms on the table and leaned her head down. She turned
to face the Guardian. “I don’t get it. After all, the Staurolite is supposed to
be the one I’m destined to find, the one that controls the four keystones.”


“You’re tired. We all are. Perhaps the answer will come to
you in the morning,” Mimio suggested.


“Maybe.” Lyra sighed and sat up. “I think the point to start
is with the pearl since it should be here. It seems simple enough to feel in
the enchanted pool of the Sea of Cogadh for whatever empowering talisman Heilia
mentioned. The pool is calm now with that in place, right?”


“Yes. Unless it has been altered with the recent influx of
evil in our land. Our boundary along that sea is under my watch as the Water
Guardian. I checked it shortly before Maxime Eviligo was declared.”


“Then will you come with me to look for the pearl?”


“Of course.” He grinned and pushed away from the table,
waving the references back to their storage areas. “In the morning.”


They quickly said goodnights, and Lyra wasted no time finding
a warm spot in bed next to Cullen. After the long day, relaxing into their
magical touch soothed her more than anything else could.


 




***


In the pitch black, Lyra felt Cullen’s hand shaking her
shoulder. She sat upright, eyes not yet focused. “What’s wrong?”


“Lyra, we’re under attack. The Dark Realm has sent dozens of
ice drakes during the night. They are freezing water sources our people badly
need and sealing the entrances to their caves and stone dwellings. We need you
to fight the cimafa. We’re outnumbered.”


 
















 


 


 


Chapter 16: The Ruby Answers


 


 


Lyra pushed herself to sit on the edge of the bed, eyes half
closed. “What about my seizures?”


“You are to stay with Sire Drake, so he can heal you
immediately if there is a need.” The Imperial Dragon’s voice sounded tired and
stressed. “It is not what any of us wish to do.”


At the sound of the leader’s voice, her eyes opened wide. He
never entered their private chamber.


“Lyra, I’ll be with you.” Cullen, dressed for battle, lit a
candle and rubbed her back. “I’m hoping if we ride Yord together, because we’ll
be touching, we can utilize each other’s auras like we’ve done before. I can
use mine to stabilize your energy extremes. I know that will help.”


“What time is it?” She ran her hand along the wool of
Cullen’s riding cloak. “You look like you’ve been out already.”


“Just before dawn,” replied the leader. “Warlord Oasth
brought a patrol in and reported the deteriorated status. We’ve been in
conference the past hour.”


“Mimio treated all injuries again with my help,” Cullen
added. “What little she would allow me to do, sternly instructing me to save my
strength for battle.”


“How are the wounded?” Lyra asked him.


“Those with minor injuries are mended enough for battle. The
other two will remain here for at least a week.”


“What about finding the keystones? I have a plan to find the
Pearl of Pendola in the Sea of Cogadh as soon as we can. The Tortoise Guardian
will help.”


The Imperial Dragon nodded. “That will be our first order of
business as soon as we can force some retreat from the Dark Realm.”


“What happened during your meeting with Nillea?” Lyra asked.


“She was fairly hysterical but did eventually become still.
I hope she listened.” The leader headed toward the door. “She understands that
Kessa can help people. I was glad for that much. Of course, her priority is
still protecting her daughter. She doesn’t trust us to do that.” He shook his
head.


Lyra stood. “That’s a start. I’ll be ready in five minutes.”


“Meet us in the kitchen for a light meal before departure.”
The leader left and closed the door behind him. The opening let in the noise of
footsteps all along the main corridor, two doors down from their chamber.


Cullen swept Lyra into a quick hug. “Are you afraid?”


“Yes. But we’ll be there to help each other. We’ll get
through this.” She kissed him, then pulled away to conjure her grooming and a
new set of clothes, jeans and a long-sleeved tee-shirt. “Anything special I
need for battle?”


A second later, a heavy tunic covered her torso and a dense
cloak draped from her shoulders to the floor. “Wool is an excellent flame
retardant. This will protect you from sprays of sparks and hits of weak fire.
Bring your—”


“Staff. Ready.” Eager to help in the battle, she quickly shrunk
her staff to a size that fit inside the cloak’s inner pocket. Hand in hand,
they exited the room.


In the hall, fighters and guards moved back and forth,
filling the main hallway. This level of activity would seem normal for the lair
on a regular morning. At this hour of the night, the commotion seemed surreal.
Clipped speech and quick steps created a mood of panic.


The kitchen walls reverberated with nervous chatter. Lyra
wound her way to the central counter, which was filled with a buffet breakfast
of items for dragons and humans. A bite of toast stuck in her tightened throat.
A few swallows of milk was all her agitated stomach would tolerate.


Moments later, two squadrons led by the Imperial Dragon and
Yord marched down the wide corridor, through the grand gathering room to the
foyer.  The images of past Imperial Dragons, woven into tapestries along
the wall, seemed to salute the passing contingent.


Yord paused only long enough for Lyra and Cullen to mount
and to position Yasqu to his rear left side for protection.


Blue fighters leapt into the air from the edge of the
landing.


Lyra’s heartbeat rose into her throat, even though she’d
ridden many times before. This was different.


Darkness shrouded the familiar ground landmarks. The dragons
navigated by the stars, sailing directly for the Village of the Meadow of
Peace.


Villagers’ cries cut the silence, followed by sounds of
wings flapping near the ground. Evil dragons took to the sky like a clutch of
vultures scattered from their prey.


A high-pitched wheezing whistle caught Lyra’s ear, a
chilling cry she’d heard before outside of Tarom’s Versula Solus retreat—ice
drakes. Their serpentine bodies, covered with metallic frost-blue scales,
reflected the star light. They undulated through the air along the perimeter of
the battle, preparing to strike. This position would allow them to dart into
battle, using their icy breath to instantly freeze flesh.


Magma drakes eagerly took the lead for the Dark Realm.
Dozens radiated out, spewing jags of fire with even more dangerous lava sparks.


The blue squadrons divided and attacked from two directions.


The Imperial Dragon opened fire from the Alliance, shooting
a massive spike of flame three times the length and width of the others. His
shot hit two magma drakes. One dropped dead, plummeting straight down, while
the other spiraled to an awkward landing.


That exchange signaled additional fighters from both sides
to join the battle. Seconds later, the sky lit with lightning bolts, flames,
and magma sparks.


Cullen glanced briefly over his shoulder. “Watch for attacks
from the greens and ice drakes. Hang on tighter.”


“And the cimafa?” She clamped her thighs harder against
Yord’s spine.


“Not yet. They’re too valuable for the enemy to waste in the
initial rush. Keep an eye out, and try to save your energy for them,” he
replied, keeping his gaze on the battle.


Cullen leaned forward and brought a mass of blue aura into
his hand. Unlike Lyra, he didn’t pause to take aim. In one smooth motion, he
put the whole weight of his torso into a forward thrust of his arm. It sped
directly to its mark—the head of an incoming green dragon.


Lyra squinted to see who was injured. She noticed three
blues with long bleeding cuts across their flanks. She struggled to keep track
of the opposing dragons but heard moans from the ground that no human could
make.


Yord made a sudden ascent above a filmy cloud of chlorine
gas. A slight whiff of the pineapple and pepper scent stung the back of Lyra’s
throat.


The fighting moved higher to avoid the toxin. Another volley
of fire in all directions left Lyra’s head spinning.


Cullen rose in his seat and hurled his arm forward. A
massive ball of his blue aura sped from his hand. It struck an ice drake square
on its side.


The evil dragon slithered downward out of sight.


With only a moment’s glance at his target, Cullen launched
another powerball of equal size. Like a heat-seeking missile, it curved around
a fire drake and left a deep burn in the dragon’s flank. The accuracy of
Cullen’s aim left Lyra in awe.


People in a nearby cave below coughed and cried out, their
eyes and lungs burning from the dropping chlorine gas. Lyra hoped the Phoenix
Guardian protected them. It relieved her to see the unmistakable white outline
of the Unicorn fly toward the cries.


Sensing the dire situation, Lyra filled her free palm with
power. She glanced at the powerball—more densely packed than Cullen’s, with
aura from every Scribe. If only her aim would be as good as his. Her other arm
wrapped more tightly around Cullen to be ready to balance her aura with his.


The blue-white tail of an ice drake came at them from the
side, out of a cloud of smoke from a magma drake’s fire.


Yord didn’t react, apparently not seeing the ice drake.


Reflexively, Lyra hurled her powerball. Connected to Cullen,
she used the precision of his aura’s aim to improve her own. Watching the
course, her pulse thundered in her ears. The powerball shot true, neatly
delivering an accurate strike that vaporized the beast’s tail.


Yord reared away from the explosion of golden light, then
glanced back at his riders.


Cullen dropped his powerball. He grabbed onto her with one
hand and Yord’s spine in front of him with the other. “Yeow! That was powerful!
The strength of all the Scribes.” His voice rang out loud and happy. “How are
you?” He glanced back at her. “Did my aura help stabilize your power?”


“It did, somewhat. I’m fine though.” She felt slightly
dizzy, but the sensation passed quickly.


“Yord, cover us for a minute,” Cullen called to the blue
dragon before he twisted in his seat to face her. He took her wrist and paused.
“Rapid, but not erratic. Your aura isn’t flowing as smoothly as it should, but
the pulses are only slight. Good enough.”


Her gaze darted all around them. While understanding the
importance, she felt uneasy with him taking a break in the middle of the
fighting.


He turned back and alerted Yord, who responded with an
immediate sweep into a snarl of fire and magma drakes that formed a ring
trapping two blue fighters with two ice drakes in a death match.


The Imperial Dragon rocketed toward the opposite side of the
circle from high above.


Tension materialized a powerball in Lyra’s hand. She worked
to hold it in place.


Yord gave a slight nod, signaling to her.


She braced herself, contracting her thighs even tighter around
him.


The senior blue charged—faster than Lyra had ever
experienced—straight for the circle. His mouth opened wide, but the Imperial
Dragon beat him, firing a fraction of a second earlier.


The leader’s golden flame licked up the backs of several
drakes, their agonized contortions silhouetted in the light.


Yord hurled a wide swath of lightning at those closest to
them. Red bodies of fire and magma drakes darted up and down, fleeing the area.


From beside him, Yasqu shot a wide flame, injuring many who
fled too late.


When the lights of fire dimmed, only one blue fighter with a
badly torn right lower wingsail remained in the center of the decimated ring.
The other plummeted to the ground, out of sight in the pre-dawn shadows. The
injured dragon uttered no cry, which made Lyra uneasy. A knot formed in her
stomach, wondering whether he’d died instantly or merely worked to not display
his weakened state.


Cullen threw his body weight into another powerball that
zinged over the heads of fire drakes, saving its strike for an ice drake who
threatened the injured fighter.


Lyra’s skin crawled, an unmistakable sickening feeling that
shot straight to her gut. She looked up and from a sky dotted with red magma
sparks, she picked out the ringed red eyes of a cimafa stealth dragon. Its
sinuous black body absorbed the light. Only patchy reflections of red hues from
its surrounding allies marked its form. It glided into the fracas without
notice. No aura permeated its outer surface. But Lyra had fallen under its
shadow too many times not to recognize it. The density of the darkness beneath
the beast signaled her that it was about to strike.


She forced additional power into her hand while checking her
aim. Her other hand dug into Cullen’s side, and he looked up just as her arm drove
the powerball into a wide arc over their heads.


His hand clamped onto hers. His aura throbbed along her skin
as darkness flooded her vision. The shrill, pained cry of the wounded cimafa
hit her ears. She smiled even though tremors shot through her body. She slumped
against Cullen’s back.


The rhythm of Yord’s flight gradually changed from
jerkiness, dodging the hazards of battle, to a more regular pattern. Sounds of
fighting became more and more distant. The smooth flight made Lyra feel
sluggish.


A sudden impact caused her to open her eyes. “Where are we?”
she choked out, her throat rough and constricted. Suddenly, hit with a blinding
white light, she grimaced.


“We’re in a forest glade near the battle,” Cullen’s voice
reassured her. “The Unicorn just enchanted the area with a protective ward. I
needed a quiet place to check your health.” He twisted in his seat to face her.
“How do you feel?”


“Weak. My senses are dulled, and my breathing is tight.”


“Like you’ve had a seizure?” His higher clipped tone worried
her, and she squirmed to sit straighter.


“No. Different. I feel drained. Tired, but not disoriented.”


“Good.” Cullen nodded to the Unicorn who stood on the
ground. “We’ll help you dismount.”


The Guardian kicked off and glided through the air to hover
beside them.


Cullen helped Lyra transfer to the Unicorn’s back before
sliding himself down the dragon’s shoulder to dismount.


When the Guardian landed, she asked, “Should I get down?”


“No. I can reach you.” Cullen performed his usual routine, his
hands moving above her major organs for several minutes.


Threads of the Unicorn’s aura billowed around them. “I feel
better just sitting here.”


The Guardian turned his neck to one side, looking back. “I’m
happy to share my aura with our Scribe.” He dipped his horn and snorted,
forcing his aura to expand farther.


At last Cullen ended his examination, and Lyra turned to
face him.


Yord lowered his head to their level.


“I find no injuries,” Cullen replied. “Your pulse, heart
rate, and breathing are slowed. Given the extreme tension of the fight, that is
out of the ordinary. The flow of your aura is greatly diminished.”


“She spent a lot to stop that cimafa,” the senior blue
replied.


Cullen looked her in the eyes. “Lyra, do you feel like you
need to repower?”


She hesitated. “Maybe we can keep contact to help me balance
the influx from the fire star? Do you think that will help?”


“It might…but before when I touched you as you repowered, I
couldn’t take the jolt of energy,” Cullen replied.


The group grew silent, taking in the sounds of cries and
groans from the distant battlefield drifting toward them.


“I have an idea,” the Unicorn said, shifting his weight,
“something I learned when I spoke with the Tortoise. He told me his theory that
each Scribe was responsible for connecting to one of our governing elements.
Lyra, you are to coordinate the four governing elements with your quintessence,
the fifth and master element. For good reason, you possess a minor element
gemstone of air, fire, earth, and water, each gifted to you. Not a
coincidence.”


“If I hold the stones together in my hand while I
repower…will that help them work together?” Lyra felt for the gems at her
throat.


“That’s my idea exactly,” the Guardian replied.


Cullen rubbed his goatee. “That might work…if they form a
continuous contact loop for energy to pass. In theory, it should enable you to
better control the tremendous scribal power entering your body.”


“Also, we can all form an energy loop with Scribe Lyra,”
Yord added. “Perhaps along with Sire Drake, that will dampen the jolt.”


Lyra placed her hand on the Unicorn’s neck. “Do you think
the energy loop will help?”


“I think with both precautions, we’ll provide a great degree
of safety. Representing the Guardians, I accept the risks of that method. But
the final decision is yours, Lyra.” He lowered his horn to the ground, his aura
radiating from it in concentric rings.


Lyra clenched and unclenched a fist. “I’ll repower now.”


Cullen took his place behind her, wrapping an arm tightly
around the front of her waist.


The Guardian sailed to a height just below the top of the
canopy and called back, “Yord, rise no higher to keep covered by the tree
line.” The white translucent upper border of his ward lay directly above them.


Lyra contracted her thighs closer around the Unicorn’s
sides. She nestled all four minor element correspondences into her palm—jade
brooch, opal ring, heliodor scrying stone, black amber butterfly pendant.


Yord aligned his head with one cheek contacting the couple’s
legs.


Cullen leaned his torso to one side and held the edge of the
dragon’s ear, while the Unicorn rotated to point his horn at Regulus, the
brightest star of the Leo constellation.


Feeling weak, Lyra was grateful for the Unicorn’s guidance.
She followed his marked line. The star locked on her gaze and transmitted
energy from them all—Elisabeth, Nareene, Sorcha, and Brigid. Lyra was so
drained, the rush of power felt like an electrical shock. Her limbs spasmed.


Yord’s scaly skin shivered. He let out a roar, then abruptly
cut it to a muffled groan.


Cullen’s arm jerked and then retightened at her waist, while
the Unicorn reared on his hind legs.


A vision formed on the screen of Lyra’s mind—the Emtori
Ruby. It shined alone, without the Staurolite. Her head ached sharply behind her
eyes. She lifted her hands and held her temples, but the throbbing wouldn’t
stop, and the vision remained. The ruby called to her, first with a quiet song.
It progressed to a louder wail, promising a blissful state if she joined her
power to its. “Stop!” She forced her gaze away from the fire star, but the ruby
still blazed in her mind.


“Take us down!” Cullen called. “She’s trembling.” He placed
her fingers onto his jadestone and did the same with hers while cradling her
head against his shoulder.


The coolness of their lovers’ gems eased the fire in her
brain. She focused on her breathing, long exhales to slow and steady her body.
Slowly, she regained some composure and sat upright without Cullen’s help, but
still gripped the Unicorn’s mane.


Once they landed, Cullen jumped off and examined her aura
quickly, still supporting her with one arm. “Only very minor signs of a
seizure, if any. I think this is something different. A new energy is inside
you—not from the Scribes. The rhythm is different.”


“Lyra, I thought this would simply repower you for battle,”
the Unicorn declared. “But the Tortoise was more correct than even he guessed.
What we did must have triggered you as the force of quintessence. The Emtori
Ruby answered the call. Can you see its location?”


She shook her head and winced at the additional pain caused
by the motion. “Only the ruby. It calls to me, promises it can take this pain
away.”


Cullen ran a hand through his hair, revealing a forehead
crisscrossed with lines. He looked at the Guardian and dragon. “I don’t know
how to help her. I don’t know how to release the energy tormenting her.”


 “I need the ruby. It can stop this pain,” Lyra uttered
with a raspy voice.


“How do you feel, apart from the headache?” Cullen asked.


“Stronger. Not weak like before. I feel my own aura. It’s
normal. Just a splintering pain right here.” She touched a hand between her
eyes.


“Do you feel able to travel then?” the Unicorn asked. “I
think we need to take you back to the lair. Maybe Mimio and the Tortoise can
research some ancient healing technique.”


Lyra gave a slight nod.


Cullen rubbed her leg while staring into the sky. “Maybe
they can.” His eyes riveted onto a point above them. “We’ve been discovered.
Two drakes are close. Let’s hope the ward holds.”


Yord bristled and pinned his ears back, lifting his neck.


“With my camouflaging ward, they shouldn’t be able to see
us, as long as they don’t hear our voices,” the Unicorn whispered.


Lyra faced Cullen. “I need the ruby but don’t know where to
find it. Let me try to get Kessa to help.”


Cullen nodded and took a seat behind her again. “I’ll go
with you.”


“No. I’ll be fine in the lair. It’s only a headache. You’re
badly needed to fight.”


“I’ll shroud us with a ward and fly her back.” The Unicorn
turned his head to the side toward them. “She’s right; you’re needed in battle,
Sire Drake. The drakes have gone. We should leave before more pass over in
their next patrol.”


Cullen transferred onto Yord. As soon as the Unicorn dropped
the ward around the glade, the two pairs flew in opposite directions.


Lyra cupped her hand around her jadestone. As they flew, she
felt the coolness of their bond diminish and the throbbing image of the ruby
grow more intense.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Seventeen: The Crossed Rock


 


 


Eyes closed, Lyra did as directed and breathed in the smoke
of burning herbs while Mimio chanted a foreign verse.


“An ancient healer taught me about herbs,” Mimio said as her
skirt swept around where Lyra sat cross-legged on a floor cushion. “I still use
those techniques for the severely injured, when my healer’s touch will not
suffice.”


The Tortoise let out a tremendous sneeze.


The reaction seemed infectious. Lyra also sneezed, then
squinted her eyes against the reverberating pain shooting through her forehead.
She was thankful when she heard the creaking of the study door. Her eyes
flashed open.


Kenzo flew in, followed by the Unicorn with Kessa on his
back.


The child giggled and rubbed his neck. Despite the fact the
Guardian stood twice as tall as a normal horse, she acted like any other
ten-year-old enjoying a pony ride.


“Hello, Kessa! Welcome to the library.” The Tortoise
lumbered to her side and extended his chin into her open hand.


Lyra smiled and understood, perhaps in part, why Nillea
protected her daughter. The life of a seer could rob the girl of her childhood.
It was up to her, along with the Guardians, to be sure that didn’t happen.
“He’s fun to ride, isn’t he?” she asked Kessa.


The girl nodded and patted the Unicorn’s neck, running her
fingers through his long white mane. “I’ve made a new friend.” She tilted her
head sideways, looking at Lyra. “Why is she rubbing your temples with those
leaves?”


“Because I have a headache. Some bad energy got inside me,”
Lyra replied.


“Can I help?” Kessa awkwardly moved to dismount.


The Unicorn folded his legs and lowered himself to the
floor, while Kenzo supported her until she seemed stable on her braced legs.


“Yes. You’re so sweet to offer. Thank you.” Lyra moved a
cushion next to her.


The girl hobbled next to Lyra and lowered herself down.
“What made your head hurt?”


Lyra explained her vision of the Emtori Ruby, still blazing
behind her eyes. “It started when I held these four gems and repowered my aura
through the spring fire star, Regulus.”


Kessa leaned forward and gently touched the jade brooch
fastened at Lyra’s collar. Her fingers jingled the heliodor and opal ring,
dangling like charms from its back clasp. She thrust her tongue out one side of
her mouth and scrunched her face. “These hold a lot of magic, like the things
in my gramaema’s box.”


No one responded. They just stared at the girl. Lyra felt
the tension in the air. She didn’t want Kessa to be frightened. “Yes. You’re
right. They do wonderful things,” Lyra replied.


The girl traced the outline of the black amber butterfly
resting at the base of Lyra’s throat. “This protects you from bad energy. But
it didn’t block what got in you this time.”


“So the energy that’s making my head hurt isn’t bad?” Lyra
encouraged her reasoning.


Kessa shook her head and twisted her tongue to the other
corner of her mouth, turning over each of the four gems. “No. It’s not bad. Can
I see the star? And hold these gems in its light?”


Mimio shifted her weight closer, holding her hands behind
the back of Kessa’s head. “Child, you have a cloaking spell around you. Why?”


The door behind the Unicorn opened a crack.


Kessa wriggled and looked over her shoulder at the
sorceress. “Maema took me to a witch lady in the tribe and—’


“That is none of their business, Kessa!” Nillea shouted,
throwing the door open the rest of the way. She strode to her daughter and
grabbed her under one armpit. “Come! This is wrong what they want you to do.
Come with me.”


“No, Maema!” Kessa begged. “Lyra is hurt. I want to help
her.” Her pale complexion flushed. “Please, let me stay.”


The woman gave a tug on her daughter. “No. Get up! We’re
leaving here. They want no good to come to you. Get up, I say!”


The Unicorn stood, the hair of his mane rising. “Maim, as
the Guardian of the Earth, I must remind you that your actions are not in
accordance with the declared wishes of this Alliance.” His aura swept over
Nillea and instantly quieted her. Lyra didn’t feel any perceptive spellwork.
His display must have shocked the mother.


“Be quick and do what you need with my kinchin now, then let
her go.” Her hand moved to Kessa’s opposite shoulder, pulling the girl toward
her. “I thought she’d be safe here. Her damn magic already cost her too much.”
Nillea bent and touched the girl’s legs above and below her knees. “That magic boy,
Ashbine, crackled her bones with lasers. Not clean breaks like would be from
the accident he claimed it was. Was to hurt Kessa ‘cause she had power no one
else had. Only harm’s going to come to her from that power.”


Kessa wiggled her shoulder free and looked up at Lyra. “Can
I see the star?”


“Up through the window in the archives.” The Tortoise nodded
toward the staircase.


Kenzo unfolded his wings. “Let me fly you up the steps.”


Kessa’s eyes lit up. “I get to fly? The only other time I
flew was when Maema and I came here on a big, blue dragon.”


Her mother stepped back, gritting her teeth.


The owl hovered over her back and gently grasped the
shoulders of her dress into his talons. “Here we go!” he called out in a cheery
voice.


The girl squealed and giggled their entire trip up the two
flights.


Lyra stayed close behind, arms extended acting as a spotter.
All the others followed and gathered at the small pane.


The Tortoise helped Kessa locate the Regulus star.


The girl looked over her shoulder at Lyra. “Stand here next
to me.”


Lyra bent low and allowed the girl to touch her gems.


She held them one by one, her eyes fixed on the star. Then
she tried to gather them into her small hand, but one always slipped out. With
two hands cupping the stones, she stared at the star. Her face puckered like
she’d eaten a lemon. Still with that grimace, she said, “To stop your head from
aching, you will find the rock in the shape of a cross—what Sorcha couldn’t
use.” She strained, twisting her back into a sharp arch.


“Can we stop? She’s hurting,” Nillea whimpered from her
position, secured between the Unicorn and Tortoise.


Lyra felt for the girl’s pulse and any unusual energy
patterns. “She’s fine. Nothing abnormal.”


“Continue,” the Unicorn declared in a firm tone.


Lyra wrapped an arm around Kessa.


“Umm. Heilia’s emerald ring spoke to you. She will guide
you. The crossed rock is in a pool of water covered by a silver haze. Behind
the pool I see a large body of pearly water. That rock will make you well
again.” Kessa smiled over her shoulder at Lyra.


“We’re finished now. Let me have my kinchin.” Nillea wormed
around the bodies and hoisted her daughter into her arms. Resting the child
against one hip, the mother sped toward the stairs. She missed the first step
and clutched the railing with her free hand to regain balance.


Kenzo beat the others to follow, grasping Kessa by the
shoulders.


“Let go!” Nillea barked, swatting the owl away when she
reached the bottom. Still holding her daughter, she scurried through the door
before anyone could stop her.


The Unicorn notified guards to follow and watch the pair.
Back in the room, he said, “I think that mother has seen enough of us today.
I’ll leave her to the guards.”


The Tortoise extended his neck long. “It would be wise to
allow her some time. She’s more protective than I expected. She even visited a
Qumeli sibyl to cast a cloaking spell that hides her daughter’s aura.” He faced
Lyra. “That crossed rock Kessa spoke of must be the Staurolite.”


Lyra leaned against the edge of a table to steady her aching
head from being jostled. “So Sorcha found the Staurolite but couldn’t use it.
Did she have hair like mine? Yes, she did! Like in the image from the Spheres
of Sidus and in Sorcha’s account of what happened at the evil tide pool.”


“You’re right! Her pale braid dipped in the water of the
enchanted pool,” Mimio replied with a grin, clasping her hands together in
front of her.


“The nearby enchanted pool of evil with the pearly water
behind is the Sea of Cogadh,” the Tortoise added.


“Why couldn’t Sorcha use the Staurolite?” Lyra asked.


The Tortoise shook his head. “Some energy difference.”


“I think it’s the same reason that you were gifted with one
of each minor element stone—you have more quintessence.” The Unicorn strode
past the front windows.


Lyra opened Heilia’s jewel box and placed the emerald ring
on her finger. Its green glow wrapped around her hand, then shot out in a
south-easterly direction.


He lifted his horn. “And we need to find a way through the fighting
to where that beam leads—the Sea of Cogadh.”


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Eighteen: The Staurolite


 


 


Lyra, the Unicorn, and the Tortoise assembled their group in
the foyer of the lair.


A trio of young guards, not a fighter among them, joined the
group.


The Tortoise looked at the juveniles and raised his brow.


“These are the best sentries available,” the Unicorn
explained. “All fighters are either out doing battle or sleeping after a hard
patrol.


Mimio lingered at the edge of the foyer to see them off.
“Look!” She pointed to the sky behind them. The heat of the mid-day sun bore
down upon a ragged-looking squadron returning to the lair.


The blue fighters dropped onto the landing ledge. Some
staggered into the foyer and grand hall beyond, while others fell from exhaustion
and injuries where they touched down. The squadron appeared to be a combined
group of the wounded from the two Lyra had fought alongside.


Cullen gave a wave to Lyra from where he sat on the Imperial
Dragon. Thankfully, they seemed to suffer only minor injuries. “We’re here to
help care for the wounded, then return to battle.” The sorcerer jumped down as
soon as the leader lowered his torso. In that position, the extended neck of
the golden dragon revealed a long, oozing slash. Cullen strode to Lyra and
Mimio. “There were too many seriously wounded for you two to mend. There are at
least five who need urgent care.”


Lyra looked at the Guardians on either side of her. “Our
trip will have to wait a little while.” She rolled up her sleeves and joined Mimio,
who was already mingling among the injured.


“What trip is that?” the Imperial Dragon asked, his whiskers
twitching and pupils flashing with specks of concerned yellow. “These skies
cannot be more dangerous. Is the need dire?”


“Did Lyra appeal to Kessa?” Cullen asked while treating a
fractured hind limb of a nearby fighter.


“Yes. She did,” the Unicorn replied. “And we learned that
the Staurolite stone lies at the Sea of Cogadh. It will stop her painful
vision.”


The Tortoise extended his neck. “It’s the gem that bears an
affinity for Lyra and her quintessence. I surmise from our studies that with
it, she can control all the other keystones once they are found.”


The leader nodded. “I needed that good news. That is a high
priority, after these fighters’ lives are saved.” He lowered his head. “We lost
two more.”


“How are the villagers?” the Unicorn asked. “I left them
with the Phoenix treating over five hundred for chlorine gas poisoning.”


The Imperial Dragon stared at the sky beyond. “At least
fifty children and elderly died from those fumes.”


Lyra looked up from her healing work, and her hands froze
when she heard the sad news.


“Are you all right, dear?” Mimio called over to Lyra.


She bit her lip and looked down, resuming her treatment.


During the next hour, the three healers moved from dragon to
dragon.


Warlord Oasth and his squadron rallied into the grand hall,
preparing to leave for their patrol. He and his blues conferenced with the
Imperial Dragon at one side of the room.


Mimio stood for a drink of water, her skirt stained with
blood. “Lyra, stop now and go. I can finish treating the remaining wounded.”


Cullen looked up from where he worked on the wingsail of a
senior blue. “Lyra, I want to go with you and help.” He finished the last
membrane repair and rose, arching backward to ease the stress in his body.


“No. You planned to return to the battle. There are innocent
people being killed. Go back to keep the others from harm.”


“You’ll be in the open at the boundary of the Dark Realm,
easily spotted. The risk is too great. I need to be there.”


The arrival of another squadron interrupted their
discussion.


Yord strode inside from the landing area, winded and weary,
but uninjured. He leaned close to Yasqu at his side and pointed him to where
the leader stood with Oasth. Lyra was heartened to see them both in good
health. Yord strolled around the grand hall, stopping now and then to offer
kind words to the injured dragons, before he joined the discussion with the
other squadron commanders.


Lair guards bustled back and forth from the corridor,
escorting fighters to sleeping quarters, bringing pails of water, and trays of
bandages.


Lyra glanced at the group of commanders as she moved from
patient to patient. She couldn’t hear their words, but noticed many pointing to
herself and Cullen. Finally the seriously injured all seemed stable, and she
stood, rotating her spine to loosen the kinks.


The Imperial Dragon led Oasth, Yord, and Yasqu in front of
her as Cullen, Mimio, and the other two Guardians joined.


A senior lair guard, the stern one who always stood post at
the study, ran up to the leader, with Kenzo flying just behind. The guard bowed
and said, “Pardon the interruption, Head Guardian. The mother and daughter
mortals have sneaked past our guards while so many were coming and going. We’re
presently searching the lair.”


“I request permission to fly outside around the windows of
the lair,” the owl asked.


“Permission granted. I’ll send a small group of guards to
help you, but cannot spare many,” the leader snapped.


Kenzo sailed off, sweeping around dragons, until he soared
through the foyer.


The Imperial Dragon returned his attention to the group. “To
best serve the safety of our people, Yord will take Sire Drake back to the
battle at the Village, along with Oasth’s fresh fighters. Yasqu will accompany
them.”


Cullen raised a hand to question. “I beg for your permission
to accompany Lyra instead.”


The leader shook his head. “Oasth and I, along with the
Unicorn will take the Scribe to Cogadh. I feel this is safest for all
concerned. The Tortoise will not join, as was originally planned. The Dark
Realm’s attacks have increased, and his age limits his speed. We cannot spare a
group of fighters to accompany us, but the warlord is fresh from rest and the
Unicorn has been at ease here for hours. Sire Drake, your fighting power is
unequaled. We cannot spare that unless your duties to heal the injured are a
higher priority.”


Cullen clenched a fist around his wizard’s staff.


Lyra met his gaze, reading his tension and his fear. She
melted into his open arms.


He stroked her hair. I can feel the pain you carry. I’ll
be listening for your life breath through our jadestones. Stay safe.


Lyra blinked back tears and nodded. Me too for you. Keep
yourself safe for me. They held each other tight, feeling their combined
reverberations, both wishing for the moment to never end.


Cullen pulled back, kissed her on the lips, gathered his
riding cloak, and swiftly mounted Yord.


The Unicorn lowered to his knees. “Lyra, since my flight is
more agile, you are to ride me. This will better enable the dragons to be free
to fight, which I cannot perform to their ability.”


Mimio wrapped Lyra’s cloak around her shoulders. “Take care,
my dear one.”


The injured fighters lifted their heads to watch Lyra leave.
Many tested their wounds, trying to join the outgoing. Bitter groans resounded
in the huge stone gathering room.


Their departure passed smoothly. No drakes monitored the
exit of the lair, although a group dotted the southwestern sky above the Qumeli
tribal grounds in the mountains. Still, Oasth circled around periodically,
checking all angles of the sky.


Lyra held the emerald ring steady, her hand balanced on the
staff lying across her thigh. The emerald’s green light pointed straight ahead.


After an hour, the outline of the northeastern forest of
Silva Caliga reminded her of happier times. She recalled time spent at
festivals and meals shining bright with lights of the friendly tree keepers.
Scribe Nareene had saved those folk; it was now her time to save this land.


With the gleam of the pearly waters of Cogadh in sight, Lyra
spotted a team of fire and magma drakes along the Dark Realm’s border to the
right. From far in the opposite direction came sounds of the ongoing fight
above the Village in the Meadow.


From her position, seated on the Unicorn who flew behind,
she noticed Warlord Oasth pin back his ragged ears. The golden scales along the
spine of the Imperial Dragon rhythmically lifted and flattened.


Oasth led them into a descent, hovering in a forest glade.


The Unicorn nodded and laid a protective ward like before.
There they waited, silent and listening.


Wing beats sounded, passing between them and the sea. When
the noises diminished, Oasth motioned for them to rise.


The Unicorn removed the ward, and they flew above the tree
line once again. The black sand beach lay less than a quarter mile ahead.


Lyra’s muscles twitched, and her head pounded with the
incessant vision of the ruby. Her ribcage and diaphragm clamped tight against
her lungs. She forced herself to inhale deeply. The emerald glowed brighter,
sending a beam to one section of the shoreline. When Oasth circled back, she
raised the ring.


He nodded and followed the beam, leading them to land on the
rock-littered black sand. As soon as his feet touched the ground, his eyes
darted skyward toward the Dark Realm’s border less than three hundred yards
away.


After a nod from the Imperial Dragon, the Unicorn walked
Lyra around a bend in the shoreline to an area of tide pools. Heilia’s emerald
pointed to the largest of the marshes. Even without the gem’s direction, Lyra
recognized it from Kessa’s description—the one covered by a silver haze. The
Guardian stopped at its edge, and Lyra dismounted.


She crept around the perimeter, searching for the
Staurolite. The murky haze blocked her view.


While she scanned the water, the Unicorn spread another, but
smaller, ward over the two of them.


In response, the water churned. “I can’t see anything at all
now.” Lyra dropped to her knee. “The ward upset the magic here.”


“It needs to be in place. Try once more.”


Frustrated, she thrust her left hand with the emerald into
the pool. Its green light illuminated a tangle of reeds at the bottom. Snakes
swarmed and bit at the golden sapphire of her bloodswear ring. Lyra jerked her
arm back and muffled a cry. Crawling and feeling the slimy bank below the
waterline, she leaned against a boulder. Her fingers touched something hard.
Although initially wedged tight, it loosened itself as if drawn to her hand.
Instantly, the tormenting vision of the ruby ceased. Lyra smiled. She pulled
the rock from the water—the Staurolite, its crystals aligned in a cross. Kessa
had been right.


A sudden shiver passed along Lyra’s skin. The waters of the
sea lifted into white-capped waves, crashing against her and the Guardian. She
stood and reached around his shoulder to brace herself.


Dozens of serpents coiled out of the brink. The color of the
water changed from a pearly essence of comingled good and evil to the inky hue
of the Dark Realm. The beasts snapped at the Imperial Dragon and Warlord, who
guided the fighting away from the shore.


“Lyra, mount now,” the Unicorn directed her.


As she flung a leg over his back, the eerie chill of an evil
shadow fell across her.


Above them flew three cimafa escorting the Black Dragon. An
indigo haze followed them from the Dark Realm.


On the lead stealth dragon rode Eburscon, his arm raised as
he shouted orders.


Lyra trembled.


A soprano female voice called her from the sea in a
melodious song.


The trio of cimafa let out a chorus of grating screeches,
but still Lyra heard the song.


Panicked about taking her eyes off the four dragons above,
Lyra briefly glanced at the origin of the voice—a water nymph. Like the magical
image from Sorcha’s text, the woman’s long blue hair flowed past her hips,
ending where scales began to cover her legs. She cupped a huge white pearl in
her hands—the Pearl of Pendola. She bowed her head and extended it toward Lyra,
violent waters threatening to drag the nymph’s body off the boulder where she
perched. “Lady Scribe, I’ve answered your call.”


The incoming dark sky and the pounding waves hampered Lyra’s
vision.


The Unicorn galloped into the churning surf toward the
nymph. Waves crashed into him and he lifted into flight, hovering above the
surface.


Lyra clawed a handful of his mane, the Staurolite embedded
against her palm. With her free hand, she reached toward the pearl as best she
could.


The Black Dragon spewed acid over them, burning Lyra’s eyes,
skin, and lungs.


The Unicorn withdrew several yards from the cloud, both he
and Lyra coughing uncontrollably.


Directly above the boulder, the Imperial Dragon charged into
the circle of cimafa, his flames sweeping before him like a screen.


One stealth dragon ascended with a limp tail.


The dark leader pinned his ears back and extended his neck
to its fullest length. His jaws opened wide, and he hurled a cloud of caustic
gas over his opponent.


The Imperial Dragon dropped back, hovering above the shore, his
body trembling.


The lead cimafa carrying Eburscon swept low. The alchemist
glared at Lyra.


Oasth left his fight with the sea monsters and dove after
them, a second too late.


Eburscon snatched the pearl from the nymph’s upturned hands.


Lyra forced a powerball into her open palm. The film of the
Unicorn’s ward caught her eye, and she paused.


“Wait,” whispered the Guardian, his horn lowered, he touched
the water at his feet. His white aura spilled into the sea, preventing the
monsters from advancing toward the shore.


Eburscon charged the dragon high, waving his prize above his
head.


Oasth chased after them but retreated with the charge of the
dark leader and a cimafa.


The alchemist grinned at Lyra. “The Pearl of Pendola is
mine! It will never fulfill its role with the Alliance’s other three
keystones.”


“Your battle is lost,” the Black Dragon roared at his
opponent leader, spitting acid with each word. “Concede!”


A small voice sounded low, directly in back of Lyra. “Let me
in.”


Lyra turned and jerked.


Over her shoulder, Kenzo flapped his wings, his beak open
and tongue panting.


The Imperial Dragon sailed swiftly to hover at a position
behind Lyra and the other Guardian. “We still possess more than you—our Scribe
now has her guiding stone. We will not concede,” he bellowed and shared a spray
of his fiery breath with the pair of cimafa and their leader.


While the two leaders glared at each other, Lyra extended
her hand and, with a mental incantation, cut a tiny hole in the ward.


The owl slipped through, and she mended it before he could
perch upon the Unicorn’s rump.


The Black Dragon snarled. “You are incorrect! We hold
more—your child seer is ours now.”


“He’s right,” Kenzo called to the Imperial Dragon. “The
Qumeli tribe took her prisoner.”


Lyra swallowed hard. It shook her to know Kessa suffered for
her magic…especially after her own promises that it would bring her friends and
happiness. She had to make good on those promises. Kessa trusted her.


“And she will be more than happy to help me gather the
Emtori Ruby for my leader,” Eburscon let out a cackle. “Or perhaps, I will find
all the keystones and empower my own quintessence, what little I have compared
to the great Scribe. Unless, Lyra, you are willing to trade that Staurolite for
the girl.”


The Staurolite gripped itself to Lyra’s palm as much as she
held to it. In the moment of tense stillness, all waiting for her reply, she
realized a new vision behind her eyes, filled with strength and guidance—each
of the four keystones balanced equally in pans of the Elementum Arcesso.


She raised the Staurolite high above her head and shouted at
the Black Dragon, “We do not concede!”


 


 


*** The End ***
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Quintessence: Enchanted Bookstore Legend Five


 


An epic fantasy
romance novel by Marsha A. Moore


 


Barbaric Dark Realm warfare threatens
to overtake all Dragonspeir lands, including the Alliance. Lyra McCauley, the
fifth Scribe of the Alliance, finds herself in a desperate competition to
gather four missing keystones. Those amulets of the four natural elements
guarantee victory for the side possessing them. The Dark Realm’s alchemist,
Eburscon, beats her to finding the water gem, the Pearl of Pendola. Three more
keystones remain: the fluorite containing earth energy, the moonstone of the
sky, and the fiery, dangerous Emtori Ruby.


 The powerful gems, stolen
centuries ago, channel astral energies and can restore much-needed Alliance
power—the last hope. The wizard, Cullen, who is Lyra’s beloved, relies on
Alliance magic for his immortality and will perish if the land falls to the Dark
Realm.


Lyra uses her rare magical
energies of quintessence and the Staurolite, governor of the four natural
elements, to guide her to the hidden keystones. However, greed and
power drive opponents, who challenge her in close pursuit, planning to destroy
the Alliance, or to claim the power of quintessence for themselves.


The Dark Realm captures the
ten-year-old Alliance seer, Kessa. Her abilities can give them information
about the locations of the keystones, complicating Lyra’s plans. Will her love,
allegiance, and quintessence allow her to save Cullen, Kessa, and the Alliance
before the Dark Realm claims all of Dragonspeir?


 
















 


 


 


Cast of Characters


 


 


Angom: a male Malificate living in Terza; son of
Elder Omin; works in mines; becomes a visitor to the Alliance after helping
Lyra’s group escape from Terza.


Aunt Jean: Lyra’s aunt who died recently, during
Lyra’s first quest when she wrote her Book of Dragonspeir; also a
descendant of Scribe Brigid; lived in cottage on Lake Huron in upper Michigan,
passing the property to Lyra.


Black Dragon: leader of the Dark Realm; succeeding
his father to his position of power; although small compared to the golden,
blue, or bronze dragons, he is vile, evil-tempered, and abusive, obsessed with
death and takes comfort in the sickening-sweet aroma of drowned, rotting
carcasses; his body is grim and skeletal, with eyes lying deep in their sockets
between two great horns that curve forward and down, the flesh of his face is
partially deteriorated or burnt from his acidic drool; his method of attack is
spitting caustic acid; lives in a mountain lair at the edge of Silva Nocens,
the dark forest.


Bob: Vickie’s husband.


Brigid: fourth Scribe, who wrote her Book of
Dragonspeir in the year 1800.


Cimafa: a type of small evil stealth dragon, whose
aura is invisible; covered in black shimmering scales with two pairs of horns
that extend back from its elongated head; flames ring its nostrils and eyes;
the only obvious sign of its approach is the chilling shriek echoing from the
gaping mouth, through rows of pointed teeth; lives to steal and feed on auras
from others, leaving them soulless; some higher magicals have bargained with
portions of their own auras to command and ride these beasts for evil purposes.


Circutamina: tree spirits who live inside specific
tree species; protect their trees; less than two feet tall with thick, wrinkled
skin; emit white light.


Daryd: fisherman guide for Lyra’s group in Aria.


Draora: a powerful witch who was a friend and
relation to Scribe Brigid in Nawbone, Indiana; now a ghost who protects the
family keep, a honey tree where valuables are stored.


Eburscon: present status unknown after being exiled
by the Guardians of the Alliance, a consequence of his attempt on the lives of
Lyra and Cullen; previous position was Imperial Alchemist of the Alliance;
haughty demeanor earns him few friends.


Elisabeth: first Scribe, who wrote her Book of
Dragonspeir in the year 1200.


Fire drakes: minions of the Dark Realm.


Folt: circutamina guide who helps Lyra and Cullen through
the Dark Realm.


Garrett: Sire Garrett, the Imperial Alchemist and
beloved of the first Scribe, Elisabeth.


Gatekeeper Cranewort: tremendous magical tree who
guards the Crossroads of paths which lead to all places in the Alliance; he
raises his roots as barricades to those who pass; also responsible for
monitoring deaths and release of souls throughout all of Dragonspeir in order
to send his giant cranes to assist their passage; expert in clairvoyance; kind
and fatherly, he remembers Lyra from when she was a young girl and takes pride
in her accomplishments.


Gea: Yasqu’s mother; a huge golden dragon with
wingsails that ripple along the length of her flanks; kind, fair, and
intelligent.


Guardians: the governing council of the Alliance faction
of Dragonspeir; all four wear sapphire pendants which help the Head Guardian,
the Imperial Dragon, to communicate with them; each possesses a magical aura of
silver, white, or blue that can surround their bodies when called upon; these
represent the colors of the Alliance.


Heilia: she possessed unusual, advanced magical power
as a seer for the Alliance during the time of the third Scribe, Sorcha; an
ancestor of Kessa.


Imperial Dragon: the Head Guardian of the Alliance; a
huge golden dragon, the largest type in Dragonspeir; fair and intelligent, he
has inherited his position from his father, also a gold; lives in a mountain
lair at the edge of the Steppe of Ora, the great plain dividing the Alliance
and Dark Realm; all Imperial Dragons are guided by Air elements..


Ivri: female hemlock tree keeper/circutamina who
befriends and helps Lyra.


Kenzo: silver-striped tiger owl wizard’s assistant to
Cullen; has ice blue eyes and a four-foot wingspan; an overachiever since his
sole magical talent is extraordinary swift flight; a jokester with a penchant
for ale and given to puffing his feathers over his own achievements, but
enormously dedicated.


Kessa: the ten-year-old crippled girl brought to the
Alliance lair by her mother, Nillea, during outbreak of war in the village at
the Meadow of Peace.


King Eos: ruler of the sky world Aria.


Kon: the Head Elder of the Malificates of Terza; met
with the first Scribe, Elisabeth, over eight hundred years ago; hungry to
regain the power he once had before the Vizards overpowered the Malificates.


Lesot Lungshooter: a male Malificate living in Terza;
son of the witch, Mrinx; helps make black magic potion for Lyra and Cullen;
becomes a visitor to the Alliance after helping Lyra’s group escape from Terza.


Lyra McCauley: thirty-five-year-old woman who
discovers her destiny to be the fifth Scribe of the Alliance of Dragonspeir;
she accepts her position and serves the Alliance with efforts to overthrow the
Dark Realm of Dragonspeir; engaged to marry Sire Cullen Drake once she gains enough
magical afflation to become immortal and bring peace to Dragonspeir; guided by
the Aries Fire element.


Magma drakes: minions of the Dark Realm who shoot
magma.


Mimio: sorceress and assistant to the Tortoise; a
tall older lady with gray hair gathered under a light blue headband; she
carries a wand with stars dangling from its tip rather than a staff common to
other high order wizards.


Mrinx: a Malificate witch of Terza; mother of Lesot;
makes black magic potion for Lyra and Cullen.


Nareene: second Scribe, who wrote her Book of
Dragonspeir in the year 1400.


Nillea: overly protective mother of Kessa.


Noba: pseudodragon wizard’s familiar to Cullen;
stands three feet tall with tiny clawed wings, resembling a true dragon; does
breathe fire, but his best defense is his poisonous barbed tail; naïve but
lovable and loyal, possessing a true heart that melts others.


Oasth: warlord to the Imperial Dragon’s Alliance; a
burgundy fire drake with a flighty, aggressive nature; born in the Dark Realm,
he was too good-natured and forgiving to remain, but could not tolerate the
magic required to turn his scales a shade of Alliance blue.


Ochre: an auspex who communicates with birds; also
guards a portal from Aria into the human world; one of four who serve this role
in the compass directions of the sky world.


Partho: a skilled wood craftsmen in Silva Caliga who
creates a bow for Lyra and teaches her to play Nareene’s violin.


Queen Mysa: wife of King Eos; ruler of the sky world
of Aria; able to convey magic through her poetry recitations.


Raylene: distant cousin to Lyra; lives in Nawbone,
Indiana where Scribe Brigid once lived; distant grand-daughter to Draora, a
powerful witch who was a friend and relation to Scribe Brigid; possesses
limited magical ability.


Rona: a tree keeper/circutamina of the rowan trees
who helps Lyra travel through the root network in the Dark Realm.


Rotters: rat-people of Terza.


Scorpents: dragon-size, fearsome creatures of Terza;
controlled by the Vizards; have heads of a cobra, mid-sections bearing jointed
appendages, and tails in two parts: snake rattler and scorpion stinger.


Sheridan: magical locust who guards the bookstore
portal that connects the Alliance and the human world.


Sire Cullen Drake: Imperial Sorcerer of the Alliance of
Dragonspeir; 220 years old and made immortal by use of Alliance power; sworn to
serve as protector of the current Scribe of the Alliance, Lyra McCauley; fiancé
to Lyra; lives a double life as the owner of Drake’s Bookstore in the human
world; guided by an Earth element.


Sorcha: third Scribe, who wrote her Book of
Dragonspeir in the year 1600.


Symar: Lord of Tempestas who serves both the Alliance
and Dark Realm factions of Dragonspeir; his responsibility is to create and
monitor all weather fronts; to do so, he travels widely using an evil stealth
cimafa dragon as transport.


Tarom: present position is alchemist to the Dark
Realm, serving the Black Dragon; previous position was apprentice to Eburscon,
Imperial Alchemist of the Alliance; also known as the Ice Walker since he
maintains a private retreat in the politically neutral land of Versula in the
icy northern lands; guided by a Water element.


The Phoenix: Guardian of Fire; also known as the Lady
of Peace, she resides in the Meadow of Peace, the largest inhabited area of the
Alliance; the colors of her wings pulse a vivid cobalt blue and her head a rich
periwinkle; resembling a pheasant in shape, her golden tail feathers emit
sparks; guided by a Fire element.


The Tortoise: Guardian of Water; a giant tortoise
possessing a shell marked with runes which glow white when he expands his aura;
the oldest Guardian, in charge of maintaining the Imperial library housed at
the lair of the Imperial Dragon; guided by a Water element.


The Unicorn: Guardian of the Earth; a massive white
horse-like creature who bears a tremendous white, wispy aura; responsible for
knowledge of magical creatures in all of Dragonspeir, both the Alliance and
Dark Realm; resides in the forests of the Alliance; guided by an Earth element.


Vickie: cousin to Lyra; lives in Nawbone, Indiana
where Scribe Brigid once lived.


Vizards: undead skeleton-people of Terza; gain
ability to survive via energy transfer from scorpent creatures; wear masks to
hide their gruesome faces, lacking muscles and skin.


World Tree: oldest, tallest tree in Silva Caliga that
connects to the sky world of Aria; aids energy transfer with that land and
guards portal passageway.


Yasqu: growing adolescent bronze dragon who is
training to become a member of the Imperial Dragon’s high council; as a
hatchling, was secretly sent to Lyra in her human world in order to safeguard
him from the Black Dragon; from this experience, Yasqu and Lyra have a close
bond.


Yord: one of the largest blue dragon sentries of the
dozens that serve the Alliance; sworn to personally aid Lyra in return for her
saving his life.


Ysmena: Lady of the Forest in the politically neutral
Silva Caliga, forest of the mist; she governs the land of the tree spirits,
also called circutamina; carries a lantern that emits magical light.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter One: The Evil Tidal Pool


 


 


Jaw clenched and arm muscles tensed, Lyra pumped aura into
her fist, which was closed around the Staurolite. The cross-shaped crystal at its
center pulsed red hot in her palm. Power from her ancestors—four female
Scribes—pressed hard against her fingers, begging to be set into motion against
the evil alchemist. Aura flooded Lyra’s senses, bringing keen perception. She
studied Eburscon, watching for the slightest movement.


His gaze fixed on her and the Unicorn Guardian in the surf
below. He sat motionless on the back of a cimafa stealth dragon, hand cupping
the iolite pendant outside of his dark purple cloak. The gem lay quiet. Only
the graying braid at Eburscon’s back swept from side to side with the impatient
contortions of the cimafa.


Inky clouds billowed around the members of the Dark Realm.
The three cimafa were well camouflaged, visible only when they snorted through
fiery nostrils and their sleek, long tails undulated.


The Black Dragon’s scales irridesced with light reflected
off whitecaps riding on fierce waves across the Sea of Cogadh. Acid drool from
his snout peppered the water, sizzling upon impact. His wings moved almost
imperceptibly to maintain an aerial position, while his gaze locked on his
nemesis, the Alliance’s leader.


Behind Lyra, the huge golden dragon, twice the size of his
opponent, stood on the shore. The Imperial Dragon’s thigh muscles bulged and
his wings extended, ready for flight. Muffled guttural noises escaped his
throat, apparently still burning from the Black Dragon’s acid attack.


Lyra wanted to empower the golden sapphire apex of her
wizard’s staff, but feared the display of power might initiate more strikes
from the Dark Realm.


Behind her on the Unicorn’s wide rump, Kenzo’s aura shifted.
The owl followed the Imperial Dragon’s cue and partially unfolded his
silver-striped wings.


Wisps of the Unicorn’s white aura danced in the twisting,
turning surf.


Nearby, the sea nymph watched the Pearl of Pendola she had
protected for centuries. Its white nacre shined between the fingers of
Eburscon’s fist. Before he stole it from her hand, she intended it as a gift
for Lyra. The pearl would strengthen the power of the Alliance that protected
the nymph and all kind dwellers in the Sea of Cogadh. Tears rolled down her
pale cheeks. She slipped off the rocky outcropping into the churning waters now
overtaken with evil. Her long blue hair briefly swirled at the surface before
she dove deep.


A tremor of power moved along the Unicorn’s spine beneath
Lyra. Pulsations of his aura pushed her nerves over the edge. Her own aura
spilled reflexively into her staff, and she clutched his mane, preparing for
the consequences of an onslaught of strikes from the enemy.


The partially eroded skin of the Black Dragon’s upper lip
curled back to reveal rows of snaggled, dark teeth. “If you will not concede,
then come into my land and try to get what you need.” He reared his long neck
high, then coiled it behind him and snaked his body into a sharp turn in the
direction of the Dark Realm.


Eburscon released a wicked laugh and leaned toward Lyra from
his seat on the cimafa.


The Imperial Dragon responded and soared to a position
between them. His tremendous wings, connecting far beyond his hind legs,
completely shielded Lyra.


Warlord Oasth took an aerial position beside his leader. He
spread his smaller drake-sized wings but snarled viciously, a mouthful of
flames swirling between his teeth.


A violet laser, the color of Eburscon’s aura, shot to the
shoreline and pelted the evil tide pool. The surface reflected purple rays at
all angles, but no one dared to move toward it.


At last, wing beats sounded behind the wall of the two
dragons protecting Lyra. Although breeze from dragon flight lifted strands of
her hair, no flames or acid shots cut the airspace.


The alchemist’s laugh grew more distant.


Lyra turned to face the tide pool and noticed an image on
its surface. “Move closer to the enchanted pool,” she urged the Unicorn.


“I don’t trust the strength of my ward against Eburscon,”
the Guardian whispered over his shoulder to Lyra. He peered cautiously from
behind the dragons’ wings, his aura heightened into a swirling cloud.


Kenzo hovered a short distance beyond them and motioned with
the tip of his wing. “They are leaving.”


The Unicorn faced the Dark Realm’s border while stepping
toward the basin. His dark eyes widened, and his nostrils flared, he tested the
trails of evil hanging on air currents.


The party from the Dark Realm flew slowly but steadily back
to their land. When they disappeared into the shadowy forest of Silva Nocens,
Lyra and the Unicorn turned their attention toward the pool. Violet haze of
Eburscon’s aura hung above the water. The calm surface beneath reflected an
image.


Kenzo circled the pool, while Lyra dismounted and kneeled on
the bank in order to see under the mist. She secured her heavy wool riding
cloak behind her shoulders, but the golden tip of her braid nearly fell into
the evil water before she pushed it onto her back.


In the vision, the thin frame of Kessa, the young seer,
huddled in a corner against a rough stone wall. The ten-year-old child wore
shackles on her ankles. Her leg braces had been removed, revealing long scars above
and below her knees. She hid her face in her folded arms and a cascading
curtain of matted, dark blond hair.


A heavily muscled Qumeli man sat cross-legged beside her, a
stoic expression on his bearded face. Two thick, coiled horns grew from either
side of his forehead and spiraled backward past his shoulders. Their size
revealed his mature age. Red beaded decorations strung in his long peppered
black hair and between the horns indicated his status as a tribal chief.


On the other side of Kessa, a plump old woman puffed calmly
on a hand-carved pipe, allowing the smoke to trickle out in ribbons through her
wide nose. Horns spiraled from high on her head of wiry gray hair, coiling
around her ears one turn more than the man’s. Beaded dangles and charms festooned
the bottom of each spiral. Weather-beaten, deep wrinkles marred her olive
complexion. Lyra recognized the woman as the sibyl star reader, Stella, who had
tricked her. During a lesson in mystic astronomy, Stella had positioned Lyra
near the edge of a cliff, where a waiting cimafa attacked and fought fiercely
to steal her aura. Recalling the experience, her first with a stealth dragon,
Lyra shivered.


A heaving lump of clothing next to the sibyl raised a
scarf-covered head and choked on a sob. Nillea’s swollen face turned to the
Qumeli woman. Nillea’s eyes were bloodshot and her clothing ripped. She crawled
a foot in the direction of her daughter.


The sibyl glared at Nillea, and the chief sent his fist into
Kessa’s outer knee.


Kessa whimpered and curled tighter against the wall, while
her mother wailed inaudible words with a hoarse voice.


“Stop begging,” the sibyl snapped. “Such a slow learner.
More you do, more pain she’ll get.” One corner of the old woman’s mouth curved
into a grin. “Only when she tells where the other keystones are to be found, we
stop and let you both free.”


“She’s only a small girl. Please.” Nillea shuddered. Upon
receiving no response, she faced Kessa. “Kinchin, please do this one bit of
Great Gramaema Heilia’s magic for these people.” Her voice cracked. “Then we’ll
leave here and no more magic ever. It brings too much hurt.”


The sibyl cackled and blew a puff of smoke in Nillea’s face.
“You hurt the child, not her seeing.”


Nillea coughed and fell back. Her foot caught in torn layers
of her full skirt, and she writhed helplessly, while the sibyl enjoyed a
resounding belly laugh.


A dense violet film clouded the vision. Lyra looked at the
Unicorn and Imperial Dragon. With white knuckles, she clamped onto the shaft of
her wizard’s staff. “If this is true—”


“We can’t take that for granted,” the Imperial Dragon
interjected. “Consider the source. Eburscon is deceptive and manipulative. He
left that image behind for a reason.”


“To urge me into saving Kessa,” Lyra replied.


The Unicorn nodded. “To play upon your compassionate
nature…regardless of whatever dangers Kessa truly faces.”


“And stop me from getting the keystones.” Lyra shook her
head and clutched a hand to her chest. “But there’s a chance the vision is correct.
I can’t let Kessa suffer. She reminds me of myself when I was ten, afraid to
use my magic and unsure how to use it. I know finding the keystones is
important. Or is it, since the Dark Realm possesses the one, the Pearl of
Pendola? Now, we can’t get the entire set of four. Or are they likely to want
the fluorite, moonstone, and Emtori Ruby as well?”


“Possession of the pearl is enough to halt the Alliance from
regaining its former power.” The Imperial Dragon lowered his head and examined
the Staurolite in Lyra’s palm. “The Elementum Arcesso device will only channel
power to our land if all four keystones rest in their original balance pans.
However, Eburscon has often revealed his fascination with the fifth power,
quintessence.”


The Unicorn reared his head back. “Is it likely he believes
with the four keystones that he can command the power of quintessence?”


Lyra nodded. “Maybe. After what was supposed to be my
alchemy lesson, Eburscon attempted to steal my aura using a cimafa to attack
Cullen and me. He was like a madman craving that power.”


“You are the first of the Alliance Scribes to be able to
command the Staurolite, the gem corresponding to quintessence. It has found
you.” The Unicorn nosed the edge of the gemstone. “This supports what the
Tortoise and I talked about—quintessence is your unique power. How does this
master gem help you? What made you so sure of your response to the Black
Dragon—to not concede?”


“With it, I can see clear mental images of each of the
keystones. Although not information about their exact locations, I see the gems
in their immediate surroundings. It helps me feel an energetic connection to
the keystones. If Eburscon and the Black Dragon will be seeking them, then
finding those stones should be my priority. But what about Kessa? Can anyone
else save her?”


The leader met her gaze. “That would require a team of two
or more of the four Guardians to even make an attempt against such black magic.
We’re in war with many thousands of lives at stake from the Dark Realm’s
attacks. Although Kessa’s role as a seer would be an invaluable aid to the
Alliance, I simply cannot justify the risk of so many lives in order to save
one.”


Lyra sighed and twisted her staff. “But Kessa’s insight
might help me locate the missing keystones. The Qumeli seem to think she knows
where they are. She hasn’t told them anything yet, so the Dark Realm hasn’t
gained any advantage—unless that vision is meant to mislead us.” She traced a
finger over the cross shaped crystals of the Staurolite. “From what I understand
of the legends, this stone only attracts the ruby, not the others. I don’t know
what to do first, find those keystones or save Kessa.” She looked into the
yellow concerned eyes of the Imperial Dragon. “Will they kill the girl?”


“Sadly, yes, they may if Kessa doesn’t comply.” Smoke seeped
from his nostrils.


Oasth leaned toward Lyra. “In my century serving as the
warlord, the dark leadership has never shown one instance of compassion.”


The leader nodded. “It’s a hard decision. I believe the
answer lies in the implications of your quintessence, understanding the nature
of your power.”


“How do I learn about that?” Lyra asked. “Quintessence is an
alchemical concept. We’ve had no alchemist in the Alliance since Eburscon was
exiled.”


“The Tortoise and Sire Drake once studied that craft in
preparation for his bloodswear quest. Let’s consult with the Tortoise. Perhaps
Sire Drake will have returned.”


Lyra nodded. “I hope he was safe in battle.” Her words
trailed off, stuck in her throat. She gazed into the distance across the water.
Cullen worked tirelessly for peace in the Alliance and for their dreams as a
couple to be married and have a family. “I want to do my best for the
Alliance—whatever choice we make.”


“Let us return to the lair,” the Imperial Dragon replied.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Two: The Leaning Geminus Tree


 


 


From her seat on the Unicorn’s back, Lyra strained to see
the lair’s entrance. Eager to get started on her new assignment, she hoped
Yord’s squadron with Cullen and Yasqu had arrived.


The Unicorn flew behind the Imperial Dragon and Warlord
Oasth into a turn north over the wide expanse of the Steppe of Ora. Dense
clouds, heavy with reddish-indigo evil, spread farther than when they had left
the lair.


Lyra scanned the plain for the divided Geminus Tree that
marked the border between Alliance and Dark Realm territories. Dry, cracked
terrain extended in front of them as far as she could see. Bushes that stood
tall and verdant only hours before bent low. Leaves wilted and branches scraped
the parched ground.


The Imperial Dragon pinned his ears back. With a glance over
his shoulder, he called to the Unicorn, “Keep Lyra behind us and strengthen
your protective ward.” The leader lengthened his neck and accelerated, fully
engaging his wingsails that extended farther than most dragons, past his hind
limbs.


Oasth, much smaller in stature, increased his rhythm to keep
pace.


Gliding on an air current, Kenzo positioned himself above
the warlord.


Lyra focused on the distant entrance to the lair. She gasped.
Lightning bolts, red flames, and blue lasers—Cullen’s blue aura—cut across the
inky sky. Her heart pounded against her ribs. Only after they flew another
hundred yards, did she pick out the motions of dozens of dragons against the
inky clouds.


Magma and fire drakes, the minions of the Dark Realm, darted
in all directions, spewing short bursts of red flames.


Nearing the stone cliff that housed the lair, the Imperial
Dragon ascended. Their group followed the angle of the trunk of the Geminus
Tree. Half-rooted, it pointed diagonally toward the battle. On the side marking
Dark Realm territory, desiccated roots curled maliciously into the air, as if
to capture whatever life passed near. Compressed under the weight of the
encroaching evil, the green portion of the tree, indicating Alliance lands,
clung to crevices in the rock wall.


Labored grunts and moans filtered down the cliff. One
piercing cry, so chilling there was no doubt death followed it, echoed along
the stone wall. Shivers ran along Lyra’s spine.


She craned her neck, hoping to catch a glimpse of Cullen. A
blue laser that pierced the sky gave the only sign. She touched her fingers to
the lovers’ jadestone brooch at her throat. Lyra released a heavy breath when
the stone responded with a gentle pulse, a communication from the matching
piece that Cullen wore—he was safe.


A thought flashed through her mind. Would she be able to
fight without sharing Cullen’s aura? In the last battle, she needed his to
mitigate the extremes when she used her new, heightened power from the previous
Scribes. Without Cullen riding next to her, she might suffer a seizure and
fall. The Unicorn’s ward would protect her against attacks by minor dragons,
like lower drakes, but maybe not from ice drakes. Definitely not from green
dragons or cimafa.


The Staurolite felt warm buried in the palm of her hand that
gripped the Unicorn’s mane. She wanted to see if the stone changed in
appearance during warfare but couldn’t risk letting go. The gem corresponded to
her power of quintessence. She wondered how it might react when she fought, if
it would sap her power even more or be an aid. She didn’t know much about the
Staurolite’s magic. No previous Scribe had been able to use it.


A white haze of the Unicorn’s aura formed around him and Lyra.


She considered calling Kenzo inside the ward but, with his
talent of maneuverability, he never liked being unable to fly. She wondered if
she’d be able to fire through the stronger ward. She leaned forward, but before
she could ask the Guardian, a bolt of lightning catapulted three ice drakes
from the landing ledge above.


Their sinuous, white bodies contorted against the dark sky
until one gained sight of the Imperial Dragon barreling toward them.


He roared and released a wide swath of flames, squarely hitting
two of the beasts.


With tails curled tight, the ice drakes plummeted down the
side of the cliff. The third regained its senses fast enough to spread it
wings. It flew in an awkward somersaulting pattern away from the ledge, just
missing the shot.


Kenzo whipped clear of the two descending bodies, and Oasth
narrowly escaped being hit. The Unicorn couldn’t fly as swiftly as the others,
and one ice drake deflected off a corner of his ward.


When he swerved into the cliff face from the force of
impact, Lyra flinched, then gripped his flanks with her thighs. The passage of
seconds slowed to what seemed like minutes as they headed for a collision with
the granite wall. She channeled aura into her wizard’s staff. The golden
sapphire apex glowed. Holding it forward, she willed her power to push against
the diminishing space. Sweat beaded along her hairline. The air compressed—a
shower of dust and chunks of rock cracked off the wall. Lyra released a sigh.


The Unicorn’s ward lightly grazed the surface. He glanced over
his shoulder at her. “Well done! I wasn’t able.”


“I didn’t think my aura could cut through your ward to help
us,” she replied.


He shook his white mane. “Neither did I.”


“Are you both all right?” Oasth hovered alongside, his neck
extended so far, he teetered to keep his balance.


The Guardian nodded, then followed the warlord up the cliff.


The Imperial Dragon suspended his flight above the ledge,
shooting curtains of flames at dozens of drakes that surrounded him. Small in
comparison, the action reminded Lyra of spraying insecticide on wasps. A few
dropped dead, but most spun away after having a wing or tail singed.


A green dragon darted between them and the leader, teeth
bared in a chilling grin. The beast clamped his jaws and puffed his cheeks,
preparing to expel a cloud of chlorine gas.


Lyra formed a powerball and arched her arm back.


In the moment before she threw, a huge blue dragon
interceded. Yord, a senior sentry, thrust his neck long and spewed a cluster of
blue-white lightning bolts at the chest of the green.


“Lyra, wait!” Cullen called from his position on the senior
guard’s back, secure between spinal extensions at the level of the dragon’s
wings. He hurled a blue powerball, aimed so accurately it sped along a tight
laser beam toward the green’s head.


The creature choked out a puff of chlorine before falling.


Once the carcass dropped, Yord flew to meet the Unicorn
below the ledge but kept his face turned to the fighting above.


“Lyra, we need to be touching for you to fight,” Cullen
yelled to be heard over the noise of the battle. “We can’t physically transfer
you. We’ll become a target. Can you transport to sit behind me?”


“I’ll try.” She had only tried to transport once since being
granted her wizard’s staff. All of her time since then, she’d spent studying
the lost scribal texts. Recalling the basic procedure that Cullen had taught
her last winter, she focused on the desired position and twisted her staff. Her
limbs lightened and she began to dematerialize.


Yord darted sideways to miss a flash of magma, and the
Unicorn swerved in the opposite direction.


Lyra took quick action to diminish her power. Mass returned
to her legs, which fell heavily against the Unicorn’s sides. She tried again. This
time the tingling weightlessness reached to her head. As her vision faded, she
caught a blurry glimpse of the senior blue lurching upward to shoot lightning.
Loosening her grip on the staff, she returned to the leaden sensation of
materializing on the Unicorn’s back. “It’s no use. We’re moving too much.”


“Stay back then,” Cullen called and leaned forward to launch
a powerball at an approaching pair of fire drakes.


An ice drake hissed, causing Lyra to peer behind her. The
one who tumbled to the sideline of the battle earlier coiled its serpentine
body close to the Unicorn’s hind leg. Near enough for the drake to strike, it
exhaled cold vapor of its aura which sublimated into a cloud of myriad ice
particles. A bite would bring frostbite to the bitten limb or possibly death.


The Unicorn reared his head, turned, and sped away from the
cliff.


With the corners of the ice drake’s mouth curved into a
wicked grin, the beast kept at the Guardian’s tail. Its chilling mist
penetrated the Unicorn’s ward, and he released a pained cry.


Every Alliance dragon was engaged in battle above the lair’s
landing area.


Lyra gripped her staff and flooded it with golden aura. She
trusted it would be easier to aim than throwing powerballs bare handed. She
worried about having a seizure after releasing so much aura. But the moment her
magic flickered in the apex gem, she lowered the tip and fired. A tight laser
sped into the hungry mouth of the ice drake and traveled a short distance down
the beast’s gullet. The shot exploded like a firework and severed the slender
neck. The headless body coiled and flopped without control in its descent. When
the gruesome head bounced on the stone below, a billow of icy gas released with
a final hiss.


Lyra remembered to monitor her health. Her heart felt too
big for her chest, and her pulse rang in her ears…just as they did before she
fired. Her balance felt steady with no signs of dizziness—no seizure. She’d
spent some aura; her body seemed heavier, more mortal. Encouraged, she reloaded
her staff and shot another laser bolt at a pair of magma drakes who ricocheted
from the ledge above her. Unlike the quiet hiss of the ice drake, those two
yelped and screamed.


Within seconds, two greens, another ice drake, and more fire
and magma drakes than she could count surrounded them. Would her power last
long enough to kill them all? She couldn’t see past the circle of evil dragons
to know if any Alliance members fought to help her. Four drakes parted, and a
cimafa slipped inside. Before the ring reclosed, Lyra caught sight of Yasqu and
Yord, side by side.


Lyra focused on the stealth dragon. She was the only one who
could kill those creatures with a single fire. She saved her power for that
strike.


The cimafa rotated, and the Unicorn moved in the opposite
direction, like two boxers dancing around a ring. The Guardian’s heart thumped
against his ribs under Lyra’s legs.


Sweat formed between his fur and her skin, and she clamped
harder to be certain of her balance. The gem of her staff radiated sparks.


At least a dozen blue sentries sailed overhead.


With the odds changing, the cimafa didn’t waste any more
time. The beast yawned its jaw open. A spiral of red aura widened into a funnel
as it moved toward Lyra.


Her laser fire met it halfway, riding the red coils.
Watching the dueling energies move, Lyra sucked in a ragged breath. The
cimafa’s spirals slowed but continued in her direction, while her own closed on
the opponent. If the cimafa’s power met her first, it would claim her aura for
its owner, leaving her as an empty comatose vessel. Adrenaline surged through
her. She swallowed hard and fired once more, a shot backed by all the power she
could find inside her. The laser coursed straight for the cimafa’s chest, not
caught in the spiral like her last strike. Would it be fast enough? She held
her breath.


The onlookers around the circle froze. In sharp contrast,
outside the circle, grunts and cries sounded from every direction.


In one swift motion, the passage of time barreled into fast
forward. Lyra’s second laser hit her mark. The cimafa howled a chilling
screech. With red-rimmed eyes fixed on her, the beast plummeted, breaking the
ring.


Lyra slumped against the Unicorn’s neck. Energy had drained
from her body. A heavy dead weight, she clung to the Unicorn with her whole body—arms,
torso, thighs, calves, even curving her toes around his sides. Her fingers
trembled on the shaft of her wizard’s staff. A glint of golden light sparked
from the sapphire—her aura remained, weak, but still hers. The cimafa hadn’t
taken it. She rested her cheek against the Unicorn’s mane and sighed.


The circle sprang to life. Snarls of fights surrounded Lyra
and the Unicorn. A stream of blues exited from the lair’s entry. Warlord Oasth
barked orders.


The Unicorn jumped from side to side, dodging lasers and
flames. Lyra prayed his ward would hold against lesser dragon fire.


The Imperial Dragon spewed a wall of flame, burning six fire
drakes enough to take them out of the battle.


Yord jutted into the opening left behind.


“This way.” Cullen motioned at the Unicorn with his staff.
“You take the lead.”


The Unicorn darted through. He sped around the far side of
the rock wall into a wide fissure.


The senior blue dragon flew close behind, spreading his
wings wider than necessary over them.


The Guardian flew at top speed directly at a solid rock face
with no door or opening.


Lyra pointed her staff at the wall. This time, her weak aura
couldn’t stop their impact. As the stone loomed before them, she gritted her
teeth.


Kenzo sailed past them.


A cry for him to stop stuck in her throat.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Three: Secret Passages


 


 


Lyra gasped.


Tendrils of the Unicorn’s aura touched the rock wall and
crawled like vines across the rough granite.


Without hesitation, Kenzo flew top speed into the area of the
cliff face draped with white aura.


The Unicorn darted to one side, out of the owl’s path.


Jostled, Lyra clenched the Unicorn’s mane.


The owl passed through and disappeared.


The Guardian lowered his head. Pointing his horn at the
wall, white power splayed into a wide circle.


Yord hovered behind until the diameter widened, then passed.


Cullen flattened himself along Yord’s back, barely clearing
the circle’s upper edge.


Finally, the Unicorn broke his line of aura aimed at the
wall and sailed forward. The circle diminished rapidly. Lyra feared they
wouldn’t make it through in time. At impact, his head cleared only by inches.
He landed with an unsteady clatter of hoofs against a stone floor.


She lost her seat and flew forward over his head. His mist
still clouded the air around them, confounding her sight. Afraid they’d collide
with whatever lay beyond, she unsuccessfully attempted to command her staff in
mid-air.


Soft feathers of Kenzo’s wings brushed her face and arms.


Cullen’s blue lasers shot around them. Threads of light
formed a net, bracing them from impact with the back wall of the room.


Lyra rolled along the netting with Kenzo tumbling on top of
her stomach until they landed gently on the floor.


The Unicorn dropped awkwardly to his knees.


“What just happened?” she asked, checking to make sure the
Staurolite remained in her hand.


Yord offered a foreclaw to help her stand. “We opened one of
the secret passageways into the lair. The main entrance is covered with the
green dragons’ toxic chlorine gas. Also, it’s probably secured from the inside
by several wards.”


“Why haven’t we used this entry before?” Lyra bent and
checked the Unicorn’s legs to make sure he received no injuries.


“Only a Guardian can open the secret doors.” He responded
and cautiously stood while extending and flexing his limbs as she directed.


“That’s a lucky break for us,” she replied. “Will the
Imperial Dragon come in this way also? Should we clear away from the landing?”


Yord shook his head. “Most likely he’ll avoid this one, in
case we were followed. He’ll select other hidden doors to allow our squadrons’
safe passage.”


“Let’s proceed to the grand hall in case a ward needs to be
strengthened.” The Unicorn walked toward the corridor. “I expect the Tortoise handled
that, but let’s determine if he needs assistance.”


Cullen and Lyra followed, and Kenzo flew above their heads.
“How do you feel?” Cullen asked her.


“I had a momentary spell of weakness after I shot that
cimafa, but I’m feeling better now,” she replied. “I think the Staurolite might
be helping me regain my balance of power more easily.” She displayed the stone
to him.


“You found it! I’m sure it does help.” Cullen nodded. “I saw
that fight. You dueled the cimafa and won. No wonder you’re a bit weak.”


The senior blue sentry walked with difficulty a distance
behind them. The corridor twisted and turned, slowing the dragon’s progress.


“We’re in the far south side of the lair.” The Unicorn
paused and called back. “Just a little farther.”


After a few more turns, they entered parts of the lair that
Lyra recognized, decorated with pennants of the Alliance on fields of royal
blue.


The Tortoise Guardian and Sorceress Mimio met them in front
of the archway which led to the grand hall. He extended his craggy neck, and
she raised a hand. “Go no farther,” the Guardian requested in a raspy voice,
then glanced at his assistant. “I told you he’d lead them through a secret
passage. Everyone appears safe.” He broke off into a fit of coughs.


Lyra peered into the huge gathering room. Changes had
happened since they left only hours before. All of the elaborate wool carpets
and tapestries were gone. Chandeliers of candles and the wrought iron wall
sconces illuminated a foggy haze. Through the mist past the opposite archway of
the outer foyer, the battle continued with flashes of magma and lightning. Long
tails of blue sentries slashed through the air above the landing ledge. Open
jaws of an attacking green dragon appeared and exhaled a dense cloud of
chlorine gas. Lyra jerked backward, and Cullen’s strong arm encircled her
waist.


“No need to worry,” the Tortoise directed her. “We’ve
layered the wards.” He looked to Mimio.  “How many did we place? I’ve lost
count.”


“At least twenty of varying types.” The corners of her pale
eyes watered, and she dabbed them with a handkerchief embroidered with stars,
the same motif on her long dress and head scarf. “Setting the first couple
proved the hardest…that gas seeped through cracks.” She gasped for breath. “We
removed all the finery and added wards over the inner walls and this archway as
extra protection.”


“Still, the entire lair will need to be monitored.” The
Tortoise lowered his head and coughed through thick mucus. “This is the weakest
area since it is an entrance. The lair’s walls have been protected with secret
wards through the ages. We Guardians routinely check and fortify those. They
should stand strong.” His massive rune-covered shell scraped the ground.


“You both need to be treated for inhalation injuries.”
Cullen nodded to Lyra, then stooped and ran his fingers along the rough skin of
the Tortoise’s throat.


She did the same, palpating the soft, wrinkled skin over
Mimio’s sinuses which seemed swollen.


“I appreciate your consideration, but I wasn’t able to treat
either of us.” Lyra examined lower respiratory passageways and lung tissue, and
the sorceress flinched. “Our magic is ineffective to treat this injury from a
true black power, the same way we can’t treat cimafas’ injuries.”


Cullen stepped back and ran a hand through the waves of his
shoulder-length, brown hair. “Sadly, she’s right. I could only relieve some
symptoms, draining mucus.”


Lyra moved her full skirt aside to sit more comfortably and
work. She pushed more of her scribal aura into her hand and probed deeper
tissues. “I think I can try something that might help.” She glanced at Cullen.
“Please steady her. Mimio, if this hurts, let me know.”


The sorceress nodded and braced against Cullen’s arm.


Lyra poured a thin film of her aura over an area of bumpy
lesions in the lung tissue. She paused and monitored the effects. The tissue
smoothed. “How did that feel?”


“Tolerable.” Mimio straightened her delicate frame. “But I
can breathe more easily.” She took a deeper breath. “Amazing!”


“I only did a small portion,” Lyra replied. “The process is
tedious to work with delicate tissues that deep.”


“It does help. Please administer care to our elder
Guardian.”


“I’m anxious to hear about the outcome of your quest to the
Sea of Cogadh,” the Tortoise said to the Unicorn as Lyra gently touched his
throat. “Please tell us your account while our Scribe and Imperial Sorcerer
work.”


Methodically, she treated small patches of inflamed
respiratory membranes, and Cullen provided both physical and magical support to
calm and stabilize.


The Unicorn told how they recovered the Staurolite but both
the young seer, Kessa, and the Pearl of Pendola were taken by the Dark Realm.


When Lyra resumed treating the sorceress, she winced. “Are
you all right?” Lyra asked.


“Yes, my dear. I’m just outraged that foolish mother
endangered her daughter. She had no good reason to take her from this lair.
Such a sweet child.”


“And a valuable seer.” The Tortoise lifted his head from
Cullen’s broad shoulder. “That is a tremendous cost to the Alliance.”


“We need to plan what order to follow, finding the keystones
or saving Kessa first,” Lyra said without taking her concentration from her
healing efforts.


“What is the current status here? Have we lost more
fighters?” asked the Unicorn. “That may help determine our strategy.”


“We saw two blues receive fatal wounds from ice drakes,” the
Tortoise replied. “Three others dropped from the sky off of the landing cliff.
They weren’t brought in, so I don’t know.”


The Unicorn stomped a large hoof against the stone floor.
“Let’s hope they’re still alive. We need each of them desperately.” He looked
at Lyra. “Whatever course is chosen, it must be swift.”


They all nodded.


“A decision of this magnitude requires a quorum of
Guardians. We need the Imperial Dragon or the Phoenix.” The Tortoise surveyed
their faces. “Was the leader close behind when you all arrived?”


“No. He’ll defend his fighters until each is safe,” Cullen
responded.


“Sire Drake is correct. I’ll go check the other secret
entrances to see if he’s arrived.” The Unicorn turned and trotted down the main
corridor toward the Imperial Dragon’s observatory.


“We’ll meet in my library,” the Tortoise called after him,
then motioned with his head toward that room. Along the way, he alerted a guard
to direct the Imperial Dragon upon his arrival.


 


***


In the library, Lyra dropped onto her familiar floor cushion
at one of the four low library tables. She hadn’t thought she’d ever be happy
to rest there again after more than a week of constant study, pouring over
ancient scribal texts. She had longed to be in two places, to do that task of
decoding the magic of her ancestors, but also to help fight in the battle with
her new, stronger powers. Now, tired from warfare, she gladly eased her sore
muscles into a resting position.


The clatter of the Unicorn’s hoofs along the stone corridor
caused both her and Cullen to jerk to attention. The Guardian’s white aura
billowed under the heavy wooden door before he entered. Once inside, he
reported, “Two squadrons have returned. Most believe that the Imperial Dragon
will follow shortly.”


“Are any wounded and needing care?” Cullen asked.


“I’ll go.” Mimio glanced at the sorcerer.


“Yes, there are, but one squadron brought back several
higher magicals from the cave strongholds in the Meadow of Peace. They will help
mend the injured for now.” The Unicorn raised his horn toward the door and
stood very still, as if listening to something Lyra couldn’t hear.


A soft rap sounded on the door before it cracked open and
Kenzo flew in. “The leader is on his way.” The owl flew to a perch on a table
edge near his master.


Thunderous noise of dragon footfall pounded in the hallway.
The leader gave orders with a deep, raspy voice. After quieting a coughing fit,
he entered and scanned the room with watery, bloodshot eyes. “The battle has
calmed. Many deaths on each side.” He paused to suck in a breath that gurgled
over thick mucus. “We lost many, maybe ten fighters. More are wounded.” He
faced Mimio. “Please, direct the team of six magicals.”


She nodded and slipped behind him to leave.


Cullen strode to the leader’s side. “Are you well, Head
Guardian?”


The leader nodded and leaned forward into a squat. He stared
blankly at the Tortoise. “What happened here while we were at the Sea?” He
gasped for air. “Is the lair secure?”


The Tortoise nodded and began to give his answer but
abruptly stopped—the Imperial Dragon crashed to the floor.


A film of green liquid dripped from his mouth as he
muttered, “Call for the Phoenix.”


Cullen spread his hands over the leader’s head, and Lyra did
the same over his lungs. “He has serious lung lesions from chlorine gas
exposure,” she said, not taking her eyes away.


“His cranial electrical impulses are erratic.”


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Four: Chlorine Gas


 


 


Adrenaline flooded Lyra’s body. She pushed more aura into
her hands to better locate and repair damaged tissues. Her fingers pressed
firmly against the Imperial Dragon’s scales to maneuver her aura into deep
parts of his lungs. “Monitor his—”


“Normal.” Before she finished the request, Cullen had
checked the leader’s heart rhythms. He passed his hands gently over the head.
“Quieter electrical impulses, but all regions remain active—no permanent
damage.”


Lyra maintained her focus, healing the most badly injured
areas first. “Let’s keep it that way.”


“Work fast,” Cullen snapped. “His pulse has weakened in his
hind legs and tail.”


The Unicorn stepped to the window. The room filled with a
bright, white light from his horn. “I sent a message to the Phoenix but how
soon she will receive it, I cannot say. If she’s within the secured caves
helping the residents, my aura will transmit slowly to her through cracks in
the rocks.”


Beads of perspiration trickled from under Lyra’s hair down
the nape of her neck.


Taking a position beside the Imperial Dragon, the Tortoise
charged the surface of his body. The runes on the plates of his shell shone
clearly. He brushed a cheek against the leader’s forehead and bathed his
unresponsive face in silver aura.


The Unicorn paced back and forth from the window to where
the others gathered. “Is anything helping?”


Without looking up, Cullen shook his head. He monitored
heart functions, his shoulder touching Lyra’s.


She was glad that contact would allow them to combine their
unique powers, but also enable private communication.


The heartbeat is developing an arrhythmia, Cullen
said. It’s slight, but we can’t let this continue long.


Can you keep his rhythm normal with your magic? she
asked.


If I borrow some of your power, I should be able to.


Take my deeper aura. What I hold in my hands, I’ve fine-tuned
to this exact healing.


He nodded, and she felt some of her aura passing through
their connected shoulders.


Shouldn’t we tell the other Guardians? she asked.


Yes, but let me try to stabilize the heartbeat first. Cullen’s
face contorted into a grimace, and he sucked in a sharp breath. Success! You
tell them. I can’t drop focus.


“The heartbeat is irregular. Cullen’s using his and some of
my aura to keep it steady. I’ve healed more than half of the damage. The
treatment is taxing the leader’s system, but he’ll die with his lungs full of
fluid.”


The Tortoise trembled and snapped his tail inside his shell.


The Unicorn strode toward the window. Dusk descended over
the sky. “I see the golden light of the Phoenix! Let’s hope she can help.”


Moments later, golden light passed under the library door
and collected into a whirling orb.


The spinning ball of light slowed and transformed into the
fourth Guardian—the Phoenix. “Oh! What is wrong with our leader?” She treaded
air, beating her blue wings in a frenzy. “I came as soon as I received your
message.”


The Unicorn greeted her and explained the situation. “Before
the leader became unconscious, he asked for you. Can you help? Your aura is
specialized to delve inside beings.”


“Yes, but I’m not a healer.” She shed a wild shower of
sparks from her tail feathers. “I can only assess and correct energy imbalances
to strengthen individuals against injury.”


“Like you did for me when I couldn’t form powerballs?” Lyra
asked.


“Exactly.” The Phoenix flew around the perimeter of the
circle.


The Tortoise raised his head from the leader’s face and
addressed the Phoenix. “Can you connect to access his aura?”


“Are you thinking that way we can combine all four
Guardians’ powers?” The Unicorn spiraled white energy along the length of his horn.


The Tortoise nodded.


“I can’t think of a better plan,” Cullen snapped, his brow
lined. “Can you do it?” he asked the Phoenix.


“I don’t know. I’ll do my best.” The Phoenix hovered closer.


“Should I continue my healing?” Lyra asked. “Or will all the
energy entering him be too much?” She felt Cullen’s arm begin to shake.


Cullen glanced at her. Sweat dripped from his brow. “How
much do you have left to do? What severity?”


“I’m finishing one large badly damaged area now, if you can
hold on a little longer. The rest is widespread but more superficial and can
wait.”


“My energy is wavering. When you complete that region, ease
away. Keep contact with me in case I need more of your energy to support his
heart. The Guardians will take over then.”


“Yes.” Lyra kept her eyes fixed on her hands, willing them
to work faster.


The three Guardians drew nearer.


“Almost done. Just a minute more.” Lyra healed deep tissues
in one lung quadrant, then leaned back and pressed her shoulder tighter into
Cullen’s. “There. Done.”


With one hand, Cullen guided the end of the Unicorn’s horn
to the location of the leader’s heart.


The Tortoise touched a front foot to the same area.


The Lady of Peace hovered lower, trailing a tail fiber at
the point. Her blue feathers sent golden sparks that mingled with white spirals
and silver haze from the other two.


Through Cullen, Lyra felt the enormous blast of energy sent
by the Guardians.


“I don’t feel the leader’s aura. Can you reach it?” the
Unicorn asked the Phoenix.


“It’s deep,” she replied. “Pulled inside closer to the soul.
Energy goes to the soul before death.”


Lyra held her breath.


“I’ve got my power around it. I don’t know if I can bring it
to his heart.” The wings of the Phoenix, The Lady of Peace, flapped against
them all as she worked.


To be prepared, Lyra forced some of her aura into Cullen, so
he didn’t have to waste time and strength gathering it. She wished she could do
more. Her own heart thudded against her ribs, as if trying to beat for the
Imperial Dragon’s.


“Got it! Give a little more power,” the Phoenix said as
sparks showered from her tail. She whirled them into a circle that blended the
three Guardians’ auras.


The Imperial Dragon gave a weak cough, and his eyes
fluttered open. Around the mix of Guardians’ energies, a golden haze formed—the
leader’s aura.


The Unicorn let out a whooping cry. “His aura is with us!”


“And so is he!” the Tortoise added.


Cullen grinned at the others and eased the pressure of his
palm against the leader’s chest. “His heartbeat is regular again.” Looking at
the Imperial Dragon’s face, he continued. “How do you feel?”


“Thankful.” His voice was rough and weak. His eyes followed
the Lady of Peace hovering in air above him. “How did you get here? The
battle…”


“I flew higher than dragons can travel. Entering the
protected lair proved to be the hardest part.”


“Thank you for coming,” the Head Guardian rattled through
thick mucus, “You all saved me. Thank you.”


“Sire Drake, is he stable? Can we withdraw?” she asked,
spreading her wings.


“I think so. Slowly release while I monitor.”


The Guardians moved away a few feet, maintaining their auras
extended.


Cullen nodded. “Stable. I’ll continue watching though.”


Lyra carefully sat on the floor, keeping contact with
Cullen’s leg.


The Imperial Dragon’s eyes flashed wider. “Need to plan. We
Guardians must decide. No time to wait. Discuss. I’ll listen.” He voiced
directions through strained puffs of breath.


The Unicorn raised his head. “Lady Phoenix, you need to be
apprised.”


She perched on the edge of a table, stray sparks dropping
off her tail.


The Unicorn recounted the success and failures at the Sea of
Cogadh. He explained the significance of how Lyra’s aura, with the strength of
the fifth element, quintessence, commanded and used the Staurolite.


“I don’t know if any squadron told you about the battle
outside the lair,” the Tortoise craned his neck toward the Phoenix. He
described the action and losses he’d seen.


She stretched her wings and refolded them. “So the issue is
how to best deal with these varied problems in different locales. Efficiency is
critical. Clearly, Lyra is the only one capable of using the Staurolite. While
that may or may not help locate the keystones, it will control their powers
once found.” She faced Lyra. “Where did the readings tell you to find those
keystones?”


Lyra held the Staurolite for the Lady to view. “The
moonstone of Aria is in my world, resting somewhere around a giant sycamore
tree where my family often vacationed. The fluorite is in same world, in the
area called Indiana. And the Emtori Ruby is cloaked by a spell in the desert of
Cerid’s Crux.”


“Is it a far distance between the first two?”


“One day’s travel,” Lyra replied.


“As a seer, do we believe that the girl may be able to help
with recovering those keystones?”


Lyra nodded. “I do. I think she can give clues about their
locations. That may be why the Dark Realm has taken her, to find the other
three gems before we do.”


“I’ve heard many facts and opinions. Let me now use my
powers to learn your intuitions.” The Lady of Peace lifted off the table and
splayed her long tail feathers. In the center, an orb of fire appeared. “I ask
each of you, who were present during the encounter at the Sea, to place a hand
within my flames. Please trust that I will bring no harm; you will feel no
pain.” She flew in front of Lyra. “The Scribe first.”


Lyra stared at her right hand with the dragon ring covering
her circular bloodswear scar. She wondered whether that mark would influence
the reading, or if the fire might affect the magic of her ring. She glanced at
Cullen.


He touched his own finger bearing the same decorations of
honor. Through their contact, he’d understood her question.


She extended her hand with the ring between the Lady’s
feathers. Blue-white flames licked up her wrist. Golden haze, the aura of the
Lady of Peace, surrounded Lyra. Her hand became visible as a web of energy
swirling around bare bones.


“I read your empathy for Kessa, how you identify with both
her magical potential and her dangerous situation. I also read your pride and
honor to respect goals established by your scribal ancestors,” the Phoenix
said, then gently lifted away from Lyra. She moved before the Unicorn and
beckoned him to do the same.


Once the tip of his horn passed into her flame, she expanded
her aura and stated, “Your loyalty to the Alliance is obvious, but visions of
Lyra when you first met her as a young girl interplay with your concerns for
the imprisoned child seer. You wonder if her destiny will be as great as
Lyra’s.”


The Phoenix hovered beside the Imperial Dragon. “Head
Guardian, if you will, please.”


The leader slipped a foreclaw into the flame, which was tiny
in comparison to his hand.


“Like the Unicorn, your primary allegiance is to the
Alliance and the safety of its residents. Lyra’s expressed concerns that go
beyond your logic. These weigh heavily in your mind since it is the Scribe’s
role to see what others cannot.” She returned to her perch on the table edge.
“Both factual and inferred evidence is important. I advise that we proceed with
what directly seems best for the Alliance, taking care to establish times for
periodic analysis of indirect knowledge.”


“That seems prudent.” The Tortoise lifted his head toward
the Phoenix. “I also believe that conservation of time is essential. Let’s
assume that locating the three other keystones, the fluorite, moonstone, and
ruby, are the direct paths you refer to. How can we speed those processes?
Compared to the location of the ruby, the fluorite and moonstone are thought to
be near each other.” He faced Lyra. “And, I would expect you to have advantage
and be quicker about those tasks in your own world. Are there portals near
those locations?”


“There is, or was, a portal between Aria and the place in my
world where the moonstone is expected to be,” Lyra replied.


“When was that portal last used?” the Unicorn asked.


“From my studies, I know it was used by Scribe Nareene
around twelve hundred. I don’t know more.”


“I believe Ysmena, the Lady of Silva Caliga’s forest, spoke about
that portal, but I don’t know how recently it’s been used.” Cullen addressed
the Tortoise while keeping his hand on the leader’s chest.


“Ysmena readily communicates through star messages.” The
Imperial Dragon lifted his head. “Use my observatory to consult her. If it’s
not open, request her to open it.”


The Unicorn nodded. “I can easily message her.”


“I’m not aware of any portals from the Alliance, or neutral
territories of Dragonspeir, that connect to the place called Indiana,” the
Tortoise added. “I researched that question while Lyra studied the writings of
Scribe Bridget. Little is known about that land.”


“Sire Drake, Scribe Lyra, do you feel confident about
traveling through Aria?” the leader asked.


“Yes. We experienced no problems,” Cullen replied and
glanced at Lyra.


She nodded. “Are you thinking we might need to use that
portal?”


“I’m thinking that, in case of danger, it’s an alternate
route back to the Alliance.” He paused to cough a thin film of fluid from his
throat.


“Then Indiana, locating the fluorite keystone, should be
first.” Lyra scanned the faces in the room. “Who will come with me? Or do I
need to go alone since the battle is so fierce?”


Cullen sat upright. “It is my sworn duty to keep the Scribe
safe when she works on behalf of the Alliance.”


The Imperial Dragon gave a single nod. “As much as you are
desperately needed in battle, the success of her mission is more critical.”


Lyra exhaled a sigh. “May Kenzo join us? He’s always a big
help.”


“Indeed he is. Yes,” the leader replied.


Kenzo, who’d been quiet in the corner during the ordeal,
flapped his wings.


Cullen tipped his head and gave a slight grin to his
assistant. “And my wizard’s familiar, Noba, for his connections to other
worlds, including Terza.”


The Phoenix extended her delicate neck. “Since the fate of
the young seer Kessa is also an important consideration, I encourage the party
to return to the lair after that first journey into Indiana for a discussion of
any new evidence.”


The Imperial Dragon cleared his throat. “I will send a few
disguised magicals into the Qumeli tribe to learn what we can about the girl.
Also, I wish to communicate with Gatekeeper Cranewort. My hope is that, with
his and Lyra’s skills of clairvoyance, they can maintain some communication
while in the human world. He is located near Cicada Sheridan’s portal. Perhaps
that passage can be modified. Then, if we learn of any harm to Kessa, the
keystone missions will be cut short.”


Lyra nodded and took hold of Cullen’s forearm. “I’m glad for
that support.”


“Provided that Lady Ysmena will act on our behalf, have we
reached consensus on these plans?” the leader asked.


A chorus of agreement rang clear.


“The quest party shall depart at midday tomorrow, the time
when the Dark Realm’s fighters seem to abate. The sun has just set, and each of
us has much to do before then. Be quick about your preparations.”


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Five:
Family Albums


 


 


The next morning,
Lyra woke with a start. She threw the covers back, expecting to be called into battle. 
Instead, a tiny, burgundy-colored dragon jumped on the bed between her and
Cullen—Noba. She smiled and pulled him toward her with an arm around his torso.


“Be mindful of your tail barb,” Cullen said between
chuckles. “You don’t want to stun Lady Lyra. Without her, we won’t be going on
the journey.”


Noba obediently quieted the jerkiness in his lower half, but
his arms and snout couldn’t be contained. He wiggled in every direction. “I’m
going on a quest in the human world! Yippee!”


“Did you have trouble finding him in the Meadow of Peace?”
Cullen asked Kenzo, who preened his feathers while perched on the back of a
wooden side chair.


“With the fighting, the forest magicals are staying deeper
in the woods than usual, but, no problem. I knew some of their hiding places.”
The owl glanced up, then returned to his meticulous grooming, pausing to speak
in spurts. “There were swarms of evil dragons—twice as many as during the fight
yesterday afternoon. We had to fly tree to tree for a long way back, since Noba
couldn’t keep my pace.”


“Dark Realm flyers have exceptional night vision.” Cullen
ruffled Noba’s scales along his spine. “They tend to get tired come midday.
That’s why we’re departing at that time.”


Lyra released Noba and readjusted her twisted sleeveless
nightgown. After brushing a strand of hair from her eyes, she faced Cullen.
“You came to bed later than me. Did you hear anything about the Unicorn’s
conversation with Ysmena?”


“Yes. That portal hasn’t been used in centuries. She’s
hoping to leave for Aria today to see if King Eos or Queen Mysa will reopen it.
Ysmena couldn’t promise though. It seems that the birches and their tree
keepers along Silva Caliga’s borders with the Dark Realm are under attack. The
network of rowan trees is fighting hard against the fire drakes.”


“Why does the Dark Realm want into Silva Caliga?” Lyra
asked. “It’s a neutral territory.”


“Possibly as another path into the Alliance?”


“Not an easy one.” Kenzo’s head spun 180 degrees to face
them. “Those trees are fierce. I know.”


Cullen raised an eyebrow.


“While you were in a coma after Eburscon stole your aura,
Kenzo and I had a bad adventure.” Lyra shook her head. “Before we became
friends with the trees, they held him down with their branches, forming layers
of bark over his wings.”


The owl fluffed his feathers and trembled.


Cullen chuckled. “But by your bravery, you survived.” He
rose and carried Noba toward the door. “You two go on to the kitchen and get
some breakfast. The sun’s just come up, and the cooks will be expecting you. We’ll
be along later.” He held the door open as Noba bounced into the hall.


Kenzo finished preening feathers at his feet before sailing
through.


Cullen secured the door and made himself comfortable again
in bed.


“Don’t we need to be up and assembling supplies?” Lyra swung
her legs over the side.


He stretched an arm around her waist. “I did most of that
while I listened to the Unicorn. Afterward, I transported to the bookstore and
visited Sheridan. He had an idea how he can alter his magic that protects the portal.
I stopped by to relay that to Cranewort. While I was there, the two of them
began conducting trials to see how information would pass.”


“Don’t you need to spend some time in the magnetics room to
boost your power, so you don’t run out as quickly once we leave?” She began
braiding her hair.


“I did that too. You know you can conjure that braid?”


“I know. It’s just a nervous habit. I’m anxious about this
mission.”


“Let me help you relax.” He leaned over and nuzzled her bare
shoulder.


Lyra smiled and shivered when the whiskers of his goatee
brushed her skin. “You must have been up late. I didn’t hear you come in.”


“It was about one, after I checked on Mimio while she was
treating the incoming squadron.”


“How was the Imperial Dragon?” She secured the end of her
braid with a tie.


“Sleeping. I was relieved. His vitals were stable. What
slight lung damage remains should heal naturally in time.”


“What can I do?” Lyra hugged her knees into her chest.


“You can check on him before we leave. We have time for that…and
a few other things.” He embraced her from behind, and she leaned back into him.


She grinned. “Well…if you’re sure you’ve taken care of all
the preparations.”


“My job is to aid your missions, to keep you safe…and
happy.” He ran his hands over the fronts of her shoulders and under the
neckline of her nightgown. His touch left a trail of tingles.


She let his caresses take her away. She felt warmth
cocooning her heart, their magical bond of love. With constant fighting going
on, time to connect had been impossible, and would be that way again in just a
couple of hours. Her hands slid over his chest. His spicy, woodsy scent relaxed
her mind.


Her nightgown and his undershorts were quickly pulled off
and tossed on the floor.


An intense desire flooded Lyra—to be as close as possible to
Cullen. She lay on top of him and pressed as much of herself against him as
possible. Just a few moments to feel completely together, a moment of safety
during the warfare. She made each minute count, fully enjoying their caresses.


She exhaled long and slow as their passion released. The
magic at her heart pulsed along her groin and limbs with delicious heat. “I
want to feel like this forever with you,” she whispered.


“We’re almost there. Once we get those keystones.” He rubbed
his hands across her bottom and kissed her lips.


 


***


Standing in the bare room, a chamber deep in the lair, Lyra
held Noba on one hip. She powered her wizard’s staff, and the top gem covered
the granite walls with specks of amber light.


Cullen linked her arm in the crook of his elbow and gripped
his own staff, setting the blue topaz at its tip flickering directly beside
hers.


Kenzo perched on the leather wristlet of his master’s
opposite arm.


Spirals of aura coiled along the Unicorn’s horn. “Two
squadrons will fly at some distance behind you, to not call attention to you.
They may not be able to keep pace with your transport, but will not be far if
you meet trouble.”


“Success and safety to you all.” The Tortoise extended his
neck high. “We’ll send messages through Gatekeeper Cranewort if necessary.”


“Fight for peace.” The Phoenix hung in the air above him.


Mimio raised her palm to them. “Keep each other safe. I’ll
do the same here, mending all who need care.”


Lyra nodded to the sorceress. “Don’t forget to heal the
healer.” She was glad that a team of six magicals had returned to the lair to
help Mimio. With the constant fighting, they’d be busy. And the Imperial Dragon
would need special attention for a couple weeks, even after Lyra treated his
lung lesions again this morning.


“Are you all ready?” The Unicorn waited for Cullen’s nod,
then touched his horn to the outer wall. White filaments of his power swept in
a circular pattern, and the wall dissolved. Outside, red and purple lines of
evil aura slashed the sky like jet trails.


Cullen nodded to Lyra. “Begin.” His aura spilled from the
topaz into a cloud that mingled with her golden rays.


Lyra’s body lightened, and she held tighter to Noba. As they
transformed into particles of light, she focused on the kind faces of the three
Guardians who had done so much to help her. During the next seconds of
formlessness, she perceived the warmth of her and Cullen’s magical bond in a
new way. The Staurolite gave her more control of her scribal powers. In
addition to the familiar feeling through contact, now their mingled auras
surrounded them. She relaxed into the blissful sensation of oneness.


Moments later, icy jabs of foreign powers pierced their
transport cloud. Lyra’s senses dampened. Panic swept over her. She needed to
maintain concentration to complete the transport. Trusting that the blue
squadrons flew near, she forced doubts away and channeled more energy into the
task of transporting.


As Lyra began to materialize, her feet brushed the ground.
She heard the mournful cries of cranes on their way to collect souls freed from
physical bodies by death. Her eyes opened but couldn’t focus. Her aura detected
only strong Alliance energy, Cullen’s and a type she’d known since she was a
child—from Gatekeeper Cranewort. Seconds later, her vision registered the shape
of his thick, lower branches approaching her group.


“Greetings!” the old tree spoke softly while creating a
whirring noise with his upper limbs. He beckoned them with a sharp wave. “Come
close, so I may protect you in my boughs.”


They scurried against his trunk. Kenzo flew up to perch in
the crook of a low branch, and Noba squirmed out of Lyra’s arms to follow the
owl.


“Come closer. Quickly!” The ancient one wrapped a wall of
branches around them and lifted a circle of root spikes around his base. “This
is safe for a while. We must talk.”


Lyra leaned a shoulder into his craggy bark.


“Did you notice that evil energy near us while we
transported?” Cullen asked them.


“Yes! What was that?” Lyra looked up at Cranewort’s eyes.


The ancient one grimaced as he bent his upper trunk lower.
After much creaking and popping, his face hung over them. “I did. There were
three auras, red, black, and purple. That was all I could read. I was prepared
to call for the fighters to defend you, but the dangerous energies came and
left quickly.”


“It was like they probed our transport cloud,” Lyra said.


Cullen scanned the skies. “Probably to spy on our actions.
Cranewort, what sort of communication have you devised to exchange information
with Lyra?”


“Sheridan and I conversed through messages. We were in
agreement that decreasing the strength of protective spells on the portal is
far too dangerous. I proposed that the portal be sensitized to clairvoyance
messaging only from Alliance auras. This is basically how the portal currently
operates, to open upon sensing Alliance power in its immediate vicinity. He
wanted the protection to be more selective than that and will set a spell to
only recognize messages from Lyra and me.”


“But what if you or Lyra is unable and others must
communicate in your place?” Cullen asked.


“There aren’t many who can use clairvoyance over long
distances.” Lyra lifted a brow. “I haven’t seen you use the craft at all, or any
of the Guardians either. But when we fought Eburscon outside his laboratory, he
used it.”


“I can, but it’s not my favored method. I wasn’t aware of
Eburscon using it freely. I know Tarom has the ability, but, again, it’s not
his chosen mode.” Cullen waved a hand toward Cranewort. “Sheridan’s
restrictions are wise.”


Cranewort nodded. “The locust has already instated my
recognition and will do the same for Lyra when you reach the bookstore.” His
bark curled into a slight smile. “It’s my honor to be the voice of the Alliance
to help guide you.”


“I feel safer with your help.” Lyra wrapped her arms wide
around a small portion of Cranewort’s trunk. She inhaled deeply, enjoying the
sweet, earthy smell of his sap. The scent reminded her of happy, carefree times
when he swung her in his branches when she was a young girl, just Kessa’s age.
She agonized over the fear Kessa must be feeling and hoped the girl remained
safe.


The tree caressed her shoulders with supple twigs. His leaf
buds tickled her cheek. “It isn’t safe for you to remain here long.”


She pushed away and aligned her staff with Cullen, their
arms locked as before.


Without any prompt, his two assistants took their places.


Cullen nodded to the Gatekeeper. His barricade of thorny
roots and surrounding branches opened.


Transport was quicker across the shorter distance to the
Cullen’s bookstore which housed the portal. As soon as each materialized, they
darted through the portal.


Cullen’s usual wizard’s attire, a blue tunic and black pants
tucked into tall boots, transformed. He now wore casual khaki pants and a
button-down chambray shirt. A lightweight jacket replaced his long cloak.


Lyra gave him a one-sided grin, liking him better as a
dashing sorcerer. Except on important occasions, she’d given up on the Alliance
custom for female magicals of formal long, full dresses. After her meeting
yesterday with the Black Dragon and his aides, she had gladly selected a
long-sleeved t-shirt and jeans to wear under her cloak this morning. Now
standing in the bookstore, only her cloak transformed into a cozy, fleece
jacket, one of her favorites. She felt for her magical stones. The black amber
butterfly necklace, Phoenix flame orb, and pocket watch amulet hung beneath her
shirt. Her jadestone brooch remained fastened to her collar. The Staurolite was
neatly tucked into her front jeans pocket.


Inside the bookstore, Kenzo stood motionless, while the
Noba’s body writhed in Lyra’s arms.


“Noba’s scales feel odd,” the pseudodragon announced with a
grin. He jumped to the linoleum floor and shook from head to tail like a dog
drying off.


“Hallo!” Sheridan’s voice called from the show room. “I’ve
been expecting you.”


Lyra stepped around Kenzo, who walked in stiff-legged
circles. She passed through the curtain divider. “You need to set the portal to
recognize my aura, right?”


“You betcha. Bring your lovely finger here. Although I’d
love to taste more than just your finger, that’s all we have time for,” the bug
quipped.


His antennae reached through the bars and brushed her skin.
A few seconds later, he lifted away and formed an arc of his own blue-green
power between the antennae. Tiny sparks jumped along the arc for a minute, then
quieted. “All set. Your messages can pass.”


“You’re speedy.” Cullen placed new bowls of sugar cubes and
water inside the cage.


“Just call me Speedy Sheridan Gonzalez.” He lowered an
antenna onto the sugar.


Cullen chuckled and nodded toward the small television set
behind the counter. “You’ve been watching my TV too much.” He faced Lyra. “Are
you ready to leave?”


“I want to pick up an old family photo album from Aunt
Jean’s cottage,” Lyra replied.


He nodded. “I assume it’s important.”


She headed to the back door, scooting Noba in front of her. “There
might be pictures of Scribe Brigid and her cousin, the witch Draora. I could
use some clues to retrieve the fluorite.”


“That’s important. Let’s proceed.” He waved goodbye to
Sheridan and moved ahead of the others to open the outside door that led into
the alley. “My car or yours?”


“Mine, since yours is a classic and will call attention.
With these two helpers, we sure don’t need that. I’ll drive.” Lyra grabbed her
keys from the hook and scooped Noba into her arms. She didn’t want to lose time
chasing him if he decided to explore. She positioned him between the bucket
front seats of her Subaru wagon.


Cullen opened the back door and helped Kenzo get settled
before taking his own place in the front.


It’d been almost a month since Lyra was in her own world.
April showed welcome signs of spring. Like Cranewort, tree branches displayed
swollen buds, and lawns wore hints of new emerald growth. Businesses were alive
with customers, cars parked outside with out-of-state license plates. Tourists
were beginning to return to the tiny island resort community.


She’d worried about her responsibilities teaching the
independent study distance classes for her university. There were no
assignments due during her absence, but some students might have had questions.
She made a mental note to pick up her laptop from the cottage.


Lyra parked in the drive of Aunt Jean’s place, now hers, and
left the motor running. “I’ll just be a minute.”


The front yard needed some work. She scanned the roof and
gutters. Thankfully, no storms had caused damage. The lawn would be okay for
several weeks before needing its first mowing of the season, but the flower
bulbs and perennials choked on dead leaves from last autumn. She exhaled a
sigh, remembering how her aunt loved those beds. They’d have to wait.


Noba plastered his face to the windshield to watch her until
Cullen pulled him away.


Inside, she methodically walked from room to room, picking
up the necessary items and checking for any signs of intruders. She paused at
her closet but turned away, relying on her abilities to conjure whatever they
needed. The house stood quiet, but she imagined Jean’s spunky humor everywhere
she turned. In less than five minutes, Lyra returned to the car. “Got what I
needed. Ready to head out.”


Kenzo stood on the back floor hump and hung a wing across
each front headrest—his favorite position for car travel. His body tucked
between the bucket seats, mostly hidden.


Noba sat strapped in the back with a seatbelt. The buckle
held his interest. Lyra hoped he wouldn’t discover the way to open it until
they were out of town.


“Good thinking,” she said to Cullen while nodding behind
her. “But it won’t last long.”


“Yes, it will.” He gave her a wink. “With the help of a
small charm.”


As Lyra backed from the driveway, a buzz sounded in her
ears. She glanced at Cullen and through the rearview mirror at the backseat
passengers. No one else seemed bothered. “Do you hear that?” she asked Cullen.


“No. What?”


She pulled the car to a stop at the side of the street. The
humming softened and a comforting emotion wrapped around two words. Take
care. As the feeling faded, she smiled. “Oh, nothing. It was just Cranewort
testing our communication.”


 


***


Along a rural stretch of road, Lyra turned the wheel over to
Cullen. While he drove, she poured over the old albums, one filled with
memories of her childhood and another, much older, with stained black and white
photos.


Missing Aunt Jean, Lyra opened the familiar book first.
Eased down in the seat, she let her mind drift over the memories. Pictures
recorded important events of her life—her first two-wheeled bicycle with
training wheels and long, pink streamers that blew back and danced if she rode
fast enough; the geeky boy who’d asked her to the homecoming dance when her
mouth was filled with braces; yearly Christmas snow angels with Aunt Jean; and
summer sailing with her and Uncle Sam. The warmth of those times lulled Lyra
into a reverie, and she drifted to sleep.


Past Indianapolis, when Cullen took his second turn driving,
she opened the album where she left off.


Cullen turned off the interstate onto the state highway
leading toward the village of Nawbone. “What do you see there?”


 “Photos of trips to the Wachatoo River campground in
northern Michigan, where I think the portal sycamore tree stands.” She studied
the tall sycamores in the backgrounds, wondering if one might be the tree that
held the moonstone. “Wow! My cousins we’re going to see now, Vickie and
Raylene—their families were with mine on a vacation to that campground. I’d
forgotten that trip.”  Lyra pointed to the picture where she stood between
her cousins. Lyra looked more closely at the photo and remembered having a
large family get-together there. “They might be able to help us find that
keystone as well as the fluorite.”


“May be a useful link.” He slowed the car to negotiate a
tight curve that led into a shallow valley of southern Indiana hill country.


 Lyra looked forward to seeing her cousins. Not only
might they be able to help, but also they were her only remaining family. With
all the recent losses, changes, and responsibilities, the familiar good
feelings would be a great comfort.


They passed a sign for Nawbone, ten miles ahead and Cullen
said, “I’m eager to know what you’ll find in the older book. Take a look.”


Lyra opened the black cover, tattered on the corners and
spine. Unable to recognize faces, she struggled to read the faded captions,
most written in a flowing, old-fashioned cursive hand. The dates began in the
1880s, although a couple daguerreotypes on the first page dated earlier. Brigid
and Draora would have been old women then, in their eighties, if they’d lived
then. Lyra sighed. Most people didn’t live that long in those days. Few records
about Brigid existed after she had written her magical book. She hadn’t become
immortal, but Lyra wondered if she’d gained enough magical afflation to
lengthen her lifespan. The effect of Draora’s witchcraft was a mystery.


As they passed the sign for the village limits, Cullen
slowed the car.


Lyra turned the page, and her hands flew up to her temples.
In one picture, two elderly women danced across the paper around a tree as old
and gnarled as they were. The women stopped and waved at her, grinning wide
toothy smiles.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Six: The Tree Swing


 


 


With wobbling knees and quivering fingers clutched around
the old album, Lyra knocked on the door of Vickie’s large, yellow frame home.


“You’re here! Good to see you again.” Her cousin squinted in
the setting sun as she waved to Cullen and gave Lyra a bear hug. “I cleaned up
the guest room as soon as you called, but the rest of the house is a fright.”


Lyra dropped her trembling limbs into the comforting
softness of Vickie’s chubby torso.


“What all is the matter with you? You’re shakin’ like a
leaf?”


“Let’s sit down to talk.” Cullen suggested, pulling Noba
from behind his leg. “We brought another one of my assistants. This is my
wizard’s familiar, a pseudodragon named Noba.”


“Oh, my! Let’s get him inside right quick.” Vickie glanced
across the street at the large, white Victorian house, then motioned them
inside her house. “The guests across the way at the bed and breakfast aren’t
close enough to worry about an owl that’s slightly too big, but he’s…”


They trooped into the family room. Cullen and Lyra took
seats on the flowered sofa.


Vickie’s two elementary-aged sons immediately surrounded
Kenzo and Noba on the rug.


“Watch out for the end of his tail,” Cullen directed the
boys, then addressed his familiar. “They’re our friends. Be careful. They can’t
fight like you or Kenzo.”


“Noba will be good, Master.” The pseudodragon grinned at the
boys, exposing a wide row of sharp teeth.


The boys jumped back.


“Not like that.” Kenzo smacked the tip of his wing into
Noba’s face. “That scares humans.”


Vickie’s sons laughed as Noba thumped his tail on the carpet
and wrestled with Kenzo.


With a stern look, Cullen rose and separated his two aides.
“Start over on better behavior.”


Once the play on the floor seemed safe, he sat beside Lyra
and took her hand. Your hand is sweaty. Calm down. Your cousins can help
you.


Lyra nodded.


“They’re doing just fine now.” Vickie grinned and walked
toward the kitchen. She called over her shoulder. “Can I get you all something
to drink? My husband will be home soon. He’ll be glad to see you both again.”
After serving an assortment of pop and iced tea, she sat in a velour recliner
on Lyra’s other side and fingered the end of her brunette ponytail. “Now what
ever is going wrong?”


Lyra opened the album to the correct page on the arm of her
cousin’s chair. She didn’t need to indicate which picture since the two ladies
waved them to join, then turned and linked arms as they hopped and skipped
around the old tree.


Vickie gasped and drew a hand to her mouth. “That’s Great
Aunt Draora.” She pointed to the shorter woman. “Her ghost looks just like
that.”


Cullen scooted closer to Lyra and leaned over to view the
scene. “I’ve never witnessed anything like that.”


The taller lady wore a wide brimmed sun hat even though the dark
sky indicated twilight or dawn. The shorter one wore her hair in a long braid
that wouldn’t contain her more-salt-than-pepper curls. Her bustle often
collided with her partner, sending them both off balance in an explosion of
giggles, more like teens than mature ladies.


“They’re dancing around the honey tree which used to be in
Draora’s yard, now Raylene’s.  Seems odd for a young, single woman to be
living in that big, old homestead, but she won’t leave her grandma’s grave
that’s on the property.”


Lyra nodded. “Understandable. I recognized that tree from
before. Is the other woman Brigid from my family?”


“I don’t know.”


“It seems like they’re inviting us to the tree. I wish they
could talk,” Lyra added.


Her cousin exhaled a loud sigh. “Be careful what you wish
for. Let me call Raylene and see if she’s home.” She reached into her pocket
for her phone. “We’ve been talking some lately, figuring you might be stopping
by soon. Draora’s been restless, walking around the yard and making noise every
night the past week—clanking the gates, pushing the old hand mower, calling up
winds. Raylene’s not had much sleep, what with her dog barking at every little
noise. We need to pay her honey tree a visit and sort this out.” Vickie pressed
a speed dial button and another for speaker. She waited, tapping hot pink nails
of her other hand on her glass of sweet tea, while the phone rang repeatedly.


Finally, a groggy voice answered. “Helllooo. Darned. You
woke me up. It’s getting’ nighttime already. I couldn’t get away from work at
the library in time. Now I won’t get back to sleep with Jitt running to every
window and barkin’ all night.” A dog barked in the background. “He’s already at
it. Stop it, Jitt,” she snapped at him, then replied to her cousin in the same
irritated tone. “What do you want?”


“Lyra’s here visiting. I left you a message. Didn’t you—”


“Nope. Dead tired. I dropped into bed soon as I got home.”
Raylene’s voice calmed. “Does she need our help again?”


“Yes. We’ll be right over.” Vickie paused and looked at Noba.
“You might want to find a leash for Jitty.”


“Got no leash. Just a rope.”


They piled everyone into Vickie’s pick-up, except her boys
who begged to go along. She tried to reason with them. “We’ve got business to
do with Aunt Raylene. You don’t like her, remember—your creepy aunt.”


Luckily, her husband turned into the other side of the
circular gravel drive near their antique store shed. Since Lyra had last
visited, the front of the barn had been painted blue, while the sides remained
the original silvery gray. The cheery sign with freehand lettering still
welcomed tourists to this sleepy, hill town.


“Dad’s home and needs you two to do chores with him before
bedtime.” Vickie waved to Bob, surrounded by cats as he walked to the house.
She backed out of the drive.


Past a dense woodlot and around a curve, she pulled into the
long, narrow dirt drive that led to Raylene’s house. The old homestead property
adjoined her own. The truck tires kicked up a cloud of dust, and Noba sneezed a
shower of sparks out the window that set Raylene’s Doberman howling.


In the moving vehicle, Kenzo got his balance on the edge of
the opposite open window before taking flight through the tall oaks. He met
Raylene on the rickety back porch. The far end of the structure still leaned so
much that steps weren’t needed, and peeling paint revealed half a dozen old
colors the house had once been.


Noba attempted to follow, but Cullen blocked him with a
hand. “Wait until we stop.”


The second Vickie parked beside Raylene’s rusted Toyota
short bed truck, Noba hopped to the ground. Nearly lost in the tall grass, he
half flew, half ran to join Kenzo.


Lyra waved to Raylene, who nodded and drew a gray,
hand-knitted cardigan around her thin shoulders that poked from a black tank.
She wore pajama bottoms printed with pink and purple ponies. Layers of her
dirty blond hair stuck out in every direction. She yawned a hello and dropped a
length of rope. “Sorry, too late to catch Jitt now. Dog’s been wound up for
days.”


“Lyra has an old family photo you’ve got to see.” Vickie
motioned Lyra under the porch light.


The dog writhed, snapping and barking at sparks Noba
continued to sneeze.


Without reaction, Raylene observed the commotion through
heavily lidded, puffy eyes. Lack of sleep made her look older than her twenty-five
years. She looked down at the page Lyra held out. The two ladies sat on the
lowest branch of the tree, swinging their black stockinged legs, long dark
skirts raised to reveal gaudy bloomers. Raylene’s eyes bugged out. “That’s my
grandma Draora all right. And I saw this other woman last night—Aunt Brigid.”


“She’s a ghost like Draora?” Lyra grabbed her younger
cousin’s arm.


“Naw. More like an image Draora conjured to show me. She’s
been dragging all sorts of shit out ‘o that honey tree the past week.” She
moved her face closer to the photograph. “What I don’t get is how she managed
to make this picture work miles away from here. I didn’t think she had it in
her.”


The Doberman barked louder, which alerted them to scan the
twilit yard.


“Look!” Vickie pointed to the back of the acreage. “The
honey tree’s branches are whipping now.”


“Been doing that near every night. That ain’t nothin’ new,”
her cousin replied.


“Raylene! Come over here, girl!” a husky whispered voice
blew around the porch with a breeze. “I do have something new you best see.”


Lyra felt electricity in the air—magic. She remembered those
vibrations around the honey tree from the last time she and Cullen came to find
the ancient text written by Scribe Sorcha. In case Draora would be sensitive to
his presence like before, Lyra motioned Cullen to stay behind.


Vickie offered each of her cousins an elbow and said, “Like
we got through it before—together.”


Lyra linked arms with her, and Raylene followed suit. The
three cousins got only as far as the edge of the porch. Lyra couldn’t tell
which of them shook the most.


From a seat on a wide rope swing in the honey tree, the two
women from the picture batted a butterfly between them. The ghost of Draora,
the shorter woman with a gray-white braid, called to them, “Lyra, sweet child,
you’re finally here to get that rock I found in my garden. About time! This
pesty bug is wanting the same thing and giving off a dreadful smelly magic.”
She crinkled her nose and shoved it under the brim of the taller lady’s hat.
“Brigid, when you told me to protect that rock until I gave it to her, I sure
didn’t know I’d be clanking around as a ghost for over a century.”


“But the butterfly’s beautiful—black with large, purple
spots, like eyes on its wings.” Brigid opened her palm, then let out a
spine-chilling scream.


Raylene’s dog raced into the back yard and jumped the wooden
fence that surrounded the honey tree.


Cullen pushed past the three cousins and filled his hand
with a blue powerball.


Lyra’s heart thumped. She charged her free hand with her own
golden aura.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Seven: The Honey Tree Keep


 


 


Keeping her eyes fixed on the butterfly, Lyra concentrated
on the aura in her powerball.


Following Cullen’s alert, everyone stood quiet in Raylene’s
backyard and watched. Even the two old ladies allowed their swing to come to a
rest. The limbs of the honey tree hung motionless.


Still unsure of her powerball technique, the pause gave Lyra
time to select the right shot—tight like a laser to strike only one target. She
didn’t know what might happen if her fire hit Draora, a ghost-witch. Lyra
worried less about the image of the previous Scribe, Brigid, since she was
supposedly only Draora’s conjured vision.


The insect walked across Brigid’s open palm.


“Ouch!” She flung the creature to the ground. “Vile beastie
bit my finger.”


Her action set off a string of reactions. Kenzo sailed over
the cousins’ heads. He grabbed a precarious landing on a swaying branch above
the dazed insect that flapped an injured wing.


Noba followed, but, at his master’s direction, perched on a
corner of the fence surrounding the honey tree.


Cullen took a step closer, powerball still pulsing with aura
in one hand. He held his other hand high to detect magical vibrations. Usually
his detection was swift and automatic; his definite action made Lyra worry. An
instant later, he drove a laser-tight powerball onto the butterfly.


Before Cullen’s strike hit its mark, a violet haze surrounded
the butterfly and deflected the laser.


Lyra sensed Dark Realm magic. She couldn’t determine which
person the aura belonged to. She wanted to touch Cullen to read his thoughts
about the identity, but Vickie’s grip on her arm somehow prevented her from going
to him.


From her seat in the swing, Draora whispered an incantation,
“Stingers welcome the unwelcome.”


The witch’s words stirred a breeze in the boughs of the
honey tree, spinning soft echoes to half a dozen bee skeps fastened above her.
Bees spilled out from each and formed flying ribbons that spiraled one around
the other, making way toward the butterfly.


Brigid nudged her cousin. “Quite the impressive display,
gal.”


While watching the stream of bees, Lyra suspended the
powerball in her hand.


Raylene left Vickie’s side and ran to the picket fence,
hands lifted toward the oscillating hives.


Her Doberman raced around her legs, then darted through a
hole under the fence.


The skeps continued to hum and pulse with life inside, but
no more bees exited.


Draora’s eyes squinted and her mouth contorted into a jagged
line. Her gnarled fingers stretched and twisted. She worked to hang onto the
fading spell.


Kenzo left his perch and sailed between branches, fanning
the hives with his wings to no avail.


The violet dome protected a wider diameter around the
butterfly.


The witch’s bees poked the capsule with their stingers, and
the shield shattered like broken glass.


The form of Eburscon rose from where the butterfly stood. He
flexed his left arm, the same wing that the insect had fluttered limply.


Lyra prepared to throw, but Cullen fired faster, perfectly
aimed at the alchemist’s chest.


Some bees stung the exposed skin of Eburscon’s face and
hands. Others tried in vain to sting through his thick, velvet cloak.


Eburscon swatted them away from his face with his good arm
and turned his body to smoothly accept Cullen’s shot into his other hand. He
engulfed and smothered the blue powerball with his own aura. “Sire Drake,
please make your further attempts more challenging. Your effort was weak at
best.” The alchemist smirked and opened his hand, letting the gray discharged
power drop. “Pity, you are so limited while away from the Alliance.” He drew a
hand to his brow, the gemmed rings gleaming with his aura, to shield his eyes
from the bees. “The one you’re sworn to protect shall have to do her best to
guard her protector. It does not speak well for you that she’s so naïve,
incapable of commanding her quintessence leadership abilities.” He cackled and
leaned in Lyra’s direction. “Always a simpleton—” He yelped in pain when a bee
attacked his eyelid.


Cullen flinched, and his whole hand turned blue.


Lyra snatched her arm from Vickie’s and ran to his side,
hoping their power shared through contact would help them fight.


Draora collapsed against the trunk, and her bees retreated,
trailing back to their respective skeps.


Lyra glanced at the witch and found her fidgeting, a
confusing action for such an adept witch. She took hold of her cousin’s arm and
whispered in her ear.


Using Lyra’s force, Cullen launched an accurate shot, so
large he recoiled against her shoulder with the backfire.


Eburscon grabbed for the mixed golden-blue powerball, but
dropped it as soon as it touched his skin. The flaming mass sizzled and steamed
in the evening dew collecting on the tall grass. “A good technique, but still
not sufficient.” He encased his skin with aura and turned his back to them. He
walked past Raylene through the gate to the honey tree.


“Don’t be coming one step closer to my tree.” The witch
raised her arms toward the branches above her. “This tree’s for kin only—our
family keep.”


The alchemist laughed and climbed onto the lowest limb. It
shook, as if to throw him off, but he managed to gain a secure hold.


Not waiting for Cullen, Lyra shot a volley of wide,
ill-formed lasers that peppered through Eburscon’s ward.


His velvet cloak melted into shreds. He writhed to
extinguish the sparks, then bolstered his ward, and resumed his climb.


Heartened by her success, Lyra blasted him with more. Relying
on Cullen’s accuracy through their contact made her aim automatic.


Some of her sparks shot through the burned holes in
Eburscon’s garments. He lost his balance and jumped to the ground. Occupied
with putting out a dozen ignited patches on his cloak and pants, he could only
hiss at her.


Taking aim again, Lyra felt Cullen shudder. She glanced at
his face, his skin drawn around his eyes and mouth. Does it tax your power
when I use it to aim my shots?


Yes. But I can manage. You need me to help you.


Lyra released the portion of his aura she’d taken but kept
her shoulder planted into his. She reformed the powerball in her hand,
concentrating it to a smaller size that would be more manageable to throw. When
Eburscon turned his back to climb, she hurled the mass. Her timing failed. The
ball exploded before impact. Lasers splayed over the tree trunk and left linear
burn marks.


Eburscon pulled up to the next branch to avoid the bulk of
her discharge, but flame licked up the tail of his cloak. He wriggled out of the
garment and let it drop. Once free, he reached a hand onto the edge of the
central crack where the limbs joined.


A stray beam from Lyra’s shot cut the ropes of the swing,
and she held her breath.


The witch and ancient Scribe fell beside the burning heap of
velvet. Draora landed on her butt and rolled to one side away from the danger.


Her cousin’s form flattened onto the ground, lifeless and
whimpering.


The honey tree’s flailing limbs became still, and Kenzo flew
out to perch on a fence post.


“Grandma, he’s in the keep! Do your magic!” Raylene cried.


Draora sat with her back against the trunk, her snowy braid
disheveled with strands falling across her face. She grimaced, and her wrinkles
became deep furrows criss-crossing her face.


The tree responded. The cavernous crook of the tree closed
around the alchemist’s hand.


“Damned witch!” he spat from his precarious position. “Give
me that keystone!”


“My bones won’t rest in my grave ‘til it’s in Lyra’s hands,”
she snarled through clenched teeth.


“Then let them rattle another century, you old hag.”
Eburscon dug his free hand into a pants pocket and withdrew a small pouch.


Cullen clenched his fist, dripping with Lyra’s aura. Using
her strength, he fired at Eburscon’s feet.


The alchemist danced from foot to foot, working to keep his
balance. He held the pouch above the sealed crack. White light from the
contents filtered through the cloth. Five shimmering arcs extended from between
his fingers. One aimed into the keep. Another coursed directly to where Lyra
had stored the Staurolite in her jeans. Three other beams radiated into the sky
at different angles.


What’s going on? That should have vaporized his feet
completely off! Cullen exclaimed mentally to her. You’re powerful shots
barely pierced his ward.


He has the Pearl! It’s that white glow.


How can he command it?


Lyra sucked in a ragged breath. Do you think he tortured
Kessa to give him information?


Let’s hope not. Cullen shook his head. He’s
stronger than either of us now.


Should we throw shots at the same time?


Cullen nodded and formed another powerball in his palm.


Lyra prepared her own and took aim.


Raylene ran through the gate.


Hold fire! Cullen let his arm hang limp. It’s not
safe now.


Lyra released the aura in her hand, then dug in her pocket. Maybe
I can command the Staurolite to control that pearl.


Raylene stood with her legs touching Draora’s that were
outstretched on the grass. The young woman lifted her arms above her head and touched
the trunk, fingers splayed wide. She trembled with the witch’s energy passing
through her.


Vickie rushed to the gate.


The limbs closed over the keep strained and groaned under
Eburscon’s opposing forces of magic.


“The keep’s openin’” Raylene cried.


Draora’s head slumped against her chest.


The alchemist worked a leg onto the next higher branch to
gain more height, allowing him to peer into the partially closed keep. He moved
the pearl closer to the crevice and wedged his other hand deeper inside.


“Ray, what’s wrong?” Vickie leaned far over the gate.


“Grandma, what do I do?” Raylene pleaded to the old witch.


Draora lifted her contorted face, eyes closed. “I need help
to protect the keep. Can’t fight that strange magic much longer.”


Lyra left Cullen and took hold of the gate frame, ready to
enter at a moment’s notice. Her hand rested on top of Vickie’s. The Staurolite
in her other hand illuminated along its cross-shaped crystal. She sent her aura
into the stone.


Before she could will it to block the pearl’s actions,
Draora sat upright. Her eyes flew open, staring at the pair of women.


Her direct gaze riveted Lyra.


“Raylene, join up with your cousins,” the witch ordered in a
stern tone.


“But, I need to send your magic up,” the young woman
replied, not moving from her position at the trunk.


“Now!” the witch snarled in a dark voice that made Raylene
jerk and scurry to link elbows with Vickie.


Draora raised her arms, and the honey tree answered,
whipping its twigs. Leaves whirled in all directions.


Eburscon leaned over the keep with his arm buried to the
shoulder and rotating inside the crevice. A cluster of small branches thrashed
against his back, but did nothing to slow his actions.


Raylene followed the witch’s lead, taking her cousin’s hand
into the air with her own.


Vickie did the same on Lyra’s side. “Must be that, together,
we help her out.”


Lyra felt odd magic brush her lifted hands. She added more
aura to the Staurolite and conveyed her command. Vickie’s skin shivered against
Lyra’s palm. Hairs stood out with static from Raylene’s head. Moments later,
Draora jumped to her feet. Unlike Dragonspeir magic, it left no visible trail,
but clearly passed in a loop from the witch, through the cousins, and back
again. “She’s channeling energy through us to magnify and return to her.”


“The circle of kin!” Draora thundered.


Cullen touched Lyra’s forearm, then jerked away. “Strong!”
He motioned to Kenzo, perched between two skeps, and to Noba, still on the
fence.


The owl lifted off and hovered behind one of the hives.


The witch called her incantation again, this time with a
loud, guttural snarl. “Stingers welcome the unwelcome.”


She set the branches in motion, whipping as if caught in a
storm. Surrounding trees in the woods responded the same way. The hives shook
so hard, Lyra wondered if they’d fall.


Kenzo smacked the higher skeps with his wings, adding to the
effect.


Noba selected smaller ones on lower branches. He did his
part to stir the residents, whacking hives with his stinger tail.


Bees poured out in the thousands. Leaves whirled back and
forth. A whirlwind of the past autumn’s debris lifted around the main trunk.


Lyra’s hair blew in all directions. The wind stung her eyes
and whooshed past her ears.


Above the din, the haughty voice of the alchemist called, “I
now have another keystone that Kessa shall feel obliged to help me learn.”


The two arcs of light, connecting the two keystones in the
keep with Lyra’s Staurolite, changed angles and dimmed.


Kenzo sped along one of the beams.


“Stingers chase!” Draora screamed in a chilling high pitch.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Eight: The Family Campground


 


 


Lyra desperately wanted to speak privately with Cullen, but
didn’t dare break contact with her cousins. “Eburscon got away as that
butterfly?”


The muscles of his jaw tensed. “It seems that way…unless
Draora’s bees can bring him back.”


Lyra fed more aura into the Staurolite in case that might
help the witch.


The witch took a wide stance to balance her body and swayed
her arms. She directed the breeze to follow her commands, like a conductor
leading an orchestra. Her bony fingers danced, creating eddies and jets at her
desire.


Her hands still clamped on her cousins’, Vickie faced
Cullen. “If that man’s from your world, how did his magic work and yours
didn’t?”


Keeping his gaze on the sky, Cullen replied, “He has one of
the keystones. He shouldn’t be able to use it. Lyra and I weren’t expecting him
to be that powerful. Apparently, he tortured a young seer he has imprisoned
into helping him understand its workings.”


The pseudodragon hopped from the fence to Cullen’s wristlet.
“Noba wanted to go with Kenzo. Master gave Noba the look that means no.”


“You can’t fly as fast as he can.” The wizard rubbed his
familiar’s nose. “And I need you here to help me.”


“With what, Master?”


“Fly up to the top of that tree trunk and look down into the
wide crack. Look carefully, then come back and tell me what’s there.”


Noba raised both chest and tail and flew up past Raylene,
who stood motionless holding her and Vickie’s arms toward the ghost of her
grandmother.


The Doberman, who’d dropped panting beside the prone vision
of Scribe Brigid, found his legs and barked at the little dragon.


A trickle of bees returned and twirled around Noba’s tail,
cocked at a high angle with his head tipped into the hole. He swatted with the
barbed tip, its poison sending them flying haphazardly to their hives. Back on
the fence rail, he reported his findings.


Lyra paid close attention and sighed when he didn’t mention
a pouch or trinket box or gemstone, only carved figures and journals.


Trails of bees spun around the branches of the honey tree
and reentered the skeps.


“They’re losing his scent,” Raylene said, her thin arms
shaking but still lifted. She looked at her cousins through wisps of dishwater
blonde hair spilled over her face. “Don’t let go. She’s still needin’ us.”


Minutes later, Draora released the spell. The bees returned
in full force, a cloud of thousands buzzing to their homes in the honey tree.
She looked at the lifeless form of her own cousin on the ground. With a wave of
a finger, she set the image to life once more. The witch kneeled beside Brigid.
“Dear cousin, it pains me so to tell you.” Tears rolled down her pale cheeks.
“I’ve failed you. Another has taken what you wished for the next Scribe. But,
I’m good for my promise. My old bones will leave this keep and get my garden
stone to her.”


Lyra let go of Vickie’s hand and shot Cullen a questioning
glance. She was glad for the help, but wondered if a ghost could travel into
Dragonspeir.


He shrugged and held out an arm for Kenzo, who sailed under
the tree.


“Eburscon got away. He flew too high,” the owl reported
between pants for breath. “I couldn’t breathe at that height in this land. I
did keep pace for awhile. Tried twice to grab him in my talons. He had a shield
I couldn’t pierce.”


“You did well.” Cullen rubbed his feathers.


“Now that he can work that pearl keystone, he’s too powerful
for anyone.” Lyra sighed. “In the shape of that butterfly, Eburscon spied on me
all those years, both at Aunt Jean’s and in the Alliance.” She kicked a clump
of tall grass. “That’s how he knew where to find the fluorite keystone. He may
have overheard my discussions about where to find the other gems also.


“Unfortunately, yes. We need to keep moving quickly,” Cullen
replied.


“If I’d fueled the Staurolite from the first moment I saw
that butterfly…”


“You didn’t know your scribal power wouldn’t suffice.”
Cullen wrapped his other arm around her waist. “Neither did I, since you’re strong
enough to kill cimafa.”


Draora stood. “Raylene and Vickie, come over here.” When the
two women joined her, she touched them. “Take my hands and lead me to Lyra. I
can’t see her. I can only feel her magic.”


Lyra stepped inside the gate, and the cousins united again,
connecting her and the witch directly this time.


Draora’s filmy hands passed over Lyra’s face and shoulders.
The sensation felt cool and dry, with the high frequency vibrations of her
magic. “Lyra, I’m so glad to see your face, much like my beloved cousin’s. Now
that we’ve touched, we can talk. You’re the child descended from her, who
carries on in her place. I’ll travel with you to make good on my promise, to
get you that stone.”


“Thank you, Draora. It means a lot to have your help.” Lyra looked
into the witch’s face and was surprised to see more details than before. Her
eyes twinkled like black coals against her white complexion. Faint spots of
rosy color dotted her cheeks, hints of the vigorous woman she had been in life.
But like before, her white hair looked like a specter, strands swept in all
directions with the breezes.


“Where will you go next to find my stone?” Draora released
their embrace.


“Our plan was to drive back to a campground in Michigan to
look for another keystone.”


“Is that our campground? The one we went to as kids?”
Vickie’s eyes widened.


“Yes. That’ the place,” Lyra replied.


“A fine spot with family memories,” Draora added.


“I don’t remember goin’ there.” Raylene stooped and rubbed
her dog’s head. “Good Jitty. Good boy. It’s all over now.”


“You were just a toddler, but you went along,” Vickie
responded. “Why don’t we all go with Lyra and help her? I can get time off from
the bed and breakfast. I’m sure Bob can take care of the kids and our antique
shop. How ‘bout you, Ray? Will the library let you off?”


“For a road trip with Grandma and my best cousins, who
cares? I’m goin’. When do we leave?”


“Tonight would be best. We need to be as quick as possible.”
Lyra looked at Cullen. “Lives are in danger.”


“We now know that the Dark Realm is collecting the
keystones. They’ll be seeking the moonstone, if they haven’t already secured
it.” He motioned toward the driveway. “We should leave tonight, with or without
assistance.”


Raylene pushed past them, her pony pajama bottoms dragging
on the tall, damp grass. “Ready as soon as I pack a small bag.” She glanced
over her shoulder at Vickie. “Will Bob watch Jitty?”


“Yep. Sure will. Be ready in half an hour.” Vickie clapped a
hand to her wide thigh. “Come on, Jitty. Let’s go for a ride back to my house.”
She faced Lyra and Cullen. “I just need to take his feed back to our barn and
pack my own bag.” She spun around and called to Raylene, “How does Grandma
ride?”


“Don’t know. Ask her.” The screen door slammed behind the
young woman.


 


***


Thirty minutes later, Lyra drove away from Vickie’s house.
Cullen and his two assistants rode with her as before.


Vickie followed in her pickup truck with Raylene propped
against a bed pillow and Draora reclining comfortably in the small backseat of
the cab.


Lyra hoped Vickie was a good driver. They didn’t need to be
pulled over with a pale-as-death ghost, a pseudodragon, and giant owl as
passengers.


They drove through the night, stopping to change drivers,
get gas and snacks. During one break, Lyra used her clairvoyance skills to
caution Cranewort about the new developments with Eburscon. He conveyed an
agitated reply expressing surprise and concern for everyone’s safety.


When she drove into the campground north of Mackinac, Lyra
roused Cullen in time to see dawn peek over the horizon. Kenzo and Noba curled
together, snoring in the back.


Raylene’s head was plastered against the passenger window,
while Vickie stretched her stiff legs in the cool, morning air. She rubbed her
hands along the sides of her upper arms. “Cooler up here than back home. I’d
forgotten.”


“I spent a lot of time here in Michigan, years visiting Aunt
Jean, Dad’s sister.” Lyra rolled stiffness from her shoulders. “Now that she’s
gone, I own her cottage. I sure miss her.”


Vickie nodded. “It’s hard.”


“Do you want breakfast first or to get started looking?”
Lyra asked.


“I’m not hungry. We just stopped three hours ago. Let’s wake
up the others and get goin’” Vickie tapped on her cousin’s window, and Raylene
yawned but didn’t move.


After giving his helpers a gentle shake, Cullen stepped out
and arched his back. “Where do we begin? Do you have a specific tree in mind?”
he asked Lyra.


“This is the right parking area. We camped all around here.
My guess is the portal tree will be in one of those spots…or at least that’s
what I’m hoping anyway.”


“You and me both.” He bent from side to side, then
straightened and looked alert. “We need to pick up our pace.”


With some prodding, Vickie managed to wake their younger
cousin.


Raylene stumbled out of the truck, rubbing sleep from her
eyes. “This place seems kinda familiar. The smell does—the pine scent.”


“There’s magic coloring this air…from the trees and another
source I can’t figure.” Draora floated close behind her.


Vickie pointed to a trailhead. “There’s where we had our
family picnic. Back in the woods, there’s a crick were we kids played.”


“What’s a crick?” Noba asked, tilting his head at her.


“That’s another word for creek,” Lyra replied. When he still
looked confused, she added, “A small stream, a tiny river.”


Noba’s long ears perked, and he looked behind him in time to
duck as Kenzo swept inches above him. After a questioning glance for permission
from Cullen, he flapped his small wings and trailed after the owl. “Wait for
Noba!”


“Seems like the right spot to explore first.” Lyra wound her
hand into Cullen’s elbow to speak privately. I hope Vickie’s vivid memories
and Draora’s awareness of magical trees lead us to the enchanted portal with
the moonstone.


Yes. It’s the most logical way to start. Draora’s magic
might prove useful.


The motley group entered the trail just as a park vehicle
turned into the lot. “Oh no, rangers.” Lyra called ahead, “Raylene, can
everyone see Draora, or just us?”


“It don’t matter.” The young woman twirled around, kicking
up pine needles. “They’ll know she’s here by her magic, even though they only
see bits of her image.”


Draora floated overhead from tree to tree.


Vickie sighed. “Oh well. At least Noba and Kenzo will be
camouflaged in the woods—”


“If I can alert them to keep quiet.” Cullen dropped Lyra’s
arm and stepped up his pace to a jog.


Vickie glanced over her shoulder at Lyra with a big smile.
“This here is the picnic pavilion we used for our cookout. It’s all coming back
to me.”


Lyra nodded. Being here with her cousins brought back her
own memories too—happy times with lots of food and laughter. She could see them
as children playing tag around those tables and begging for the crispy fried
catfish tails at the big grill. She slowed past the pavilion, soaking up warm
feelings, then took up the rear to keep Raylene on the right trail.


While she walked, Lyra kept her eyes on the trees, not only
to keep track of the witch’s location, but also to determine which might be the
portal. She knew from the book written by the second Scribe, Nareene, that it
would be a tall sycamore. Unfortunately, their path led through a dense pine
canopy that blocked her view of the sky and surrounding trees.


Car doors slammed shut in the parking lot.


“Let’s go faster. Those rangers are on foot now.” Lyra
stopped watching the trees and nudged Raylene forward.


“What about Grandma?” her cousin balked.


“Draora can certainly take care of herself. Get going.”


Ahead, Noba yelped with delight.


“That little guy sounds like he’s havin’ the time of his
life,” Raylene cooed and lengthened her strides. “I wanna see this.”


Lyra was thankful for anything that got her cousin to move
faster.


A side path led them to the sounds of splashing. On the bank,
Cullen turned to Lyra. “At my request, they’ve stopped shouting, but wings
flapping against the water makes plenty of noise.”


“Too much. There are rangers on foot now.” Lyra surveyed the
streambed in both directions. “There’s a group of sycamores downstream. We need
to go look at them.”


As she turned away, Cullen grabbed her hand. “First, let me
borrow some of your magic. I need to set a silencing spell on these two.”


Hearing distant male voices, Lyra speeded his process by
channeling some of her aura into his hand.


Moments later, Cullen waved everyone toward the stand of
sycamores. He and the three cousins scurried as fast as possible along the
stream’s narrow side trail littered with knobby roots.


Kenzo and Noba met them at a pool partially enclosed by the
roots of one giant white-barked tree. Without a sound, the pair dove from the
air and splashed water at each other. They didn’t seem to mind the cool spring
temperatures.


Vickie stared, mouth open, at them. “All that commotion and
no noise.”


Raylene waved to her grandmother above them in the lower
sycamore branches.


Leaning over the pool, the witch exhaled a breeze and then
churned it with an arm. The water spun like a gentle whirlpool. It carried
Kenzo and Noba in a circle like on a children’s carnival ride.


Vickie and Raylene smiled and let the swirling water run
through their fingers, while Lyra and Cullen watched the trail for any sign of
the rangers.


“I’ll watch.” He motioned her away. “You examine the trees.”


On the trail side of the creek, Lyra skirted around brush
and piles of peeled bark at the bases of tree trunks. She studied the bark of
each one from every angle, as high as she could see. Nothing seemed out of the
ordinary in appearance, and none gave off any vibrations.


She glanced up at Draora perched on the mighty sycamore on
the other bank and wondered if the witch selected that tree for a reason. Too
wide for a sure jump, Lyra decided to pick her way across the stream on exposed
rocks. She made it safely onto the first but felt less confident about the
next, which was green with thick moss. As soon as her weight shifted onto the
slippery stone, her foot slid. She let out a yelp, then squelched her outcry,
fearing she’d alert the rangers.


Lyra leapt for the far bank and landed awkwardly on her
butt, although she was thankful to be dry in the chilly air. Getting her feet
underneath her, she placed a hand on the tree and felt an odd texture. She
moved her hand away to find a carving—the same symbol the World Tree in Silva
Caliga had given them as a clue in his riddle.


The lines cut deep into the bark, well past the peeling
surface. A center line, with a branch on either side, stood with two zigzag
water lines at its base.


Lyra started to call to Cullen but stopped when she saw the
flash of his dragon ring.


Cullen used his limited energy and cast a spell over their
group, one she recognized as an invisibility ward. Under that ward, they could
see each other but were invisible to the outside world.


Lyra’s pulse pounded watching the two men in brown uniforms
pass along the trail. They stared up in the giant sycamore where Draora sat and
down at the water in the pool, its churning motion slowing.


The rangers turned away but froze when a spine-chilling
screech sounded high at the top of the enchanted tree.


Draora responded to the cry with her own eerie, high-pitched
wail.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Nine: Adder’s Tongue


 


 


Lyra craned her neck back and squinted past the top branches
of the enchanted sycamore. At least 170 feet tall, she saw only a network of white
branches and slivers of blue sky where she expected the portal. She detected no
magic, but the unmistakable shadow from a cimafa fell around her. The portal
must be open. Being a stealth dragon, it showed no sign of its aura or that of
a rider. However, as her powers had increased, she’d learned how to detect
their evil darkness. She withdrew her wizard’s staff from her jacket pocket and
enlarged it to full size.


In two strides, Cullen leapt beside her. He took her hand and
channeled her power into him.


The pair of rangers drew their pistols and scanned the tree.


In the next instant, Cullen transformed into a panther and
scaled the tremendous trunk nearly fourteen feet across.


Lyra sucked in a breath and studied the two men for any sign
of recognition flashing over their faces. She prayed that the invisibility ward
still protected her group, especially Cullen in his animal form. She knew the
Imperial Dragon had encouraged Cullen to practice transformation, but she’d
never seen him change. It seemed like it would take a lot of his limited
energy.


The cimafa’s energy strengthened into a slender,
concentrated death cone. Lyra had been in that zone too many times. From this
action, she knew a stealth dragon detected their souls, and likely intended to
harvest them. A slither of a sleek, dark-scaled tail along the trunk confirmed
her guess.


She stifled a cry, and motioned for her cousins and Cullen’s
assistants to move away from the tree.


They quickly complied, although Draora remained seated on a
low branch. The witch locked her feet underneath the thick limb. Bracing
herself with a handhold on a secondary branch, she declared, “Whatever’s up
there won’t get my kin.”


The rangers jerked at the sound of her voice. One crouched
his tall frame low, both hands holding his gun against a thin, wobbly knee.
“Ron, there’s a person in that tree. I hear a voice, but can’t see anyone,” he
called to his partner who nearly tripped over Noba, invisible on the trail. “


“Yep, Pat! Don’t know if it sounded like a human or just a
bawling coon.” Ron maneuvered onto a rock that protruded into the stream.
Well-muscled, he used an overhanging branch to lean out for a better view.


Thankful to know that the invisibility ward still held, Lyra
focused on protecting them and the enchanted sycamore from the cimafa.


A shot fired from Ron’s pistol that pummeled loose bark a
few feet above Draora. Cullen’s ward had failed.


His panther tail slipped to the opposite side of the trunk.


Scooting against a fork of the wide limb, the witch caught
the bustle of her long skirt on the peeling bark.


Lyra glanced back and forth between the ranger and the tree,
trying to determine which one of them the ranger aimed at.


Before she could determine, the cimafa let out another baleful
shriek, this time so close, her ears ached with the dark energy in the
reverberating cry. Its death cone widened directly over her…and Draora,
immediately above.


The witch responded with a hideous wail, so high-pitched the
sycamore’s twigs shuddered.


The enchanted tree picked up her vibrations and carried them
upward on a breeze.


The stealth dragon replied with a demonic cacophony. Strong
magical currents sizzled through the air.


More worried about dangers above than from the rangers, Lyra
powered her staff until it glowed with aura.


The discord between witch and dragon escalated until Lyra’s
ears felt like they were bleeding. She clung to her staff for physical support.
At least, the duel kept the beast occupied, and although Draora shook with the
exertion, she seemed eager for the challenge.


Those on the ground fared worse. Her cousins covered their
ears with their hands, faces contorted into grimaces.


The rangers did the same. The ruckus served to halt their
fire, although Ron didn’t remove the pistol from his hand, not what Lyra
considered safe gun use. He didn’t seem to notice any of Lyra’s group on the
ground, so, maybe, Cullen’s ward still gave some protection. She hoped he had
enough power to cover himself too but knew he’d put himself at risk before
others.


Noba plastered his wings against his large, drooping ears,
while Kenzo seemed unaffected, sailing in a wide circle around the sycamore.


As Lyra watched the owl, movement of an evil aura in the top
branches caught her attention. She rotated her staff back and forth, golden
light spilling gently around her, ready to strike when the opportunity arose.


A swath of dark gray fabric flowed from one branch to the
next.


A laser of blue aura whizzed after the motion—Cullen’s
powerball—and a man screamed in pain. A tangle of branches, with spring buds
unfolding, blocked Lyra’s view.


A big cat’s roar rumbled in a lower register than the
piercing cries of the others. Cullen’s black panther fur gleamed as he
clambered up and around while purple shots zipped past.


Lyra planted the Staurolite firmly in her other hand and
charged it with aura. She expected to see an arc directing her to the location
of the moonstone. Instead, a brilliant white line connected the master stone to
the carving at the base of the trunk, then radiated into a circle of myriad dim
lasers. Confused by this pattern, she stepped toward the sculpted bark and
fueled the master stone with more power. She wasn’t going to make the same
mistakes she had with Eburscon.


For several minutes, a chase ensued high in the tree,
punctuated with pauses filled with curse words, growls, and guttural noises.
The pursuit descended to the middle boughs. Symar’s full form dropped into view
on a lower branch, his long, dark hair and charcoal cloak flowing behind him.
His dark, piercing eyes scanned the ground.


He clung to the branch above. Without taking time to secure
a foothold, he hurled a powerball directly at Lyra and called over the din,
“Even if invisible, I’d know the Scribe anywhere by that aura.” He darted behind
the mighty trunk.


Staff primed, Lyra deflected his strike with a wide strip of
her own aura. She wasted no time and fired a swift, clean laser at the Lord of
the Tempests. The shot clipped his trailing leg before he could completely take
cover.


The leather of his knee-high boot incinerated. Symar let out
a loud, tortured scream as he dragged the charred leg to his body.


The panther, crouched on the limb above, pelted Symar with
lasers until his limbs trembled uncontrollably.


Kenzo set a course straight for the rangers and flapped
around Ron’s head, but the owl was too late. A gunshot whipped past and
battered the tree where Cullen hung.


The panther yelped and scampered up the trunk.


“Pat, I got it!” Ron yelled. “Damn! A big, black panther.”


Lyra’s heart thumped against her ribs. She scanned the tree.
Both Cullen and Symar were missing.


“You better be hoping you just grazed him.” Pat put his gun
away and pulled a cell phone from his belt. “Probably a valuable runaway from a
nearby zoo. I’ll see if Sally knows whether any have been lost.” He glanced up
after dialing the number. “Whoa! Where did you all come from?” Staring at the
members of Lyra’s group, he took a step back, rubbing his forehead with the
other hand.


Injured, Cullen could no longer maintain the ward.


As Ron walked toward the group, Vickie and Raylene gathered
Cullen’s assistants near them.


Before he reached them, the cimafa suddenly quieted, and all
eyes fixed on the enchanted tree. The stealth dragon blasted the sycamore with
a torrent of energy, bathing it in darkness.


“What the hell?” Ron froze and craned his neck. “What’s
making that shadow? Don’t see any cloud or plane. And that screeching stopped.”
He glanced at his partner who shrugged and white-knuckled his gun.


The intensity of beast’s enticement prickled Lyra’s skin,
and she was no longer able to worry about the rangers. She well knew the
familiar temptation to look up at the sweet evil that called to the soul the
beast sought. She clamped the Staurolite to her breast and planted her wizard’s
staff, powering both to send her aura in a wide circle that would protect
herself and any others on the ground. While she worried about Draora and
Cullen, both in the tree, she couldn’t chance glimpsing upward. She believed
that her aura was the one that the cimafa wanted to harvest. Stealth dragons
always tried to claim her unique scribal energy for themselves or for their
riders. In this case, after she’d harmed the beast’s master, it also harbored a
reason for vengeance upon her.


The sickening sensation of the cimafa’s aura crept along her
skin, oozing through her pores, trying to take hold.


Lyra wondered whether she should expend a large quantity of
her power to cast an effective shot at the cimafa, or be more conservative and
take the defensive by holding tightly onto her aura. Unanswered questions about
her power outside of Dragonspeir flashed through her mind. If she took an
aggressive move, would she end up too weak to find and claim the moonstone? Was
she able to recharge her power from the fire stars here? Could she even locate
them without their familiar colored markings in the Dragonspeir sky? A lot
depended on her ability to complete this entire task, not fail half way
through.


She took a deep breath. Aside from the power already contained
in the staff and Staurolite, Lyra forced her aura deep within her, into the
recesses of her mind and heart. Additionally, she wrapped that mass in a
covering of blank aura, lacking the imprint of the Scribes’ fire stars. That
technique she’d discovered and used successfully when Tarom probed her mind
with his skills of fascination.


The pull from the cimafa intensified, willing her to look
up. Lyra remembered the one time she succumbed. The dragon’s red-rimmed
nostrils had inhaled so sharply, it held her suspended off a cliff. It sucked
her soul to a tenuous connection on the outside of her mortal body. She’d
managed to beat that cimafa.


Lyra gritted her teeth. She was stronger now and would win
again. Her aura held fast inside her, but her feet lifted from the ground. She
unsuccessfully willed her body downward. Worried that the beast might consume
her entirely, body and soul, she channeled a strike force into her staff and
Staurolite.


She stopped ascending—a surprising affect since she was
still learning how to use the master stone. It tethered her securely to the
symbol at the sycamore’s base. Heartened, she prepared to strike.


The dragon cast a red glow and concentrated more power into
its death cone.


If she could only work her staff at the same time as the
Staurolite. Divided between two tasks, Lyra struggled with her concentration.
She focused her gaze on the sapphire apex. The grip of her sweaty palm slipped
along the metal shaft. She needed a better connection to be sure of such a
large shot. Perspiration beaded underneath her hair, chilling her skin as the
dampness evaporated quickly in the cool air. Shivering, she willed even more
aura into her staff.


From behind, a hand grabbed hard onto her shoulder.


Lyra jerked and twisted around to see Draora leaning from a
branch.


Stronger than Lyra expected for a ghost, the witch’s hand
held her with an iron grip and pulled her to the branch. “I’ll hold you,” the
witch whispered and blew warm, dry breath across the fingers of Lyra’s hand on
the staff.


With Draora’s arm tight around her waist, Lyra felt stable.
Her hold now secure, she stocked her staff with aura. Still, she didn’t dare
look up to take aim. Calculating from the direction of the cimafa’s shadowy
cone, she and the witch were dead center. Lyra aimed, began her strike, then
glanced up to make a final, slight adjustment. Her wide laser cut swiftly
through the evil shadow, straight for the cimafa’s heart.


A purple shot fired from high in the tree and deflected her
strike to impact the dragon’s flank. The dragon’s entire side lay charred to
expose white ribs. The cimafa hovered unbalanced in a daze at the tree top, the
red rings around its nostrils fading.


Volleys of Cullen’s lasers peppered Symar as he hopped
one-legged from a high limb onto the back of his waiting ride. Flames licked up
his cloak, and he hurled it to the ground. “Kessa will pay for this day!” he
cried and steered the stealth dragon through the portal.


The panther slowly crawled down the trunk, favoring a front
paw.


The rangers lifted their pistols again.


Kenzo swooped from a nearby branch and forced Ron’s gun arm
down.


“Don’t shoot!” Vickie yelled and ran, waving her arms.
Raylene, Kenzo, and Noba joined her, blocking the rangers’ efforts.


“Ma’am, that’s a wild beast.” Pat flailed his arms at the
pseudodragon’s wings flapping around his head. “We don’t intend to shoot, but
it might attack.”


Noba boxed the ranger’s ears with his thick, short wings.
“Leave Master alone!”


“Call this thing off!” Pat cried.


Draora’s voice lifted into a ghastly single note. The
saplings around the group on the ground bent their branches behind the rangers.


Pat’s phone rang, and he twisted to answer.


Kenzo flew aside and let the trees take over.


The phone slipped from the man’s hand as he took off in a
run with his partner, tree limbs chasing them down the trail.


Raylene picked up the dropped phone. Her stack of bracelets
clanked against the mouthpiece as she covered it with her palm. She closed her
eyes and moved her lips, reciting a silent phrase. A moment later, she pressed
the button to end the call. “We ain’t gonna have any troubles now with Sally
confirming them boys’ story.” She looked up and winked to her grandmother, who
whisked herself and Lyra to the ground.


“I wish I knew your phone magic skills,” Cullen said,
walking up to the pair.


Kenzo and Noba flew to join their master. Vickie and Raylene
hopped on rocks after them.


Lyra tucked the Staurolite and staff into pockets and
carefully lifted Cullen’s injured hand. A long burn blistered the side, but
otherwise he only appeared disheveled and exhausted. She pushed up his jacket
and shirt sleeves to expose a serious burn over much of the back of his hand
and extending five inches onto his forearm. She passed her hand above the wound
and eased the worst of the lesions. “I’ll treat this again later. My power is a
bit weak after firing at that cimafa. I wish I had some antibiotic cream or
salve.”


“I’d expect so! That was some shot.” Vickie replied and
called to their younger cousin who was rooting in the brush under some trees.
“Ray, can your magic help treat Cullen’s wound?”


Raylene trotted back to the group carrying a handful of
mottled, green-brown leaves and long-stemmed tiny white flowers. “These here
adder’s tongues will treat his skin ulcers.” She eyed the wizard’s wound while
she bruised the dappled leaves and dipped them in the stream. “Gimme your
hand.”


He gave Lyra a questioning glance, then extended his arm.


Raylene passed the white flowers to Vickie. “Strip off the
leaves and flowers. I only want stems.”


Vickie’s brows raised, but she followed instructions.


The young witch gently laid the four-inch long, flat leaves
diagonally across his wound and, as her cousin finished, wrapped the long, bare
stems around like twine. Looking toward the sky, she said, “Mother Moon, heal
his burn.”


Draora floated overhead and lowered her round spectacles to
inspect her granddaughter’s work.


“What is that odor?” Cullen asked, wrinkling his noise.


“You smell like garlic,” Lyra replied. “Garlic mustard?”


Raylene nodded with a smile, pulling his sleeves in place.
“No matter the stink. Safe and long was what I needed to hold the adder’s
tongues in place.”


“This is very cooling against the burn,” Cullen said.


“How long with those leaves work?” Lyra asked.


“Once they’ve taken in the burn’s full heat, maybe by the
end of the day, we’ll put the adder’s tongue leaves in some mud. Then, he’ll be
cured.”


The elder witch cackled. “She’s a better witch than that—an
hour at most.”


“Thank you, both.” Cullen bowed to both witches. “Remarkable
magic.”


The pseudodragon stared up from his position in the middle
of the group. “Master’s making Noba hungry.”


Everyone chuckled, and Cullen wrapped his good arm around
Lyra’s shoulder. He kissed her temple. How do you feel? How is your energy?
Better or worse than times before?


I’m okay. Lyra held him around his waist. Very
tired, but not as drained as usual thanks to the Staurolite. Draora’s power
helped ground me. You heard Symar. I’m very concerned about Kessa. I’ll message
Cranewort. How’s your energy holding up?


I’m maintaining but hope not to encounter another battle
before we return. One positive thought to keep in mind about Kessa—until all of
the stolen keystones are found, they need her alive.


Lyra nodded. I know what Symar said before he left, but
is there any doubt he might have taken the moonstone? When you were in the top
of the sycamore, was there any chance—


Cullen shook his head.


They leaned into one another and smiled, tired but happy.
Lyra motioned the others toward the carving at the base of the sycamore’s
trunk. “We’ve still got to find the moonstone, and fast, since those rangers
might send others back to check out the area.”


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Ten: The Mission Settlement


 


 


Lyra pulled a folded piece of paper from her pocket. “I
copied this verse from Scribe Nareene’s magical book she wrote nearly six
hundred years ago. This is a poem by Queen Maryell of Aria when she enchanted
the moonstone keystone and presented it to Nareene.


Soft light of this moonstone,


Pure of heart and noble of deed,


To no wrongdoing must it atone,


Giving so many the chance to be freed.


Tho generations hence new crops will be sown,


And young ones no longer have need,


This moonstone shall shine its light until they be grown,


Keeping watch in the mature sycamore’s seed.”


Lyra scanned their faces for signs of understanding.


Vickie placed her hands on her pear-shaped hips.


The youngest cousin kicked a clump of weeds with the toe of
her scuffed combat boot.


Draora floated upside down and squinted at the tree’s
symbol, not seeming to mind that her skirt and petticoat dropped past her
polka-dotted bloomers.


Cullen bent low and studied the carved symbol in the
sycamore’s trunk. “Did the moonstone originate in Aria?”


“I’m not sure,” Lyra replied. “After it was stolen from the
collection of four keystones on the balance pans of the Elementum Arcesso, it
showed up more than a century later in Silva Caliga. The Lady of the Forest of
that land gave it to the king and queen of Aria in trade for some of their
warriors—when Nareene was the Scribe.”


Cullen nodded. “Yes. Times were hard then. It was said that
the Dark Realm invaded most of Dragonspeir, including the neutral forest of
Silva Caliga. Why do you and the Tortoise expect the moonstone to be here?”


“Nareene needed to escape the Dark Realm. She’d be safest in
this world. This was the only direct portal from Aria to here. Others would
have taken her through occupied areas of Dragonspeir.”


Raylene sat cross-legged at the base of the sycamore, closed
her eyes, and traced the carving.


Vickie plucked the poem from Lyra. “I write poetry for fun.
Let me play with this verse.” Her eyes raced back and forth across the paper.
“The moonstone, given to Nareene, was pure, noble, not to be blamed for any bad
act. It represented Nareene’s energy.” She glanced at Lyra. “Did Nareene die?
Did she return as a ghost?”


“She died, but I don’t know when.” Lyra glanced at Cullen.
“In my studies, I didn’t read anything about magicals returning as ghosts or
spirits. Aren’t all souls collected by Cranewort’s cranes?”


He nodded.  “In Dragonspeir, souls of the dead are
collected and given to new bodies being born. Very rarely the darkest souls
escape the cranes, only to survive a hollow existence without form for
eternity. They inhabit the extreme territories—icy northern Versula and parched
desert lands of Cerid’s Crux.”


Lyra faced Kenzo. “Those must have been what we felt hiding
among the tors on the way to Tarom’s Versula castle.”


The owl shivered. “Let’s not make a return trip to find
out.”


“If Nareene didn’t live on, then something about her was
placed into or around the stone.” Vickie paced past the carving. “That way, it
would help future generations by shining through this portal.”


“Exactly. The queen enchanted the stone so it would endure,”
Lyra added.


“Keeping watch in the mature sycamore’s seed,” Raylene
repeated, lids still closed, cheek pressed against the trunk.


Kenzo poked at the ground with his beak and tossed an empty,
round pod remaining from last autumn to Lyra. “Wouldn’t the keystone be too big
to fit inside one of these tiny holes?”


She turned the dried seed case around. “Could it be in the
center of a pod? Or is the meaning not literal? A mature sycamore’s seed—could
be an offspring of this enchanted tree.” She looked at surrounding younger
trees.


Cullen walked from trunk to trunk, holding his palm next to
each. “If only I had my full power, I’d be able to detect even the slightest
Alliance magic.”


Lyra followed him, attempting the same. “This is useless.”
She sighed. “I’m no better after spending so much energy in that fight.”


Draora drifted after the pair with Kenzo sailing silently
behind her.


Lyra poked Cullen and muffled a chuckle, pointing at the
sight of the huge white tiger owl assisting the vaporous elderly lady with her
bustle still askew after the fight with Symar.


“There’s a couple! Her hair matches his feathers,” Vickie
said as she walked up behind them. “Any luck?”


Cullen shook his head. “Nothing seems to—”


Noba landed awkwardly on the ground, toppling into his
master’s shins. “There on the path.” He pointed across the stream. “Noba heard
men’s voices. Still a long way off since Noba can hear very good.”


Vickie sighed and leaned a padded hip against a trunk.
“We’re close on time. I’m not surprised they sent backups.” She glanced at
their younger cousin where she sat with her back to one of the trunks, her face
dropped against her knees, hair spilling over her holey jeans. Vickie whispered
to Lyra, “She’s always up to something strange—that’s why my kids are scared of
her.”


While Cullen repositioned Noba to keep watch, Lyra took a
seat beside Raylene. “Does your magic tell you anything?”


The youngest cousin rested a cheek on her knee and looked at
Lyra through strands of hair. “There’s magic here fer sure. I can feel it.” She
sat up and tilted her head back against the trunk and sighed. “But I can’t find
it.”


Lyra took her cousin’s hand and pulled her to her feet.
“Let’s try connecting the family vibrations like we did before. Maybe that will
help you or Draora see where the moonstone is.”


Raylene shrugged. “Worth a try.”


“Sure it is.” Vickie strode to them and grabbed Raylene’s
other hand. “Stop moping. You do this at home. We’ll work together and find
this stone for Lyra.”


Draora, with Kenzo at her side, flew sideways to the branch
above the cousins. “Damned bustle.” She paused and tugged at her skirt, then
lifted her arms into the air.


The limbs of the enchanted tree answered her call first,
lifting its branches to create a breeze. Many, but not all, surrounding
sycamores followed suit, even beyond those they’d checked. The pines stood
stiff and still. Even some of the sycamores farther up and downstream remained
motionless.


Draora kicked up one of her laced leather ankle boots.
“Lyra, the offspring of your portal tree are dancing for me.”


“Look!” Lyra lifted the Staurolite in her free hand. The
circle of lasers glowed brighter.


“Those beams extend only to the area of the blowing trees.”
Kenzo fluttered off his perch. “I’ll check those along the edges.”


Lyra pressed her hand tighter against Vickie’s and felt a
rapid pulse. Lyra couldn’t tell if it was hers or her cousin’s. Probably both.
Her gaze darted in every direction at the whipping sycamores and at the
Staurolite, willing it to show her the keystone. She thought her nerves would
burst before Kenzo returned.


The owl sailed to meet Draora with Noba flapping hard to
keep up. “There’s a clearing over there.” Once the owl secured his perch, he
pointed a wingtip into the dense woods behind them. “Underneath one of the
blowing trees is a small cemetery.”


Between gulps for air and fidgeting to gain a perch, Noba
blurted, “Men’s voices are close. Too close. Noba wants to stay with Master
now.”


Draora let her arms fall to her sides and released the
spell. “No need to stir up more trouble.”


With his good arm, Cullen motioned them to move in the
direction Kenzo indicated. Pushing aside a wall of brush, he looked over his
shoulder. “I’ll clear a path through this thicket using a small bit of magic.”


Raylene shook her hands free from her cousins’ and followed.


Lyra waited while Vickie passed. “I’ll take up the rear and
restore any broken twigs and torn up soil.”


They slowly picked their way, stepping over fallen branches
and jumping slippery mud patches. His power weak, Cullen’s path didn’t remain
open long. Lyra dodged twigs snapping into her face, but thorn branches slashed
through her lightweight jacket and snagged her hair. Lumps of pulled hair poked
from Vickie’s once neat and shiny brunette ponytail, and Raylene often stopped
to curse and free her loosely knitted sweater coat.


Lyra wanted to complain and find an easier route, but
reminded herself that the rangers wouldn’t look in this dense brush. She
periodically applied a restoring spell behind her, more frequently as the
voices came closer.


Their progress slowed even more when faced with climbing a
rickety barbed-wire fence that marked the border of the park’s property.
Luckily, Cullen located a section that was weakly supported by a rotting post.
He assisted each of the women over the hurdle.


They emerged, mud-stained and disheveled, into the small,
rectangular clearing. A farm field, dressed in last year’s corn stubble,
bordered the two far sides. Heavy branches of a single, swaying sycamore
protected the tiny cemetery from above. Although not as tall as its enchanted
parent, with the advantage of sunlight in the clearing, the tree would likely
become a rival in size, nearly one hundred feet already.


“Good work, Lyra,” Kenzo called as he flew from the forest.
“I didn’t notice any tracks.” He and Draora settled side by side onto a wide
branch which curved low over the graves. Although tall, the grass appeared to
be cared for, perhaps mowed by the farmer before last winter’s cold weather had
set in.


Making a quick count, Lyra found twenty tombstones and many
more flat markers. All were badly pitted and crumbling, made from dark granite.
The most elaborate stood two feet, covered with carved scrollwork along the
sides.


Lyra explored the markers, hopping, best she could
determine, over individual graves. A variety of winged faces, folk art suns and
angels, watched the deceased from the tops of the headstones.


“These are old, really old.” Raylene leaned down to read as
she ambled. “Sixteen seventy. Seventeen hundred.”


“The artwork is incredible on these,” Cullen observed. “Does
anyone see a clue why these burial places were included in Lyra’s delineated
area?”


Vickie carefully tiptoed to the side of one marker. “Not
yet. Here’s one of a baby, not even a year old in sixteen eighty.”


“Lyra, you grew up vacationing in this area.” Cullen
strolled beside her. “Do you recall anything about the local history?”


“Not much. For outings, we sometimes went to battle sites or
restored mission settlements. Jacque Marquette settled this area about the time
of these dates.”


From a corner where forest and field met, Raylene let out a
shrill squeal. She covered her mouth with her hands and trembled.


The others rushed to her. Vickie pulled the younger cousin
to her ample bosom. Kenzo hovered overhead, and the witch floated above the
grave.


After a glance at the headstone, Lyra fell to her knees, and
Cullen knelt by her side.


She read aloud as she traced the crumbling, chiseled words
with the finger that bore her bloodswear scar.


Here lies Interr’d


the Body of


Mrs. Nareene Bordelon


who died July 10, 1710


as the adopted Daughter of


Pascal and Eloise DeCuir


and Wife of the late


Captain Gabriel Bordelon


Lyra sunk into a ball, her forehead resting against the cold
stone. Tears clouded her eyes and rolled down her cheeks. Her chest heaved.
Garbled sobs spilled from her throat. A torrent of pent up emotion released as
she hugged the granite.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Eleven: In the Mature Sycamore’s Seed


 


 


Lyra felt Cullen’s hand massaging the back of her neck. She
looked up, bewildered. “What does this tell us about the moonstone?”


He swallowed hard and glanced at her cousins, his brow cut
with deep furrows.


Vickie wrung her hands, while Raylene quickly looked away,
as if she was unable to meet Lyra’s gaze.


“No!” In one swift motion, Lyra stood and faced them. “I
can’t do that!” She glanced at Nareene’s grave. “I can’t dig up her grave to
find that keystone.” She shook her head. “No.”


Vickie gave her cousin an apologetic look and pulled her
into her arms.


Raylene joined them in a group hug and rubbed Lyra’s back.


A fountain of light poured from Lyra’s pocket onto the
grave.


“Your Staurolite calls you,” Draora said with a soothing
voice. “It’s your destiny.”


“We’ll be here with you.” Tears streamed down Vickie’s face
as she stroked Lyra’s hair.


Lyra held them tight, her mind riddled with pain.


“I know this is hard for you, but think of who else wants
the moonstone,” Cullen said. “What do you think they’ll do with her remains?”


That unbearable thought cut deeply. She pulled away and
wiped her tears with a sleeve. Standing tall, she relaxed her hunched
shoulders. “For the remainder of her life after her escape, Nareene sent
protective scribal magic to the people of the Alliance through this portal. She
gave hundreds of years of her life serving the Alliance and then didn’t let
mortality keep her from that duty. If her conviction was strong enough to serve
from this gravesite, then I will pick up her resolve and serve with the same strength.”
She took a deep breath and nodded. “We’ll open her grave.”


“What’s the best way to do that without disturbing much? Is
there some magic anyone knows?” Vickie looked from face to face. “I mean, I
don’t mind getting dirty. Heck, my jeans already look like I’ve been mud
wrestlin’.”


“Grandma, can’t we raise the image of Nareene and ask her to
bring whatever up with that moonstone?” Raylene asked. “Like with Brigid.”


“Brigid was only my conjured vision of her, from my fond
memories. I didn’t touch her remains.” Draora landed behind the headstone,
picking thorns from her cotton candy hair. “It’s against my principles to raise
the dead, upsetting spirits from their repose.”


Lyra faced Cullen. “It’s up to us.” She tried to stop herself
from shaking, but a deep coldness passed over her, making her teeth chatter.


“The least invasive technique would be to use a revealing
incantation, to illuminate what lies inside the grave. That would be easy
enough, but then casting a removal spell, to permit us to collect the
moonstone, requires significant energy. Not any task at all if either of us
were at full power.”


“Other than the worst possible idea of conjuring shovels, is
that all we have available?” Lyra asked.


He nodded. “I think so.”


“Have you done those techniques before?” she asked.


“Yes, but not on a grave.” He ran a hand through his hair.


“Then, we’ll work together and hope for the best. Just try
to not disturb her remains.”


He nodded. “Noba. Kenzo. Stay in the trees and watch for rangers.”
At the graveside, he offered Lyra the elbow of his injured arm.


His assistants took separate positions along the forest
edges of the clearing.


With his good arm, Cullen prepared his wizard’s staff with
mostly her aura but also some of his own. “I’ll try this mix of our powers. I
can’t do these precise techniques without some of my own which manipulates in a
familiar way.”


“If either of us gets too weak, we’ll stop.” Lyra worried
more about being overcome with emotions than losing too much power.


Vickie and Raylene knelt on the opposite side.


Cullen leaned over the mounded earth. “Aperio!” His
voice rang clear. He passed the staff over the raised grass, leaving a trail of
golden-blue light that seeped into the soil. Moments later, the light silhouetted
shapes inside the dilapidated coffin.


Among fragments of wood, Lyra identified outlines of human
bones. She shuddered, praying no harm would come to her ancestor’s spirit. Lyra
wanted to shut her eyes tight and not open them until this nightmare ended. Through
lowered lashes, a white reflection caught her attention. Her lids flashed open.


“Look.” Raylene pointed. “Beside the remains is a fiddle
with something shiny as a decoration.”


“The moonstone,” Vickie breathed.


Lyra moved the Staurolite nearer, revealing an arc of light
between it and the keystone. “Why didn’t that instrument deteriorate like the
walls of the coffin?”


No one offered an answer.


“Now the harder part.” Cullen rearranged his position. He
moved his knees apart and leaned farther.


Lyra locked both arms around his waist. “Tell me when you’re
ready, and I’ll help by channeling my energy into you.”


He splayed his fingers. “Ready. Eximo!” With a
sudden motion, he thrust his arm to the elbow into the dirt. He grimaced,
attempting to move through the packed clay. “Give me more power.”


Lyra strained, and a wave of dizziness passed over her, but
she wasn’t going to give up. She clenched her jaw and loaded more into his
body.


Cullen shifted to a side squat and dug the heel of his
extended leg into the grass. He worked his arm lower, to the bicep. “I can feel
the violin with the tips of my fingers.” He set his jaw and pushed his weight
into the effort. Sweat beaded along his brow, but his arm wouldn’t descend
more. “Damn!” He fell back onto Lyra, both of them sliding a foot through the
muddy grass. In the tumble, his sleeves over the burn bunched to his elbow, and
the adder’s tongue leaves fell on the disturbed soil.


Lyra unfolded her arms and legs tangled with his. “Your
burn! It’s completely healed.”


He examined his hand and forearm and smiled. “That worked
fast.” He nodded to Draora sitting behind the headstone. “Just like you said it
would.”


Raylene leaned across the grave and checked his arm. “Once
the leaves have soaked up all burn’s heat, burying them in the mud heals the
skin.”


“Thank you. One less problem is welcome right now,” he
replied, then looked over his shoulder at Lyra. “Our combined power isn’t great
enough for me to reach the moonstone.”


“If you can conjure shovels, I’ll help dig, very carefully,”
Vickie offered. “I’m used to hard work in our barns.”


Lyra shook her head. “No. I don’t want that.” From between
the sycamore branches, she attempted to get a view of the sky. “Let me try one
more thing.” She stood and walked to the far corner of the cemetery that jutted
into the corn field.


Away from the trees, a cloudless sky opened to her view.
Unlike in Dragonspeir, stars weren’t visible in daytime. Still hopeful for any sign,
she searched high overhead for even slight visual clues of the brightest spring
air stars of Gemini, the heads of twins Castor and Pollux. Their energy could
fan and spread her fiery power. She saw and felt nothing, even after she raised
her palms to the sky. Lyra dropped her arms and swallowed hard.


“Do you need me?” Cullen called to her.


“Yes. I’ll have to try for the fire star. I don’t know how
strong the connection will be here compared to Dragonspeir. You might need to
dampen the incoming force.”


“What’s she gonna do?” Raylene asked, scampering to keep up
with him while avoiding graves.


“Our magic is genethliac, based upon the position of the
stars at one’s birth.” He glanced up at each of his assistants who remained
calm on their perches. “Lyra was born under the fire star of Aries. However,
any of the fire stars can replenish her energy since they store energy of the
four Scribes that preceded her. For that reason, the amount of energy she
receives can be extreme.”


“Your energy seems weak too.” Vickie strode alongside. “Can
you recharge using your star more easily than her?”


“Lyra and I are different because she’s a Scribe. My powers
are guided and defined by my birthmate star in Taurus, but the energy it
conveys to me is slight. I gain most of my energy from my allegiance to the
Alliance through its magnetics.”


“And I thought the stuff Raylene did was strange.” Vickie
raised her brows.


“Luckily, with the morning sun bright, I know which way is
west.” Lyra positioned herself in that direction.


Cullen braced Lyra’s back while she raised her arms to the
western sky.


She scanned the sky. No colored light or twinkle met her
gaze. She detected no sensation along her skin. “It’s no use. It won’t work
here.” As she began to lower her arms, a buzzing vibration crept across her
fingertips, then her palms. She straightened her posture. “It’s working!
Regulus answered.”


Energy flowed with familiar warmth through her arms, into
her mind and heart. Rather than an instantaneous influx of power, it eased
along her nerve channels.


“I don’t feel any kickback,” Cullen said. “Are you all
right?”


“Just fine. It’s a nice, easy flow.” A couple of minutes
later, she lowered her arms and turned to face him, smiling. “Let’s try again
now.”


They regrouped at the gravesite. Cullen restated the
incantation and thrust his arm into the clay. Within moments, he worked lower.
“I’ve got it!” He inched his way out, and removed a dirty, but intact, violin.
He wiped chunks of grass away from the neck. “There’s the moonstone!” Embedded in
the scroll gleamed a milky white gem the diameter of a quarter.


Lyra squeezed his arm.


“I still don’t understand why the fiddle didn’t rot.”
Raylene leaned back into a squat and studied the instrument. She glanced at
Vickie beside her. “What sort of wood is this?”


Vickie gently rapped on the housing. “Working in Bob and my
antique shop, we see lots of odd woods. This one’s pretty hard, but the grain’s
wide like a soft pine. Nothing I’ve seen before.” She tilted her head. “I
wonder…I reckon it’s sycamore, like from the verse—in the mature sycamore’s
seed.”


“That makes sense. This must be wood from the offspring of
the enchanted sycamore,” Cullen added and passed the violin to Lyra.


“I wonder why Nareene chose an instrument. Raylene, will you
hold this while I clean it up?” After her cousin grasped the neck, Lyra waved
her dragon ring over the surface, cleaning it with her aura. “Why not just a
plain sycamore box? This is fancy with carving along the sides. Her book didn’t
mention that she played. Her writing was brief and focused on hardships of
war…and completed before she left Aria through this portal. That’s why there
was no mention of this violin.” Lyra concentrated on any magical vibrations
coming from the violin. “The moonstone is so loud, I can’t detect anything from
the instrument.”


“You aren’t listening with the right ears.” Draora danced a
jig, kicking up her frothy petticoat, in the air above them. “It’s playing such
a gay tune.”


Lyra glanced at Raylene. “Do you hear music?”


Her cousin beamed. “Yep, while I’m touching it.”


Cullen motioned to Kenzo. “Any sign of the rangers?”


“They passed the pool and continued along the trail maybe
five minutes ago,” the owl reported.


Lyra sensed a panicked emotion lifting the hairs of her arms
and face. She handed the violin to Raylene who eagerly stroked its fingerboard.


The uneasy emotion changed to a sketchy message from
Cranewort. Kessa in danger, has been hurt. Dark Realm threatens serious harm
to her unless we find and give them moonstone.


“Lyra, what’s wrong, girl?” Vickie rushed to her side and
wrapped an arm around her shoulder. “You’re as pale as Draora.”


“Kessa, a little girl who’s a seer, who depends on me to
keep her safe—she’s been hurt. Cullen, we need to get back as soon as possible.
The Dark Realm is going to do even more to her unless we give them this
keystone.”


Draora dropped behind the headstone and scowled at Lyra.
“That fiddle has family magic—not to be given away.”


“I won’t give it away.” Lyra stood tall and said with a resolute
tone, “But we must save that child.”


“With this news, which way do you want to travel back to the
Alliance? Cullen asked. “Through this portal, via Aria and Silva Caliga to the
Alliance, or drive to the direct portal in my bookstore? How far are we from
the island?”


“An hour at most.” Lyra accepted the violin from Raylene and
ran her fingers along the neck, circling the moonstone.


“The time would be shorter through my bookstore…although
traveling from Cranewort’s crossroads to the lair we’ll pass more potential
battle areas than from Silva Caliga to the lair.”


“Eburscon gained an advantage by learning how to use the
Pearl of Pendola,” Lyra said. “He might be able to learn how to use the power
of the fluorite keystone as well, if Kessa knows and is forced to help him. I’d
like to stop briefly and consult with the queen of Aria and Lady Ysmena of
Silva Caliga. They might know how to unlock powers from this moonstone.”


“Good idea. We need something in our favor. And I prefer the
safer route,” he replied to Lyra. “Kenzo, take Noba and fly toward the trail to
watch for rangers. We’re heading back to the enchanted tree.”


The owl and pseudodragon glided into the forest, while the
others picked their way through tall grass and mud, trying not to slip onto a grave.


Cullen walked the length of the woods near the big sycamore
and pointed beside a sapling. “Here’s the path we used to pass through the
thicket. It still has traces of our magic and will be more receptive to opening
again.” He waved an arm and twigs lowered well ahead of them.


In half the time, the group arrived back at the portal tree.
They walked quietly, listening for voices. Cullen shot a questioning glance to
his assistants.


Lyra’s cousins hung to one side, whispering, while Vickie
tapped on her cell phone.


Kenzo sailed to his master’s wristlet. “Noba and I hear the
men coming this way, returning on the trail. They’re still far, maybe four
minutes or more.


“Ray and I want to go with you,” Vickie announced. “Her
grandma’s already going. Kin need to stay together.”


“Are you sure?” Lyra looked from one to the other. “There
are dangers and things you’ve never seen.”


“Sounds even better,” the youngest cousin quipped with a
grin.


Cullen raised an eyebrow.


Lyra knew if the magic circle of her relations could exist
in Dragonspeir, it would work in her favor. Aside from that, the moral support
of family bolstered her spirits. She leaned into Cullen. “What do you think
about them joining us?”


“It’s going to be difficult to keep them safe when they have
no idea what dangers to avoid. They’ll be added responsibility for us. However,
the magic that they use does offer some benefits—elements of surprise for our
enemies.”


“That’s what I’m thinking.”


“If we get in the way, you can always arrange to send us
home,” Vickie suggested. “We really want to help out.”


Lyra nodded. “We’ll give it a try.” She faced Cullen. “When
you climbed up there as a panther, did you see any clues about how to open the
portal? Did you see Symar do anything?”


“I felt oscillations passing along the branches and trunk
but didn’t see anything.”


“Maybe the moonstone will open the portal?” Vickie
suggested.


Lyra held the keystone close to the symbol at the tree’s
base. Flashes of light pulsed between the two, and Cullen placed a hand on the
bark. “Do you feel anything?” she asked.


“No.” He sighed and gazed up the mighty trunk.


“I have an idea,” Lyra suggested. “Raylene, you heard the
violin make music when you touched it. Let’s work with that magic.” She
positioned the scroll with the moonstone touching the tree’s carving. “You hold
it in this position while Cullen tests.”


Raylene did as directed. “Nope. No music. I swear I heard it
before.”


“That’s because Lyra, you held it for her,” Vickie added.


“You’re right! Let’s add more power with family members.”
Lyra touched the round base of the instrument, Vickie did the same, and Draora
wafted tendrils of her magic from her boot laces into their midst.


“Such a sweet tune,” Draora said in a sing-song tone,
pirouetting.


“There. Those are the same vibrations,” Cullen called out,
his head tipped back, looking at the tree’s crown.


Noba flopped onto a branch directly above him. “Noba hears
men loud now. Kenzo said to tell you about two minutes.” His message delivered,
he returned to his post.


“The portal’s opening. I can feel a rush of Aria magic like
before.” Cullen stepped away. “Lyra, are you strong enough to get everyone up
there?”


She craned her neck back. “I hope so. I didn’t take time to
restore fully on the fire star. I’ll do my best.” Lyra removed her downsized
wizard’s staff from her pocket, returned it to normal, and primed it with her
aura. She looked at her cousins. “You’re both sure?”


They both nodded. “What about the cars?” Raylene asked.


“I already texted Bob that Ray and I wanted to go with you.
Told him not to worry since Draora was with us. He’s used to strange stuff from
her. That’ll explain enough.” Vickie pulled out her cell and moved her thumbs
across the keypad. “I’ll tell him to bring his mechanic buddy and take care of
the cars.”


“But he doesn’t have keys to mine,” Lyra said and gave her
staff a slight twirl, casting a small cloud of gold at her feet.


Vickie winked at her. “His buddy can hotwire anything with
wheels.”


“Okay. Come stand next to me and hold on. This cloud will
take us up together.”


Cullen joined the tight circle of women, and Lyra extended
more aura from her staff. She couldn’t make the cloud that surrounded them
opaque enough to dematerialize and transport. Instead, a translucent haze floated
them slowly upward.


Men’s voices yelled below them.


Kenzo and Noba sailed past, but there was no sign of the
witch.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Twelve: The Auspex of the East


 


 


Raylene’s screams filled Lyra ears. With the clouds of Aria
covering the opening behind them, Lyra couldn’t see past her feet. She didn’t
dare use any of her energy to pierce the thin veil over the portal, or they
might sink into the fluffy pother, like in quicksand.


Cullen made the first move and stepped a foot outside of
Lyra’s golden vapors, gently testing the strength of the surface. He shielded
his eyes against the bright sunlight and scanned the distance. “I don’t see any
sign of Symar or his cimafa, but this place looks familiar.” He held his staff
ready.


“They were pretty badly hurt. I doubt they would still be
around.” Lyra joined him and glanced beyond her descending aura. She didn’t see
anything other than the tops of rain-laden clouds and the leafless upper
branches of sycamores that managed to extend into the thin atmosphere of Aria.
No danger present, she pulled Vickie next to her.


Kenzo and Noba circled, diving close to the portal.


“Can’t we help Ray?” Lyra’s cousin clung to her arm.


Before Lyra could answer, Raylene’s shrill cry grew louder,
and her head poked through the cloud layer wrapped in a gauzy covering of her
grandmother’s ghostly filaments.


Draora herself calmly emerged beneath her granddaughter, who
writhed against the cocoon. “Raylene, girl, be still. A good witch welcomes
visits to new dimensions.”


Lyra caught hold of a protruding elbow and guided her cousin
to the group.


Vickie patted the lumpy casing. “Ray, hush now. You’re safe.
We’re all here.” Aside to Lyra, she continued, “When we were little, she fell out
of a tree we were climbing from twenty-some feet. Guess she thought all trees
would catch her like her grandma’s honey tree. Gave her a real scare.”


The youngest cousin wiggled her hands to her face and pushed
aside the filaments. Wide brown eyes rolled in all directions. “Where are we?”


A brisk wind whistled through the bare limbs.


Draora jerked, and her gaze darted across the open expanse.
With a wave of her hand, she raised a gentle breeze that unraveled the web
around her granddaughter.


On her feet, Raylene cautiously kicked the springy cloud
material with the toe of her boot. “Will this stuff hold us from falling
through?”


Suddenly, Draora screeched and raised her arms, creating a
whirlwind around their group.


A woman’s shrill voice crackled from behind, and Lyra spun
around, clutching the violin to her chest, moonstone at her throat.


Matted strands of dirty, white hair stuck out at all angles
from the woman’s head. Stooped in posture, she faced the ground, but her lively
black onyx eyes glinting through bushy brows locked onto Lyra. “Welcome you
back to the post of Auspex Ochre of the East.”


Lyra raised a hand to quiet Draora. “It’s all right. She’s a
friend who can talk to birds.”


“Is she? Not from my sensibilities,” the ghost-witch
muttered as she settled her whipping winds.


“Scribe Lyra, what question do you need me to voice to my
birds this time?” Ochre pressed her hands against stains at her knees on the
gray apron she wore. She worked to straighten her crooked spine.


Lyra looked at the elderly woman, bewildered. “I’m sorry.
The question I have is for Queen Mysa.”


“Everyone who passes the portal of an auspex has a
question.”


“You told me before that you didn’t remember the last time
someone went through this portal,” Lyra replied.


“Might be. Might not.” Ochre stooped forward and rolled the
cuffs of her dingy white blouse. “But that’s the law of the auspex portals. You
must have a true question from your heart in order to be granted passage.
Perhaps you wish to know how to play that fine violin.” She extended a hand and
Lyra withdrew.


Kenzo perched lightly on Draora’s shoulder, while Noba
landed on his master’s wristlet.


The ghost-witch bristled and stepped forward, tendrils of
her snowy hair lifting around her ears. “I think my grandniece made herself
clear.” Her fingers twitched at her side.


The owl abruptly lifted off, sailing high above the shanty
of the auspex.


Ochre loomed forward, stepping on the ragged hem of her pale
gray, full skirt, her eyes bulging.


“Wait!” Lyra jumped between the two old ladies. She didn’t
know what magic Ochre was capable of, but knew Draora might do some real harm
to protect her family. “I have another question. But it’s very difficult. I
don’t think anyone can answer it, not even Queen Mysa.”


“My birds can answer anything I put to them. Let’s gather on
my porch while I contact them.” Ochre motioned them to follow her toward her
shanty. She walked with a limp that Lyra didn’t remember from before.


The unpainted gray frame dwelling looked even more
precarious, leaning farther toward the east. Sycamore limbs now propped up the
side leaning toward the portal. The crude covering over the stoop remained the
same, a ragged, stained canvas strung between the house and nearby tree limbs.


Raylene lagged behind Lyra and whispered to Draora who
floated just above the pother. “Grandma, what sort of witch is she?”


Draora dropped back to answer. “Keep close to me or Lyra,
you hear.”


Raylene nodded and widened her stride to join Vickie behind
the others on the makeshift porch.


The auspex disappeared inside her house. She returned
carrying a white porcelain vase of dried flowers, which she placed on an
upturned crate. Ochre clasped Lyra’s free hand between her bony fingers. “Now,
tell me your question, my child.”


Lyra focused on Ochre’s deep set eyes and established the
beginning of a connection for fascination. She wanted to be sure she received
all the information the auspex knew. After pushing a mass of aura behind her
eyes, she paused. A prickling sensation unnerved her, but she first needed to
pose the question. “I want to know what the Dark Realm has done to harm the
young Alliance seer named Kessa.”


Ochre nodded. “It is heartfelt.”  Her face lit with a
crooked smile, and her grip on Lyra’s hand tightened like a vise. Her other
hand grasped the neck of the violin below Lyra’s.


Draora lifted a magical breeze around them, billowing the
canvas like a sail.


Lyra’s pulse pounded in her ears. She arrested the woman’s
gaze and jumped aura into her mind. Lyra felt Cullen’s energy connect to her side.
It comforted her to know that he followed her exploration of the woman’s
thoughts. After the first glimpse at Ochre’s stored mental information, Lyra
jerked. The person in front of her wasn’t the auspex.


Cullen’s staff lit with the golden-blue light of their
combined auras.


The imposter squirmed, trying to get free of the mental
hold. She pushed a leg forward, revealing a shin covered in a long burn.


In response, Lyra poured more aura into the person’s mind,
strengthening her connection. She scanned deeper inside the closest storage
area, filled with temporary information. She flashed through topic
threads:  acquiring the moonstone; stealing Lyra’s aura; sharing
quintessence with Eburscon and Tarom.


Lyra’s hands shook, and she felt Cullen’s power surging
wildly, filled with rage.


Draora’s wind blustered, roaring in Lyra’s ears.


Daring to use even more aura, she probed deeper, looking for
information about Kessa. Sifting from file to file, she finally found what she
wanted.


When Kessa had refused to disclose how to unlock powers of
the fluorite, the Qumeli chief had punished her severely. He cut off one of her
ears.


Lyra cringed. Bile rose into the back of her throat. Her
whole body shook, demanding to stop the fascination, but she plunged still
deeper into the person’s mind. Ticking through more files housing long-term
desires and plans, she located one of interest. This person stored secret plans
shared with no one, to steal both her and Kessa’s auras, then return both of
their mutilated, dead bodies to the defeated Alliance.


The shriek of a cimafa cut the air. Before Lyra could react,
a death cone shot down onto her. Its power broke her mental connection.


The deceiver faced the sinuous dark beast sailing overhead.


It roared and thrashed with full vigor, clearly not the one
that she had been recently injured.


The black shadow of the dragon’s death cone bathed the
imposter.


The outer appearance of Ochre faded, and, instead, Symar
snarled at Lyra. “I hope you enjoyed learning your fate.” His grip on her tightened
with supernatural force. He yanked her forward, breaking her connection to
Cullen. Symar’s force shattered bones in Lyra’s hand.


She grimaced in pain.


Cullen’s lasers showered the cimafa.


Drops of dark blood rained onto the canvas as the beast
reared.


Its death cone lifted, and Lyra delivered a powerball
internally through her wrenched hand into Symar’s. Her damaged tissues couldn’t
withstand the transfer. Excruciating pain shot into her arm, and she winced.


He screamed and let her go. He fell backward, the flesh of
his hand charred.


She knew that would be her only chance. With her other hand
holding tight to the valuable violin, she couldn’t fire again. From the force
of the release, her body pitched against Raylene’s legs.


The cimafa coiled its neck downward once more, fire rimming
its eyes. The edge of the death cone licked at Lyra’s feet.


Raylene screamed and clutched the group of cousins together,
her nails digging into Lyra’s shoulder.


Draora pulled a white film of energy from the cousins and
sent it squarely behind them through the keyhole in the shanty’s lock. The door
crashed outward, and her magic swept the real auspex onto the porch. Her
shackles fell to the ground.


Cullen pummeled the cimafa with more lasers, but the dragon
didn’t relent now that Symar fueled it with his own power.


From her bent posture, Ochre stiffly raised her arms. She
voiced a clear call in a foreign tongue.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Thirteen: Nightingale’s Song


 


 


Lyra grimaced, struggling to use her mutilated hand to remove
and enlarge the shrunken wizard’s staff from the tight pocket of her jeans.


Cullen stepped beside her and channeled some of her aura
into his staff.


The cimafa thrust its neck closer. The death cone covered
the lower half of Lyra’s body but rose no higher. She was thankful for that
much, the majority of aura stored in her heart and mind.


The auspex continued her call, her voice ringing clear and
loud.


Within moments, a golden falcon, four times normal size,
answered, diving at the cimafa with talons splayed wide. The raptor tore into
one of the dragon’s red eyes and held on.


The cimafa burst into a writhing, screaming dance.


Symar glared at Lyra and raised his arm to hurl a powerball,
but Cullen cut him off with a swift laser from his staff. The dark wizard
beckoned into the field of barren pother.


A second stealth dragon, the one Lyra wounded earlier,
emerged from where it hid just under the cloud tops. Clearly ailing, Lyra
wondered how much power it could still wield.


In the riverway near the home of the auspex, a long canoe
swiftly pulled alongside a clump of cloud material.


Kenzo sailed overhead following the falcon, while Noba
perched on a gilded dragon head at the prow of the boat. The frame of the boat,
painted in thousands of golden scales, shimmered with a blinding glare. Men’s
voices reached Lyra’s ears, but she couldn’t make out features other than their
general shapes dressed in white—the color worn by the palace guards of Aria.
Her heart rose. She cradled her mashed hand and moved to contact Cullen.


Symar limped farther from the porch to where his wounded
cimafa waited. Stiff-legged, he mounted and kicked it into a swift, high
flight.


A man next to Noba at the front of the canoe waved at the
falcon and bellowed a command in a strange language.


The raptor let go of the first cimafa and chased the injured
one that Symar rode.


Men from the dragon boat shot harpoons and crossbows at the
beasts. Many struck the injured flank of Symar’s cimafa.


Both dragons trembled and wailed, flinching when the falcon
nipped at their eyes.


Darting in and out, the bird escorted the stealth dragons
far to the south.


The men stepped out of the shallow boat onto the near shore.
When they moved away from the golden glare, Lyra counted twenty-one Arial
guards.


“Your Arial moonstone called us to come at once,” a man
boomed, walking toward them. “Some of you possess auras of our friends.” Lyra
recognized the tall man with a pointy nose—Belray—the palace guard they’d met
before. His long, fitted jacket was decorated with gold ropes and an
embroidered design of a large gilded falcon—the emblem of Aria. “Friends
indeed!” He opened both arms to the pair. “Sire Drake and Scribe Lyra. Welcome
back.”


Noba landed at the guard’s feet and stared up at him.


Cullen bowed, then accepted the captain’s greeting, clasping
each other around the shoulders.


Belray tipped his head toward Lyra and held her good hand
between his, a warm smile lifting the corners of his blond mustache.


Kenzo returned to perch on a porch rail near Draora.


Releasing Lyra, Belray bowed to the owl. His crew followed
suit. “Noble Kenzo, we are grateful for your alert, helping guide us more
quickly to where your friends were in danger. We are honored once again to have
such a wise raptor visiting us. I’m certain that King Eos and Queen Mysa will
want to visit with you while you’re here.” He faced Lyra and Cullen. “Does your
business here take you to our palace?”


Lyra nodded. “Yes. I need to learn how to work the powers in
this moonstone.” She displayed the neck of the violin bearing the milky white
keystone. “Many innocent lives depend on it.” She thought about Kessa enduring
torture and shivered.


“Thank you for battling our attackers.” Cullen dowsed the
blue fire in his staff, stowed it in his jacket pocket, and nodded to Kenzo.
“And a big thank you for your quick thinking and flight.” Cullen gently lifted
Lyra’s injured hand, his fingers slowly mending the crushed bones as she leaned
against his shoulder.


She felt him borrow her aura. How is your strength
holding up? She flinched when he reset the tiny bones.


It’s limited, but we need to return to the Alliance
quickly for other reasons so I’ll be fine.


Belray bent low and examined the gem. “A fine Arial
moonstone that bears the Queen’s mark. I expect Queen Mysa can be of
assistance.” He nodded behind Lyra and Cullen. “You’ve brought more friends. We
shall gladly transport you all to the palace.”


Raylene and Vickie supported Ochre at either elbow.


Draora hung overhead, still gently stirring a white film
around her family.


“These two ladies are my cousins.” Lyra wrapped an arm
around the auspex.


“And the gentlewoman floating above?” Belray asked.


Raylene jerked. “You can see her?”


“Yes. Why is that a surprise?” He tilted his head. “She
appears different than the rest of you, but is most certainly visible.”


Lyra examined Ochre, concerned about how Symar had treated
the auspex. Bruises and cuts covered her wrists from the shackles. “Ochre, are
you all right? Let me heal these wounds.”


“I think so. Shaken up a bit. I’ve long seen that man riding
the skies. I knew he guided the weather through Dragonspeir, sometimes
gathering clouds from Aria to do his work. I thought he’d be trustworthy. I
never spoke with him until today…and never hope to again.”


Lyra passed her fingers lightly over injuries on the old
woman’s wrists and ankles.


The lines around Ochre’s eyes relaxed. “Thank you dearly. It
feels much better.” She smoothed the wrinkles around her wrists, massaging and
working the joints. “Let me repay you and Draora for your kindness.” The auspex
nodded to the ghost-witch above. “And I can see you too.”


“You’re welcome.” Draora landed and pulled the auspex into
an embrace, their white hair mingling and floating on the witch’s circling
breeze. “I felt your kindred spirit inside the house and knew something was
off.”


Ochre leaned away and took Lyra’s hand. “I know the queen
will tell you all she can about the moonstone, but is there any question I
might be able to help with?”


Lyra looked at the violin. “Maybe there is.”


“Come around my flowers then.” In her hunched posture, she
crept beside the dried floral arrangement on the crate. “Everyone gather near.”
She looked up and grinned. “I include many secrets into the drying of these
blossoms.”


They joined her under the canvas awning, except for the crew
on lookout.


“What is your question, Lyra?”


“I want to know why Scribe Nareene created this violin?”
Lyra asked.


While holding the Scribe’s hand, Ochre plucked the head of a
specific dried rose. She crushed the flower, tossed it in the air, and watched
intently where the curled petals fell. Her knobby fingers moved between Lyra’s.
The auspex rechecked the strewn flower. “Your answer will be told by the
nightingale. Let me call her.”


Teetering, she grabbed Lyra’s arm, and together, they headed
a few steps into the forest of bare sycamore tops. “I’m trying to be quick. I
sense your urgency.” Ochre bent stiffly and dug her arms into the pother.
Lifting a load of frothy white matter, she flung it across the papery trunks
and sang in an unfamiliar language.


Draora joined in song on some of her notes, extending the
span of the call.


Ochre lifted a hand. “Listen.” A moment later, she pointed a
bony finger ahead. “There! Listen.”


A faint warble responded, growing nearer until a tiny,
nondescript, brown bird became visible flitting between the stubby limbs. Its
melodious song charmed Lyra’s ears. She picked out a few slurred words but
struggled to grasp the full meaning of its message. “What is it saying?”


“Here. Let me help.” The auspex extended an arm, and the
bird accepted the perch. Connected through Ochre’s body, Lyra easily read the
nightingale’s song.


Above the trills and chirps, the bird said, “A nightingale
in the enchanted sycamore felt sorrowful hearing Nareene’s sobs. His promise—if
she stopped crying, he would help her. She did, and he helped her craft that
violin to match his notes. Then, she was able to play her song of magical
protection and hope for her people. When she played, he sang for her—we all
sang for her. You shall also play and bring hope for your people, her people.
Find the correct bow, and we will again join its music.” The bird darted onto a
branch, flicked its tail, then disappeared into clouds wafting past.


Ochre sighed and smiled. “You have your answer, and it is a
good one. Does it help you?”


“Oh, yes!” Lyra hugged the auspex. “I’ll be looking for the
correct bow. Thank you.” She smiled at Cullen. “I suspect Lady Ysmena and her
tree keepers of Silva Caliga can help me.”


“I expect so. This could be useful tool.” Cullen bowed to
the auspex and faced Belray. “Time is short. Many suffer in our homeland. Can
you get us to the palace quickly?”


“Indeed. Come and sit between our paddlers.” He took long
strides, and Lyra worked to keep pace. After directing two of his guardsmen to
remain and protect the auspex, he assisted his guests into the boat.


In the narrow canoe, Lyra and her cousins each took a seat
in the middle of a different bench.


Noba resumed his perch on the gilded dragon head at the
prow, while Kenzo preferred to fly alongside the boat with Draora.


They waved good bye to Ochre whose cheeks puffed with her
wide, toothy smile.


The paddlers worked hard and fast, their powerful strokes in
perfect unison to the cadence of the drummer at the bow. Only Belray, serving
as the coxswain, faced forward, but Lyra repeatedly checked over her shoulder
for glimpses of the palace.


Her cousins twisted in their seats, looking in every
direction. Raylene whispered to Lyra, “Are we really floating on a cloud
river?”


Lyra nodded and grinned. During the journey, she applied
additional self-healing to her hand and sent clairvoyance to Cranewort. With
all that had happened, she required a series of transmissions. His reply to
each was the same—worries about their safety and increasing Dark Realm attacks,
and encouragement to return as soon as possible.


 


***


Long before the sun rose to its midday position, the river
of flowing clouds narrowed to a small channel. They passed many converging
tributaries, which told Lyra they approached the harbor to the palace.


She scanned the open body of calm nebule, a lake of smooth
golden stratus clouds. A few starp sampan boats sailed past, their yellow,
gold, and white sails catching wind and sunlight. Dock slips stood open, and no
one sat in the grand amphitheatre—a sharp contrast to the festival day of their
previous visit.


“We’ve arrived at the grand aula,” Belray proclaimed and
steered the dragon boat into the palace slip.


The paddlers nearest the dock jumped ashore and aided their
guests.


“Oh my! Just look at that place,” Vickie exclaimed. “Is that
marble?”


“No. Just clouds cut and crafted into shapes of stones,”
Lyra replied. “It fooled me too at first.” The magnificent palace of the king
still took her breath away. A huge multi-storied building rose high into the
air, with Corinthian pillars supporting a long veranda across the front.
Terraced clouds between the palace and docks formed a great amphitheatre that
faced the portico. Tremendous white banners, bearing gold coats of arms in the
shape of a falcon, billowed around the pillars.


With his wide strides, Belray sprinted the steps to the
portico. There, another guard captain met him and conferred, too far ahead for
Lyra to hear their conversation.


The other guard shook his head.


Belray, with three golden ropes hanging from his left jacket
epaulet, outranked all others on the portico. “They will be seen. Go make that
clear at once. Have Kenzo accompany you.” He turned to his guests. “Kenzo,
please accompany Trant to greet King Eos. The king and queen are taking private
counsel with their advisors. We shall meet them in the library.” He waved a
hand. “Please follow.”


They passed through the grand hall lit by morning sun that
angled through the stained glass of high arched windows. The throne sparkled in
the golden and yellow light.


Lyra’s two cousins clung together near her. “My, this is
fancy,” Vickie remarked. “And you say it’s all made of clouds. How on earth?”


A pair of guards at a wide door in the far corner lifted
their crossed bayonets, and the group entered a well-appointed reading room.
Ten-foot tall wooden cases lined walls of marble-like clouds. Carved gold leaf
tables and chairs sat on a white rug bearing the Arial falcon emblem.


“Please be seated and comfortable.” Belray nodded to one of
the attending couriers.


Draora flew up to investigate ceiling sky lights of
yellow-hued panels, along with Cullen’s curious assistants.


Moments later, two men brought service trays of lemon water
in cut glass pitchers and offered refreshments.


“This is too much.” Raylene took a seat on a velvet cushion
and sipped from a gold embossed tumbler.


A door on the opposite side of the library cracked ajar. The
guards stood at attention, faces stoic, eyes forward.


King Eos entered with Kenzo perched on his forearm, and
Queen Mysa followed.


“Greetings to our dear friends. It’s good to see you again.”
The king gave a broad smile and sat in a high-backed chair with the most ornate
carvings. Over his trim frame, he wore an easy-fitting flaxen tunic and pants,
cinched with a single gold cord. He wore no crown, and his white braid hung
across one shoulder.


“Yes. We’re certainly fortunate to have your company again,”
Queen Mysa added and took a place in a matching chair beside the king. Her
long, full dress of golden linen, tastefully trimmed in ecru lace, was simpler
than the fine satin outfit she wore during the festival. A plain amber pendant
adorned her delicate throat. Her blond hair was swept into a neat bun, held in
place by a thin golden headband. Still, her neat appearance made Lyra
uncomfortably self conscious about the dried mud covering her jeans. Last time,
she wore a proper gown and felt more appropriate.


After a round of introductions to Lyra’s family, the king
asked, “What brings you to Aria? What may we help you with?” He stroked the
owl’s feathers.


Cullen bowed, and Lyra followed suit. “I have located one of
the missing keystones, the Aria moonstone, which the Alliance requires to help
gather astral power.” She stepped forward and showed the violin to the king and
queen. “That power of the collection of four keystones is desperately needed to
stop the attacks by the Dark Realm. I need to get the others. The Dark Realm has
possession of two, and one remains missing.”


“Lady Ysmena has kept me informed of the severe threats
against the Alliance people,” Eos replied. “Since one of our gems was involved,
I have studied the history of the Elementum Arcesso device that channels astral
power. Facing such dangers, you’re wise to seek its restoration, even at great
cost.”


Lyra took a breath and steadied her nerves. “I need to learn
how to use the special magic of this moonstone to help get the other keystones.
Since Queen Maryell enchanted the moonstone, I hope you will be able to help me
understand its workings.”


The king looked to his wife.


“May I see your violin more closely?” Mysa asked.


Lyra handed it to her, and the queen gently turned the
instrument over, running her pale fingers along the curves of the bouts and
neck.


“Do you know why the moonstone was fitted into a violin?”
she asked.


“We entered Aria at the portal of Auspex Ochre. She called a
nightingale who explained that his kind connected to the music of this violin.”
Lyra recounted the tale.


“Interesting,” the queen observed. “That makes perfect sense
with my knowledge of moonstones. That ordinary thrush is given the fine name of
a nightingale because they often sing at night, setting them apart from other
songbirds. The moon is the source of all moonstones’ powers.”


Lyra straightened her posture. “So the nightingale sang when
the keystone was most powerful, spreading the magic of Nareene’s song farther.
That would offer protection and hope to the greatest numbers of Alliance
residents.”


“Amazing magic.” Cullen stroked the whiskers of his goatee.


“This moonstone is among the strongest ever enchanted. Queen
Maryell was known for her talents as a lapidist. I’ve read the verse she used
to empower the stone, but cannot recall the exact wording. Unfortunately,
without the poem, I cannot—”


Vickie shot up from her seat. “I have it!” She wrangled the
crumpled paper from the pocket of her too-tight jeans and handed it to the
queen.


Mysa gave Vickie a quizzical glance.


“I try my hand at a poem or two now and then. I helped
decipher the meaning of the verse to locate the moonstone,” Vickie quickly
explained.


“A poet?” The queen’s face lit with a smile. “You and I
would become great friends if we had time. I write poems filled with words that
carry magical emotions. That is my gift.”


“That sounds great,” Vickie replied.


Mysa beamed. “Then you shall help me use the verse to
uncover the powers of this particular stone. Please, look over my shoulder
while I read.” Once Vickie stood at her side, Mysa continued.


Soft light of this moonstone,


Pure of heart and noble of deed,


To no wrongdoing must it atone,


Giving so many the chance to be freed.


Tho generations hence new crops will be sown,


And young ones no longer have need,


This moonstone shall shine its light until they be grown,


Keeping watch in the mature sycamore’s seed.


Lyra gained new understanding from her reading. The
moonstone glinted. Words sang in her mind, filled with emotions of fierce and altruistic
defense coupled with gentle protection and encouragement. She looked at her
cousin. “What do the words tell you about the gem?”


“Did you see the gem spark?” Mysa asked Vickie.


She nodded. “I did.”


“I did too,” Lyra replied.


“So did I!” Raylene added, clutching the arm of her chair
nearest the queen as if she badly wanted to be included.


“Land sakes, girl, sit still.” Draora swept down to rest at
the back of her granddaughter’s chair. “It was easy enough to see.”


 “Not for me,” the king said, eyeballing the
ghost-witch. “What about Sire Drake and his assistants?”


“No.” Cullen looked to Noba and Kenzo who shook their heads.


“Then this enchantment has a familial element, which makes
it even more complex,” the queen reasoned. “How clever of Maryell to use that
property to extend the usefulness of the stone through generations.”


Vickie cleared her throat. “The line ‘To no wrongdoing must
it atone, giving so many the chance to be freed’ tells me the stone’s magic
fought hard, probably even killing, but all for the sake of saving innocent
lives.”


“Yes. That’s what I read as well.” Mysa ran her finger along
the paper. “All the while, it gave the Scribe strength to rebuild homes of
those oppressed, using the moon’s light to open seeds and grow crops. Using the
nightingales’ songs, that Scribe did much from afar.” She looked at Lyra. “You
must do the same in your journeys to gather the other three keystones,
protecting your people from a distance. Whenever danger presents and moonlight
is available, even from a thin crescent, call upon this violin and gemstone.”


“How will it fight? What will happen when I play it?” Lyra
asked.


Mysa shook her head. “I cannot say. I’m not gifted in the
art of lapidary magic or in magical woodworking. But I trust in this enchantment
with my whole heart. The nightingales will sing your song that will remove the
stains of killing from your people and fill them with hope to survive.”


“It all makes sense now. Thank you so much, Queen Mysa, and
Vickie, you too.” Lyra accepted the violin from Mysa. “But I don’t have a bow
to play the violin. I’d hoped Lady Ysmena and her tree keepers would help me
with that.”


“I would expect so. They have gifted craftsmen. The bow may
well act as a key to unlock the violin’s magic,” Mysa said.


“That would be my thought too.” Eos rose and nodded to his
guards. “Time is running out for your folk. We must get your group to the
portal at Silva Caliga’s World Tree.”


After quick thank yous, goodbyes, and promises to visit
during happier times, Belray and his dragon boat crew transported the guests to
the top branches of the World Tree.


 


***


As she passed below the portal, Lyra strained to hear the
deep voice of the World Tree above a raucous din of cries and shouts from
below.


“Scribe Lyra and Sire Drake, come quickly. We’re under
attack. You’re needed.”


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Fourteen: Death Fires


 


 


Lyra wrapped her arms and legs around a sturdy limb and
called to her cousins, “Find a thick branch and hold on tight. The World Tree
will lower you to the next.”


Raylene straddled a limb and kicked up her heels. “This sure
beats the other portal ride.”


Lyra caught a glimpse across the tops of other trees and
gasped. Thick clouds of smoke clung to the forest canopy, dotted with patches
of black. She twisted to face Cullen. “What’s happening?”


He sighed and shook his head. “Flames from the Dark Realm.
Evil has spread into Silva Caliga.”


“Sire Drake is correct,” the World Tree said in a deep,
hushed voice. “All along our western border that we share with the Dark Realm,
their magma drakes have invaded and overcome the circutamina tree keepers. They
can’t protect their trees.” He moved the group together just under the canopy.


Lyra coughed, and her eyes burned.


Draora wrinkled her nose. “I smell evil.”


“When keepers flee their trees, the dragons’ molten breath
sets death fires to our branches.” His twigs shivered. “A very bad fire,
burning the roots with lava sent down through the veins.”


“What does the Dark Realm want with Silva Caliga?” Lyra
ducked to see beyond his branches for a wider view. “Why kill the trees? They
are much less harmful without their circutamina to guide and organize the
forest.”


“Most likely they want better access to the Alliance through
our forest lands. Some elder trees think that the drakes also intend a show of
power, to scare remaining trees and their keepers into following Dark Realm
leadership.”


Cullen coughed and tested his voice in the smoky air.
“Venerable World Tree, you are the oldest and wisest in all of Silva Caliga.
What do you believe?”


“Sadly, I agree with the other elders but also realize much
worse may be upon us. Only three others and myself in this land have lived to
see this happen before.  Once the four keystones were all stolen from the
Alliance, the Dark Realm set black burns. They expected submission, but even
after decimating whole forest strands, they didn’t gain our support. The raped
land lay charred and smoking day and night, month after month. Only when the
Alliance residents fled their land into ours, did the tide turn. Together, we
fought—magicals and mortals, circutamina and trees. With Nareene’s magical
tune, we held fast and slowly regained our ruined territory.”


Lyra displayed Nareene’s violin and explained how the
nightingales carried her song.


“Fascinating.” The World Tree bent a branch near the
instrument. “I never knew how that worked exactly. Lyra, can you enable the
magic in her violin now? The sycamores passed me news of both your success in
securing the moonstone and visit to Aria. After that, I only received brief
cries of distress from them. I’ve been waiting, praying you’d return to the
Alliance through Silva Caliga in hopes you could find a way to perform
Nareene’s magic.”


“I thought it only helped people in the Alliance.” Lyra
glanced at Vickie. “Isn’t that what the queen said?”


Her cousin nodded. “That’s what I understood.”


“If you use a bow made from my wood, it will endow the
circutamina with courage and hope,” the World Tree replied. “They will
persevere in the fight. Nareene used a bow made from my predecessor.”


Lyra stood tall. “A bow from Silva Caliga also extends the
magic.”


“Yes. Now listen carefully. Untie the white scarves you left
in my branches from your previous journey. They may help protect you from
smoke. When I take you to the forest floor, you will find a small group of
circutamina guides. They will collect a branch which I will indicate, then take
you to Lady Ysmena nearer the battlegrounds. She will direct the fabrication of
the special bow. Lyra, playing Nareene’s moonstone violin is only a small part
of what you must do, but it will keep many safe and courageous.” He waited
until they gathered the strips of fabric tied in his branches. “This message
will be passed through the circutamina channels to notify Ysmena. Do you have
any questions?”


“How much of Silva Caliga is under attack? Will we need to
fight our way through?” Lyra asked.


“The region where I stand is heavily guarded. Hopefully,
Lady Ysmena can travel this way to meet you and offer protection. But not
knowing her immediate dangers, I cannot promise.” He transferred them from limb
to limb, while Draora glided alternately beside the cousins.


Once in sight of the ground, Kenzo and Noba flew down to
meet a trio of tree keepers.


The forest floor stood eerily quiet. No birds sang, no
chipmunks twittered. Even the leaves of surrounding trees remained motionless
as if in the foreboding eye of a storm. A chill ran down Lyra’s spine.


“Scribe Lyra and Sire Drake, you’ve come!” a squeaky voice
from one of the circutamina called to them.


Heartened to see her friend, Ivri, Lyra bent low to pat the
shoulder of the two-foot tall keeper. “I’m glad to have your help.”


Raylene grasped the wrinkled brown skin of Ivri’s hand,
while Vickie bowed.


 “I shall always serve the Scribe and her friends,” Ivri
said, her large brown eyes smiling at the young witch. The keeper pointed her
two helpers to the World Tree’s swaying limb.


The pair disappeared inside the trunk, then reappeared as
two balls of white light along the branch. One circled its base, cutting
through the wood fibers, while the other supported underneath the opposite end
of the three-foot long span.


Draora floated between them, hands bracing the midsection.


The limb detached from the tree. The pair of lights, along with
the ghost-witch, brought it gently to the ground.


“My helpers will carry the World Tree’s wood.” Ivri pointed
the way and started along a narrow path that opened before her.


“Ivri, won’t lights of the circutamina alert drakes of our
presence?” Cullen asked. “I’ll gladly carry their load so they may resume
physical form.”


Lyra motioned for Ivri to bring her the branch. “I can carry
it.”


“I’d rather you all be able to fight.” Raylene took a wide
stride to walk alongside Lyra. “I’ll tote it. Your hands are full with the
violin.”


Ivri paused and looked over her shoulder, lifting a bushy
brow at the young woman. “Only if these keepers travel by your sides. Make
haste.”


Cullen signaled Kenzo and Noba, who took positions hovering
above Raylene.


Once the keepers transferred the wood, Ivri set off at a
rapid pace, short legs powering a run. Her long white hair and gown flowed
behind her. The brushy thicket barely moved aside fast enough for her to pass.


Lyra and the others of her group jogged to keep up. The smoke
grew thicker as they traveled, and her eyes and throat burned.


Trees they passed held their branches ready to fight,
radiating protectively outward from the position of the World Tree.


Minutes later, the unusual stillness gave way to raucous
whipping winds. Branches flailed, twigs shot through the air like missiles, and
hot, acidic air hit Lyra’s face.


Cullen drew his staff, and Lyra followed suit.


Guttural cries of magma drakes roared above the din. Wood
crackled and hissed in the forest fire ahead. Thick clouds of sulfurous gas
billowed into the air.


Shrill screams of tree keepers fleeing from the flames
ricocheted from all directions. Three wide-eyed circutamina almost ran them
down in their haste to escape.


Ivri caught one in her arms. “Geden, what has happened?
Where is Ysmena?”


Panting, the keeper’s gaze darted all around. His lips moved
without forming words.


Ivri shook him and repeated her questions.


“Stayed too long…their fire breath torched her gown.” The
dazed keeper glanced over his shoulder and shivered. “Must go,” he murmured as
he wrenched free of her hold, then dove underbrush in the direction of the
World Tree.


Ivri scanned the area before them.


“Is Lady Ysmena all right? Do you read her lantern light?”
Cullen asked as he stopped close behind Lyra and signaled Noba to ride on his
wristlet.


Their guide pointed ahead. “Not in this chaos. Just before
we left the World Tree, her lantern stood this way. But the death fires have
spread fast.”


Cullen spoke to Lyra over her shoulder. “Can you read Ysmena’s
signals, now that you have magic from the previous Scribes?”


Lyra shook her head. “No. I don’t detect anything other than
the keepers’ magic and evil given off by the drakes.”


“I ain’t going into that black cloud up ahead,” Raylene
stated, wiping the water leaking from the corners of her eyes. In a coughing
fit, she dropped the branch.


The circutamina seemed confused whether to attend to her or
the branch.


Draora swooped down and held the wood to her belly.


Vickie leaned into Lyra, trembling.


“We need to find Ysmena.” Lyra wished she could do more to
comfort her cousins. She hoped bringing them along had been a good decision.


Cullen pointed with his staff and addressed Ivri. “That way,
away from this danger. There, we’ll hope you get a clear reading.”


Ivri jogged for a short while in the direction the wizard
indicated, often swerving to avoid collisions with panicked keepers running
past or flaming tree limbs crashing down. With the obstacles, their group soon
became spread apart.


Kenzo flew above Draora, and Vickie and Raylene kept
together.


Lyra heard Cullen gasping for air behind her. Her own breath
was ragged and interrupted with coughs, but she worried about his strength.
Panic and adrenaline powered her legs into a rhythmic stride, and her mind flitted
from one worry to another. Was Ysmena injured or killed? Would they be able to
return to the Alliance? The pain of Kessa’s abuse sliced her heart.


Ivri halted, cupping her ears to all directions.


The others leaned on each other, wheezing and out of breath.


Kenzo rested on a fallen limb, panting, while Noba fell
against Cullen’s chest. Only Draora seemed unaffected.


Lyra pressed a shoulder into Cullen’s and sent a thought, It’s
a good thing Draora has the branch; the smoke doesn’t affect her.


Yes. She has a decided advantage. He studied Ivri.
She seems lost. Either the death fires confuse her sensing techniques or Ysmena
is—


Don’t think that! We need her to make the bow and get us
out of this attack.


Do you think a ghost can communicate with Ysmena’s light?


Before he could answer, simultaneously Lyra jerked and Ivri
cried, “Wait!” The keeper pointed to the smoky forest. “Ysmena’s lantern is
ahead.”


“I felt a jag of misty light! Electricity along my skin.”
Lyra clapped a hand onto Ivri’s shoulder. “Is Ysmena’s signal normal? Is she
all right?” She glanced between the keeper and the ghost, watching for any
changes in their facial expressions.


Electricity hit Lyra’s face. “There! The same signal, like a
sudden flash.”


Draora contorted sideways and nearly lost her balance in the
air. “What in tarnation is that?”


“Lady Ysmena’s signal is pulsing, not constant like normal.”
Ivri’s long ears pinned back and her round eyes narrowed to slits. “We must
find her in there,” she said to the other two circutamina and pulled a long
piece of burlap from her pocket. “Everyone, cover your lower faces.”


Lyra tied the scarf she’d collected from the World Tree
behind her head and arranged it over her mouth and nose. Fingering the fabric,
she sensed the burdens, worries, and concerns they’d had when they were about
to enter Aria in search of Nareene’s book. In order to pass through the World
Tree’s portal, he’d asked them to let all the burdens of their hearts flow into
the cloths, then fasten them to his branches, leaving the worries there.


Raylene’s face blanched as she secured a scarf. “There’s
something not right with this scarf—bad vibes.” She moved herself and Vickie
closer to Cullen and Lyra.


Lyra didn’t know if Cullen also sensed the negative energy
in the white fabric. It seemed pointless to find out, since the hard job ahead
must be accomplished, with or without the added stresses. The weight of another
burden seemed unfair with what lay before them. She took a deep breath and
reasserted her determination, shouldering the load.


Ivri led the group into the darkness. Clogged with black
gases and ash from burned wood, the air became so dense Lyra couldn’t see
Draora where she previously hovered two yards above them before.


Fragmented jolts of Ysmena’s lantern continued to strike
Lyra’s skin. She wished she’d been able to read the Lady of the Forest’s
signals before, in order to have a comparison. From the strained faces and
frantic speed of their guides, she expected trouble.


The trio of keepers seemed to forget their guests and
repeatedly dove under branches too low for the others to pass.


Cullen barked in a deep voice, “Hold up! Clear this path!”


Ivri’s whole body shook as she stepped back and kicked soil
on the logs to make them move aside. Eyes forward, she set into another run.


The cry of a magma drake split the air directly above them.
Its red eyes and fiery snout glowed through the smoke.


Cullen charged his staff.


Lyra wondered if the drake saw them, or discovered her aura.
Not as skilled as a cimafa, it would require closer range to detect her. How
close, she didn’t know. She moved power into the sapphire of her staff, enough
to kill the beast. She hesitated, watching and listening, using whatever her
limited senses would register. Striking would be a last resort. Garbled cries
from dozens or more drakes filled the skies—more than she could take down
without Cullen being fully powered. She considered using the moonstone.
Although the moon did sometimes rise before nightfall, midday seemed an
unlikely time for it to be visible. Setting the keystone into action for the
chance lunar connection wasn’t worth the risk of calling attention.


Terrified keepers, burned out of their homes, tore past with
agonized grimaces and glazed eyes.


Raylene stooped and scooped three into an embrace. “We’re
here to help you all.”


Four more attached themselves to her legs, their tiny bodies
shaking uncontrollably.


Lyra watched the sky and held her breath, fearing that the
drakes might have noticed the commotion around them.


Not taking the same liking to the circutamina, Vickie let
out a yelp when one clung to her knee. “Ray, come help me.”


Her younger cousin extended an arm, and the keeper joined
her flock.


A magma drake circled low and gave a loud roar. Seconds
later, four pairs of red eyes flashed above them.


Lyra sent the shot off her staff and repowered it at once.


Cullen pushed against her and borrowed a large mass of her
aura to fire his own.


Silhouetted by background sparks of molten shots from
distant drakes, two dark bodies fell through the trees in front of the couple.
In response, magma from more drakes fired at them from every direction.


Lyra lost count of the numbers of eyes. Her throat, already
rough from the smoke, clamped tight and her breathing became shallow. Stifling
heat seared her face.


Cullen hurled another blue laser and took one drake, but
that only attracted more.


She clutched her staff and released a strike at a pair of
red eyes that loomed close. Molten black flames caught the sleeve of her jacket
and raced up her arm.


Vickie helped her wriggle out of the garment, while Cullen
shot again. “There’s too many,” he gasped.


Cullen’s cloak caught on fire. As Lyra dampened the flames,
dozens of small hands reached out and helped.


More grabbed her hands and pushed her legs from behind.
Flashes from the drakes’ magma revealed the faces of a whole troop of
circutamina.


Trusting their help, she allowed them to direct her under
growth so dense the drakes couldn’t follow.


Confounded, the dragons let out a chorus of wild screams.


Lyra glanced repeatedly behind her to make sure the others
in her group moved in the same direction.


The keepers led them to a huge trunk. Ivri stepped through
the bark and pulled Lyra with her. “Lady Ysmena is here, inside the safe Aron
tree whose old growth—base and roots—cannot burn.” The keeper dropped through a
small passageway into an underground room.


Lyra squeezed her larger body through the opening.


Cullen groaned behind her, working to fit his shoulders
past.


They wedged into crevices around edges of the small room, no
more than eight feet in diameter. Lyra took a deep breath, filling her lungs
with air free of smoke.


Circutamina motioned them to takes seats against burlap
pillows decorated with woolen crewelwork.


Ysmena’s lantern flickered in the center beside where she
lay. Blood stained one side of her white chiffon gown. She turned her head
toward Lyra and Cullen and gave a weak smile. “I felt your auras coming near.
Thank you for finding me when I couldn’t go to you.”  Her voice quavered.
Blood pooled in her left eye. Her golden hair on that side lay in clotted
russet strands.


The couple moved to her side and assessed her injuries.
Cullen pressed his shoulder tight against Lyra’s.


Every organ is severely damaged. Lyra’s fingers shook
as they passed over Ysmena’s torso. What has happened to her?


Black fire entered her body.


Lyra healed one lobe of the Lady’s liver, only to find the
ulcers on another lobe double in size. She healed the worsened lesions, and the
first became covered with burns. She attempted to mend damage in the lungs, and
met the same difficulty. Why can’t I heal her injuries without new burns
popping up?


Lips pursed, Cullen leaned far across Ysmena’s torso, his
hands moving fast. I’m finding the same thing. The more I work, the worse
her situation. It’s the effect of ingesting black fire from the drakes’ magma.
Not all magically induced wounds can be healed. You’ve seen the scar that our
Warlord Oasth bears. Tarom and Eburscon have similar wounds from their duel
years ago. Strikes of strong magic, dark or light, that aren’t treated
promptly, can leave permanent damage. His hands came to rest over Lyra’s.
In this case, the injuries are so widespread we cannot—.


No! Lyra interrupted and pressed her palms over the
heart of the Lady of the Forest. She mended sores on the wall of an upper
chamber to find a tear leaking blood from the lower chamber.


As she removed her hands, Ysmena grasped them. Her pale face
still held the remarkable beauty Lyra remembered from their first meeting. The
Lady had been so gracious to help her search the forest floor for the missing
lovers’ jadestone brooch she’d lost to Revelin. A woman she often looked to for
help now lay helpless, and Lyra was unable to return the favors.


Tears welled into Lyra’s eyes.


“I’ve shared your pain in past. Now you share mine,” Ysmena
said with a voice that still held traces of her lyrical magic.


“I want to help you, but I can’t,” Lyra replied.


Ysmena’s grip remained firm and her eyes fixed on Lyra. “You
can help me…help my people, the trees and their keepers. We thought that the
Dark Realm only wanted easy passage through our land to the Alliance.” She
closed her eyes to swallow, then resumed. “Now we know they want to own Silva
Caliga for themselves.” Her nails dug into Lyra’s skin. “You must not let them.
The Imperial Dragon advised me about your mission to recollect the four
keystones that will save the Alliance. What have you accomplished?”


Lyra held the violin with the moonstone so Ysmena could see,
and motioned for Draora and Raylene to present the section of wood from the
World Tree. “With this moonstone violin of Scribe Nareene, I can give the
people of both lands courage. It will help me fight to win the Emtori Ruby.”


A tear slipped from Ysmena’s good eye, and the corners of
her mouth lifted into a slight grin. She ran her fingers along a length of the
wood to meet Raylene’s hand. “You are a friend I haven’t met. I sense that you
will be a great help to my people.” She returned her gaze to Lyra. “You’re
already on the path for my people. Take that wood from the World Tree to our
best bow maker, Partho. Ivri will lead you there. Partho will make the bow
needed to share your magic with our land. Then, be quick to collect the
remaining keystones.” She swallowed hard. “I wish I could take you there myself
to hear the first strains of Nareene’s song.”


Lyra caressed the Lady’s cheek, trying to be calm and strong
despite the emotions and worries whipping through her mind. So much depended
upon her, and she had no experience playing stringed instruments.


“Lyra, Partho will teach you the little you have yet to
learn—how to play,” Ysmena said softly. “Trust your power.”


“Then I promise to play loud enough that you will be able to
hear me.”


Tears met Lyra’s hand as Ysmena murmured, “The Alliance and
Silva Caliga have always stood together as allies. Save the Alliance; save
Silva Caliga.”


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Fifteen: The Woodsman’s Gift


 


 


When Lyra stepped outside of the aron tree, the first breath
of death fire smoke sent her into a coughing fit.


Ivri tugged at Lyra’s hand. “Come fast. The fires are
spreading deeper.”


“One moment,” Lyra said and placed a hand on the mighty
trunk. Ysmena’s signal prickled her skin, and Lyra closed her eyes,
concentrating on the sensation. She wanted to imprint the exact sensation of
the Lady of the Forest’s magic into her memory.


Again, Ivri urged the group to depart, and Lyra left the
tree while zipping the violin against her chest inside her jacket. Along with a
group of five other circutamina guides, the head keeper led the visitors,
snaking along another circuitous path underneath brush and saplings.


Forced to stoop or crawl, Lyra panted from exertion. At
least close to the ground, the cooler air held less smoke. But she fared worse.
Thorns snagged her braid and gouged her hands and cheeks.


Cries of magma drakes rumbled like thunder.


She shivered and forced her aching legs and arms to
continue. Crawling under cover like an ant, she felt small. The enormity of her
tasks weighted her limbs as though she dragged cement blocks. Fear of failure
clenched her stomach, more each time she drew a leg forward.


A comforting warmth hovered overhead—Draora carrying the
World Tree’s limb. “Lyra, let me shoulder some of your load. I can do it for a
short bit. We each have our weak moments.” The hem of her dark skirt draped
over Lyra’s back, its ghostly fabric passing through twigs and branches. At
first, overly warm and smothering, sweat beaded between her shoulder blades.
Then, a little at a time, it soaked up some of the downtrodden heaviness,
enough that she moved more freely.


Lyra pushed the skirt from her back and, with a smile,
nodded to the witch.


“I can take more,” the witch offered.


“Please help Cullen instead. He can’t recharge until we’re
in the Alliance,” Lyra replied, making a mental note to attempt to restore the
witch as soon as possible.


Draora dropped behind Lyra and performed the same procedure
on him.


Second in line after Ivri, Lyra struggled to follow the
keeper’s turns while repeatedly glancing back at Cullen.


When the witch finished, he met Lyra’s gaze, his blue eyes
glinting with renewed strength. “I’m indebted to you, Draora.”


His familiar coughed and whimpered, “Master, wait for Noba.”


During the next hour of tedious travel, the witch aided the
ailing pseudodragon and her granddaughters as well.


Kenzo declined help and sailed in front of Ivri. Lyra had
always trusted the directional sense of the circutamina in their homeland, but
worried now whether the smoke might have thrown them off. Their path looped
back and forth, and the owl might provide useful leadership.


Finally, Ivri popped her head out from the brush on a blazed
trail and scanned the sky. “It’s safe to travel here now.”


Commotion from the attack sounded farther away. Lyra stood
upright and arched the kinks from her back.


She wondered how Raylene remained bent over, checking Noba
and each of the circutamina for injuries.


Lyra joined Cullen and Vickie who stretched their legs. “I
didn’t know Draora had that ability, to take away the suffering of others. Did
you?” She tilted her head toward Vickie.


“Yep, both she and I are empaths. Ray too, in a different
way.” Her cousin faced Cullen. “I didn’t know if Great Aunt Draora’s talent
would work on you, you being fully magical.”


Cullen ran a hand through his hair. “It worked well. I
needed to recharge, and she helped a lot.”


“An empath.” Lyra smiled. “Is that why I always love your
hugs?”


Vickie shot a grin. “I don’t have the studied ways like
Raylene, since I’m busy with the kids. But I can do a thing or two.” She
glanced at Draora who rested on a low-hanging limb. “I need to go take some of
her load. She’s draggin’ a bit.” Vickie gently took hold of the witch’s stockinged
ankles and, with eyes closed, pressed a cheek against her grandmother’s knee.
Vickie’s eyes clamped tight as the negative energy passed from one to the
other.


At his perch above the ghost-witch, Kenzo ruffled his
feathers.


“Interesting,” Cullen remarked. “I’m not familiar with that
power. It could be performed through fascination, but that’s typically used to
interrogate or harm.”


“Maybe it’s a good thing I brought some new magic to show
folks here.” Lyra extended her aching calf muscles and arched her back.


Cullen rubbed her spine. “Compassion is always good.”


Lyra’s lower lip quivered. “Ysmena does have that magical
empathy. She has eased my troubles many times.” Lyra studied his eyes. “She
isn’t going to make it, is she?” Her voice lowered to a whisper that caught in
her throat with a croak. “I’m going to miss her.”


Cullen pulled her to his chest. “War isn’t fair.” He stroked
her hair and tucked loose ends into her braid, his fingers catching on
brambles.


Lyra pulled away and ran a hand down the length of the
braid. “What a mess. What a long day. I hope at the bow maker’s I can clean up
a bit.” Thinking through the hardships of their day, which began back in a
state park in Michigan, tiredness hit again.


“You’ll be able to rest at Partho’s,” Ivri said as she cut
between them. “It’s an easy hour hike on a good trail.” She clapped her tiny
hands. “Let’s get moving again. This way!” The lead keeper set off with a brisk
pace in an easterly course.


The walking did prove easier, and the farther they traveled,
the more normal the forest became. Birds darted and sang. Wildflowers bent
their heads and followed the visitors. Chipmunks chattered above their heads
and jumped from limb to limb after them.


Distant roars and crashes of falling trees faded behind a
chatty hum from nearby trees. A grove of hickories leaned over the path and
whistled a conversation among themselves.


Having bonded before with that species, Lyra picked out a
word or two—death fires, Scribe, Dark Realm—but with so many speaking at once,
she could only guess the full meaning. She caught up to Ivri who walked with
Raylene. “There’s a nervous energy among these trees. Are they worried the
death fires will come here?”


“The elders have frightened everyone. They remember
centuries back when the Dark Realm fought to take us over,” the head keeper
replied.


“The World Tree told us. We can’t let that happen again.”
Raylene twisted to face her cousin. “Lyra, you know these trees’ languages? Can
you teach me?”


“If there’s time while the bow is being made, I’ll teach you
how—”


“We keepers would be delighted to teach you.” Ivri beamed.
“Ahead! There,” she called to her guides and pointed to a small side path.
“Partho’s home is the aron tree on the left.”


The humming abruptly ceased, and surrounding trees bent in
the direction of the mighty aron which stood wide and tall like the one used as
a safe house for Ysmena.


Warbling birds zipped to low branches and twittered quietly.


Ivri strode to the open archway at the base of the flared
trunk. Rather than a boulder which formed a cover to the aron they had left,
wooden double doors with wrought iron hinges secured this entrance. She cupped
her hand to her mouth and bent low. “Partho, are you home?”


“Sakes alive, you don’t be needing to yell. I’m not deaf
yet.” A round face wearing a long white beard poked through the opening. The
keeper, remarkably spry for his appearance, bounded up steps to the forest
floor. Almost square in stature, his girth matched his height of thirty inches.
Dressed all in green, he looked so much like Lyra’s vision of a leprechaun, she
could not help but grin. A wide leather belt held his coarsely woven trousers
and tunic in place around his protruding belly. Dingy white hair curled beneath
his tweedy knit hat, and also grew between his leathery toes. “I heard the
scuttle in the air, talk about the great Scribe needing my skills. Straight
away, I set to work sharpening my tools.” He eyeballed Lyra and bowed.


Cullen and Lyra returned the gesture, with her cousins
following suit.


Ivri motioned to the guests. “Woodsman Partho, I present to
you: Scribe Lyra, Sire Drake, Sire Kenzo, and assistant Noba—all from the
Alliance territory. Also, please meet these grand visitors from the human world
who are relations of the Scribe: Raylene, Vickie, and their grandmother, the
ghost-witch, Draora.”


“Quite a remarkable lot. I’m honored.” Partho scratched
underneath a thin metal file tucked behind one pointy brown ear. “I’m covered
in metal dust. That means I’m ready to do your bidding, Scribe Lyra. What task
are you needing a lowly craftsman like me to do?”


Ivri smirked. “Don’t be fooled. Partho is known throughout
our land as the most skilled wood artisan. For good reason the Lady of the
Forest granted him this fine dwelling of a rare aron tree for his workshop.”


Keepers from the local area gathered in a circle around the
guests, their eyes wide and shining.


Raylene mingled among the circutamina, holding hands with
those who visibly trembled.


Lyra unzipped her jacket and presented the moonstone violin.
“This violin—”


“Ooh my!” The woodsman leaned closer, and his brown eyes
widened. He held out his hands. “May I?”


Lyra passed the violin to him, surprised to see him spend
more time examining sycamore wood than the powerful keystone embedded in the
front of its scrolled neck.


“Exceptional wood!”


“It’s sycamore,” Vickie replied.


“Indeed it is.” Partho’s eyes glittered like amber, then
darted back to the instrument. “But not just any sycamore. This is wood from a
portal tree.”


Pleased to have their guesses confirmed, Lyra exchanged
knowing grins with the others in her group.


“There’s enchantment in the lay of the grain, so smooth to
the touch, tight enough to last many lifetimes.” The artisan glanced at Lyra.
“Do you know how old this is?”


“It was made around the year fourteen hundred by Scribe
Nareene.”


Partho danced a few steps of a jig, and Lyra lurched
forward, ready to catch the violin in case it fell. “No worries. My hands are
careful to a fault,” he said, and his face lit with a smile that exposed a row
of square yellowed teeth. He leaned toward Draora and raised a bushy eyebrow.
“I see you’ve brought along a length of wood from our own portal, the mighty
World Tree, as old as this fiddle.”


Lyra touched the moonstone. “Playing enacts this keystone’s
power in the form of enchanted music—the nightingales’ song. I need to be able
to make this magic to bolster the people who must fight against the Dark Realm.
If I use a wood from Silva Caliga, folks from here will be included in its song
of courage and hope.”


“So my task is to create a bow from the wood of our World
Tree?”


Lyra nodded.


“Have you made bows before?” Cullen asked, stroking his
goatee.


The corners of Partho’s mouth curled, and all the keepers
behind the group chuckled. “Indeedy. Many. Circutamina are great fiddlers.
Sire, beg pardon but you should recall that from when I first laid eyes on you
at the equinox festival earlier this spring.”


“Yes. I do remember.” Cullen nodded with a smile. “Then,
proceed. Time is running out for people under attack.”


Partho waved the guests to follow into his workshop home.


Lyra and the others ducked to pass through the three-foot
entrance to access descending steps. However, once inside, the ceiling extended
far into the trunk, allowing them to stand. Shelves lined the upper walls, with
a spiral staircase providing access. They descended a dozen steps to the main
room of the underground dwelling. Although sized similar to the aron they
visited before, wide, hollow roots radiated in all directions. The smaller
roots provided space for work tops, while larger ones, joining the trunk with
four feet of width, housed bigger projects and tools. A single root held the
keeper’s simple cot, clothing rack, and reading nook, the only personal area.


“Make yourselves at home.” The woodsman motioned to Ivri.
“There’s a stack of pillows in that root for guests, if you’ll please help
while I set to work.”


Ivri and her helpers distributed pillows around the main room.
“The local keepers will soon bring a meal. We’ll rest here for the night while
Partho works.”


“I’m pooped,” Raylene announced and set off a round of
giggles among the keepers. She laughed and playfully pulled two of them onto a
stack of pillows with her, tickling them until the cheeks of their brown faces
glowed like spiced apples.


A line of circutamina filed down the steps. Each carried
some food, drink, or item of comfort for their guests. Two held steaming
tureens that wafted savory aromas of rosemary and thyme. Unsteady with the
large load, another brought a metal pitcher almost as tall as herself,
dribbling milk over the side. Others carried: loaves of fresh bread as big as
their torsos; bowls of nut salads; flagons of cider and ale; wooden bowls,
plates, and serving ware; wool blankets; stacks of hand-woven towels and thick
bars of brown soap.


Overwhelmed by their hospitality, Lyra rose from her cushion
and bowed. Her friends did the same.


After a satisfying meal, guests and guides took turns in small
groups bathing in the stream which ran fifty feet behind the aron tree. Ivri
accompanied the female visitors and led them to the bank of a deep pool.
“Partho is lucky to have a good source of water for his work. And we’re lucky
to enjoy it this evening. I’ll keep watch while you bathe.” She cut through
brush and stood on a high ridge, her back to them as she faced the direction of
the main trail.


Vickie eyed the water swirling with sparkling currents. “Do
you reckon this is safe?”


“These are kind folk here.” Raylene stooped and ran a hand
in the water. “It’s warm, like bath water.” A grin lit her face, and she peeled
out of her sweater coat and t-shirt. The pony print pajama bottoms fell to the
ground. She snaked out of camisole and panties, submerging her stick-straight
body into the water before her cousins removed their jackets and boots. After
dipping her head back to wet her hair, she let out a string of giggles.


“What’s so funny, Ray?” Vickie asked while tugging tight
jeans past her wide hips.


“The water’s fizzing, like some fancy champagne,” she
replied, muffling a few giggles between words.


Lyra unwound her braid and wriggled out of mud-crusted
jeans. She considered taking a few minutes to conjure the clothes clean but
couldn’t resist Raylene’s laughter. Lyra hurriedly rumpled them into a pile and
casually set a charm to work on the entire stack, as well as Raylene’s cast off
trail. Soap in hand, she stepped into the pool. The warm water bubbled around
her, and Lyra slipped down to her chin. The fizzing tickled her nose, and she
broke into a fit of giggles alongside Raylene.


Vickie undressed behind a bush, then stepped to the bank
wearing a towel. “Y’all cover your eyes, or I’m not coming in.” She turned her
back, dropped the towel, and quickly backed down the bank until covered to her
shoulders. “Oh! Ray, you weren’t telling no lie.” She twirled her arms through
the bubbly currents, her face lit with a wide smile.


Lyra shot a cleaning charm at Vickie’s pile of garments.


Raylene blew bubbles and tried to talk at the same time, her
voice garbled with pops and tweets like a robot from an old sixties movie.


Lyra laughed so hard, her side ached, and the bar of soap
slipped from her hand. She caught up to it floating at the far bank and turned
to get splashed with a face full of water.


Between giggles and splashing, the trio managed to wash, or
at least Lyra hoped the bubbles cleaned the spots she missed.


They got out of the water, and Lyra wrapped herself in the
coarse hand-woven towel. She remained at the bank finger-combing her hair,
while her cousins drifted away, engaged in constant chatter.


Lyra quickly dropped her towel and stepped into her panties
and jeans. Before she could reach for her top, warm hands brushed the bare skin
of her back and sides.


“Lucky me, to find you without your cousins,” Cullen
murmured in her ear as he slid his hands over her stomach and cupped her
breasts.


Lyra melted into him. “The water is wonderful. Too bad I was
sent to bathe earlier and not with you.”


“Join me and be twice as clean.” He nuzzled the side of her
neck.


“Sounds nice.” She leaned her head back against his
shoulder.


In the distance, her cousins along with squeaky-voiced
circutamina talked with a gravel-throated hemlock. Glad for their diversion,
she reached behind her and pulled the tie loose from Cullen’s tunic.


His fingers made quick work of unfastening her jeans.


She spun around and ran her hands up warm skin under his
tunic. Her lips met his as he folded her into a tight embrace, pressing her
bare breasts against his solid chest.


“Scribe Lyra!” Ivri’s tiny voice cut through the forest.


Lyra broke away from Cullen’s kiss but couldn’t seem to move
apart from the delicious feeling of their flesh pressed together.


“Scribe Lyra!” the keeper called ahead, then reached the
bank with a gasp. “Oh! I didn’t mean to intrude. Apologies. Artisan Partho has
some questions when you come back to the workshop.” She spun on her wide, flat
feet and scurried through the brush.


After another slow kiss, Lyra tore herself away and dressed.


 


***


Refreshed from a meal and bath, as Lyra wound her way back
to the aron tree, she searched for Draora and found her leaning against a
staircase railing high inside the workshop.


“Scribe Lyra.” Partho strode to meet her, spectacles resting
precariously at the tip of his nose. “I have a few simple questions to complete
my task.” He held the length of wood from the World Tree, now planed free of
bark and trimmed smaller. “Which arm do you favor? Do you know what length will
suit you?


“I’m right-handed, but I don’t know about length.”


He held the wood from the left side of her neck. “Extend
your left arm.” With a sharp fingernail, he marked the wood at the point of her
wrist. “Thank you. That is all.” Head down, studying the wood, he scuffled back
to a work counter in a large root.


Keepers darted quietly, assisting Partho.


Lyra picked her way through the chaos to the base of the
stairs and, carefully positioned her feet on the irregular treads. After she
wound twice around the trunk’s interior, she reached Draora.


Curled against the banister with legs dangling below the
open staircase, the witch exhaled loud, whistling snores.


Lyra sat on the step below and gently placed her hands on
the old woman’s knees. The energy of the massive burden she carried hit Lyra
square and hard, as if she walked into a wall. A thundering pulse pounded
against her skull. She swallowed and forced aura into her hands. She wished she
could be an empath and directly accept negative energy like her cousins.
Instead, she offered her only gift, some of her aura to strengthen the witch.
Watching for any sign of disturbance, Lyra proceeded slowly, dripping aura into
Draora. The snores came with the same gentle rhythm, and Lyra smiled at her
successful attempt.


Until sunset, local keepers played fiddles and drums outside
since Partho demanded silence in his workshop. When the last ray of light
dropped behind the tree line, the circutamina transformed into glowing orbs and
disappeared into their tree homes.


Lyra sighed and leaned into Cullen. “What a beautiful
sight—the forest lit with their twinkling lights. It’s hard to imagine the
dangers we left this morning that burned this peaceful place.”


He rubbed her shoulders. “Tomorrow, we have to find a way to
save Silva Caliga. Let’s get some rest now.”


She nodded and followed him as he led her into Partho’s
home. As they selected blankets, Lyra checked on her cousins.


Raylene draped an arm over two circutamina, like a young
girl taking her dollies to bed.


Vickie arranged a spot against Raylene’s back, while Noba
used Vickie’s soft hip as a pillow.


Cullen and Lyra snuggled together in a small root crevice.
Curled into his embrace, Lyra let the grinding and filing noises of Partho
working slip farther into the background.


 


***


A hand touched Lyra’s arm, but, in the darkness, she
couldn’t pick out a face. “Lyra. Wake up,” the voice of the woodsman whispered.
“Follow me outside.”


The chilly pre-dawn air drove the grogginess from Lyra, and
she accepted the violin and bow from Partho.


The woodsman scanned the skies overhead. “So dark. Only
keepers light this sky. Where is Silva Caliga’s protective haze? He choked on
his words. “The silver mist from the Lady of the Forest is missing.”  He
faced Lyra, then looked away. “I’ve failed. I’ve finished too late.”


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Sixteen: The Mourning Dirge


 


 


Lyra stooped to eye level with the woodsman and wrapped her
arms around him. Lost without the kind, Lady of the Forest, Lyra let her sobs spill
into the stillness of the night. It seemed like only she and Partho realized
the passing.


The trees and their keepers remained still, the only noise a
soft buzzing of sleep.


She cried until a tear from Partho hit her cheek. She paused
and used clairvoyance to read his emotions. Her heart opened with compassion
for his pain. “No. You aren’t too late. And neither am I. Together we can save
the folk of this land—what I promised Lady Ysmena.”


He slumped onto a large rock and bowed his head. “What more
can I do? I’ll gladly help you if I can.”


Lyra lifted the violin, and Partho handed her the new bow.
“I need you to teach me how to play.”


“Any circutamina can teach you to play a fiddle. You don’t
need me for that.” He buried his head in his hands. The knit cap fell to the
ground, and his white hair shined in the dim light.


“Yes, I do.” She picked up his cap and handed it to him. “I
need to know how to unlock the magic in this bow in order to save Silva Caliga.
Only you know the ways of this wood.”


The artisan straightened his posture. He pulled the hat low
onto his forehead and nodded. “Wood from the World Tree is special—from the
oldest ash. When you sweep this bow across the strings, you must look to the
stars to unlock all the magic. That is because ash wood connects to astral
realms, a doorway to the stars.” He tilted his head and studied her. “What is
your birthmate star?”


“It is Hamal of Aries.”


“Why then do you possess the Staurolite? It’s not aligned
with fire alone.”


Lyra kneeled on the ground in front of him. “Each of the
Scribe’s before me was destined to find one of the keystones from the
Alliance’s Elementum Arcesso. Those stones each correspond to an element of
nature: fire, water, air, earth. When those Scribes died, their energies
transferred to the fire stars which were their birthmate stars. From those
stars, I gained their energies and associations with those keystones. That’s
how I’m aligned with all four elements like the Staurolite.”


Partho dropped to his knees and bowed low. “You own the power
of quintessence,” he whispered. “I see why Lady Ysmena requested your promise.
I believe you can save us.” He sputtered and rolled back on his haunches. “Ash
wood from the World Tree is aligned with all four elements. Only one who
possesses quintessence can unlock all dimensions of its magic.”


“Amazing.” Lyra shook her head. “I wonder if the World Tree
knew that when he gave his limb?”


“I don’t doubt that. He’s our wisest tree.” With a smile,
Partho held out his hands. “I’d be honored to teach you how to play. Let me
show you first.”


Lyra handed him the violin and bow.


He positioned the violin on his small shoulder. His beard
filled the extra space on the rest depression around his small chin. He pulled
the bow across the strings. His thick digits maneuvered with surprising
dexterity along the fingerboard. He played a solemn dirge, the notes dripping
with melancholy. The instrument rang clear and loud, sounding throughout the
forest. His song awakened the trees and their keepers.


Kenzo stirred from his perch in the aron tree, and flew down
to a branch near the pair.


Many keepers sang along, while others broke into sobs. The
music reverberated through the woods. No breeze disturbed their mourning. When
the song ended, the forest folk sustained a minute of silence, broken by Partho
handing the instrument to Lyra.


“Now, it’s your turn. Play this fiddle with your heart, not
your fingers.” He nodded. “Bring us the hope we need.”


Lyra positioned the violin along her left shoulder and
turned her head to cup the rest with her chin. She lightly grasped the frog of
the new bow with her right fingertips.


“Hold a second.” Partho lifted the elbow and back of her
wrist on the bow arm. “Now, play.”


She took a deep breath and straightened her spine. Aura
pulsated along her skin. She worried she wouldn’t be able to elicit the ancient
magic. After taking time to loosen and relax her tightened hands, she touched
the bow’s hair to the violin strings.


Partho nodded again.


Moving the bow slowly, a tremendous, fluid note erupted from
the instrument. Clear and lovely, it echoed through the trees.


Keepers gasped from their stations on high branches. Some
moved to the ends of those limbs to be nearer, while others climbed down and
congregated around the base of the aron tree.


Lyra rolled her eyes upward to the clear sky, seeking
inspiration from the stars. She found no sign, no direction about how to unlock
the magic in the violin. Perspiration beaded along her upper lip and the nape
of her neck. The one beautiful note dimmed. With hundreds of ears listening,
the violin fell silent. She considered playing any melody she could remember
from pop music to fill the silence but knew that wouldn’t be from her heart.
Cold sweat covered her palms. She loosened the violin and prepared to look into
expectant, disappointed faces.


Her fingers slid up the neck and over the moonstone. An
image of Nareene flooded her mind. Holding that visualization, she realigned
the instrument and lifted the bow. Face tilted skyward and eyes closed tight,
she clung to her connection with the violin’s original owner and played. A tune
she’d never heard spilled from within her. Notes flowed one into the next,
harmonized by warbles from nearby birds.


As the melody repeated, keepers hummed along.


Members of Lyra’s group spilled from the aron tree.


When the final note glided far into the distance, Lyra
lowered her bow and opened her eyes. She eagerly scanned faces of the forest
folk.


Kenzo let out a loud hoot and circled the tree with Noba
squawking and tagging along.


Song birds flitted away, carrying her melody in all
directions. Keepers and trees alike leaned toward her with open arms and limbs.
Bittersweet expressions covered many faces—tears mixed with smiles. The
twinkling in their eyes showed the love and hope in their hearts.


Cullen wrapped an arm around Lyra’s shoulder.


Vickie hugged Raylene, both with happy tears streaming down
their cheeks.


“That’s some fine magic, Lyra dear,” Draora said from her
seat on a boulder.


Lyra’s heart swelled. “I found the nightingales’ song,” she
whispered to Partho.


“You certainly did.” A wide smile lifted his beard and his
lids crinkled around damp eyes. He patted her knee. “I’m glad to have been your
teacher.”


“Thank you so very much for your incredible bow and help.”
She stroked a hand over the top of his head.


“Well done, both of you.” Ivri wormed into the middle of the
circle. “Dawn will be coming soon. We guides must take you out of Silva Caliga
to help your own people.”


Lyra faced Cullen. “I expect dragon travel will be unsafe
with all the attacks here.”


“Definitely.” Cullen rubbed her back. “We must leave on
foot. Ivri, what is the safest way to the Alliance? By way of the Sea of
Cogadh?”


“Oh no, Sire. The sea is a hotbed of drakes hissing among
evil serpents. No one dares even attempt the shoreline.” The head keeper
glanced at her helper guides. “From what I know, there is no safe way to the
Alliance from the east or north…unless I’m mistaken.” She paused, and the
others stood silent.


“The far western or southern borders of the Alliance, which
are least inhabited, would be the safest, then.” Cullen shifted his weight.
“That means we’ll need to traverse the Dark Realm into Cerid’s Crux on the
west.”


“Go into the Dark Realm?” Kenzo blurted. “Are you sure, Master?”


“It will be dangerous, but—”


“There won’t be any battles going on there,” Lyra quickly
added. “The fighting is in lands the Dark Realm wants to overtake.”


“Cerid’s Crux was our next stop to find the Emtori Ruby. Can
we continue without resting in the Imperial Lair?” Cullen asked her.


She swallowed hard. “Cranewort told me to return as soon as
possible because of the increased Dark Realm attacks. We aren’t much help to
them without the keystones. I’d wanted to check with the Guardians in case they
had some useful new knowledge about the keystones or Kessa. I guess I can go on
without their help…but what about your strength? You need to recharge your
power on the magnetics.”


He nodded. “I do. But the magnetic pole of the Alliance
connects to the opposite pole in the Dark Realm’s lair. You remember the ley
line connectors helped us locate the black lair when we traveled there? I think
I can use those.”


“Noba is good at following ley lines,” the pseudodragon
piped up and swooped down to Cullen’s feet. “Noba can help Master.”


“Will a ley line have enough energy for you to repower?”
Lyra asked Cullen while rubbing the little dragon’s ear.


“Since we’ll travel from east to west, we’ll cross many. I
can take energy from each we pass.”


Lyra raised an eyebrow, and he replied with a confident nod
that didn’t completely convince her. “Let’s hope that works. We don’t have any
other good choices.”


“In the dangerous regions, we can travel through the network
of rowan roots and stay out of sight,” Ivri suggested.


“Yes. Kenzo and I used the rowan roots to pass under much of
the Dark Realm.” Lyra looked up at Kenzo.


The owl sailed down to Cullen’s outstretched wristlet. “Good
idea, unless those roots have been burned.”


“Again, it’s the best idea we have.” Lyra scanned her group.
“Prepare to leave in thirty minutes. I’ll transmit a message to Cranewort of
our change in plans.”


At her word, everyone scrambled. Local keepers brought more
food and gourds filled with water, both to serve the travelers and to pack for
the journey. They outfitted the visitors with burlap packs.


Lyra gladly accepted one and stored her precious cargo of
the violin and bow as a message reached her from Cranewort, Use extreme
caution. The Imperial Dragon has detected unusual energy shifts along ley lines
coming from the Dark Realm, patterns not like the Black Dragon’s.


 


***


Lyra’s group, led by Ivri and the other guides, traversed
diagonally across the heartland of Silva Caliga. They reached the southwestern
region of the land as the turquoise of Dragonspeir sunrise tinted the horizon
behind them.


“Smoke from death fires fills the air ahead.” Ivri pointed
out the puffs of black smoke. “We must travel underground through the
connecting rowan roots now.” Aside to one of the guides, she asked, “Folt,
you’re homeland is near. Where is the easiest connector?”


“Down the side trail at the next junction,” he replied.
“I’ll lead the way.”


The slight, young male circutamina, with a beard of only
white fuzz, led them swiftly to a large rock at the base of a rowan tree.


Lyra placed her hand on the trunk of the old tree and sent a
silent communication. Tell me, kind rowan, do you know what lies ahead on
the underground trail to the southwest?


In the direction of the Dark Realm? Why would any kind
soul wish to travel there? The tree shook his twigs.


We need to pass into Cerid’s Crux to the far west.


Then know that our roots have been badly burned at the
Dark Realm border. You will need to rise up and travel south to reconnect once
again to us. May you have a safe journey.


Lyra patted his trunk. Thank you.


“I’m grateful for the rowan’s advice,” Ivri said as she and
Cullen waited for Lyra at the entrance to the tunnel. The others formed a
single-file line where the root leveled and widened.


One of the front guides transformed into her glowing form to
light their way. Still, sharp turns, cracks, and bumps in the floor made
walking treacherous, and the visitors clung to each other for balance.


The circutaminas’ wide feet with clawed toes easily griped
the uneven path. The guides spread themselves among the group, bracing their
taller guests as best they could with their short arms.


Kenzo and Noba fared the worst, unable to fly in the tight
space and not adept at walking even under ideal conditions.


Lyra and Cullen took turns carrying each.


After what seemed like an hour, Folt, who took the lead, ran
back to them. “The tunnel has collapsed ahead. We must surface at the next exit
hole which lies twenty feet on.”


At the passage, he bounded up the crude steps dug in the
earth with Ivri close behind.


Cullen followed, holding tight to Lyra’s hand. Thick smoke
set them into coughing fits, and they stumbled over the opening to the forest.


Ivri grasped Lyra’s hand. “Form a chain so we don’t lose
anyone. It’s not far, but this smoke is bad.”


She gripped Cullen’s hand tighter and relayed the message.


Their chain snaked around dozens of charred trunks,
smoldering stubs with their tops crumbled on the forest floor.


Occasional whimpers sounded from dying hemlocks, ashes,
rowans, and hickories—species Lyra had connected with before. Once or twice,
she thought she heard garbled cries from dying keepers who chose to remain with
his or her tree. She pulled on Ivri’s hand. “Is there anything we can do for
them?”


The lead keeper looked over her shoulder at Lyra. “I hear
them too and wish the same, but we cannot. There is no time. Smoke this thick
will kill us if we stay.”


A few minutes later, the guides led the group down into the
safety of another tunnel. Once their eyes adjusted to the dim light, they moved
onward.


Although in cleaner air below ground, Lyra’s lungs and
throat still burned, and her eyes watered. She trudged forward.


Noba lay weak and quiet in her arms.


They all dragged onward, even the guides.


After another hour walk, Folt discovered another impasse.
“This is not due to fire. The tunnel has been destroyed purposely, although the
damage is old with moss. Take extra care when surfacing.”


Cullen shielded Lyra as she rose. He drew his staff but
remained connected to her.


She did the same and scanned the area, air to ground. No
dragons or immediate danger moved.  They stood on a high ridge. To the
east lay charred remains of Silva Caliga, the first grounds that the drakes had
burned. On the western side, under tall, dense trees, the forest floor lay
barren of growth because insufficient light seeped through the dense canopy.
The rotting stench of evil made her wrinkle her nose. “Silva Nocens—the evil
forest,” she whispered and glanced over her shoulder at her cousins. “Stay
close to us with Draora above you.”


“Kenzo, scout around briefly for hidden dangers,” Cullen
directed his owl who immediately lifted off from his master’s wristlet. The
wizard tipped his head to see Noba asleep in Lyra’s arms and reached a hand
over to monitor the pseudodragon’s health. “His pulse is extremely slow. He
needs some water and fresh air.”


“No smoke, but this air isn’t exactly fresh,” she replied.


He nodded. “Let’s hope we aren’t here long.”


Ivri lifted a gourd and removed the stopper. “Here’s water
for him,” she whispered and waved to her helpers. “Offer water. They suffer
from the smoke.”


The guides passed water gourds to all.


“Look!” Ivri clasped a hand to her forehead and pointed with
the other. “Death fires are licking our sky.”


Lyra followed her extended hand. Black fire rose up to the
top of the tallest tree she could see. Her body froze, not believing what she
saw.


Hundreds of magma drakes, mere specks in the distance,
blasted one side of the tree with their fire.


The mightiest ash, the World Tree, at least eight hundred
years old, toppled into their thick, evil smoke.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Seventeen: Poisonous Blades


 


 


Lyra clasped a hand to her heart.


Ivri, Folt, and the other guides huddled together, and
Raylene encircled as much of the group as she could reach.


“Silva Caliga has fallen.” Cullen’s gaze darted in all
directions. “We’re in extreme danger now.” He planted his staff, his blue aura
flickering at its apex.


Lyra gently set Noba on his feet, and he leaned against her
leg. She removed the violin from the sack and lifted it to her shoulder.


“Wait.” Cullen held up a finger. “Not until we’re ready to
move onward. The sound might draw unwanted attention.” He faced Ivri. “Does
this change how we should travel to Cerid’s Crux from here?”


The head keeper trembled from the white, hairy fuzz at the
tips of her ears to her ankles, wobbling in their sockets. Red veins bulged
from the whites of her eyes. “I’d originally planned to leave you in Folt’s
care. But it’s my responsibility,” her voice broke into a croak, “to serve my
people best I can. While they desperately need me at home for guidance, the
only way I know to help bring real peace is to get Scribe Lyra to Cerid’s
Crux.” She glanced at the other guides. “You are Silva Caliga’s best trackers,
knowing all routes of travel through our land. Some of you must return and lead
our people out of harm. Who among you choose to return and who will accompany
me? You know where you should serve.”


Without hesitation, Folt broke free of the circle and bowed
before Lyra. “I’m more skilled than most at travel through the Dark Realm’s
forest. I will serve the Scribe.”


The other four shuffled and whispered among themselves. One thin
male patted the shoulder of a female beside him, then met Ivri’s gaze. “No one
knows the northern and eastern corridors of our homeland better than us two.
That is where we need to guide the keepers to safety.”


Ivri nodded. “A wise decision.”


Another tore his gaze from the ground, eyes damp. “I choose
to return to the area I know well, the war lands along the death fires. I can
direct those run out of their homes.”


“See that you keep yourself safe too, Derth.” Ivri clapped
his arm.


The last, a slight female, stepped forward. “I’m from the
southern border along the Sea of Cogadh. That’s where I can help most.”


“My guides have chosen well. Our people will find rays of
hope at each border.” Ivri swallowed hard and extended a shaky hand. “I hope we
meet again under a new World Tree.”


The other five circutamina layered their hands over hers.


Lyra drew Partho’s bow across the moonstone violin, softly
bringing forth a quiet note.


Although nothing stirred in Silva Nocens, the twigs at the
forest floor of Silva Caliga extended as if trying to catch the note. They bent
low and passed the sound along, keeping it true and clear while it wafted
through the charred forest.


Her heart swelled, and she plucked a simple melody, watching
as it danced over the tops of whatever vegetation remained in the war-torn
land.


Moments later, from high in the top crag of a blackened
trunk, a warble replied with a trill so lovely that Lyra almost stopped playing
to listen.


Ivri grabbed Lyra’s arm and pointed at the bird.


Slightly larger than a robin, with a drab brown back and
buff belly, only the ethereal call labeled it as remarkable. The bird circled
above Lyra twice before flying high over the canopy of Silva Caliga.


Kenzo saluted the songbird with an extended wing tip.


“A nightingale has now heard your song.” Ivri placed her
palms together at her heart. “A sign of hope.”


Lyra nodded and packed the violin. “The magic of the
nightingale’s song.”


“We must go.” As he turned away from the smoldering border,
Cullen dropped a hand that shielded his brow. “The drakes sail higher. They may
have heard.”


After a round of hasty, tearful goodbyes, the group
separated.


“This way.” Folt turned the brim of his brown cap to the
back of his head and squinted into the dimly lit forest of the Dark Realm. His
knees shook the worn olive drab canvas of his pants. “Rowan roots run primarily
east and west. Stay close to any tree for cover until we find an operable rowan
tunnel.”


Looking over her shoulder at the four returning circutamina,
Raylene stumbled into Vickie. “Sure do wish I could go with those brave little
souls. My heart goes out to them.”


From the rear of their group, Ivri steadied Raylene’s
balance, and Vickie grabbed her by the elbow. “You’re staying with us, you
hear. We need you to help bolster family magic.”


Draora floated above the pair, so close that the toes of her
boots grazed their heads. “You’re darned right, Vickie. Keep that girl in line.
Looks like we’re in for hard times ahead.”


Lyra shouldered her sack, prepared her staff, and glanced
back at her relations, glad for their support. She fell in step next to Cullen
who kept an eye on Noba, now revived and flying at his other side.


Folt placed his wide, bare feet carefully around fallen
branches to be as quiet as possible. Silently, he directed them past hazards.
Their footfall sounded loud in the eerie stillness of the evil forest. Nothing
moved, not a twig, leaf, or bird. With the openness of the border behind them,
the dense canopy closed in. Unaccustomed to the darkness, they often reached
for each other’s arms. Folt paused at a large tree and scanned ahead. “We must
find a tunnel entrance. Come quickly,” he urged with a breathy whisper and
scampered onward.


“Puke! What is that smell?” Vickie tapped Lyra on the back.


“Evil. It always reeks here,” Lyra replied.


“No doubt,” Raylene added, still tight to Vickie’s side.


Folt cut to the south, and Lyra couldn’t help but scan for
breaks in the forest that might allow a view of the Steppe of Ora, the miles
wide plain between the Dark Realm and the Alliance. She glanced at Cullen and
found his eyes fixed on same direction. She desperately needed a glimpse of the
Imperial lair rising majestically from the heights of its rocky plateau. To
know it still stood solid and secure meant everything.


Finally, their guide paused and gathered the group behind a
wide trunk while he surveyed various trees.


Lyra peered around the edge with Cullen’s chest pressed to
her back. “There! The lair. I see it through those trees,” she said in an
excited whisper and motioned to her cousins. “There’s the Imperial lair where
the four Guardians of the Alliance govern the collective. That’s our land and
the people we’re fighting for.”


“My heavens!” Draora burst. “Brigid told me such tales about
that place. I never reckoned it’d be as grand as all of her ramblings.”


“It’s beautiful. All those towers with dragons flying around
them,” Vickie replied. “Like a fairytale.”


Cullen leaned past Lyra. “None of those dragons are blue
sentries. What’s happening? Is the lair under heavy fire without fighting
back?”


“I don’t see any damage to the castle walls or towers,” Lyra
added.


“The Guardians’ wards are protecting the structure…but that
doesn’t tell us about our residents.” He hissed a slow sigh from between his
teeth. “I wish we could know more.”


“We’d be killed after our first step onto the plain. The sky
is covered.” She tried in vain to find a squadron of blues. “I’ve never seen so
many drakes and ice dragons.”


“Me neither. Swarms.” He clamped a hand to her shoulder.


“Let’s just hope they stay out there and don’t come into
their forest.” Lyra entwined her fingers in his at her shoulder.


“Chances are best that they fly over us to the Dark lair.”


 She nodded. “Our only hope.”


When Cullen pulled away, Draora’s trail of magic ensnared
him at his waist. He let out a gasp and fell to his hands and knees.


“Oh, pardon me!” The witch recoiled the vapors flowing from
her skirt hem. “I didn’t realize that’d happened. Dear me.”


“As long as that can protect us from evil, it’s fine.”
Cullen dusted off his hands and stood. “Hopefully, it confuses our enemies.” He
examined residue from the ground that remained on his palms and gave it a
sniff. “Green dragon slime.”


Lyra’s gaze followed him. “How fresh?”


“Fresh enough, but the air doesn’t have any chlorine odors.”


“I sense a low vibration of evil energy.” Lyra scanned the
tree tops. “But I can’t pinpoint the source.”


Ivri shuddered and conferred with her partner.


Folt pointed to the west. “There’s a spindly rowan ahead
about a hundred yards. I don’t know if its roots are mature enough for
tunnels.” He sprinted out, and the rest ran after him.


At the tree’s base, he crawled on hands and knees and
scratched at the soil. “All solid. No luck.”


A rustling noise from above caused Lyra to look up.


Suddenly, a trio of ten-foot tall half-dragons glided on
black, feathered wings to surround them. The creatures landed deftly on sturdy
human legs, balanced by thick serpent tails which protruded from their
hindquarters. Their upper torsos resembled various forms.


“Dracura!” Cullen yelled and waved his staff while he
side-stepped to contact Lyra.


Raylene’s screams soon became muffled against Vickie’s
shoulder and their grandmother’s diaphanous film.


One dracura flicked a forked tongue from its oversized head.
Covered with no skin or scales, the sinews of its muscles and tendons lay
exposed. As it tasted their scent, corners of its mouth curled and dripped
black drool. Red eyes glowed wickedly, set between two stumpy horns. With no
neck and a humped back, the beast hunched. It tilted at the shoulders and
grunted a communication to its partners.


The other two possessed similar thick human-like arms and
legs. No less hideous, their giant frog-like heads featured four pairs of eyes
and gaping mouths lined with pointed teeth.


The hunchback nodded to the pair of frog dracura, and the
trio closed in. That action seemed to signal a host of previously silent
watchers in the forest. Odd gulps, pops, and garbled tweets sounded from every
direction.


Lyra fired a golden bolt off her staff that scattered across
the frogmen’s torsos and sent them a few steps backward, doubled over.


While she repowered her sapphire, Cullen latched onto a
quantity of her aura and delivered a square shot at the hunchback’s forehead.


The beast moaned and clutched its head.


Hand in hand, Lyra and Cullen maneuvered, placing themselves
between the rest of their group and the attackers.


The hunchback dropped its arms, and black ooze ran down its
forehead from the strike. The dracura released a wicked snarl that split the
quiet of the forest.


“Cullen, watch out!” Vickie cried as the frogmen unfurled
tongues several yards long in their direction.


Lyra fired at the tongue snaking toward Noba. Her shot
incinerated the pink tip and left its owner yelping in retreat.


Cullen misfired when the hunchback plowed into his side.


Not wanting to break Cullen’s connection to her aura, Lyra
held tight to his hand. The blow threw them away from those they protected.


The second approaching tongue latched onto Cullen’s staff
and yanked it from his hand.


Alerted by the hunchback’s cry, the forest sprang into
action. Black snakes rose from the leaf litter around the defenseless group.
Hissing from coiled hoods, the reptiles slithered closer into a tight circle.


“Kundar blades!” Folt shoved the others behind him. “Their
saliva can kill without any bite.”


Lyra lacked any aim at the snakes that wouldn’t harm her
family or guides. She clenched her staff but stood helpless. She nodded to
Kenzo and Noba in the tree above, then turned and blasted the tongue hauling
Cullen’s staff away.


The tiger owl dropped, talons extended into a clutch of
three blades.


The snakes hissed and arched backward, fangs exposed and
dripping, then struck with vigor.


Noba slashed his tail barb and cut their flared hoods, which
sent the trio submerging into the forest floor.


More blades hissed louder behind Lyra, while the hunchback
lurked closer to the abandoned staff, draping his hulk lower until his clawed
hands dragged the ground. She feared that additional snakes would overwhelm
Noba and Kenzo. Without taking time to aim properly, she fired at the hunched
dracura. Her laser burned both his arm and Cullen’s staff; the dracura’s
tendons charred on contact, while the metal shaft glowed molten red.


The injured beast flew onto a low branch, holding its
incinerated limb.


Spurred on by cries from their wounded leader, the frogmen
tucked their bleeding tongues into their mouths and rallied for another attack.


Lyra spun around to assess dangers and found hundreds of
blades slithering at the tree’s base.


Cullen placed his hands below Lyra’s on the staff and added
his own aura to tighten her less-than-perfect aim. Together, they wiped out
dozens of snakes with a single laser sweep.


Lyra glanced over her shoulder at the frogmen and wondered
what evil they could do without their tongues.


The angry gleam in their black eyes commanded her attention,
and she pulled Cullen with her to face them.


Using her power, he coaxed his staff along the ground to
their feet.


From the far side of the rowan tree, a small female voice
called, “Here! Come down here.”


“The passage is too small. We won’t fit,” Folt’s voice
replied and a chaos of scratching and hissing ensued.


Noba flew into Lyra’s peripheral vision, still bravely attacking
snakes with his tail.


Cullen glanced behind them. “The others are going down a
tunnel. We need to follow.” Step by step, he guided her while she waved her
staff’s golden orb at the advancing dracura.


The dead body of a snake smooshed under the heel of her
boot, and she signaled Noba to join them. Only she, Cullen, and Noba remained
above the tunnel.


“Lyra, you go first.” Cullen steadied her elbow.


“No, you go first, but hold onto me in case I need your sharp
aim.” She shook her arm free from Cullen, but pressed her hip against his.
“Noba, come here next to me. You and I must go last, or those snakes will
follow us.”


Tail forward, the pseudodragon worked his way backward
against her shins while nudging his master’s staff between her feet, then
tipped it into the hole.


Following a wide swath of fire from Lyra, the trio crawled
down the tight entrance.


Two blades lunged after them.


Noba hissed and, with a single draw, severed their heads.


Cullen’s fingers dug into Lyra’s arm, and he shot a
powerball from his other hand that sealed the entrance.


Lyra slunk against a tunnel wall and took a deep breath,
grateful for whatever safety their new position could provide.


Above, the menacing cries circled from avril birds—scouts
for the Black Dragon.


“We made it just in time,” Lyra said with a sigh. “Those
birds would have sampled our auras and identified us to the Dark Realm.” She
squinted to see into the depths of the tunnel and lit a soft glow in the orb of
her staff. “Rona, is that you?”


“Yes. It is I, Scribe Lyra.” A keeper a head shorter than
Ivri squirmed past Vickie’s wide hip. “I’m humbled to be able to serve you
again.”


Lyra smiled and clasped one of the keeper’s dirty brown
hands. “We need to get far west to Cerid’s Crux. Is your rowan network open?”


From under a fringe of matted, brown hair, Rona’s black
pupils glinted. “Times are hard, but my dear friend Folt and I will see you
there. Give just a bit of time here to smooth a tight spot.” She spun on a
calloused bare heel and maneuvered to the head of the passage.


In the narrow tunnel, Vickie, Raylene, and the circutamina
dug and scratched at the soil with stones to make it passable. While adjusting
her position, the younger cousin arched a brow at Lyra. “Did any of those
snakes get in?”


“Not that I’ve seen. Noba made quick work of killing them.”
Lyra patted the familiar’s shoulder. “I’m glad you’re feeling better.”


“Noba is good now. Will stay on the lookout for snakes.” He
set to work scanning crevices.


Cullen appeared beside Lyra. “Kenzo was injured by the
blades. You need to heal him.”


She brought the light of her staff closer.


The owl extended a wing, its terminal feathers dark and
crinkled with caustic venom.


Lyra passed her hand over top, careful not to contact the
contamination. Much of the oily stain dissipated into the air but a shiny gray
patch remained. She repeated the procedure with limited success. “Hmm.
Stubborn.”


Above them, a loud thud sounded. The earth groaned and
cracked, and pebbles rained down


“The Dracura are trying to collapse the tunnel,” Rona
whispered in an urgent tone. “We need to move on.”


Kenzo shifted his weight from side to side. “I feel somewhat
better. The dizziness is leaving. Just trim the tips of those three feathers.”


Lyra stared at his face. “Are you sure? Will you be able to
fly all right? We depend on you.”


“My assistant is talented in adapting his flight.” Cullen
took a break from digging and inspected the damage. “Do as he directs. We don’t
have time to spare.”


“At least for a few hours you won’t need to fly.” Using a
finger lit with her aura, Lyra lasered off the damaged barbules.


“I hate these tunnels,” Kenzo spat.


Ivri leaned against a rocky wall and wiped the back of her
hand across her forehead to push damp, white strands from her eyes.


“Come now!” Rona called. “Better to go deep, away from the
evil fumes near the surface.”


“I think we can pass now.” Ivri nodded at Cullen and pushed
herself off.


They formed a single file line with Rona and Folt in the lead,
Ivri taking up the rear. Tighter than tunnels in Silva Caliga, they jostled and
twisted for what seemed more than an hour. Only Draora moved with ease, her
translucent form flowing around obstacles. Liquid dripped from the ceiling.
Dampness made the air close, and sounds of their panting echoed off the walls.


Noba darted from front to back, alert and checking for his
targets.


At one point Rona stopped at a collapsed passageway. “Before
we give up and surface, let me try something. “ She scratched the sidewalls
with her claw-like fingernails, then plastered one of her huge, pointed ears
against the surface. Moments later, a grin lit her face. “She answered.” Rona
scratched some code language in reply. “We’ve tried to make this work since
wartimes started.” She listened again, then jumped and squirmed between the
others to head them back and take a fork in the path.


She and her keeper mates repeated this system several times
and managed to keep the group safely underground so long that Lyra’s lower back
ached to walk upright.


Despite the hardships, Raylene remained in good spirits
while learning Rona’s communication skills, but Vickie staggered with her hands
braced against her spine.


“Stop here!” Cullen called. “I sense a magnetic ley line. I
need to take a break here.” He slumped to a seated position and rested his head
against the wall.


Lyra raised more light from her staff. Along a three-foot
wide vein, spines of shiny black rock reflected. Blue and red inclusions also
dotted the ley line, revealing energy networks of both the Alliance and Dark
Realm.


Vickie drooped onto her knees and arched her back with a
moan. “How much longer? This is killing me.”


Draora floated behind and massaged ghostly hands into her
grandniece’s deep muscles for several minutes.


“I’m not from this far west. Let me talk to the walls,” Rona
replied.


“Let me give it a try now.” Raylene rushed to beat her to
the side. She flipped her hair behind her shoulders and sent a series of taps
and scrapes.


Folt tapped his cap with a long finger. “I’ve made the trip
a few times before. Seems like we’re not too far.”


Ivri inhaled deeply and rolled her shoulders down her back.
“Less evil here, if that’s a clue.”


After Vickie relaxed, Draora floated into the path of the
ley line. In the magnetism, her vapors shredded into threads, and she let out a
shrill choking giggle.


Gaze riveted on the witch’s contortions, Lyra took a seat
beside Cullen. “I hope she’s safe.”


He shook his head, mouth hanging open.


Draora bolted from the vein and zipped back and forth along
the tunnel. “I smell something new. Not putrid evil, but a rusty odor—the
tarnish of old metal. It’s stronger on ahead.”


Noba spun around, waving his tail’s barb. “More snakes?”


“Does Cerid’s Crux have a typical smell?” Ivri asked Folt.


His brows lifted. “No. The desert air is dry and won’t hold
much.”


Draora’s high chortle drifted down a side path. A thin film
of her vapor trail hung behind like a sort of lifeline.


From where Raylene pressed an ear to the wall, she
exclaimed, “Wow! I heard the reply.” She scrambled to her feet and pointed in
the direction of her grandmother. “This way out.”


Kenzo curled his chopped wingtip and took off in a half-run,
half flight after the pair of witches.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Eighteen: Cerid’s Crux


 


 


Lyra sprang to her feet and looked at Cullen who pushed up
to join her. “Did you gain some power?”


He straightened and gave her a grin. “Yes, a bit. I can feel
a difference, enough to get me through the next battle anyway. There should be
at least one or two ley lines we’ll cross in the desert which I can use too.”
He nodded in the direction of the echoing hollers. “What’s going on?”


Her brows rose. “No idea. I don’t understand Draora’s
magic.”


They wound their way along the narrow root tunnel at the
back of the group now gathered at a new blockade.


“This dead ends into sand.” Folt pressed a hand into the
soft wall. “Not forest loam.” He drew back and rammed a shoulder against it.
The material instantly gave way, and he fell through. Against a blinding light,
his dark silhouette dropped out of sight.


Ivri gasped and ran to the opening, hands shielding her
eyes. Along with Rona, she peered over the edge, then called back, “Lyra,
Cullen, come quick!”


Lyra kneeled between the two keepers, arms spread wide to
prevent others from falling.


Cullen held her shoulders.


Draora passed through them and floated beyond the drop off.


The passage opened onto a treeless, rocky ravine. A hundred
feet below, a river slowed into a wide channel. Lyra strained against the
bright sunlight to scan the wall and water beneath for any sign of the keeper’s
tiny body. The dry heat beat down on her head, and sweat trickled along the
nape of her neck. A lump of white hair and olive drab rose to the surface. She
pointed. “I see him!”


Kenzo spread his wings and accelerated into a straight
descent before leveling to hover at the surface. His great wings fanned Folt.
Sparks rained from the ends of his feathers onto the keeper’s body.


Lyra grounded her kneeling posture. “Hold me while I try to
lift him.”


More hands than she could count clamped onto her shoulders,
waist, and legs.


She twirled her staff until the orb radiated golden aura,
gave it mental guidance to encircle the keeper, then fired while opening her
other palm. The mass spilled like an amber waterfall, covering not only Folt,
but a wider area than she’d anticipated. Upon impact, the water turned an
opalescent orange. It reminded her of the strange oily nature of the Sea of
Cogadh where good and evil mixed. She curled the fingers of her open hand, and
the colored patch of water tightened around the keeper who remained a lifeless
mass. Too afraid to wonder if he’d died, she lifted her cupped hand above her
head. The mass slowly detached from the surface and began to pull together
underneath the keeper’s body. Then, suddenly, it resisted her effort and
dropped against the water. She raised her arm higher. “I can’t pull him off the
surface. I don’t understand. Something is opposing me.”


“It’s that rust smell, maybe coming from the water,” Draora
replied. “I’ll have a look.”


Before Lyra could check the safety of their surroundings,
the ghost-witch plummeted to the river.


The group huddled together, watching as she submerged.


Noba wriggled from between their legs and flew after Kenzo.


Lyra glanced back and forth from where Draora disappeared
below the surface. Their tunnel opened onto a wide desert canyon. Both up and
downstream, the ravine narrowed and the river rushed over rapids. Her heart
pounded. If Folt was alive, they needed to rescue him before the current dashed
him into that churning flow. Luckily, no attackers showed themselves, and no
evil aura reached Lyra’s senses.


Noba flapped up to the tunnel opening. “Folt is alive. Has a
bad cut on one leg, but Kenzo stopped the bleeding.”


Ivri clasped her hands together at her heart, and Rona
jumped in place.


“There she is!” Raylene cried in Lyra’s ear.


Draora’s white braid floated at the surface outside the
orange zone. She thrust a hand in the air and her body followed, rising through
the air to meet them again. Fighting to push aside damp strands of hair stuck
in the pruny wrinkles of her face, she extended an open palm with four crude
coins each marked with an X.


Cullen shuddered, and Lyra shot him a questioning stare.


 “These reek of that rust odor. They were at the bottom
of the water underneath your spell, connected by a thread of orange magic. I
can’t say I found them all in that murk.”


“Lyra, try again!” Ivri pleaded.


Lyra repeated her procedure, paying careful attention to each
detail, but the result turned out the same. “I still can’t lift him.” She
scrunched her face as she rotated the hand that directed her mass of aura.


“Drat! I must’ve missed a coin.” Draora flinched in the air,
nose down and heels up with her skirt flowing above her bloomers. After a
glance at Lyra, she dove again.


“The best I can do is to move him to the edge and keep hold
until we can get down there.” Lyra swallowed hard.


“And how do we get down there?” Vickie asked.


“Grandma can ride us down one at a time,” Raylene offered.


“I’ll transport us all together,” Lyra said, keeping an eye
on the action in the river. “Cullen, what do you know about those coins?”


“It’s currency used by the Qumeli tribe. The River Sedes
marks the boundary between the Dark Realm’s Silva Nocens forest and Cerid’s
Crux. Their presence in the river means trouble. They placed those coins to
keep others away.”


“I didn’t feel any aura or power given off from the coins.”
Once Draora surfaced, Lyra pulled her guiding hand to her side and continued,
“Does that mean they’ve been there a long while? They are rusted.” She glanced
back at him. “Or are some Qumeli actively trying to block us from reaching the
Emtori Ruby?”


Cullen massaged her shoulder. “It’s safer to assume the
worst.”


She nodded and spun a cloud of aura around the group behind
her. Working to keep her guiding hand planted at her side, she slowly lifted
them from the tunnel opening, then downward.


Raylene flinched at her back. Lyra hoped she wouldn’t jump
out this time, but at least Draora hung nearby.


They landed on a four-foot wide ledge worn into the rock by
years of river swells. The feature formed a narrow trail to the south as far as
Lyra could see. She found no sign of any Qumeli people, but images of Kessa
held captive by one of that tribe’s chiefs bombarded her mind.


Cullen kneeled at the orange zone of magic tethered to Lyra.
Water rushed in gullies all around her enchantment, some breaking over Folt’s
body.


The keeper lifted his head and moaned, “My leg,” while he
attempted to reach for the gash on his left thigh.


The wizard passed a hand above the injured leg. A tear ran
the length of the keeper’s canvas pant leg and revealed the end of his femur
poking through exposed muscle.


Folt trembled and tensed his jaw.


Lyra stooped and leaned a shoulder into Cullen allowing him
access to her aura.


After two passes, he stated, “I can’t penetrate his body. We
must sever that Qumeli connection.” He reached farther and made an unsuccessful
attempt to grab Folt’s arm. “I can’t even touch him.” Cullen stared at Kenzo
hovering overhead. “Your magic worked…but that was before Lyra cast her spell
to pull Folt from the river.”


“I didn’t find any more coins, but the water still has that
smell.” Draora placed the four coins on the rock and rubbed her palm. “Land do
tell! They stained my skin. What evil can they be to mark a ghost?”


Vickie squatted beside them. “Lyra, cut your spell, then
we’ll grab Folt before the rapids take him.” She barked orders, “Cullen, you
get on my other side and we’ll make the first grab. Raylene, Ivri, Rona, and
Draora, you scatter downriver as back-ups. Kenzo and Noba, hover as close as
you can.”


Folt reached his arm toward Cullen.


Once everyone took positions, Vickie directed, “Lyra, let
go!”


Lyra opened her palm and reabsorbed her aura into her body.
The instant the last left the river, a wave surged over Folt’s shoulder and
spun him away from the edge.


Vickie and Cullen unsuccessfully grabbed handfuls of water
as the keeper swept into the middle of the river.


“Damn!” Raylene cried.


Wings spread, Kenzo dropped his talons into the swirling
waters. He clutched repeatedly until, finally, he snagged one of Folt’s
garments.


Draora sped out beside the owl. She wrapped a trail of her
magic around the cloth he held above the water and yanked with a groan. “Watch
the rocks!”


The current raged harder, as if opposing their efforts, and
crashed the body against a boulder. Folt let out a scream.


Kenzo flapped hard, beak open and panting, as he tried to
make headway toward the ledge.


Slowly, they navigated around three big rocks to arrive in
relatively calm water near the group.


Cullen leaned far over the edge with Lyra holding his waist.
Vickie did the same with help from Raylene, and, together, they clamped the keeper’s
arms just as an eddy swirled from underneath and whipped his legs back and
forth.


They pulled him, unconscious and not breathing, onto the
ledge.


Ivri kneeled at Folt’s head, caressing his long ears.


Cullen and Lyra simultaneously administered healing,
attempting to clear his air passageways and restart his heart.


“He’s awake!” Ivri cried as one of Folt’s ears twitched
against her palm.


Not wasting any time, the pair set to work on his broken
leg.


Folt groaned when Cullen reset the separated bone.


When they closed the deep gash, his lids opened, and he
managed a slight smile. “Thank you, my friends.”


After several minutes of additional work, Folt sat up,
supported by Ivri. “What happened to me?” He ran a hand over the new scar
running diagonally across his thigh. “I only remember falling and a sharp pain
in this leg.”


“The Qumeli curse on the river kept us from rescuing you.”
Raylene rubbed his thin shoulder.


“Qumeli are bad folk,” Rona hissed. “They collapse our rowan
roots or worse yet, fill them with black magic to drive the keeper mad.”


Lyra met Cullen’s gaze. “It seems certain that the Qumeli
cursed the river to block only my powers. They expected me. They’re here for
the ruby.”


Cullen examined the coins resting on the rock. “Clearly,
they didn’t block all Alliance magic since Kenzo’s worked. Their black arts are
more specific than ours, targeting individuals.” He rose and motioned toward
Draora. “But we have a terrific advantage—they don’t know about powers from
Draora’s land. The Qumeli must have intended this as a delay. Luckily, we
didn’t lose as much time as they may have expected. Let’s get going.”


“This is where I must leave you,” Rona said with a bow. “I’m
bound to serve the rowans.”


“And your service is honorable, my dear friend.” Ivri returned
her gesture.


From where he sat, Folt bent at the waist and lowered his
head. “We’re indebted to you for your help.”


“We sure are. Now you stay safe, Rona.” Raylene scooped the
tiny keeper into a hug that lifted her off her feet. “A big thank you for teaching
me that awesome code language.”


“Thank you again, Rona. May I help you back to the tunnel?”
Lyra asked.


Rona shook her head and grinned ear to ear. In an instant,
she began a deft climb straight up the sheer wall of the ravine.


While they watched, Lyra pulled the Staurolite from her
jeans pocket. “This should change somehow to indicate the presence of the
Emtori Ruby. The Malificates in Terza paired the two gems. This one controls
the other.” The translucent cross-shaped crystals remained fixed in reddish
sedimentary rock. She tilted her head to one side. “They look the same in both
color and shape to me. I’ll check it as we travel.”


“Did you learn anything from your studies of Elisabeth’s
book about how to find the ruby?” Cullen asked.


“A little. Elisabeth and Garrett entered Cerid’s Crux
through tunnels that connected to the Dark Realm’s lair.” Lyra dug in her
pocket and pulled out a folded note. “She was pregnant. She struggled to travel
with the combined problems of her health, the intense desert heat, and the
weight of the power of the Emtori Ruby, which she carried. I doubt they went
far, although Garrett did take them off a main path to find a good hiding place
for the ruby. About the spell around the keystone…” She read aloud:


 


”Stay back. We’ve broken the
surface, and I should now be able to finish more easily.” Garrett held his palm
steady above the depression and recited an incantation. Straight down, our
indent transformed into a tunnel more than an arm’s length in depth.


Making haste, I held the ruby above
the opening. I gritted my teeth to pry my fingers off its facets. It clung to
my palm. I poured my aura into my arm, shaking my shoulder with all the force I
could muster.


The gem gave way and dropped,
meeting the bottom of the hole with a tremendous thud. The noise reverberated
along the walls of the cavernous fissure.


“I’ll enchant the encasement, so
anyone lacking power that matches this keystone won’t be able to penetrate.” He
waved his hand again and the hole filled with an amalgam of dry earth and his
silvery aura.


 


“Garrett’s enchantment should help block the Qumeli.” Cullen
extended his hand. “May I reread those lines?”


“I know those tunnels but haven’t traveled them myself.” Folt
pointed upstream. “That way is north toward the Dark Realm. “That means
Elisabeth and Garrett traveled in the northeast quadrant of Cerid’s Crux.” He
pivoted at his waist and waved along the far side of the ravine. “We need to
cross the River Sedes.” With Raylene and Ivri supporting him, he stood and
tested his leg. “It’s stiff, but I can manage. Lyra, will you please transport
us across?”


She opened her arms wide and motioned for them to gather
close. Within a few minutes, they stood on the opposite ledge.


Draora floated to join them, her nose held high, sniffing.


“Do you smell something amiss?” Cullen asked.


“That rust odor smells worse on this side,” she replied.
“Strange. I left those coins on the other bank. Should we keep them with us?”


Cullen shook his head. “They could be charmed to trace their
location.”


“Let’s head out.” Folt took a couple stiff-legged steps.
“We’ll take the first fork to the right, into the interior a ways and see what
comes.”


Raylene stayed close beside him, her hand under his armpit
to take weight off of his healing leg.


About ten minutes later, a side path opened—a dry ravine of
sorts or more like a wide crack that formed from constant baking heat sucking
moisture from the ground. Away from the river, the desiccated air attacked
Lyra’s mouth and eyes, making their membranes pasty and tight. She rechecked
the Staurolite and frowned. It remained unchanged.


Folt passed water gourds around. “Take care to keep your
mouth from drying out too much. That’s when delirium from the curse of Cerid
starts.”


“What is that like?” Vickie asked.


“When I was young, a group of us tried to prove ourselves
and traveled here.” Folt shook his head and readjusted his cap so the brim
shielded his eyes.


“You worried your mothers terribly.” Ivri shook her head and
replaced two gourds into her backpack. “I was new as head keeper, then only of
the middle lands, and they begged me to send trackers after you.”


“The three of us who survived are now trackers.”


“My best,” Ivri added.


“What happened to the others?” Raylene asked, eyes wide.


“Two of my mates got separated from the rest of us. We found
them a day later sitting in the baking sun, talking nonsense.” Folt looked away
from her and focused on something in the distance and his voice broke. “We
couldn’t get them to leave.”


As their guide slowed, Lyra took the opportunity to examine
the Staurolite again. “Look!” She extended her palm with the stone. The two
once-crossed crystals now formed a sharp point. “Do you think this is an arrow
pointing toward the ruby?” Her hand shook so much, she braced it with her
other.


“Try facing another direction,” Vickie suggested.


Lyra turned ninety degrees, and the others gathered around
her. Over the course of the next minute, they stood speechless watching the
crystals rotate until the point matched its previous direction.


“It’s leading us like a compass.” Lyra stepped from the
group and continued along the narrow gorge. “We need to turn left.” Around a
bend, she led them into a new crevice.


“Lyra!” a girl’s voice yelled from above at the edge of the
ridge. Kessa’s leg braces formed an unmistakable outline against the blinding
sun.


Two men grabbed her away from the edge, and the skirted
shapes of two women engulfed her.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Nineteen: The Emtori Ruby


 


 


Lyra lunged into a run, following Kessa’s muffled screams.
Alerted by scuffling noises on the ridge above, she halted directly below where
the Qumeli tribespeople held the young seer. She fueled her staff completely,
then read faces of those in her group to determine which would join her.


Cullen grabbed her staff arm and silently mouthed, “Wait.”
He pointed to her jeans pocket.


Lyra understood and pulled out the Staurolite. Her friends
gathered around as the gem’s two long crystal arms spun like a pinwheel. The
group stood on the spot—the place the first Scribe had hidden the Emtori Ruby
eight hundred years ago. The decision Lyra faced made her heart thud against
her ribs—free Kessa or secure the ruby.


Sweat seeped into Lyra’s eyes as she looked from friend to
friend. Hoping to learn more from the quintessence of the Staurolite, she
closed her fingers around it but felt nothing.


Ivri placed a hand over top of Lyra’s, followed by Folt, and
one by one, the others joined.


Their bond of friendship told Lyra what she needed to do
first. She looked up at the edge of the escarpment. After a twirl of her staff,
puffs of golden vapor billowed at their feet.


Cullen’s staff sparked with blue energy.


Red light prickled across Lyra’s skin, and she looked over
her shoulder at the source in the wall behind them—the Emtori Ruby was awake.
Its intense pull clouded her mind. At once, she related to what the first
Scribe, Elisabeth, had described in her book. To fight from being overwhelmed,
she clasped the Staurolite and focused on Kessa being harmed by the Qumeli.


Another twist of her staff engulfed the group in aura, and
she lifted them to the top of the ridge. Cautious to drop the transport shield,
Lyra peered through the translucent film.


In a tight knot, the Qumeli hurried farther along the
elevation. The taller of the two men carried Kessa slung over his shoulder.


Lyra pointed the sapphire of her staff at them and gripped
Cullen’s arm.


He displaced the tip of her staff toward the sky. “My aim
isn’t that good. We’re too far, and they’re keeping close for good reason.”


Lyra thrust herself into a run after the Qumeli. She forced
aside uncertainties about how to fight their black magic and relied on
instincts.


No matter how much she accelerated, Draora flew in the lead
with Kenzo at the boot heels of the ghost-witch.


Minutes later, they narrowed the distance and forced the
Qumeli near the end of the ridge with no easy way down the sharp cliff face.


Lyra adjusted the grip of her damp palm on her staff. Her
pulse reverberated in her ears.


In position to share auras, Cullen’s left hand sweated
through the shirt covering her upper arm.


The two chiefs shoved Kessa to the women behind them and
faced her. Standing square, feet planted wide, and chests lifted, their massive
forms rose two or more heads taller than Cullen’s. The piercing glares of their
black eyes bored into Lyra. Their horns circled twice around their ears, the
length a sign of wisdom, power, and experience. They likely knew their craft
well. Nomads, they dressed for travel over this rough terrain. Knee-high laced
leather boots and dense canvas pants protected their legs. Over tunics of the
same drab green or tan canvas, they wore hand-woven blankets draped diagonally
from one shoulder across their chests, held in place by ornate belts.


The chief with gray peppering the temples of his shoulder
length black hair wore a vivid red striped blanket. Numerous strings of fiery
gems spiraled the curves of his horns. Necklaces of the same beads decorated
his chest.


His partner, perhaps a lesser chieftain, dressed more
simply. His tall mohawk hairstyle which ended in a ponytail remained untouched
by gray. He wore a plain black blanket, and a single strand of black beads
wrapped each horn.


Wondering whether to make the first move, Lyra swallowed
hard and waited.


Behind the men, glimpses of Kessa’s braced legs showed from
folds of the women’s full skirts. Ends of the girl’s dark blond hair hung below
an orange kerchief which matched the style favored by her captors. Only one
earlobe peeked from the scarf. Cranewort’s message had been correct. Torturers
had cut off Kessa’s ear.


Lyra bit her lip imagining the pain the girl had endured.


Kessa squirmed and flung her arms free whenever opportunity
arose.


A sinuous grin curled one corner of Mohawk’s mouth, giving
him a wicked, crazed appearance. The elder’s face looked calmer, more reserved,
despite his penchant for brighter colors…or perhaps just more stoic and
calculated. Lyra couldn’t decide if she read either man correctly.


Sweat formed a rivulet down her spine.


Kessa’s agitation grew, and the women forced her to the
ground. Still, she squirmed and protested, but the hefty women easily contained
her slight form.


With Kessa safely lower than the chiefs, Lyra blasted the
first shot high at the chest of Mohawk, then swept her laser across the other
for good measure.


Strangely, their blankets seemed to absorb energy of her
powerball, a technique new to Lyra. The men seemed unaffected. She wondered
what happened to her aura, whether the fabric neutralized it, or worse, if the
men became stronger after absorbing it.


The black pupils of Mohawk widened and glinted with silver
streaks.


She had to assume the worst. They’re strengthened by my
power.  How do I fight them? she asked Cullen silently.


Defensively. Watch for their strikes and deflect whatever
comes at us.


Mohawk bent his knees into a slight crouch and thrust a fist
in Lyra’s direction. His fingers unfurled and emitted a black cloud aimed at
her.


Fingers dug into her biceps, Cullen fired and yelled, “Coerceo!”
A thin film of his blue aura encased the dark mass. Encapsulated, it undulated
wildly in a fight to escape.


Lyra immediately covered it with a supportive golden layer,
and the large ball fell to the ground. Oscillating, it rolled awkwardly toward
her group, chasing one then another member in a drunken attempt to do Mohawk’s
bidding.


While chaos ensued, the other chieftain fired a crimson
powerball covered by dozens of trailing orange flames.


 From the corner of her eye, Lyra noticed the attack
and spun around to fire. Her shot met the elder’s only a couple feet from her
chest.


The chief’s lips fleered back, baring a row of sparse,
craggy teeth. He sent a volley, a powerball off each finger.


Draora captured two of his shots in her trailing skirt hems
while also attempting unsuccessfully to corral Mohawk’s wandering sphere.


Lyra and Cullen took turns firing from her aura and
surrounded another two flaming balls. The remaining one zipped past Raylene and
set her cardigan on fire.


She screamed, wormed out of the garment, and flung it to the
ground.


Ivri and Folt trampled the flames out, while Raylene
clutched her blistered arm.


“Vickie, Raylene, come here and form the circle! Draora, add
your magic to mine.” Lyra shouted. They sped into position, and she raised a
cloud of aura around her group.


Draora wove her magic into Lyra’s.


Vickie grabbed Noba by his arm down with them, but Kenzo
flew too high and became separated from them by the shield.


The elder nodded to Mohawk and the pair fired more shots
than she could count.


“Kenzo, go high!” Cullen cried. The owl lifted into a sharp
ascent a second just before the Qumeli’s powerballs pitted the surface. The
shield held; none penetrated.


“We’re safe,” Vickie breathed.


“For now,” Cullen replied.


“What’s that chief doing?” Draora asked from her position
beneath the shield’s ceiling.


The elder opened his palm and blew across it, but nothing
happened.


“I can’t see clearly through our shield. Can you?” Lyra
asked Cullen.


Before he could answer, a network of cracks riddled the dry
ground under their feet. A wind rose and whipped red dust from those fissures,
creating a whirlwind inside their protection.


Lyra’s eyes and nose burned. “Cover your faces with the scarves
like before!”


The red dust dissolved their shield.


Blinking back moisture from her eyes, Lyra noticed a
violet-blue transport cloud form to the left with Kenzo circling overhead.
Seconds later, the shape of Tarom materialized, a powerball spilling energy
from between his fingers, arm cocked to throw. He looked back and forth between
the opposing sides as if deciding which side to support.


Cullen readjusted his grip on Lyra’s bicep and aimed his
staff at the dark alchemist.


The elder chief barked a directive at the two women.


They jerked Kessa to her feet and dragged her a step closer
to the edge of the ridge.


Kenzo and Noba sped to the women and battled them, talons
and claws yanking their waist-length hair.


One pushed the child and laughed while watching her trip and
fall inches from the precipice.


Lyra gasped and bolted from the shredded shield, straight
for Kessa. Her action set off an onslaught of shots—red, black, violet, and
blue. When she crossed the middle ground between opposing forces, Tarom’s
violet lasers zinged in both directions above her head. She wondered who he
fought against.


A Qumeli red bolt grazed her backside.


Lyra twisted and found the violin safe. But her jacket’s
elastic hem melted where she’d tied it at her waist. She fixed her gaze on the
woman closer to Kessa.


The woman crouched near the girl, hands on Kessa’s shoulder
and hip, arms flexed as though ready to push the girl over at any moment.


As the other woman groaned and lowered her heavier frame,
Lyra noticed a white sliver of a crescent moon in the sky beyond.


She pulled the violin from its bag, lifted it to her
shoulder, and touched the bow to the strings.


Cullen moaned, and she spun to face him. He clutched his
shoulder where his tunic hung in shreds.


Her bow slipped a few inches and a single, clear note
sounded. Daggers of ice from the moon pelted the Qumeli.


“Lyra, you must not carry the ruby,” Kessa shouted, her eyes
huge.


“Shut your mouth, girl,” the obese woman snarled at her.


In synchronous motions, the obese women shoved Kessa over
the end of the ridge. The Mohawk chieftain showered Lyra’s face with black dust
and plowed her body into the ravine.


Wind rushed at her back.


Kessa’s screams echoed along the cliff walls.


Lyra jerked toward Kessa’s voice, but blurred vision from
the dust prevented her from seeing far enough. Air rushed past her. Her mind
raced, wanting to do everything but limited without a free hand. She struggled
to pass the violin and bow into one hand. With the other finally free, she
channeled a large mass of aura into her palm. Heart pounding in her throat, she
needed to hear Kessa again. Without any idea how soon to expect impact, she
positioned a portion of the energy below her while still listening.


Air moved slower past Lyra, and Kessa screamed from farther
down.


Unable to concentrate on two masses of power while in free
fall, Lyra released what slowed her descent. She hurled aura below where
Kessa’s voice originated, hoping she guessed correctly. Wind rushed past Lyra
more quickly.


Kessa’s screams stopped. Either Lyra saved her from
impact…or she’d fired too late.


She positioned aura beneath her only a moment before her
back struck a hard surface. Excruciating pain shot in waves along her spine and
legs. Her thoughts clouded. She needed to apply self-healing immediately. Sharp
pain blocked her efforts. Gritting her teeth, she forced herself to focus. She
released the violin and bow locked in her fingers and inched her hand onto her
chest. She laid her palm over one lung and tried to detect internal function.
She couldn’t access her aura.


Panicked, she attempted to move. Only her arms and head
moved. Fear gripped her. Was she paralyzed?


From above, yells and screams echoed, many calling her name.
She opened her mouth to answer but couldn’t force any air across her vocal
cords. She attempted to raise an arm to the callers, but pain shot through her
shoulder and rib cage. Only her forearm lifted. She hoped that gave enough of a
signal.


She clawed the sandy soil, searching for her staff and the
violin’s sack. Her fingers located the strap coiled around the staff, and she
dragged them next to the instrument at her side.


Yells reached her, and red light spilled onto her face. Lyra
clenched her jaw, wondering if that light belonged to the Qumeli elder. If so, she
hoped he’d kill her rather than leave her in this torturous pain or worse.


Instead, the light quieted the confusion in her mind.
Stillness spread from the base of her brain through each vertebra. The new
sensation replaced pain with a peculiar heightened awareness. Although her
vision remained blurred from the Qumeli dust, her other senses suddenly became
hyperactive. Sounds magnified so much they jumbled together like a symphony
tuning its instruments. Her nose now detected the rusty odor Draora had described,
carried on currents from the river. Dozens more new smells revealed to Lyra,
like the earthy scent of gypsum clay in the sun-baked soil. Her skin’s sensors
fired constantly. Her t-shirt rubbing her shoulders with each inhalation
commanded attention. Despite the new sensations, the red energy felt pleasant,
almost intoxicating, humming through her body—powerful and reassuring.


She turned her head as much as possible, trying to see the
light’s source. It fell on her from the wall behind, seeping through cracks—the
Emtori Ruby. Although Kessa warned her against touching the gem, Lyra couldn’t
resist. She reached toward it, pleased to find improved motion in one arm. The
forearm now bent easily, then she inched the shoulder to pull the arm along the
ground behind her.


Exhilarating vibrations met her extended palm.


She worked the arm farther from her head until she met the
wall. Her fingers riffled through loose sand and contacted a smooth, hard mass.
She closed her hand around the object and pulled it in front of her face.


Red light pulsed from the keystone. At last, she found it.
Its energy coursed heat through her limbs, making her feel vigorous and
invincible. Her heart beat faster with anticipation and eagerness. She gripped
the gem and willed her legs to move. Still, they remained motionless.


A thud sounded nearby, followed by footsteps. Fearing the
Qumeli chief, she tucked her hand with the ruby underneath her waist.


“Lyra! Lyra, can you hear me?” a familiar male voice asked
as a shadowy figure drew closer.


Not the Qumeli. She tried to sigh but could only exhale in
short, ragged bursts that wracked her body with convulsions.


A man’s face leaned over her—Tarom. His long, dark hair
spilled onto her cheek, and his purple gemmed pendant swung hypnotically past
her eyes.


“You’re seriously hurt. Both magical wounds from that attack
and mortal wounds from the fall. I must transport you to healers better than
myself or Sire Drake.” Lyra couldn’t remember falling.


From eyes of a skull mounted on a carved staff, a cloud of
his violet aura quickly rose around them, blocking out a distant flash of blue
light. He lifted one side of his black cloak, enveloping them in
darkness.  The weightless sensation of dematerializing brought Lyra sweet
relief from being trapped in a paralyzed body.


Familiar voices, both male and female, which she couldn’t
name called to her.


Lyra clutched the ruby to her chest and let go of all
thoughts.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Twenty: Firestone Fever


 


 


Through the thinning violet mist, Lyra strained to see
around her. She couldn’t piece together what had happened to her or where she
was. The Qumeli dust began to wear off, but her vision still blurred and
focused randomly. Where she lay on hard, packed soil, the violin nestled at her
side in its sack. Her left hand clutched the Emtori Ruby. She worked her other
down to her pocket—the Staurolite remained safe.


Tarom leaned over her. “Can you hear me, Lyra?” His complex
scent caught her attention; a pronounced top note of calm rosemary masked
undertones of volatile and spicy coriander—a curious dichotomy. With the ruby
utilizing so much of her mental processing, she noted the contradiction but
gave up on analysis.


“Yes.” The word stuck in her throat with a garbled croak.
“Where am I?” she sputtered.


“Where there are many healers.” He looked up and waved.
“Bring your best healer of magical wounds.”


Lyra turned her head in the direction of female chatter and
caught a glimpse of the weathered faces of three women. Full sweeping skirts
covered their wide hips, and kerchiefs wrapped around their horns tying back
their hair—Qumeli.


They directed a teenage girl who took off at a run and
disappeared between circular canvas tents. Animated with arms slicing the air,
the trio glanced back and forth between each other and Lyra, talking in a
foreign tongue. Their heated discussion drew more onlookers every minute. The
metallic odor of rusted iron hung thick in the air. A chaotic squabble of
noises bombarded Lyra’s ears. A distant herd of goats bleated, and dogs barked from
every direction. A clutch of pseudodragons flapped their tiny wings in nearby
trees. Footsteps rushed toward her, and urgent human voices whispered nearby,
while others called and yelled throughout the camp.


Lyra flailed her arms against Tarom’s chest. “Get me out of
here. They’ll kill me.” Her hand holding the ruby landed with a thud against
his shoulder.


He squelched a moan and grabbed her wrists, pinning her arms
to the ground while she flinched. “Listen to me,” he whispered close to her face.
“You have serious mortal wounds. Those alone threaten your life since you’re
not fully afflated. But your magical wounds from that fight are far worse.
Neither Cullen nor I can mend those. You will die without the help of these
healers who can use black art.”


The strength of the ruby’s magic willed her to fight him,
but her torso and legs refused to obey her commands. Despite her heightened
sensory input, her legs felt nothing. They lay limp and heavy. She attempted to
direct aura into them, but what little she could gather wouldn’t transfer into
the paralyzed tissues. She winced at the realization of his truth about her
injuries. But she doubted whether the Qumeli would actually help her. “Why
would they save me?”


“Because I’ve requested their service.” Tarom raised his
voice, possibly to clarify his intent to those who stood close. “This is the
Qumeli camp of the western Dark Realm. As the official alchemist, they will
honor me.”


“They have no code of honor,” she spat.


“They will serve me. And they will serve you, the bearer of
the great ruby.”


“They’ll just kill me to take it.” She steeled her jaw. “You
could have at least let me be with Cullen while I die.”


Tarom lifted her empty hand. He rubbed his thumb along the
side of her index finger and repositioned the dragon ring to another finger to
expose her bloodswear scar. He let go of her other arm and brought his own
finger encircled with the same mark next to hers. “Along with Cullen, we share
a bond. I will not let you die, and I will return you to your love. I made that
promise to you before. I put myself at risk, helping you escape attackers at my
Versula castle. Feel my honor once again.” When their scars touched, she
accepted his word. Whether he could control the strong-willed Qumeli seemed less
certain.


Bombarded with the ruby’s effects, confusing impulses zipped
through her mind and body at hyper-speed. She couldn’t sort out potential
risks. Lyra attempted to catch Tarom’s gaze and use the craft of fascination to
read his mind for clarity.


He averted his eyes, which worried her. She vaguely
remembered seeing Cullen’s blue light in the air. She wondered why Tarom
appeared at her side in the ravine without him. And why did Tarom transport her
away in such a hurry before Cullen arrived? She frantically searched for
reasons, but her overloaded brain wouldn’t sequence the possibilities.


Lyra gave up and trusted that Tarom would at least fight to
keep her alive. If healed, she could protect herself regardless of his
intentions. She focused her limited attention on her injuries. She withdrew her
hand from his and inched it over her heart, lungs, and lower torso. She
detected bits of information about cracked vertebrae in her lower back and a
spinal tear which leaked aura into her torso. Two cracked ribs resisted her
limited attempt at self-healing. She raised her head for a better view.


The golden aura in Lyra’s palm shined much weaker than she
expected. In her other hand, the ruby’s bright light spilled between her
fingers. It seemed healthier than her. She recalled passages from the first
Scribe’s book. When Elisabeth encountered the ruby, it fed on her energy, then
shared its power with her, creating a unified bond between them.


“That ruby is a burden to you.” Tarom’s hands followed hers
across her torso, accessing internal damages. Do you wish me to keep it safe?”


“No. I need it,” she snapped and clamped the gem to her
chest, where it pulsed with a more brilliant light.


“Why do you need it?” He quickly repaired her ribs, knitting
the bone fragments together with skill.


“It takes my pain away.”


He scanned her face. “Is that all it does?”


“It makes me feel powerful, more alive,” she replied without
thinking, then wondered why he pressed her for a more complete answer, as
though he tested her.


A young Qumeli woman, dressed like a man in loose trousers,
assisted an elderly female who walked with extreme difficulty. With tedious
effort, the older woman knelt at Lyra’s side.


Tarom gave a knowing smile to Lyra and motioned to the pair
of Qumeli women.  His expression indicated he learned something from her
answer, but what? “She has a serious magical wound to the lower spine. Aura is
leaking around her organs. I can do no more. I trust you can heal her.”


“Gorta heals all.” The young woman wearing pants nodded at her
elder and squatted at Lyra’s hips. Dusty, suede boots laced up her shins. She
took the old woman’s frail hand toward Lyra but abruptly jerked back and
gasped. “The stranger bears the firestone.” The young Qumeli trembled and bowed
a forehead of cropped, dark hair that hid numerous horn stubs. Behind two
prominent horns above her ears, braids hung down her back. While muttering
expletives, she gave off a faint skunk-like body odor.


Gorta remained stoic, her eyes clouded with milky cataracts
on either side of a single, scaly horn that arched over her head. More like a
demon than a human, her appearance frightened Lyra. The elder woman’s shapeless
gray tunic, adorned only with a single claw-footed talisman hanging from her
bony neck, added to the chilling effect. When she leaned closer, Lyra grimaced
at the old woman’s scent—wet pavement covered with drowning earthworms.


Members of the gathered crowd murmured in a language Lyra
didn’t understand.


From his position beside her, Tarom gripped the young
woman’s shoulders and pulled her upright. “Heal her now!”


She swallowed hard and spoke to Lyra with a shaky voice. “My
name is Teklay. We care for you. Stay still.” Teklay gave a forced smile and
touched Lyra’s forehead. “Much heat.” She wiped her hands on a coarse linen
vest and took hold of the elder’s knobby fingers again.


Gorta’s icy touch at Lyra’s pelvis made her grimace,
although any sensation in her paralyzed lower body gave hope. “Fire spews
through her,” the elderly healer said hoarsely and twirled a finger. “Turn.”


Tarom repositioned himself at Lyra’s opposite side and
gently rolled her toward him, while she cradled the violin to her chest in the
nook of an elbow.


She gasped at the sensation of leaked aura flowing through
her left side. To quell the discomfort, she clutched the ruby tighter. It
responded, sending energy deep into the organs of her lower torso. Unable to
see the Qumeli women behind her, she studied Tarom’s face for any reaction to
their procedures.


For several minutes, Gorta’s icy touch traced Lyra’s spine
and pelvis.


Tarom’s face remained vigilant but calm, his dark eyes
following the women’s movements.


Coldness radiated along Lyra’s sacrum, then jabbed down her
upper legs. Her thigh muscles spasmed reflexively. Gorta repeated the application,
this time for longer, and the sensation shot to Lyra’s shins. A third time, to
her toes. Her legs kicked without her control.


Suddenly Lyra’s mouth watered with nausea. Heat flooded her
face and sweat stung her eyes. She clutched Tarom’s knee high boot with her
free hand to steady herself.


He rubbed a hand along her shoulder. “You’re hurting her! Be
quicker.”


“Only must seal the wound,” the elder croaked. Behind Lyra,
a rattle shook while Gorta chanted, her voice hoarse and low.


Teklay danced around Lyra’s body, shaking the gourd
instrument. When she completed a full circle, Lyra detected new feeling in her
legs. Her aura, along with power from the ruby, coursed into the lower limbs.


She stretched her legs long and wiggled her toes in her
boots.


“How do you feel?” Tarom asked.


“Good. Like I want to try to sit up.” Actually, with the
ruby’s empowerment, Lyra wanted to leap and dance and race the wind.


He supported her torso.


The eyes of those gathered widened.


“Help me stand,” Lyra directed the alchemist.


With Tarom’s hands under her armpits, Lyra pushed up
carefully to test the strength of her muscles. Her legs held her weight, but
she took tentative steps to be certain.


“Cured. Now, you pay,” Teklay proclaimed loudly, and the
small crowd cheered.


Lyra’s head swiveled to face the woman, and fear shot
through her. No longer occupying a helpless body, the ruby commanded her to
protect herself. She waved the ruby at arm’s length around the circle. Its red
light set skirts and pant legs ablaze on those closest.


The victims screamed and ran, not stopping to extinguish
flames licking up the fabric. Camp dogs barked wildly after the victims.
Pseudodragons fled to cover higher in the wiry trees. Women from tents rushed
out with hides to put out the fires for a few. Most, not as lucky, fell to the
ground engulfed and writhing, their shrill cries ascending octaves higher until
both their voices and bodies silenced.


Only the two healers and Tarom remained, frozen and staring
at Lyra.


The air smelled of charred flesh. Then, Lyra realized what
she’d done. She sank to the ground and cupped her head in her hands. She killed
innocent people. How? The ruby’s energy validated the wretched act, while what
little she could access of her own aura and ethics rebuked her for the murders.
Tormented by the war in her mind, she hugged her knees, then spread her legs
wide, digging trenched through the dirt with her heels.


Tarom conferred with the pair. He passed a series of small
objects to them and waited for their approvals.


Chilling silence descended over the camp. Rather than the
previous bustling chaos, only wailing sounds of grief filled the air punctuated
by an occasional lone howl. Tent flaps previously open to the fresh air, now
fastened tight. Lyra’s heart ached for those she killed, but the grief of their
loved ones cut like a blade.


Unable to accept or even comprehend the murders she
committed, Lyra raged against the foreign power occupying her. She tried to
release the ruby. She opened her palm and wanted to shake the gem loose—its
will overpowered her own, flowing through her veins like a rush of adrenaline.
She shoved it into the empty front pocket of her jeans, thankful for the meager
protection of at least a few thin layers of fabric between it and her. She
leapt to her feet and tore away from the camp, away from any person she might
harm. Her intention—burn out the ruby’s fire.


As Lyra paused to tuck pendants inside her t-shirt, a clutch
of pseudodragons flew alongside. She worked to ignore the tiny dragons, blot them
from her mind, in case she might unexpectedly hurt them if she thought about
them too long.


She ran with rhythmic, wide strides. Minutes later, when she
gasped for breath, she ignored her body’s needs and kept the pace. Fever from
the spilled aura of her injury had countered the gem. Racing to increase her
internal temperature should produce the same effect, maybe even burn the gem
out of her completely, if she worked hard enough.


Lyra soon found a cleared trail and increased her speed.
Sweat soaked her spine. She ran up and down rolling hills of rocky outcroppings
mixed with scraggly forestland. She hurtled boulders rather than risk slowing
her pace to step cautiously around the hazards. Her heart pounded in her chest,
but she ran on, her head high, her body alert and capable. She felt totally
alive. Her mind began to clear, and her own thoughts pushed aside the
directions of the ruby.  She smiled to the trees and rocks she zipped
past, overjoyed with her success.


Two pseudodragons flapped alongside from tree to tree. Her
mind now more lucid, the dragons triggered memories of Noba, Cullen, Kenzo, her
cousins, and Draora. She worried about their safety. Cullen had been hurt.
She’d seen his blue light following her, so he survived the attack. But had the
Qumeli harmed her family? And Kessa. Lyra gulped air. Had she saved the girl?
Lyra shuddered thinking that the ruby blotted out those important associations.


She remembered her purpose—get the four keystones back to
the Alliance and save Kessa. She held the Emtori Ruby and the moonstone. Only
the Pearl of Pendola and the fluorite remained, those that Eburscon possessed.
She guessed she’d find him here in the Dark Realm. She didn’t relish fighting
him alone. His ruthlessness and cruelty showed no bounds. But the massive power
of the ruby gave her a definite advantage, and a temptation for a man so
determined to rule all.


If only she could find a way to use the Staurolite to
control the ruby. Like each of the Scribes, her birthmate star, a fire sign,
drew her to its heat. Fire added to fire created an irresistible inferno of
greed and self-indulgence. Yet, of all the Scribes, only her aura aligned with
the master power of quintessence that could control all four elements: fire,
earth, air, and water. Corresponding with quintessence, the Staurolite stone
commanded all four keystones. Somehow she must use her aura to manage the
firestone. Her thoughts finally clear, she stopped behind a tree and pulled the
Staurolite from her pocket to search for a clue.


“Scribe Lyra! Please help us,” a male voice she’d heard
before called to her.


She glanced off the trail in the direction of the voice. Two
scruffy men crouched behind a bush. With a second look, she recognized their
ashen-green complexions and lanky frames—Lesot and Angom, her friends, the
Malificates from Terza.


A shiver ran down her spine. She prayed the run burned off
enough of the ruby’s fire. She couldn’t endure harming these kind souls who’d
helped her so much. They needed her. She wanted to return their kindness.
Images of the burning Qumeli welled tears into her eyes. Would the ruby allow
her to be compassionate?


Angom looked over his shoulder, then waved her to join them.


Trembling, Lyra swallowed hard, returned the Staurolite, and
hurried toward them.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Twenty-one: Portal to Terza


 


 


Lyra dropped behind the bush and took a seat between Lesot
and Angom. “Why are you here? Are you in danger?”


Lesot nodded. “Since last we met, the Vizards are more cruel
to our people.” Wrinkles criss-crossed his gray-green complexion more deeply
than Lyra remembered.  Rips now riddled the coarse fabric of his dark
tunic and leggings. Strands of hair escaped his usually neat gray ponytail,
which hung from a small patch of hair growing at his crown. Taller than Angom,
Lesot’s knobby knees pointed at odd angles in order to squat out of sight.


“To get a better way, we’ve come here to the portal, like
fathers before us, for a barter,” Angom continued the explanation. “But the
dark drakes offer no deal for what our people need —matans, what you call…I
can’t think—”


“Pseudodragons, like Sire Drake’s Noba,” Lyra replied.


 “Yes. With no deal, we’ve come to steal some back.
Where do we find matans in your world?” With a wide-eyed stare and brows
lifted, Angom studied her face. Like his partner, his clothing appeared shabby.
She remembered him dressed with olive trousers neatly tucked into thick-soled
boots. Previously, only his hands had showed hardship from working in the
mines, calloused with obsidian dust embedded under the nails. Now, his pant
legs hung in shreds as if something had chewed on the hems. And the hair at his
crown hung in a web of tangles rather than a groomed ponytail. His eyes
revealed signs of stress, puffy and sagging lids, the whites marred with
reddened vessels.


“I’m not familiar with this area, but I did see a group of
half a dozen following me earlier.” She peeked over the top edge of the bush.


A trio of drakes patrolled an open tunnel, the portal to the
underground world of Terza. Under their watchful eyes, four other Malificates
hauled buckets of black, shiny ore. The men’s knees bent under the strain. Lyra
expected more than three drakes in charge of this operation, but war times
probably cut the size of this staff.


She lowered to the ground. “Only three guards. They’re busy
watching others bring some kind of ore.”


“The crude form of our magic obsidian dust,” Lesot replied
and held up a small, stoppered vial of sparkling black powder secured by a
leather cord at his neck.


The shimmers arrested Lyra’s attention. She remembered
bathing her hands in the steaming obsidian dust that rose above his mother’s
cauldron. For a short while, the dust cleansed and protected her against black
magic, and she felt untouchable. She sensed the ruby hunger for that invincibility.
Recovering from the run, her slowed metabolism seemed to allow the gem’s power
back into her brain.


“Are you well?” Lesot studied her face.


She blinked rapidly, trying to clear the greed away. With
her chin, she pointed toward the trail. “I’ll be all right. Let’s look for
pseudodragons.”


Bodies bent low, they scurried toward the trail. After
rounding a bend, they stood and walked to a wide trunk.


“I last saw pseudodragons here.” Lyra scanned the trees.


“There!” Angom whispered excitedly and pointed. He glanced
at his partner. “How will they come down?”


Lesot shook his head and fingered the vial, which drew
Lyra’s gaze again. He touched her shoulder. “You can get them from trees for
us?”


She wiped a hand over her forehead to brace herself against
her internal conflict, then faced two pseudodragons staring down at them.
“They’ve been following me for a while, but I don’t know why.”


Unable to deduce what attracted them, she considered each of
the magical valuables she carried. That species of dragon originated outside of
Dragonspeir, brought in by the Black Dragon’s cimafa in search of powerful
souls to reuse. She displayed the moonstone end of the violin, but Arial magic
made no impression on the tiny dragons. One by one, she lifted her Alliance
amulets and gems: the phoenix flame in its glass orb; the black amber butterfly
and pocket watch talisman hanging from her neck; the heliodor scrying stone and
opal invisibility ring fastened to her jade brooch. She twirled her wizard’s
staff until light sparked from the golden sapphire tip.


None elicited any response, although the pair of
pseudodragons watched her intently, tilting their heads to one side, then the
other. Three others flew to join them.


Alerted by a flood of mental images, Lyra paused and revisited
each gem. Contact with each Alliance token awakened memories and emotions
previously clouded by the ruby’s strong will. She pictured the proud Phoenix
Guardian. Thinking of her example of courage, Lyra straightened her posture.
She felt the Unicorn Guardian’s conviction and honor through the smooth surface
of his heliodor, and lifted her head high. A gift from Gea, Yasqu’s mother and
a brave golden dragon, the rare opal reminded Lyra to be courageous. Her pride
swelled, remembering when the Imperial Dragon awarded her the golden sapphire
staff.  But the other two pulled at her heart with a warmth she’d somehow
lost. The pocket watch, her engagement gift to Cullen, now moderated her influx
of power from fire stars. Her lovers’ jadestone, bonded to its mate which
Cullen wore, reassured her that he lived and loved her still.


Two keystones remained. Lyra dreaded contacting the ruby
with her skin. The pseudodragons had followed her run when she kept the ruby
out of sight, so, perhaps, that didn’t attract them. Instead, she removed the
Staurolite from her pocket and held it at arm’s length. The two crystalline
arms spun rapidly on a central axis.


Apparently startled, the pseudodragons squawked and flapped
to upper branches.


Lyra stowed the stone and scanned the sky, in case their
motions alerted the fire drakes. Upon finding no cause for alarm, she grazed
the pocket with the ruby, then jerked her hand away and clenched her jaw. One
last try—she walked under the tree and peered up at the five little chattering
beasts.


“Take care. These are wild. Not so like your Noba,” Lesot
said. He and Angom followed close behind.


The pseudodragon perched lowest dropped to the branch above
her. The others joined on the next limb.


Instinctively, Lyra lifted her arms and opened her hands.


The leader swooped to her feet and spoke in broken words
with a rhythm of the Qumeli’s language.


She bent toward the three-foot-tall dragon and held out her
hand to rub his head. “What do you want?”


He sniffed her fingers and arm, then chortled a happy
remark.


“You must smell Noba’s scent on my skin.” Lyra laughed, then
gulped it back, suddenly conscious of alerting the drakes.


The other tiny dragons joined the leader, cautiously
smelling her skin before they relaxed onto their haunches.


Lyra linked arms with the pair of Malificate and drew them
closer to the flock. “Our contact might encourage their friendship with you
two.”


With his other hand, Lesot uncorked the vial of obsidian
dust. Angom did the same with a small bottle he removed from his pocket.


With the first whiff of the magical powder, Lyra’s nostrils
flared. She breathed deeply, trying to inhale more of the intoxicating
essence—a sort of new car smell that promised happiness through material
possession. Traces of powder passed into her bloodstream, and a boost of energy
fueled her muscles. The ruby craved the sensation. Lyra’s fingers reached for
Lesot’s vial.


He pushed her arm away. In the process, some of the
sparkling dust spilled on the ground. “Damn!” he yelled at Lyra, who dropped to
his feet where she sifted through the dirt.


The pseudodragon leader growled at Lesot and joined Lyra,
both clawing the soil. Traces of the powder immediately affected the male
dragon. His eyes glazed hypnotically.


“Look! He’s charmed. Lesot, bond him!” Angom directed his
partner.


Lesot guided Lyra backward while he reached his other arm to
contact the leader.


Her friend’s action, separating her from the powder,
elicited an outcry of anger from the ruby. Muscles in Lyra’s legs tensed. She
gripped the edge of a nearby boulder to keep herself from acting on that
emotion and retaliating.


Angom applied more dust to other pseudodragons, and the
compelling odor floated through the air.


Lyra locked her jaw and forced her gaze away.


“Lyra, are you well?” Angom called in her direction.


Hearing her name, she flinched but remained focused on her
internal battle with the ruby. Her friends needed to form important
associations with the pseudodragons.


Cries of drakes woke Lyra from her conflict. She unleashed
her restrained anger. Her staff’s gem flared. “I’ll divert the guards, so you
can use the portal,” she said to the Malificates, each bonded with three
pseudodragons.


They nodded and gathered the tiny dragons close.


Lyra ran along the trail and cut to the other side of the
portal. She let out a guttural yell from so low in her lungs that her diaphragm
rippled.


At the sound of her primal scream, the drakes whirled in
mid-air and bolted for her.


She lasered her fully-powered staff across the neck of the
first, cleanly decapitating the beast with one sweep.


Amid a tangle of legs and wings, the remaining two fell to
the ground. Eyes fixed on Lyra, they crouched low as if ready to pounce.


The other Malificates, who delivered ore, dropped their buckets
and stood motionless until they noticed Angom and Lesot returning with half a
dozen pseudodragons. The workers ran in their direction, cheering.


Alerted by the noise, one drake blasted flames at the
portal. Rocks and earth spilled and blocked the opening. The beast laughed at
the Malificates. “You won’t be going home with your catch yet. Not until you
help me get my leader’s prize.” It swiveled its long neck to face Lyra. “The
ruby shines from your pocket. You’re in the land of the Dark Realm. I’ll claim
that stone for the Black Dragon.” It spewed a long flame at her.


Lyra swiftly produced a laser that nullified the incoming
strike. She shook her head, unable to believe the improved accuracy of her aim,
a quality that she’d only accomplished before by borrowing some of Cullen’s
aura. The ruby proved good for that much at least.


In one calculated move, she pulled it from her pocket and
ordered its red blaze to light a path of death over the pair of drakes.


The drake who sealed the portal returned fire, a mere
flicker in comparison to Lyra’s curtain of flames.


Her massive display incinerated the drakes’ bodies to piles
of red coals and charred ash.


She examined the remains. The enormity of her power combined
with that of the ruby shocked her. Again, she fought a mental battle. The
strong-willed guidance of the gemstone assured her that such unstoppable magic
made her invincible, set to rule all of Dragonspeir. What she could find of her
own mind maintained that there was honor in the battle. The valiant golden
dragons, Gea and the Imperial Dragon, had taught her the fair and wise fighter
need only calculate a winning shot, not necessarily a killing blow.


Lyra stooped and held her palm next to the smoldering coals
of each beast to pay respects to their fading life forces. She rose and kicked
a dead branch, angry at the ruby’s lack of compassion and her own need to rely
on its power. With a heavy sigh, she aimed the red light at the blocked portal.
Boulders blew to the sides like pebbles, something she couldn’t accomplish with
her aura alone.


She moved her staff into the crook of her elbow and waved
goodbye to the Malificates and their clutch of pseudodragons. “All clear.”


Lesot approached. “Thanks be to you, kind Lyra. We again are
indebted and will look to repay you.” He removed the vial on a cord from his
neck. “A small sample still remains—a gift of gratitude. Would you like?”


Her eyes followed the powder’s sparkling flashes, and saliva
pooled in her mouth. The ruby guided her hand to accept his offer. Magic of the
dust tingled her skin through the container. The ruby, still in her other hand,
shot soft beams into the vial. Its light lifted the obsidian specs into a cloud
of rainbows. Lyra licked her lips.


Furrows marred Lesot’s brow as he watched her. “Is there
another way we may help? Where is Sire Drake?”


The mention of Cullen’s name triggered a lucid thought.
“Cullen.” Saying his name aloud added understanding. “Please contact him. I
need him.”


Angom joined them. When he drew near, he lightly touched her
cheek and caught her gaze. His dark pupils scanned hers. “I’m a student of our
history. I see Terza’s legendary Emtori Ruby shining from your hand—a gem so
powered with greed, our elders removed it to this world.  It’s taking your
health. Can we help…”


Lyra’s pulse raced. She wanted to ask how to free herself
from the ruby. One of their elders had discovered the Emtori Ruby in the
obsidian mines and later enchanted the Staurolite to control it. She wondered
if he or others knew how to use quintessence of the Staurolite to release her.
She wrestled with the ruby to find words to speak against it. “I need help. Do
you know what to, how to control the power of the—”


“Lyra! I’ve found you,” Tarom’s deep voice called from
behind her. “Why did you run?” The alchemist strode to join them and eyeballed
her up and down. When his gaze landed upon the ruby, a smile curled the corners
of his lips. “Malificate guests.” He bowed low. “Fine traders, please be
welcomed to the Dark Realm.” As he rose, Tarom raised a brow at Lyra. “What
trade associates them with you?” His accusatory tone confused her. She wondered
if he’d overheard their conversation before he made his presence known.
Everyone else wanted to claim the keystones or Staurolite. It seemed strangely
important to him that she possess the ruby.


The ruby’s fire still in her veins prompted her to follow
her suspicions and fight him. Red sparks dropped onto the ground beside her.


Tarom grasped her hand with the scar into his own bearing
the same mark. His action quelled her unnatural rage instantly and more
completely than her exhausting run.


She shoved the gem into her pocket.


Tarom waved the Malificates in the direction of the open
portal. “Lyra and I will bid you farewell now. We have important matters to
attend to.”


“She is unwell,” Angom said with an urgent tone and touched
the alchemist’s forearm. “Care is needed.”


Tarom gave a terse nod of his head. “Thank you for your
concern.” He shot Angom a piercing glare. “Scribe Lyra took a bad fall that
injured her spine. I must make more repairs to her nervous tissues.”


The pseudodragon leader snarled at Tarom.


The alchemist let go of Lyra’s hand and bent low to stare
into the dragon’s eyes. The beam connecting him to the pseudodragon turned red,
and the small creature whimpered.


“A wizard so great, he can overtake a matan.” Lesot
trembled. He took hold of Angom’s elbow and guided him backward toward the
portal.


“Lyra, we promise our hearts to help,” Angom called from
outside the tunnel entrance.


Her gaze fixed on the departing Malificates, Lyra attempted
to sort through the chaos of her thoughts, trying to determine right from
wrong, friend from enemy. She absently fingered the jadestone brooch on her
collar. Flashes of Cullen’s smiling face slipped forward from their imprisonment
in the recesses of her memory. Shreds of her purpose as a Scribe wove into the
mental picture. She clenched a fist around a powerball of her own aura.


Suddenly, Tarom’s face blocked her view of the portal, a
connection to those who provided hope. His eyes glowed red.


She gasped at the realization that instead of healing, he
began the process of fascination to read her thoughts. She flinched, trying
desperately to look away, but his hypnotic stare commanded her attention. Unprepared
for his mental probing, her body shook. Traveling alone through the Dark Realm,
she should have taken time to cover her innermost thoughts, secrets of the
Alliance, with impenetrable aura.


“Don’t fear, Lyra. This won’t take long.” He enunciated slowly,
and his voice soothed, like an anodyne. “I read your impatience to complete
your mission. The ruby wrongly defies your attempt to prioritize your plans.”


While his soft words blanketed her ears, rather than sifting
through her secrets, he poured new concepts in place. The unfamiliar
information initially burned until the opiate qualities of his voice soothed
the pain.


“Please allow me to help with that. With my skills, I can be
of great service.”


Lyra drifted in and out of a half-sleep state, plagued by
hallucinations of the Black Dragon.


“Lyra, sleep while we travel.” Tarom’s words trailed off,
and her body floated weightless.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Twenty-two: Dragon’s Blood


 


 


Thunderous footfall, groans, and roars from dragons jerked
Lyra awake. She strained to see in the dim light offered by a crude torch fixed
to a wall in her small chamber. She shuddered at the room’s resemblance to a
windowless, bleak prison cell, save for the wooden door, which stood open. She
lay on the stone floor, dank and slick with what looked like years of grime and
mold. Her aching back told her she had slept on the hard surface for hours. A
pervasive rotting stench seeping through the doorway triggered a wave of
nausea.


The sedative effects of Tarom’s voice clung to edges of her
thoughts, which she easily shook off. In its place, she discovered what he’d
deposited into her mind. She took a deep breath, only to gag on fumes of
decomposition, then rubbed her eyes, trying to refute the new idea.
Unsuccessful, it persisted, and she propped against a bare wall to fully
examine the concept.


Tarom had planted within her an intention—kill the Black
Dragon.


The ruby tugged on her thoughts with its own agenda. She
fought to thread together some rationale for his action. He served as official
alchemist of the Black Dragon’s Dark Realm. She wondered what motivated Tarom
to undermine his leader. Many times, she’d seen him happiest as a loner, so his
lack of allegiance didn’t surprise her. But why did he choose her to kill the
leader? Facts supporting possible answers wouldn’t string together in her
overwhelmed mind. Did he want to remain innocent of the crime he wished to
commit? Was she more capable than he? He promised to keep her alive and return
her to Cullen but in what state—healthy or grossly injured? Questions continued
to surface without even shreds of explanations. Lyra balled her hands into
fists. “Damned ruby,” she muttered under her breath, afraid of who might be
listening.


Lyra felt for her valuable possessions. All remained safe.
Even her staff lay at her side. Apparently Tarom thought she needed to be armed
to carry out his intention. It surprised her that the moonstone violin also lay
beside her. She quickly pulled it free of the burlap sack and found it in fine
condition. The pockets of her jeans still bulged with the Emtori Ruby and
Staurolite, which she expected since those gems bonded closely with her aura.


Only someone possessing a strong aura aligned with either a
fire sign or quintessence energy could attempt to steal them. In Elisabeth’s
book, the Black Dragon of that time held enough fire aura to command the ruby.
Lyra didn’t know if the present day dark leader inherited that ability.


Quintessence, the master power, was far rarer. Numerous
times, Eburscon had attempted to steal her aura to gain that power. When he
served as the Alliance alchemist, he’d studied ways to use quintessence in his
lab. She wondered whether he could actually control it now. He fought to gain
the keystones, beating her to the Pearl of Pendola and the fluorite. Although
he claimed he acted on behalf of the Black Dragon, trying to undermine the
Alliance, she remembered bits about something else. Somehow, Eburscon intended
to use the set of four to conjure his own quintessence. Her addled mind ached
trying to apply logic. Surely he knew Tarom brought her to the dark lair. Why
then, did she still possess the other two keystones?


Curious about her surroundings, Lyra crept on hands and
knees to peer around the stonework of the doorframe. The empty hall, wide
enough for dragons to pass freely, echoed with primal roars and snarls.


The ruby surged its adrenaline into her veins. She shuddered
at its drive to send her through the lair, not to escape but to locate the
Black Dragon’s chamber. A new wave of questions hit her. Did she have any
control or influence over Tarom’s plan for her? Was she capable of the deed, or
would she die in the process, leaving her mission for the Alliance incomplete?
If she managed to survive, were the two goals mutually exclusive? Questions
poured in, weighing heavy in her mind, still without facts that aligned into
useful answers. Fear of the unknown shook her core.


Unable to force much of the congestion aside, Lyra allowed
instinct to guide her. Clinging to the sidewall, she tiptoed to the next
doorway and found only another empty cell. She continued a hundred feet along
the windowless hall until the ruby’s light flared from her pocket. Alarmed that
the glow might alert others, she shielded it with her hand. The strength of the
gem bled into her skin. She hungered for more power to satisfy the ruby’s
craving, her craving.


She hurried down the corridor to where violet light spilled
from an open door. The room held a laboratory filled with tables that supported
mazes of glassware bubbling and steaming with various alchemical reactions.
Large flasks contained various shades of iridescent purple liquid, the source
of the colored light. She wondered which alchemist the room belonged to, Tarom
or Eburscon. She wandered the lab looking for a clue to any of the unknowns.
Two well-thumbed books, The Fifth Power and The Master Element, lay
on a rickety study table amid a scatter of notebooks. She paused to scan
the recent entries in an open journal. A scribble of chemical equations covered
the page. She flipped pages, studying previous notations.


“Pardon me, Scribe Lyra,” the familiar condescending tone of
Eburscon said from the entry.  He strolled the length of a long lab bench,
checking various glass connectors as he made his way to her. “I see you are
awake and well. Welcome.” He smirked. “I doubt you are able to comprehend my
notes, but have you found anything of interest…or wish to pose any intelligent
questions?” Underneath a copious amount of expensive, exotic cologne, he
smelled of mold and mildew. Judging from his white complexion, Lyra guessed he
rarely left the dank lab.


“Why am I here?” she asked through gritted teeth.


“Tarom assured me that he supplied you with that
information.” Eburscon leaned against the edge of the table and observed her
with a cool gaze. In no obvious hurry, he worked tangles from the tail of his
graying dark braid using long, pointed fingernails. Eight massive rings set
with purple stones decorated his hands. “Are you prepared to commence?” He
buffed his nails on the nap of his purple velvet tunic.


“I expect to be released with all four keystones afterward.”
Thankfully, her voice sounded resolute even though she shook inside.


“Such a bold request. You’ve become more assertive than I remember.”
He chuckled under his breath. “Or is that the ruby’s influence?”


Lyra white-knuckled her staff until aura spilled from the
apex. Her other hand dug into her pocket and wrapped around the ruby.


“Of course. After you complete the task.”


“Show me the pearl and fluorite keystones. I want to be sure
they’re here.”


“That is reasonable.” Eburscon motioned toward the door and
a grin lifted the corners of his mouth. “Please follow. They’re kept under an
enchantment by the Black Dragon in his chamber.”


With his long legs, he strode swiftly down the corridor.


Lyra quick-stepped to keep up, clinging to the idea that she
must get those keystones no matter what the ruby or Tarom or Eburscon wanted
from her.


He paused only once. When a trio of ice drakes passed, he
covered himself and Lyra with a magical ward as they stood close against a
wall.


The creatures’ white wingtips, tails, and feet left frost
clinging to the stone.


Since Eburscon had attempted to kill her many times in the
past, his effort to keep her alive underlined that she truly possessed some
ability he wanted. If she could only determine her uniqueness, she might work a
shrewd bargain.


He nodded to two fire drakes standing sentry outside double
rough-hewn oak doors. After the guards granted their entry, he turned to her.
“Wait here in the entry.” Eburscon directed and took two quiet steps inside.


Lyra peered inside. Flashes of her memory from her previous
visit to this chamber helped her connect.


Snores of the Black Dragon sounded off the stone walls and
floor. The leader lay curled in the far corner, behind an algae-encrusted pool
where two carcasses had rotted beyond identification. Black slime puddled under
the leader’s snout. His acidic slaver had eaten away the scales, leaving
blisters and raw, ragged flesh. His eyes lay in deep sockets, between two great
horns, curving forward and down. With each exhale, loose skin clung to the
contours of his skeletal ribcage.


Eburscon raised his arms wide, and a cloak of his violet
aura covered the Black Dragon. The alchemist motioned Lyra to enter and
whispered, “I’ve cloaked the leader to subdue his detection of magic.” He
continued to a bare wall and passed a hand across an empty space. An ornate
inlaid and gilded chest materialized, its fine appearance in stark contrast to
the primitive surroundings. He opened a drawer to reveal the two keystones,
each positioned on a velvet-lined tray. His dark eyes gleamed as he gathered
them into his palm and whispered, “I’ve long wanted to test the properties of
the set.” As he stepped nearer to Lyra, the Staurolite vibrated in her pocket.
A circle of white light expanded from it to unite the four keystones.


In response, the ruby’s power loosened its command over
Lyra. Lucid and full of purpose, she lunged for the alchemist’s torso and
toppled him to the floor, reaching for the gems in his hand. Unable to reach,
she thrust her staff into his neck, searing his skin while keeping her gaze
fixed on the pearl and fluorite.


Eburscon screamed and writhed but didn’t drop them as she’d
hoped. Instead, his keystones sailed through the air to their original
positions in the chest. He pushed Lyra off to one side.


The Black Dragon snorted and jerked his massive head.


She jumped to her feet and chased the enchanted gems,
arriving at the chest as it vanished. “Give me those keystones!” she commanded.


The leader rolled to his feet and growled. “The Scribe!”
Drool dripped from his deteriorated jowls, and the acid sizzled as it hit the
rock.


Eburscon’s hands lit with vivid purple aura.


Lyra powered her staff. The Staurolite silent again, the
ruby retook control. Rage and greed surged. She snarled at both the alchemist
and the dark leader, eager for a fight, any fight. Her personal goal of getting
the keystones became lost. She crouched low, like a wild animal ready to
pounce.


Eburscon  appeared to suppress a grin as he gingerly
applied self-healing to the burn on his neck.


The chamber walls pulsed red with light from both the Black
Dragon’s eyes and the Emtori Ruby Lyra withdrew from her pocket.


The beast arched his neck into a high backbend. Abruptly, he
thrust it forward, his head gained momentum, and the great jaws spewed acid
regurgitation directly over Lyra.


Instinctively, she raised the ruby over her head. Its light
shielded her like an umbrella, the vomit raining in a circle around her. Still,
the fumes infiltrated her lungs. She choked and wheezed, gasping for air. In
desperation, she looked for Eburscon.


Arms folded across his chest, he smiled and leaned against a
wall, shielded by a film of his own aura. Lyra knew he wouldn’t help her.


Holding the ruby in front of her like a shield, she stocked
her staff with a huge amount of aura. Once the ragged breath stilled in her
chest, she allowed the shot to follow the exacting aim of the ruby. The laser
cut a wide, deep swatch across the leader’s neck that oozed reddish-black
blood. A similar shot had decapitated the fire drakes at the portal. The
leader’s strength far surpassed that of his minions.


The Black Dragon let out a roar that shook the floor under
Lyra. Mouth open displaying multiple rows of long, snaggled teeth, the beast
strode directly toward her, splashing putrefaction from the cesspool with each
step.


The ruby’s adrenaline swirled around Lyra’s own mix of fear,
resolve, and courage—still separate, distinguishable entities. The keystone
demanded she unite fully with it, feed it her scribal aura, make it and her,
together, an indomitable force. Its cry pounded in her brain. With the dark
leader a single step away, she acquiesced to the ruby’s demands. At that
moment, she needed it as much as it needed her.


Lyra channeled her aura into the ruby, and its simmering red
glow burst into a molten blaze. She thrust the hand with the stone forward. A jagged,
crimson bolt arched through the narrow space between her and the dragon’s bulk.


Unable to move from the quagmire fast enough, he stretched
his neck long, the gaping mouth only feet from Lyra.


Acidic stench on the beast’s breath churned her stomach. She
staggered backward until limited by a wall. Out of his reach by a couple yards,
her heart thudded in her throat. She amassed more aura, all that she could
access from her mind as well as the reserved stronger aura from her heart.
Sensing an icy emptiness in her chest, Lyra hesitated. She returned a small
portion of her heart aura. When the sensation passed, she channeled the
gathered aura into the ruby.


The ruby’s arc responded and cut deeper into the Black
Dragon’s chest.


He moaned and lunged forward. His jaws bit the air close to
Lyra’s head. She felt his hot breath on her face. The weight of his body
dropped with a thundering crash. His hind limbs and tail splashed her with the
pool’s fetid water.


Lyra’s whole body shook, and she bent double and retched.
Her head still pounded with the ruby’s will. She prayed that she could purge
herself of that force. Another round of vomit rose. But as she wiped her mouth
on the tail of her t-shirt, the incessant fierce hunger for power remained.
She’d given the ruby so much of her aura, she couldn’t access any of her
thoughts—her goals were lost. Tears of frustration flooded her eyes. The ruby
owned her.


Quiet footsteps clicked on the stone floor, and a warm hand
rested between her shoulder blades. “Lyra, you’ve done admirably,” a man’s
voice said as he shoved a silver goblet under her face. “You’ll feel better if
you drink this.” He obviously knew her.


She grasped for a shred of memory of the man who stood
beside her, but the fragments faded and became lost in a cloudy blur.  Her
gaze whipped around the room, searching unsuccessfully for anything familiar.
Only the putrid stench reminded her that she’d been there before. The ruby
seemed to block her memories.


“What is it? Who are you?” she stammered from her hunched position.


“The Black Dragon’s blood. If you drink it, you shall become
the new Dark Realm ruler. I’m Eburscon, and I shall be your personal aide once
you assume your new role.” He pushed the goblet closer to her.


She grimaced, expecting a foul odor. Instead, a pleasant
aroma met her nose, a spicy tartness like cider.


The ruby’s fire surged anew through her body and created a
desperate thirst.


Lyra’s mouth became dry, her throat parched. She couldn’t
determine whether she yearned for liquid or power, no more than she could
separate herself from the ruby. She moved the staff into the crook of her elbow
and, with a trembling hand, took hold of the vessel’s stem.


“It smells of a wonderful bouquet, yes?” With a hand under
her arm, Eburscon lifted her torso. “Please, stand and enjoy the drink.”


Suddenly, a circular scar prickled on the index finger
holding the goblet. Familiar on some basal plane of her consciousness, she
couldn’t recall the association. The impulse sent a sharp and pointed wave of
recollection to her mind, a single, lucid thought—retrieve the pearl and
fluorite keystones. The isolated idea held no meaning for her. But since it
lacked the fiery command of the ruby, she accepted its importance and focused
on Eburscon. Her mouth pasty with cotton-mouth, she managed a garbled request,
“Give me the pearl and fluorite keystones first.”


A knowing grin lit his face. He walked to a wall and with a
wave of his hand, materialized an inlaid chest of drawers.


Lyra blinked repeatedly, trying to place a previous image of
what he conjured. She moved the ruby to her pocket and silently cursed the red
gem and herself for giving it her power.


Eburscon opened the top drawer and, from separate
velvet-lined trays, removed a pearl and a purple gemstone. He deposited them into
a stone niche in the wall beside her and stepped away. “They are yours. Now you
must honor your end of the bargain. Claim the rule of this land for yourself.”
He motioned for her to lift the goblet.


Lyra swirled the liquid, its spiciness tempting her thirst,
indivisible from the ruby’s desire to claim the throne. The scar still vibrated
around her finger as she brought the vessel to her lips.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Twenty-three: The New Ruler


 


 


Footsteps clattered in the corridor outside the chamber.


Raw instinct made Lyra resist, but the ruby commanded her
arm to flex. Shaking, she tilted the goblet.  The ruby forced her tongue
behind her lips, eager for a taste. The warm blood moistened her lips, and a
sip passed down her throat, immediately quenching the cottony dryness.


“Lyra! Stop! Don’t drink!” a girl’s high-pitched voice cried
from behind as she ran through the doors and batted the goblet from Lyra’s
hand. Although the child of about ten seemed familiar, Lyra couldn’t place her.


“Silence, girl!” Eburscon grabbed the child by the wrist and
yanked her aside, braced legs wobbling beneath her. “Or I shall send you to the
Qumeli chieftain to remove your other ear.”


His words hit the pit of Lyra’s stomach and she flinched,
although she couldn’t comprehend their meaning. Her gaze darted between them,
trying to grasp why he threatened the apparently innocent child.


Slightly out of breath, a man entered and surveyed the room.
His appearance—long hair, tunic, cloak, and boots all in black—blended with the
dark stone walls. Only two features stood apart—a violet gemmed pendant and an
ornately carved wooden staff with a skull at its pinnacle.


Eburscon glared at the man. “Tarom, why did you let the seer
from her cell? Did the importance of our timing escape you?” Eburscon bent to
secure the girl’s other wrist behind her back. His braid and pendant swung
forward, the setting an identical match to what Tarom wore. Lyra suspected some
alliance bonded the two.


Eburscon glanced at Lyra. “Look! You’re too late. She has
already swallowed the ruler’s blood. The transformation is complete.” A wide
smile covered his face, and he flung the young seer to Tarom. Eburscon dropped
to one knee and bowed to Lyra.


Lyra didn’t understand how she transformed. Only the same
sensations that plagued her before remained, the ruby’s incessant greed
throbbing in her head and the scar on her finger itched. She examined her
limbs, and then she knew—a black halo surrounded her skin.


Eburscon rose and narrowed his eyes at Tarom. “Why aren’t
you securing Kessa?” Eburscon tilted his head. The corners of his smile fell,
and his lips pressed flat. “You released her from her cell early so she could
foil our plan…what we’d worked for years to devise. And completed without a
flaw. She drank the blood and now wears the shadow of evil. Through the elixir
I added, I now guide Lyra’s complete powers. Quintessence is mine, the pure
power we—you, Symar, and I—wanted. Why now?”


Tarom didn’t answer. He gripped his staff until the skull’s
eyes emitted a faint blue-violet glow. A scar on the index finger of his staff
hand, similar to Lyra’s, radiated the same light.


Lyra’s itching finger now burned. A glance revealed it
glowed with subtle golden light. She quickly folded it to the near side of her
staff, beside her thumb, to hide it from the view of others. Was there a
connection between his scar and hers?


Eburscon clutched a hand to his chest. “Your lack of
allegiance pains me.” His nostrils flared, and purple aura glowed at his
fingertips. “Give me an answer!”


“What began as a partnership has ended with you as the
ruler.” Tarom stood with his feet planted wide and kept his gaze steady on
Eburscon. “You claimed we three would share the guidance of Lyra’s power. Yet,
your recent journal entries show otherwise. You’ve outlined alchemical means to
transfer her power outright to you, then plans to kill her so her aura can
never be restored to the scribal lineage.”


Lyra perceived Tarom’s statement on a plane separate from
the ruby’s influence. She lacked connection to her memories, but the concept
that Eburscon intended to steal her power and kill her rang clear. The meaning
didn’t convey details, and she wondered what valuable power she possessed.
Tarom’s connection, whatever it was, enabled a channel of clarity in her mind
unaffected by the ruby.


Eburscon hurled a powerball inches from Tarom’s feet. “I
suggest you rethink your allegiance.”


The eyes of Tarom’s staff shot a laser directed at his
opponent’s chest.


Eburscon deflected it with another powerball and chuckled a
haughty laugh. He blasted the wooden doors open. “Guards! The Black Dragon has
been killed! Come at once.”


Two small, dark dragons rushed in. Chaos ensued as they
tried to determine who to secure.


Kessa grabbed Lyra’s hand and pulled her into the hall.


On the way out, Lyra snatched the pearl and fluorite from
the alcove and shoved them into her pocket with the ruby.


No other guards stood at the entrance.


In the corridor, the girl said, “We must escape.” She looked
both ways, then pointed to the left. “This way.” She broke into a stiff-legged
run, limited by her leg braces.


After a short distance, Lyra called to her. “You hold my
sack, and I’ll carry you. That way we can go faster.” The pair paused long
enough to reposition and continued.


With Kessa’s directions, Lyra made two turns. The ruby’s
adrenaline fueled her legs. She easily carried the weight of the frail child.
In a hundred yards, they navigated a curve to discover daylight.


Surprisingly, no one chased after them. Lyra expected Eburscon
to alert others to stop them from escaping. She hoped that meant the ruckus in
the leader’s chamber kept him too busy to control her.


A group of several dozen small dragons, similar to those
guarding the leader’s chamber, approached from the outside.


Lyra took a deep breath, trying to convince herself that
they couldn’t know her status as an escapee. Still, she expected them to be as
vicious as the Black Dragon. In order to power her staff, she placed Kessa on
her feet.


Instead of fighting, the beasts dropped onto their stomachs,
fully prostrated in a show of respect to Lyra. They whispered among themselves,
“The shadow of evil.” “She wears the ruler’s shadow of evil.”


“May I have permission to rise?” asked the dragon closest to
her, who seemed to be in charge of the group.


“Yes. Rise,” Lyra replied and positioned Kessa behind
herself.


“How may we serve you, Dark Leader?” The head dragon
motioned others in his group to stand.


Panic hit Lyra. She didn’t know what to request. Her complete
connection with the ruby obliterated her sense of guidance. Her gaze darted,
unable to make eye contact with any of the dragons. Her limbs trembled more and
more until Kessa pulled on her shirt.


When Lyra bent, the girl reached up on tiptoes and whispered
in her ear, “Have them take us to the Steppe of Ora.”


Lyra stood tall and announced in a voice as confident as
possible, “Take me, along with this child, to the Steppe of Ora.”


The dragons looked at each other, then the leader responded,
“Gladly, but the Steppe is a fearsome place of warfare.”


Encouraged by Tarom’s trust in the girl, Lyra nodded. “Yes.
That is my destination.”


“Because of our rank, we cannot offer you the safest
passage.” He turned and conferred with those behind him. “A cimafa and rider
have just arrived. They’re well-suited to take you there.”


Kessa shivered but nodded to Lyra.


“That arrangement will be fine.” Lyra clasped Kessa’s hand
and followed the head dragon outside.


The lair lay within a mountain which rose abruptly from dense
forest. Thick growth limited Lyra’s vision in all directions. Only a small
patch of sunlight fell on the cleared landing ledge. There, a sleek dragon with
iridescent black scales and red eyes lowered to the ground, and a tall man
dismounted.


The man waved an arm at Lyra. He drew close and bowed low.
He dressed in a style similar to Tarom, except his garments were constructed of
coarse charcoal wool and his boots of worn leather. He studied her face.
“Scribe Lyra, I’m honored to serve you as the new leader of the Dark Realm.”


“I’m sorry. What is your name?” she asked.


A wide grin lit his face. “I’m Symar, Lord of the Tempest.
It’s good to see how well you seem to accept your position.” Lyra wondered what
knowledge he gained from her lack of memory.


“Yes. We need to be transported to the Steppe of Ora.” She
hoped by stating a known landmark, she would improve her credibility.


“That’s what the drakes told me. Is the girl accompanying
you?” He eyeballed Kessa.


“Yes. I need her powers to help me,” Lyra replied.


He nodded. “My cimafa and I will be pleased take you both
there.” As he motioned toward the great dragon, a necklace swung across his
chest, the same violet-gemmed pendant as Eburscon and Tarom—a talisman uniting
the three men. This was the other man Eburscon mentioned who plotted to use her
power for their gain.


Lyra swallowed hard.


Kessa’s hand perspired in her own, but they held tight to
each other.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter
Twenty-four: Vengeance


 


 


Getting away from the dangers of the dark lair meant Lyra must
accept a ride from a man she didn’t trust. She assured herself that Symar
couldn’t be informed about the standoff between Tarom and Eburscon. She could
use his lack of knowledge to her advantage. Unable to remember whatever mission
she must have been pursuing, the goal of keeping herself and Kessa alive seemed
paramount.


Her gaze repeatedly wandered to the lair’s entrance,
expecting guards to rush out and secure her and Kessa.


Lyra sucked in a ragged breath and prepared for the flight. She
reclaimed her sack from Kessa and peered inside to find a bow and violin with a
luminous, white stone embedded in its scrolled neck. Lyra bit her lip to subdue
a gasp at the stone’s translucence. It reminded her of the pair of gems she’d
collected on her way out of the leader’s chamber. She fingered the lumps
through the fabric of her pocket to make certain they had remained in place
during her run. A third mass caught her attention. She wanted to investigate
but didn’t dare expose important items in front of a man she distrusted.


She wondered about the stones. They must hold tremendous
power, since Tarom alerted her to get the pearl and fluorite keystones. The new
pair didn’t seem to affect her, but after she gave away her aura to the ruby
nothing did, not even the black aura that surrounded her body. Again, her logic
failed her. She clung to the primal instinct of survival.


Symar removed a flask from a leather pouch at his side and
took a long draught. Dark circles shadowed his eyes, stubble covered his jaws,
and his dark brown hair lay in tangles down his back. He took a couple steps
toward the lair, but Lyra caught his arm. His body odor of spoiled food made
her pull away quickly.


“I want to leave right away.” She and Kessa needed to make a
quick getaway or risk being restrained by Eburscon. Also, she didn’t want Symar
to have the chance to learn the truth, that she had broken free from his
partner’s control.


Symar scanned the sky. “Yes. You’re correct. I was going to
find some rations to take along. It’s been a day since I’ve had a meal. But we
don’t want to meet nightfall on the Steppe. It’s too dangerous.” Symar ushered
Lyra and Kessa to the cimafa and guided them to step onto the beast’s lowered
wing tendon. From there, he boosted them to the dragon’s back at positions
between protruding spinal plates.


Lyra took a seat first and helped Kessa to a spot directly
in front of her, taking extra care with her braced legs.


The girl worked a trembling hand into Lyra’s and held tight.
From Kessa’s appearance, Lyra assumed she’d been treated poorly at the lair.
Her dress hem hung in shreds, and her thigh-high stockings sagged with rips
over the tops of her metal braces. Dirt crusted her nails, and her dark blonde
hair matted below a filthy, blood-stained head scarf. Despite the grime, the
girl smelled like sweet flowers.


Symar mounted last in front of his guests and glanced over
his shoulder. “This stealth dragon is my smoothest flyer, but hang on if the
ride gets bumpy.”


The cimafa rose onto its hind legs. After three long
strides, the wingsails filled, and it sailed off the ledge to soared high above
the forest. The treetops interlocked so tightly, Lyra never gained a glimpse of
the ground. The lair disappeared into the distance, and miles of forest lay
ahead.


Several minutes passed in silent flight. The dragon flew
smooth and steady, only breaking rhythm to glide on air currents. Its frame was
sleek compared to the sharp angles of the skeletal Black Dragon or the shorter,
thickly muscled drakes.


Almost an hour later, the cimafa made a descent over a
village. Dozens of round lodge tents dotted the rocky forest. Herd animals
bleated and bellowed at them from inside makeshift corrals. The residents
immediately scanned the sky. Spiraled horns grew from the heads of adults, some
heavily decorated. Children’s horn buds poked straight through their hair.


Using pressure of his thighs, Symar guided the dragon to
land in a clearing a short distance from the camp. “The safest entrance to the
Steppe is from the western edge where these Qumeli nomads have set up camp.
This route makes the trip longer, so we’ll take a short break here.” When the
beast halted and lowered, Symar jumped to the wing tendon and helped Kessa and
Lyra dismount. “My cimafa and I have flown since sunset last night and need
some food. Care to join me?”


“I don’t remember the last time I ate,” Lyra replied while
helping the girl to the ground.


Kessa’s eyes swept from side to side while she clung to
Lyra’s arm.


Symar laughed and touched the girl’s shoulder, which caused
her to flinch. “Looking for your friend, the chief?” After he directed two
young men how to care for the cimafa, he strode toward a row of tents.


Lyra held Kessa back and followed at a distance that allowed
her privacy to ask, “Who are these people? What happened to you?”


Kessa’s jaw dropped. “The ruby has your aura. Did you give
it all?”


“I don’t remember.” Lyra drew her right hand to her
forehead, trying to assist her memory. The scar on her finger quivered. Instead
of the answer she sought, a vision formed, lucid and free of the ruby’s heat.
On the surface of a magical pool of water she viewed four of these horned
Qumeli. They tortured Kessa for information about where to find the keystones.
She gasped and clamped a thumb over the scar. Again, the theme of the
keystones. She wondered why they were so important.


“The Qumeli are bad people, who work black magic,” the girl
whispered as they walked. She uncoiled Lyra’s thumb, then replaced it. “Tarom?”


Lyra nodded.


“He instructed me to help you escape.”


Lyra bent down and replied in a hushed tone, “You wouldn’t
tell the Qumeli where to find the keystones. Correct?”


Kessa shook her head and fingered the tail of her headscarf.
Tears rolled down her cheeks, and she whimpered, “They held me prisoner for
Eburscon. He wanted that knowledge. When I refused, they killed my maema…and
they did this.” She pushed strands of her dark blond hair back from her
shoulder and lifted the edge of a head scarf to reveal a mutilated ear. Only
shreds of scarred soft tissue remained.


“Oh my!” Lyra exclaimed. Sorrow cut her heart for only an
instant before the ruby turned the emotion to vengeance. She wrapped a hand
around the gem in her pocket and scanned the villagers they passed, looking for
any who seemed to recognize Kessa.


This proved impossible since the tribespeople behaved like
the group of drakes at the lair. They glanced her way and whispered among
themselves in a foreign tongue, then dropped onto their stomachs on the ground.


Lyra pulled the scarf from Kessa’s head, waved a hand toward
the tortured flesh, and demanded in a loud voice, “Who did this?”


Only another round of whispers answered her.


“Who did this? I expect an answer!” Eager to wield more
power, the ruby’s will flooded her body. She withdrew the red gem from her
pocket and thrust it at the crowd.


A wave of panic spread through the tribal folk. Amid a chaos
of murmurs and whimpers, the crowd pushed a pair of matronly women toward Lyra.


Kessa gasped for air and jerked behind Lyra.


Lyra rested the beam of deadly red light inches from the
feet of the two women who sobbed uncontrollably. “Who did this?” she growled.


The heavier woman pointed a shaking finger at the second
tent in the row nearest the crowd. “Elder chief,” she stammered in long, broken
syllables.


Lyra waved her staff in the direction of the specified tent.
The crowd parted as she strode to its entry, Kessa still clinging to her
backside. Lyra lit the canvas ceiling on fire with the ruby’s light.


Moments later, a man exited. He stood tall, wearing a red
patterned blanket draped from one shoulder diagonally across his chest. 
Multiple strands of red beads decorated horns that encircled his ears. He wore
a stoic expression, but a glint of recognition sparked in his dark pupils. He
quickly bowed his head to Lyra and spoke in slow but fluent language Lyra
understood. “We meet again. I am honored to have helped the Dark Realm gain you
as its leader.”


She gripped Kessa’s shoulder and pulled her forward,
displaying the tortured ear. “Did you do this,” Lyra demanded, her chin thrust
out.


“I did. The deed forced you to the lair to become the new
ruler.” The chief lifted his chest.


Adrenaline swelled throughout Lyra’s body. She pulled Kessa
against her chest, protected by red-gold light spilling from her staff’s orb.
The ruby flashed. In one swift motion, Lyra slashed its light across the
chief’s neck. His body slumped, limbs still jerking reflexively, while his head
spun in the waning beam, eyes bulged with surprise.


Shaking, Kessa buried her face in Lyra’s chest and hugged
her waist.


A wave of screams brought more villagers out of their tents,
including Symar. He strode through the crowd to Lyra and surveyed the dead body
parts. “You’ve sure changed. The shadow of evil suits you.” He shook his head
and popped the last bite of a biscuit into his mouth. “We need to get back in
flight.” Over his shoulder, he called to a young woman. “Sack up some of these
biscuits for us.” He snapped his fingers at the young men who handled his
cimafa and faced Lyra. “I doubt you had time to eat.”


Lyra didn’t reply. Her mind swarmed, the rush of murder
feeding the ruby.


They found the cimafa at the edge of a corral preying upon a
herd animal. The stealth dragon sucked colored light from the lesser beast’s eyes
into its own wide snout. A small, dead carcass fell to the ground, legs
twitching with nervous reflexes much like the chief’s body.


Lyra stared at the scene, the ruby reveling again in her own
act.


Kessa pulled on Lyra’s arm, breaking her from the fixation.


As they mounted, Symar took a sack of food from the young
woman. He offered it to his guests, but neither accepted. “I’ll stash this in
my side pack, if you change your mind.”


When they settled into flight, he glanced behind at Lyra.
“Eburscon did well picking you for the new Dark Realm leader. I didn’t think
you’d have enough innate grit to carry it off. I was sure wrong.”


“Yes. It seems to suit me,” she said absently, distracted by
a sudden itchiness on her finger scar. She waited for an image or message.
Words formed in a tiny part of her mind the ruby couldn’t access, Get the
four keystones and the Staurolite to the Alliance.


She silently repeated the sentence to be certain to
remember, then began breaking down the meaning. The pearl and fluorite were two
keystones. She carried so many other gems, she didn’t know which were
keystones. Hoping to get further direction, she scratched the scar. Abruptly,
the sensation stopped. For the first time, the finger felt like any other.


“What did Eburscon want you to do at the Steppe of Ora?”
Symar asked.


“I don’t know. He didn’t say,” distracted by the change in
her finger, Lyra rolled off a too-quick answer.


“No matter. He probably needed to get information from an
incoming group of drakes before he sent war tactics he wanted you to carry
out.”


Lyra shuddered. Eburscon could manipulate her from a
distance. That explained why no guards chased after Kessa and her in the lair.
She stared at the silent scar and wondered what happened to Tarom. She feared
he’d been killed or seriously injured. Without connection to him, hope seemed
lost. Her fate lay in a battle of greed between Eburscon and the ruby.


Her gaze drifted along the horizon, and she ran her fingers
through Kessa’s hair. If she could do nothing else of value, she could comfort
the kind child who’d suffered so much while involved with dilemmas on her own
behalf.


As Lyra combed, her hand brushed her own collar and
discovered a large brooch with two smaller gems hanging from it. She wondered
if any of those were the other two keystones. Unable to examine them while in
flight, she fingered each. The two that hung down felt smooth but otherwise
unremarkable. The flat stone of the pin seemed cool and inviting, like swimming
in a tranquil forest pool with someone who loved her. Still holding the brooch,
she embraced Kessa with her other arm and kissed the girl’s head.


Over an hour later, a tremendous plain spread before them. A
dense forest lay to the left and, miles in the opposite direction, a sheer wall
of rock rose into the air. Over a hundred dragons battled in the sky between,
hurling flames and bolts of lightning.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Twenty-five: The Silent Battlefield


 


 


Lyra sat up straighter and swallowed hard. She didn’t know her
role in the battle, involving hundreds of dragons, playing out in front of her.
If only she could ask Kessa questions, or receive a communication from Tarom.
Neither seemed likely, which meant Eburscon and the ruby would each attempt to
guide her to meet their own selfish goals. Already, the tug of the ruby’s
eagerness to conquer oozed from the gem into her core.


Kessa shifted against Lyra’s chest.


Lyra repositioned her staff more tightly into the crook of
her elbow and secured the violin’s sack on her shoulder. She strained to pick
out individual dragons. Larger ones, more obvious at their present distance,
appeared mostly in colors of blue or green. Two gold dragons, by far the
largest of all, maneuvered around the edges of the battlefield.


Several stealth dragons, like the one they rode, stalked
from remote locations. They darted from passing shadows and wisps of low aerial
clouds to deliver sharp, intense blows. Their precision almost always brought
death.


The blues fought with lightning bolts that cut across
tremendous distances. Some carried riders who threw powerballs. Lyra couldn’t
discern how the greens challenged enemies but noticed times when others cleared
a wide zone around them. The golden dragons fired only on occasion, but the
flames they breathed cut far across the combat zone.


Direct observation proved easy for Lyra, but analysis
escaped her. She couldn’t discern good fighters from evil. “Damn,” she cursed
the ruby’s will that obliterated her reasoning.


Brows arched, Symar glanced back at her. Using pressure from
his knees, he pulled the neck of his cimafa upward and the beast ascended. The
din of the fighting increased. “We’ll be in the strike zone within minutes,” he
called over his shoulder in a louder tone.


Lyra picked out black, red, and white smaller dragons,
similar to those she’d met in the dark lair, numbering at least a hundred
across the Steppe.


“We’ll take cover in the underbelly of a low cloud until you
give me word what you want us to do,” Symar shouted, not taking his eyes off
the nearby action.


At the higher elevation, cooler wind rushed over Lyra’s
face, but perspiration trickled down the nape of her neck. Again, she studied
the combat, desperate to determine patterns and distinguish good from evil
players. Only the dark drakes and cimafa she associated with the Dark Realm.
Roles of others escaped her logic.


A trio of white-colored drakes hovered nearby. After nods in
her direction, they rose higher, camouflaged by vapor.


A pair of cimafa aligned with theirs in the cloud, one on
either side.


“Circle slowly down into view,” Lyra ordered the stealth
beasts. She hoped this move would buy her more time.


The trio glided into a wide arc above the battle. When they
passed snarls of dragons, fighting ceased. Hovering drakes briefly bowed their
heads to her, while others froze expressionless, suspended in mid-air.


Some drakes joined her stealth dragons, and the entourage
swept the perimeter of the combat zone, across at least three miles of the
great plain. In their wake, all fighting suspended.


Lyra’s hand gripped Kessa’s shoulder, and the girl covered
it with her own. Lyra’s nerves stood ready to fire. Her eyes swept from side to
side, checking every nearby movement. The ruby’s fire boiled in her veins and
dried her outer membranes. Her eyelids scraped against her eyes like sandpaper,
and her pasty tongue stuck on the roof of her mouth. Hyper-sensitive, she
perceived every slight motion of extended tails, wings, and, snouts. Odors
became even more acute, so much that Lyra grimaced in pain, her sense of smell
overwhelmed.


Silence fell over the battlefield. Only the cimafa they rode
voiced garbled roars and groans as though under an invisible restraint.


Symar fidgeted and shot Lyra questioning glances.


Sweat ran down her spine. Their parade circle neared
completion, and she still didn’t know what do to. All eyes riveted on her—the
new Dark Leader—waiting for a signal, a direction the fight should take. She
clutched her staff firmly in her right hand. Her finger scar against the metal
shaft gave no guidance. She closed her eyes and sought the comforting sensation
of the brooch.


A jerk from the cimafa broke her concentration.


Kessa waved her arms high, and Lyra grasped the girl’s
waist, worried she might fall off the undulating cimafa.


The larger of the two gold dragons soared at top speed
directly for them. A golden aura surrounding its body set the dragon apart from
all others. Its enormous wingsails rippled all the way to where they attached
far behind the hind quarters. Golden scales reflected the sunlight onto their
cimafa. “Lyra! I’m coming for you!” The roar of the magnificent beast thundered
through her body.


The shadow of evil covering her skin seeped inside through
her pores. Lyra wriggled and scratched against what felt like hundreds of bees
stinging her skin where it connected to underlying tissues. Powers within her
fought to overcome the reverberations of his voice. Colors of different auras
from dragons around the battlefield blended into a dark emptiness in her mind.


“Lyra, give an order!” Symar yelled, working to control his
dragon writhing under them.


From that black void, Lyra sensed the deep rumble of her own
voice bellow an order. As if her consciousness submerged deep within her own
body, she couldn’t hear the words she’d yelled. The force of her ribcage,
lungs, and diaphragm hurling the directive jostled her so much, she feared
falling. She commanded her hands to clasp the cimafa’s spine harder, but her
limbs wouldn’t obey. Rather than being forced to act on behalf of the ruby,
Eburscon now controlled her with the shadow of evil. Her body moved and spoke
without her control, leaving her an onlooker. Her body served as his puppet.


Helpless, she watched the three cimafa’s red lasers shred
the golden dragon’s torso.


The gold returned fire, a wall of flames.


Symar pulled his cimafa into a sharp descent, while the
other pair flew upward. The flaming curtain licked into the sky, burning the
soft tissues from their bones.


The ice drakes, hidden in the cloud, swooped and thrashed
their tails around the gold’s chest and face.


The golden dragon let out a low moan. Bleeding profusely, it
half-flew, half-dropped downward.


The other gold sailed to its side, and a bevy of four blues
escorted them to the ground.


Kessa twisted in her seat, looking toward the ground from
one side, then the other.


Lyra felt her ribcage reverberate with another unheard
order, and the cimafa they rode twisted. From its snout, a red laser slashed
the neck of a blue that made direct flight toward them.


The dragon, twice the size of the cimafa, plummeted. Its
body smacked the ground with a dull thud.


She glanced across the battlefield, silent once again. Blues
and the other golden dragon bolted to the ground around their fallen comrades.
A third gold sped from the direction of the cliff. Other blues spilled from the
cliff and the eastern side of the Steppe.


Kessa guided Lyra’s hand over her jeans pocket. There, Lyra
felt a large, hard mass, its surface formed in the shape of a cross. The
commanding darkness in her mind thinned to a gray film. Together, Lyra and the
ruby reclaimed control. She gripped the mass—the Staurolite. “Land this
dragon!” she barked at Symar. “Next to the injured.”


“As you wish, Dark Leader.” He obliged and took the cimafa
to the ground.


Once she and Kessa dismounted, they rushed toward the golden
dragon.


One blue blocked Lyra, flames dripping from his open jaws,
while Kessa was easily admitted and kneeled beside the gold’s convulsing frame.


One of the blue riders, an old man wearing a long, white
beard stared at Lyra with hollow eyes and murmured, “The shadow of evil covers
her. Our Scribe is the new Dark Leader. How can this be?”


Two others coursed their hands along the body of the golden
dragon, his blood covering their pale blue robes. All stood silent, watching.


The incoming fighters landed at a distance from the group.


The two elderly healers leaned back and dropped their faces
into their blood-stained palms.


Blues extended their long necks and wailed into the sky now
cloaked in somber gray clouds. The dragons’ mournful cries rang loud and clear.
Eerie howls responded from more incoming blues.


A huge, graceful white bird with an S-shaped neck flapped
toward the body of the gold. While hovering at his torso, vapor transferred
from the dragon’s chest to the bird. With a single downthrust of its wide
wings, it glided into the air and returned the way it came.


A sharp pang of frustration cut through Lyra. She
desperately wanted to share the intense sorrow of the dragon’s followers, to
feel their pain, to offer her empathy. The ruby blocked her memories of the
great dragon. Intending to throw it away from her, she yanked the gem from her
pocket.


The nearest blue snarled, “Put that away! No more death.
You’re not welcome.”


Under its fearsome stare, she obeyed. What horrific acts did
she commit while directed by Eburscon and the ruby? She fell to her knees,
unable to connect past to present. Aching to feel her own feelings, she clawed
the earth and sobbed. The fact that the golden dragon called her by name and
tried to save her gave Lyra enough reason to grieve. The gold put its life at
risk for her.


Abruptly, the black void rose within her again. Lyra grabbed
for her Staurolite through the fabric of her pocket. In response, the darkness
inside waned, although the shadow of evil still clung to her skin.


In front of her, a violet mist spiraled into the form of
Eburscon.


Lyra flung handfuls of dirt at his face. She attempted to
withdraw the ruby from her pocket to fight him but could only inch her immobilized
fingers along the denim.


“You’ve mastered how to mitigate my control over you a
little too late.” He nodded toward the golden dragon, who gasped for air with
death rattles. The alchemist chuckled, conjured more darkness around her, and
wiped dirt from his face.


Two of the blues hissed and shot lightning at him.


His rapid return of a powerball deflected both strikes. He
took a step closer to Lyra and extended his hand. “Come, Lyra. The Alliance
doesn’t want you now. They already shun you. Let’s return to the dark lair
where you belong. We’ll celebrate our victory. Now that you’ve killed the
Imperial Dragon, you’re ruler of all of Dragonspeir.”


His words ‘ruler of all’ rang in her mind, and the ruby
couldn’t resist.


He yanked her hand free from the Staurolite.


Temptation moved her feet to the alchemist’s side.


“No, Lyra! Don’t go with him,” Kessa cried. She ran to Lyra
and took hold of her other hand. The girl’s tear-stained eyes pleaded. “It
wasn’t your fault.”


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Twenty-six: Shadow of Evil


 


 


Lyra glanced from Kessa to Eburscon, unsure whose advice to
follow.


A constant stream of blue dragons landed and gathered around
the fallen leader, but none spoke. A mature gold landed beside the younger and,
together, they hung over the body of their lost kin.


The alchemist scowled at the girl, then addressed Lyra. “I
see you’ve lost your Alliance staff.”


Suddenly aware of her missing staff, Lyra twisted around,
searching unsuccessfully.


“No matter. It won’t match your majestic powers now.” Come
with me, and I’ll oversee the making a new staff befitting a world ruler.” He
emphasized the last phrase with a louder tone and longer pronunciation.


His words whetted the ruby’s appetite. Lyra’s attention hung
on his face, and she pulled away from Kessa.


“Lyra! Don’t follow him,” the younger golden dragon shouted.


The scar encircling Lyra’s finger prickled.


Eburscon whispered in her ear, “With me, you can rule all.”
He grasped her hand bearing the scar. As if burnt, he dropped both of her
hands. His brows knitted, and his mouth twisted into a scowl.


Like before, the agitated scar led to a message. On a clear
channel in her mind, she read, Gather the four keystones into your hands,
then have her cover yours with her own.


Lyra pulled Kessa beside the younger gold and trembled being
so close to the deceased. Losing the ability to grieve unhinged Lyra. She
considered asking the golds to shield Kessa and her, but withheld her impulse.
After the harm she’d caused, killing their leader, she couldn’t expect to gain
their protection from Eburscon.


Facing the girl, Lyra pulled the pack from her shoulder and
removed the violin. Its translucent moonstone flashed rainbows.


Dragons and men nearby gasped.


She rested the violin in her left elbow and dug in her
opposite pocket. When she withdrew the pearl and fluorite, the knot of
onlookers tightened.


Eburscon wormed his way to a prominent position, while Symar
stayed behind him, holding his cimafa.


Lyra turned the violin’s scroll, set with the moonstone,
into her palm that held the two other keystones. With her free hand, she
extracted the vile ruby from the other pocket and added it.


“She has all four,” a man across the circle murmured.


“She did it. She really did it,” another responded, his voice
rising with each repetition.


Lyra’s scar on the hand that held the collection itched
uncomfortably. She worked to keep hold of the gems.


“Of course she did it,” a familiar, strong male voice called
from across the circle.


Using every fiber of her body to concentrate on Tarom’s
direction, she didn’t look for the commenter. “Kessa, cover my hand with the
keystones with yours.” Her voice shook, and perspiration trickled into her
eyes.


The girl did as directed and clasped her small hands tight
around Lyra’s.


“Good. Keep them there until I tell you to let go.”


Lyra stared into Kessa’s cool, green eyes. Queasiness formed
in the pit of Lyra’s stomach. The discomfort increased and shook her entire
gut. She shut her eyes and scrunched her face against the nausea. “Don’t let
go!”


“I won’t,” Kessa replied with a steady, controlled voice.


Lyra’s stomach roiled, and a wave of fever shot through her.
She groaned. The gems slid around her palm on a film of clammy sweat. Working
to keep the violin’s scroll from slipping out, she braced the instrument
between her opposite elbow and churning stomach.


Kessa maneuvered the angle of her thumb under the violin’s
neck, helping support the awkward mass.


Waves of nausea rose into Lyra’s esophagus. Saliva puddled
in her mouth, and she leaned to her right, away from the circle.


Hands, other than Kessa’s, held her braid and loose strands
of hair away from her face.


When, at last, one of the surges spewed out of Lyra, she
continued holding tight to the keystones, and the girl didn’t budge. Dark
slime, that looked in every way like the Black Dragon’s acidic regurgitation,
collected on the ground. Lyra continued to heave for several minutes, her body
shaking with weakness. When her stomach quieted, she dropped to her knees.


Kessa, her grip still locked in place, fell with her.


Lyra examined her skin, now free of the black aura. A huge
smile covered her face. “You can let go now, Kessa.” She nodded toward the
bubbly puddle on the ground, then faced Eburscon. “Here is your shadow of evil.
I don’t want it anymore.”


Immediately, the evil alchemist whirled a transport cloud of
purple vapor around himself.


Blue dragons shot lightning bolts at what remained of his
mist.


Symar, already mounted on his cimafa, commanded it to leap
straight upward.


A blue burnt one of the stealth dragon’s wing tips before
the beast disappeared in the clouds.


Gathered fighters surveyed the Steppe of Ora, but Eburscon’s
form didn’t reappear.


Without a leader, the Dark Realm dragons and drakes,
scattered across the plain, retreated into the dense cover of Silva Nocens.


Gentle hands stroked Lyra’s hair. “We’re so glad you’re
home. I’ll alert the Tortoise of your return.” She waved a short wand that
finished with a dangling star. Her scent smelled soft, like a grandmother, with
notes of roses, baby powder, and moth balls.


Lyra looked over her shoulder at a mature woman with a kind,
smiling face. A scarf decorated with twinkling stars held her long, gray hair.


A handsome man, with a large, striped owl hovering above
him, kneeled and pulled Lyra into a tight embrace. “The jadestone reassured me
you were alive, but I wanted you back with me.” He buried his head in her hair.
His strong citrusy, woodsy scent smelled like a peaceful forest.


Lyra silently cursed the ruby for again blocking her
memories. She pulled away, a tear spilling from the corner of her eye. “I’m
s-sorrrry,” she stammered. “I can’t remember you. The ruby…I gave my aura to
the ruby.”


The smile on his face dropped, and lines formed across his
brow. Not releasing Lyra’s forearms, he looked at Kessa. “What happened to
her?”


“Eburscon set her up in a match with the Black Dragon,
expecting her to win,” Kessa replied. “In order to save herself from being
killed, she had to bond with the ruby. She gave it her aura. He planned to use
his skills to control her rule.”


“Tarom discovered that Eburscon secretly intended to steal
my aura, become the ruler, and kill me,” Lyra added.


The man raised an eyebrow. “Tarom? What was his role in this
evil? I felt my bloodswear scar twitch under my ring a few minutes ago.” He
raised his hand bearing a dragon ring similar to Lyra’s.


The elderly man with a long, white beard spoke up. “This is
all important but can be discussed later. What matters most is returning those keystones
to the Elementum Arcesso.”


Those assembled murmured, and a blue dragon with graying
whiskers on his snout said, “I agree with the wizard. She needs to place them
in the balance pans at once.”


“He’s right.” Another blue chimed in. “We’ve lost a Guardian.
Without him, the Alliance is even more desperate for the astral strength that
the Elementum Arcesso can bring.”


“At present, the only way to return the Emtori Ruby to that
instrument is to kill Lyra,” a man’s voice resonated from outside the circle.


Two blue dragons crouched and imprisoned Tarom in their
wings.


Lyra’s mind raced. He’d helped her get the keystones and
escape Eburscon’s control. Had he kept her alive in order to kill her for his
own reasons? This crowd seemed intent on returning the keystones to bring power
to the Alliance, especially since she killed their Imperial Dragon. She
swallowed hard…trying to accept giving her life for the one she’d taken.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Twenty-seven: The Tea Party


 


 


Lyra jumped to her feet. Although wavering from weakness,
the ruby insisted she gain control of the situation. If they wanted to kill
her, they’d get a fight. She felt naked without her staff, but the ruby
directed precise aim of her powerballs. A golden-red mass filled her palm, and
she scanned their faces.


The handsome man jostled the striped owl into the air and
offered his arm to her, but she didn’t accept.


His owl hovered overhead, and Lyra dodged whenever she felt
air currents from its wings.


“Lyra, why are you so edgy.” Tarom stepped nearer. “Eburscon
is gone. You are out of danger.”


“Am I?” she retorted. “You just recommended I be killed for
the ruby.”


He shook his head. “That is the quickest way, for those who
are impatient fools,” His gaze fell on several in the crowd who spoke up. “And
not what I advise. I’ve worked hard to foil Eburscon at his own game in order
to do the right thing and keep you alive. With a little more effort, we can
return ownership of your aura from the ruby to you.”


“That is exactly what we will do,” the man at Lyra’s elbow
said in a loud voice and nodded to the blue dragons guarding Tarom. “Please
release him.”


Kessa clung eagerly to Tarom’s forearm and said, “I asked
her if she’d given all of her aura to the ruby, but she didn’t remember.”


“I taught you what to watch for.” He gazed intently into her
face. “Did you read any signs?”


The girl gave a hop and grinned. “I did. She showed rare
moments of gentleness and compassion to me. She stroked my hair and held me
when I was worried. She clawed at the dirt with frustration over the death of
the Imperial Dragon.”


“Very good, Kessa. And what do you conclude from those
observations?” A smile spread across his face.


“That she still has a small part of her aura deep inside her
heart,” the girl proclaimed and clapped her hands together.


Tarom wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “Excellent! I do
agree. You’ve been my eyes and ears.” He faced Lyra. “I did some research. With
so much of your aura locked by the ruby’s control, there is only one method to
restore your original balance. It’s difficult, but you possess the talent. You
will need to perform an advanced fascination technique.”


Lyra’s forehead tightened.


“I realize you don’t remember the term fascination, but I’m
confident you will be capable if I guide you through the steps.”


“What makes you so certain?” she asked.


“Because I taught you the craft of fascination,” Tarom
replied. “Your natural ability rivals mine. You came to me needing the skill to
reclaim Cullen’s aura stolen by our dear friend Eburscon. Following our
lessons, you were able to extricate Cullen’s aura from the mind of the Black
Dragon’s heir.” He motioned to Cullen. “Lyra, your love is alive and well as a
result of your actions. That alone should give you confidence.”


She nodded. “Thank you. That does help.”


Cullen clapped Tarom on the shoulder. “Thank you for finding
a way to communicate with Lyra through the bloodswear bond.”


“Did you feel the messages also?” Tarom asked.


Cullen nodded. “I badly wanted to send replies but don’t
possess that skill.”


Tarom grinned. “Another way of entering the minds of others
with fascination. I developed the method during the past month when I began to
wonder about Eburscon’s intent. He secretly planned to kill Lyra in order to
gain her powers, something I’d never agreed to.” He met Cullen’s gaze. “Years
ago, I swore to honor our bloodswear bond.”


“Should we be under protection of the Imperial lair to
perform the procedure?” the mature woman asked.


Tarom waved an arm. “No. Lyra’s condition is unstable. It’s
harder to protect her in transit than here. If strengthened by an external
force, the ruby could claim her remaining personal aura. Luckily, the shadow of
evil fought the ruby for control.”


“Mimio, every blue fighter and sentry is present, along with
the magnificent golds, Gea and her son, Yasqu. We are as safe as in the lair,”
Cullen replied to the woman.


“I’ll assign sentries to watch specific zones,” a burgundy
drake said and barked orders to dozens of blues.


“Good. Let’s begin.” Tarom motioned Lyra and Kessa to sit close,
facing each other. “Cullen and Mimio, please take seats and join us. Having
multiple healers present is always a good safeguard.”


Lyra secured the three loose keystones in her pocket and lay
the violin in her lap. Tarom’s odd scent of soothing rosemary not quite
covering undertones of volatile coriander distracted her. Stubby plants trying
to grow in the dry ground prickled her ankles through thin socks. She
rearranged her seat in order to fully concentrate.


“Lyra, I’ll guide you through the steps, but I doubt you’ll
need me much. Like I said, this is one of your innate talents. The process
should flow instinctively.” He faced the girl. “You and I played with the
basics of fascination. The sensation will be similar.”


Kessa nodded and sat straighter.


“First, please join one hand together. If, at any time,
either of you become uncomfortable, raise your free hand, and I’ll help you end
the process safely.”


Lyra nodded but kept her eyes on Kessa. “Ready.”


Tarom took a deep breath. “Lyra, focus on Kessa’s pupils
until you see nothing else.” He paused while her vision acclimated. “Keep your
gaze there throughout the entire procedure. This next step will be difficult.
Take your time and gather any aura you can find that isn’t under the ruby’s
control. You will likely need to search past your mind to regions deep within
your heart. Once you find it, signal me.”


Lyra felt inside her mind, but all aura there lay cloaked in
red from the ruby. She pressed against outer energy layers protecting her
heart. The shields held fast against her weakened probing ability. She set her
jaw and tried again, this time burrowing a small hole through to the inside.
The energy storage area appeared hollow and empty. She scanned for any of her
golden aura but found none.  Like Kessa said, her aura existed, so it must
be in there. Not willing to give up, she traced the walls. Tucked in a
membranous fold, she found it. She couldn’t help but grin.


“Good! Thank you for the encouraging sign.” Tarom’s voice
sounded warm and positive. “No matter how small, take only half of that aura
and pull it out of your heart. Your destinations are the nerves behind your
eyes. Once just beyond the heart walls, hold it tight along the nerve network.
The ruby will try to get it. Fight back. When you have your aura in your eyes,
signal me.”


Accessing the tiny mass of gold aura proved difficult, since
it was wedged tight into the recess. Only a corner of the aura extended out.
Pulling on the aura proved useless. Instead, Lyra pressed the walls away,
working at one point, then another. Gradually, the aura broke free. She cut it
in half and tucked the unneeded portion back into the crevice. The other,
floating in the empty storage area, she cloaked in her probing aura and hurried
it from the heart to the closest nerve. There, her aura appeared almost
indistinguishable from surrounding nervous tissue.


Setting a course for her eyes, she maneuvered the aura along
the natural roadway. The slick nerves provided fast transport until she reached
her brainstem.


There, the ruby stood guard over the workings of her mind.
The gem surrounded and dug inside the cloak.


Arranging all the cloaking at the forward end of the aura as
protection, Lyra used the entire mass as a battering ram, forcing past the
ruby’s power. The cloak tore away, but she got the aura into her brain. Wasting
no time, she scooted the aura as fast as she could into the vision center at
the back of her skull. Few red sensors of the ruby monitored that area,
probably since the ruby didn’t seem to alter her sense of vision. She eased
past those with no problem to arrive at the nerves leading into her eyes.
“Done.”


“Good work. You’re doing well, Lyra,” Tarom replied. “Now
divide that mass into your two eyes and settle the halves as close to the backs
of your eyes as possible. You will jump that aura into Kessa’s pupils. Once you
are there, let me know.”


Lyra compacted the aura into the nerve endings. She shoved
it into the space separating her from Kessa. It felt like jumping a stream that
might be too wide. She held her breath, hoping to land in the girl’s eyes. When
her aura touched down, she sighed the breath out. She heard responses of sighs
on either side of her.


“Well done.” Tarom’s voice shook. “The rest will be
technically easier, but…”


Lyra wondered what he didn’t choose to say.


“Let’s continue. From this point, Lyra, you need to maintain
constant focus. You and I cannot communicate. Raise your hand only if you are
hurt. Do you understand?”


“Yes.”


“Trace Kessa’s nerves into her brain. There, you will look for
a storage area with files. You may need to peer inside a few to determine the
correct zone. You want the region she stores information about her great
grandmother, Heilia. Look for one with information about Heilia’s relatives.
When you find that, read everything carefully. The information you are seeking
will be obvious.”


No forces guarded Kessa’s mind, which made Lyra’s journey
easier. In the storage area, she used her aura to open and read files. Some
contained recent memories of the girl’s torture, information Lyra wanted to
know, but didn’t think her small amount of aura could process rapidly enough.
She left that file behind and dropped far back into older storage. She peered
into several files, some about how Kessa had been injured by Eburscon’s son.
Again, Lyra wanted to linger but realized folks of the Alliance expected the
keystones to be replaced quickly.


She located a cluster of files about relatives and took time
to study the contents. Those about Kessa’s father’s side of the family Lyra
left unread since Heilia was her mother’s grandmother. Lyra found plenty of
heartwarming images of Kessa with her grandmother, who she called Gramaema:
time together spent feeding an orphan newborn puppy; a magical cake for Kessa’s
birthday; a special party dress for the girl sewn from color-shifting cloth.
With all the suffering the girl had experienced in her young life, the happy
images tugged at Lyra to spend time enjoying them. Reluctantly, she pulled
herself away and made a mental note to ask Kessa about those times later.


The next file Lyra opened contained information Kessa’s
grandmother told her about her own mother, Kessa’s Great Gramaema Heilia. The
woman had been a great seer, respected throughout all of Dragonspeir. Memories
of conversations told how she called upon knowledge in the stars to make sense
of fragmented stories that sprang up in her mind. Heilia always did good things
with her power. For that, she was loved through the many centuries she lived.


One afternoon, six-year-old Kessa and Gramaema had a tea
party for two and a number of dolls under a low, gnarled tree in Gramaema’s
garden. The grandmother made the dolls come to life and enjoy the treats.


Kessa clapped her hands and giggled at the dolls. “I want to
make the dolls eat cake too. Can you teach me?”


Gramaema sipped her tea and shook her head. “No, dear. You
don’t have the power.”


Kessa’s lower lip quavered. “Where do I get the power? Where
did you and Great Gramaema get it?” Lazy tears dripped from her lashes into her
lap.


“Oh, my sweet little Kessa, don’t cry.” Gramaema moved
around the table and hugged her. “You don’t have my power, but you do have
Heilia’s. She gave it to you as a gift, like she gave me my power.”


“Really?” Kessa’s tears stopped, and her eyes twinkled.
“Will I live to be two hundred years old like you? Maema never—”


“Don’t tell your maema,” Gramaema pulled back and kneeled in
the grass next to Kessa’s chair. “She doesn’t want you to use your gift from
Heilia.”


“Why not? Is it bad?” Kessa asked, her eyes wide.


Gramaema’s face lit with a wide smile. “Oh, no. She’s just
jealous.”


“Why doesn’t she get her own power like Heilia did? Where
did she get hers?”


The old woman twirled a ringlet of Kessa’s hair around her
finger. “Heilia’s mother shared her gift equally between her two
daughters—Heilia and Nareene. Keep that as our secret. Your maema will be
really jealous.”


Kessa hugged her Gramaema. “It’s our secret—you, me, and the
dollies.”


 


At the mention of Nareene’s name, Lyra’s concentration
broke. She fell completely out of Kessa’s mind and would have rolled backward
if not for Kessa holding her hand.


“You must have found the right information,” Tarom said with
a grin.


The others leaned closer. “What did you learn?” Cullen
asked, brows lifted.


“Tell us!” Mimio unwound the tail of her scarf knotted
around a finger.


“Kessa, why didn’t you tell me before that your great
grandmother Heilia was Scribe Nareene’s sister?” Lyra stammered as she squeezed
the girl’s hand.


Cullen sucked in a breath.


“Oh my!” Mimio exclaimed.


The girl’s gaze dropped to the ground. “Maema would have
beat me. She hated me for my magic, so I tried to hide it.”


Lyra pulled Kessa into an embrace. “No one is ever going to
hurt you again. You’re safe.”


“I miss Gramaema.” Tears rolled down Kessa’s cheeks. “After
she died two years ago, Maema started hurting me.”


Lyra rubbed her back. “It’s all okay now. You’re safe with
me.” While hugging the girl, Lyra said to Tarom, “How does this information
help rid me of the ruby’s hold? I don’t understand.”


Tarom nodded. “You will.” He touched Kessa’s shoulder. “Now,
remember what you’re to ask Lyra.”


The young seer pulled away from the embrace, blinked back
tears, and sat taller. She took Lyra’s hands and looked in her eyes. Kessa
swallowed hard and asked, “Lyra, I beg you, please give me the ruby.”


Lyra glanced at Tarom. “Is it safe? As a descendent of the
scribal line, isn’t she also guided by a fire star?”


“No. Water guides her. She’s safe from the ruby’s fiery
bond.” He waved a hand toward Lyra. “Go ahead.”


Lyra focused on Kessa’s face, this time using no aura, no
magical power of any type. She simply let her gaze rest on the eyes of a young,
motherless girl who’d known pain from injury, abuse, and torture. A girl who’d
risked her life to save Lyra’s. A girl who inherited great magic and with it
great responsibility, just like her. A girl whose immediate family was gone,
just like her. A girl who made up for that lost family. A girl who needed her.


Lyra’s throat tightened. Tears welled into her eyes, blurring
her vision. She felt in her pocket and selected the ruby by its heat. Her
fingers shook, but she kept her gaze fixed on Kessa while pressing it into the
girl’s palm. Tears of joy slipped down Lyra’s cheeks as she closed the smaller
fingers around the gem. Her aura, now free of the ruby’s control, gushed into
her heart and swirled through her brain. Those sensations compounded her
elation.


Kessa’s face lit with a smile while tears streamed from the
corners of her eyes. She hugged Lyra tight and broke into a round of sobs.


The dragons and wizards cheered.


Cullen kneeled to hand the pair his and Mimio’s
handkerchiefs.


Lyra accepted, and she noticed him studying her. A wide
smile covered her face as she tackled him with an embrace.


He laughed and held her tight while they rolled sideways
onto the sorceress.


Memories flooded Lyra’s mind with a whirl of emotions that
took her breath away. She was glad for Cullen’s steady arms around her. She
extended an arm and pulled Mimio into their hug to feel even more grounded.


“Lyra, you’re shaking. Are you all right?” the sorceress
asked.


“Yes. I just feel a bit disoriented with the change—so many
thoughts all at once,” Lyra replied with a laugh.


Cullen lightly touched the base of Lyra’s head and neck.
“Electrical activity is unusually high, which seems logical. I’ll keep watch,
but tell me if you feel anything unusual.”


She nodded. “It’s beginning to pass already.”


Kenzo sailed to a sharp landing beside the women, and they
wrapped him into their arms.


The crowd pressed closer, shouting and cheering. A few
magicals clapped Tarom on the back.


When the laughter slowed, Lyra sat back and pulled the
Staurolite from her other pocket. “I need to do one more thing before I can
transfer the keystones to the Elementum Arcesso.” She gathered a mass of her
own aura, so easily without the ruby that a bit of a laugh escaped her lips.
She channeled the energy into the Staurolite. The crossed crystals sparked
brilliant white, which formed a halo around the stone. The enclosure widened
and encompassed the four keystones. The glow of the Staurolite changed to a
rich purple. “The Staurolite now masters the others.” She stood, and the circle
expanded to maintain coverage of the ruby that Kessa held.


 “Would you like a ride?” Yord, the magnificent blue
dragon, asked.


“Yes. One moment.” Lyra clutched a hand to her heart and
scurried a dozen yards to kneel beside the fallen body of the Imperial Dragon.
She caressed the side of his face, the long gray whiskers, the smooth scales of
his earflaps.


Cullen joined her but remained silent, and Tarom stood by
his side.


Moisture clouded her eyes, and she let it gather into tears
without blinking back the liquid. She allowed the sobs to spill out as freely.
Her grief that had been denied poured out. She hugged the great leader’s cheek.
“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I wish I could have—”


“Lyra, it’s not your fault,” a dragon said from above her.
“My father died so you could throw off the evil to help the Alliance.”


The word father made her snap her head up—Yasqu. “He was
your father? I don’t understand.” Her jaw fell slack. Instead of the bronze
young adult she knew, he stood beside her as a magnificent golden dragon.


Gea, his mother, hung her bowed neck over his shoulder.
“Lyra, the Imperial Dragon and I agreed soon after he hatched. To raise him as
a vulnerable youth in Dragonspeir during these troubled times would prove too
dangerous. That’s why—”


“You sent him to me to raise at Aunt Jean’s cottage until he
was old enough,” Lyra interrupted.


“Indeed. And you did an exemplary job, my dear.” Gea nodded
and smiled at Yasqu. “My mate and I both trusted you with the heir to the
guardianship of Imperial Dragons. In the past few days, when Yasqu’s bronze
scales changed to gold, the Imperial Dragon knew his time would be short.” A
tear dropped from one of her huge eyes and plopped on the cracked earth. “Like
Yasqu said, it was his fate to enable you to save the Alliance. Go now, back to
the lair and reclaim this parched land under the control of evil.”


According to custom, a squadron of blues, along with Yasqu,
carried the Imperial Dragon’s body to the lair ahead of the others.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Twenty-eight: Elementum Arcesso


 


 


As soon as Yord set down on the lair’s ledge, Lyra gave a whole
arm wave to her cousins, Draora, and Noba, who all rushed to greet them through
the chaos of people and dragons.


Cullen dismounted to the ground, while Lyra paused on Yord’s
lowered wing tendon. She guided Kessa to Cullen’s open arms before sliding down
the rest of the way. With the girl at her side, she rushed to greet her
cousins. After Lyra made introductions, the three women engulfed the child in a
group hug with Draora floating and twittering overhead.


Kenzo whipped in and out of her magic trail.


Noticing Cullen waiting patiently, Lyra grabbed his arm and
pulled him beside her while she talked to her cousins. “I’m so glad to see you
are all safe and well.” She faced Cullen. “You must have had a time getting
them here from Cerid’s Crux without injury.”


“Believe you me, it was quite a time,” Vickie said, rolling
her eyes at Raylene. “This one gave Cullen an adventure.”


“Well. I’m very grateful for Draora’s skills,” Cullen said,
trying to hide a grin.


Lyra smiled at her younger cousin. “Ray, what did you do?”


Raylene shrugged and grinned ear to ear. “Nothin’ much. Just
exploring a bit. You know me.”


“I’m just glad you’re back safe.” Vickie engulfed Lyra in
one of her famous bear hugs, lifting her off her feet. “We were all so worried.
Really all of us.” She broke away and swept her arm around the hundreds of
dragons and wizards gathered on the ledge. Voices and expressions around them
showed a range of emotions from grief to hopefulness.


“We all have so much to share. But it will have to wait for
a bit. I have some important work to do. Those keystones—I got them all,” Lyra
beamed. “Now, I need to finish the job and make them work for the Alliance.”
She nodded to Tarom. “I’m sure you’re welcome inside.”


“Of course he is.” Cullen slapped the alchemist on back.
“It’s good to have you back with us.”


“I hope I’ve earned that honor,” Tarom replied.


“Formally, that decision will be up to the Guardians, but I
don’t think anyone who witnessed your kind acts will deny—”


“From the tale passing around, I should think not,” the
Unicorn Guardian replied. He lowered his horn to the alchemist. “I wish to
thank you for your brave assistance.”


Tarom bowed low to the Guardian.


The Phoenix perched on the Unicorn’s rump. “It’s a
bittersweet day, of endings and beginnings. Let us hope that peace shall
prevail. Lyra, we need to make our way into the Imperial study.”


Lyra nodded and pushed through the crowd, holding onto both
Cullen and Kessa. The throng moved with them farther into the foyer and grand
hall. She located the Tortoise standing at the entrance to the main corridor.
“It seems everyone wants to see the keystones replaced into the pans. Not
everyone will fit in the study. What should we do?”


He surveyed the surge of onlookers and called to the
Unicorn, “Will you give direction that the Imperial Council shall conduct the
task?”


“I will, “the Unicorn replied. “Seer Kessa will be included.
She carries one of the keystones.”


“She does? Then certainly. In past, seers were always a part
of Imperial Councils,” the Tortoise added.


 The Unicorn nodded. “What about Sire Tarom? Imperial
Alchemists are also included, which he once was.”


The Tortoise looked askance at him.


“I will claim full responsibility for the decision,” the Unicorn
replied and turned to face the crowd. “Quiet please,” he bellowed above the din
of conversation. “I appreciate your interest, but the replacement of the
keystones will be under observance of the Imperial Council. A full report will
be made to you all immediately after.” He scanned the room. “Warlord Oasth, if
you are here, please come forward and join us.”


A blue sentry called out, “Oasth is assisting with the
preparation of the fallen leader’s body.”


“If he reports here, send him to the study.” The Unicorn
made his way down the corridor.


“I’ll watch for him,” Kenzo replied and flew across the
ceiling toward the foyer with Noba following close behind.


Members of the Imperial Council proceeded through the
corridor. Tapestries of former Imperial Dragons hung on the walls. Lyra had
noticed them many times coming and going from the leader’s study. She swallowed
hard, trying not to think about him becoming just a distant memory in another
wall-hanging.


Outside a wide, arched double door two sentries bowed their
heads in silence.


Gea and Yasqu already stood inside by a window open to the
high ceiling. Sunlight spilling in shined from their golden scales. The
reflections lighted the large room. Although, technically not a part of the
Council, no one questioned the presence of the fallen leader’s mate.


The study contained so many personal instruments and
journals of the Imperial Dragon that another wave of grief hit Lyra. Shelves
along an entire wall held instruments he’d consulted daily, many he taught her
to use. She worked to set aside those emotions. He would want her to put the
good of the Alliance residents first.


She noticed Cullen and the Tortoise gazing around the room
and knew they felt the same. The Elementum Arcesso stood on a marble pedestal
in front of the open window. Lyra withdrew the three keystones and held them in
her palm.


The ruby lay in Kessa’s open hand. She stood silent and
watched.


The Elementum Arcesso reminded Lyra of a laboratory balance,
although, instead of two pans there were four. A film of rust covered the old
device. Remembering what the Imperial Dragon had told Lyra, she explained to
Kessa, “This is the oldest instrument of the Alliance. Tortoise Guardian, is
there an order to follow as I place the gems?”


“Place countering pairs simultaneously opposite from each
other. The Emtori Ruby is placed at the same time as its opposition, the watery
Pearl of Pendola. The earthbound fluorite counters the moonstone, which must
first be removed from its setting in the violin’s scroll.”


Lyra studied the violin. “Will Nareene’s magic remain in the
instrument if we remove the moonstone?”


“From what wood is it composed?” the Tortoise craned his
neck to examine the violin’s body. “Unusual.”


“It’s made from wood of the sycamore portal tree connecting
my world to Aria. The bow was crafted for me in Silva Caliga by wood from their
World Tree.”


“Another portal from Aria, in this case to Silva Caliga.” He
tilted his head and rubbed his scaly cheek along the side of the violin. “It
does possess scribal energy. My guess is it will hold, but we don’t have any
choice.” He nodded to Cullen. “Sire Drake, please help Scribe Lyra remove the
moonstone.”


Cullen located a metal pick from a drawer of tools. The
handle of the pick proved a bit oversized, made for a dragon’s claws. With some
manipulation, he worked the tip under the edge of the moonstone and pried it
loose into Lyra’s waiting hand.


She placed the moonstone and fluorite onto a pair of
opposite balance pans. “Kessa, use the left pan.” Lyra held the Pearl of
Pendola above the right, and, together, they placed the remaining pair.


A circle of white light joined the four keystones, radiated
through the open window, and lifted high out of sight.


“Now what happens?” Kessa asked.


“The astral energies answer the call,” the Tortoise said
watching the sky, his eyes so wide they pushed his saggy lids lower. “The four
keystones call upon energy from every star of each of the four elements. The
Elementum Arcesso unites their energy into quintessence. That master energy strengthens
the powers of all magical residents in the Alliance.” He nodded to Lyra who
removed the Staurolite from her pocket. “We are especially fortunate to also
have Scribe Lyra whose natural energy aligns with not one element but all
four—quintessence.”


“Look!” Gea cried. “Purple light returns.”


An answering beam of light, twice as bright, returned to the
device. The light settled down the pedestal to the rug. It spread the room,
then farther to cover the cliff and beyond. They filed into the observatory and
watched the light diffuse north across the Steppe of Ora, east across the Sea
of Cogadh, and south to the Meadow of Peace.


“It worked!” Lyra exclaimed, staring at the spreading light.


Kessa bounced from foot to foot. “We did it!”


“We did!” Cullen lifted Lyra off her feet in a tight embrace
and covered her face with kisses.


“The Alliance is saved!” Yasqu roared through an open
window.


Lyra leaned sideways and hugged Tarom, whose giddy laughter
filled the observatory.


Gea joined her son in the declaration, then broadcast the
news down the corridor where she received a chorus of cheers and whoops in
response.


The Phoenix spun like a sparkler around the Unicorn’s lifted
horn, both laughing.


The Tortoise placed his forefeet on the sill and raised
himself higher. “A grand moment in history. Lyra, you and I will need to record
this for future generations.” The runes on his shell glowed with his silvery
aura.


Amid the happy chaos around them, she took a private moment
with the eldest Guardian who’d worked so hard to help her prepare for the
mission. “We sure will,” she said with a sigh and rubbed the back of his neck.
“Thank you for everything.”


“You’re so very welcome, Lyra,” he replied. “I wish the
Imperial Dragon could have witnessed this moment.”


“I do too.” As the pair stood together, a message of
clairvoyance reached her from Gatekeeper Cranewort.


Welcome home, dear one. I’m so proud of you. I see the
light of Elementum Arcesso! The feeling is incredible, but even better, I hear
the cheers from the Meadow of Peace. However, be warned—Dark Realm energies are
reentering the Steppe.


Lyra sent a hasty replied, I hope to visit as soon as I
can, after we check out that danger. She called for the attention of those
still in the Imperial study. “Cranewort just send me clairvoyance that the Dark
Realm is invading the Steppe again. Our battle is not yet done.” She secured
the Staurolite in her pocket and placed Nareene’s violin and bow in the
shoulder bag. She located Kessa under Tarom’s arm. “Kessa, you’ll need to stay
here in the lair with Cullen’s assistants and my cousins.”


The girl frowned.


Lyra stooped to give her a hug.


“I’ll alert the fighters and sentries.” Yasqu bolted from
the room with Gea and the Unicorn on his heels.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Twenty-nine: Moonlight Aria


 


 


As soon as Lyra and Cullen located Yord on the ledge, they
clambered up his wing tendon. .


Warlord Oasth swept spectators into the foyer with his tail
while he organized the chaos, changing the theme from celebration to battle.
“All non-riders and lair guards, get inside immediately. Only fighters and
riders should be on the ledge,” he barked, arms and wings waving. “Squadrons
gather at your assigned positions. Wait for my cue to lift off.”


“Cullen, who should I ride?” Tarom asked, standing close
beside Yord. “I want to help.”


Cullen waved to a senior blue. “Hallen, are you up to taking
a rider? Sire Tarom wishes to join us.”


“I’d be honored,” Hallen replied and lowered so the
alchemist could mount. “Sire Tarom, I remember when you served the Alliance as
an apprentice alchemist.” He sighed. “It was a sad day when Eburscon forced you
to leave after the skirmish the two of you had.”


When Tarom settled into his seat, he called to Cullen, “It
feels good to fight beside my bloodswear brother again. And with my new
sister.” He lifted his right hand bearing the finger scar to Cullen and Lyra,
then clamped it around his wizard’s staff. The eyes of the skull now glowed
blue. Lyra wondered how he altered his aura, but put the question aside for
later.


Cullen raised his staff in response.


“Our scouts tell us that Eburscon leads the Dark Realm
fighters toward us. They are spilling on the Steppe in full force,” Oasth
yelled across the area. “Symar is leading a team of more than a dozen cimafa.
Be watchful for new tactics. Stay in groups. Wait for my signal to fly out.” He
motioned to a group of blues on the opposite side of the ledge. “Guttan, take
yours now. Pleyon, after them.”


“I wish I had my staff,” Lyra said into Cullen’s ear. “I
wonder if I might find it on the Steppe. Although I do have the Staurolite.”
She clutched the gem in her pocket, and violet light spilled into her palm.


“I wouldn’t bother,” he replied. “Eburscon was correct; your
aura has changed so much that the match won’t align anymore. Besides, you have
full control of the Staurolite now. See what it can do for you.”


Into her other hand, she channeled a mass of her own aura,
the first time since activating the Staurolite. She gasped at its new color—violet
with sparks of gold. “I think you’re right,” she said as she extended the hand
around Cullen’s side for him to see.


“Violet energy of quintessence.” He squeezed his knees
against Yord’s back.


“Berten, you need to calm your group before I release you,”
Oasth yelled, then spun full circle to address other squadron leaders. “Yord.
You and Hallen will take the rear.”


With time remaining before flight, Lyra reached for her
violin. Without the moonstone, she disregarded the enchantment by the queens of
Aria. Instead, conjuring Nareene’s song was her goal. She pulled her shoulder
sack around and withdrew the violin. The recent frenzy of emotions—confusion,
grief, elation, fear—left many of the fighters and those remaining in the lair
visibly upset. She positioned the violin and slowly pulled Partho’s bow across
the strings. A long, sweet note rang loud and clear.


Faces of waiting dragons and onlookers wedged in the
entrance turned in her direction.


Cullen twisted in his seat to watch.


Encouraged, Lyra played a melody. The song reverberated from
the cliff walls that housed the lair.


As a flaming ball, the Phoenix Guardian, sped out of the
foyer and stirred the wind, lifting the song higher and wider. The Lady of
Peace morphed into her bird form and twirled in an aerial dance. “Play loud,
Lyra. The song of hope. It is real. I’d been told of this but thought it was a
children’s tale. We need this now. I’ll try to whip it out farther.” She flew
in a wider circle, then abruptly hung in midair.


Faint calls of songbirds grew louder as a flock of dozens of
tiny, brown birds flew into the airspace above the ledge.


“Squadrons stand down from the deck,” Oasth called to two
groups of blues preparing to leave.


“Nightingales, welcome!” the Phoenix called. “Sing this enchanted
song through the Alliance and beyond. Bring the people’s hearts hope and
strength anew to fight again. Fight for our lost Guardian. Fight for our
freedom.”


The songbirds raised their sparkling voices. Their harmonies
floated on Lyra’s notes and filled the sky. They followed the Phoenix in her
dance, then parted, taking the song in all directions.


Lyra continued to play until she lost sight of the
nightingales. Her notes faded into the distance, and stillness fell over the
lair.


“Fly out and win.” Oasth’s raspy voice broke the silence.


“The enchantment still works. Good thinking,” Cullen
whispered over his shoulder.


Two squadrons made smooth lift-offs, reminding Lyra of jets
rather than dragons.


“Ready?” Yord glanced back at the couple. Once she stowed
her violin, he bounded toward the edge of the cliff, wingsails open wide and
filling with air. With one last stride, he took flight.


The five other blues of Yord’s squadron aligned into perfect
flying formation behind him.


In unison, Hallen’s squadron flew alongside theirs. Rather
than a tired, unhinged crew, the blues ahead of them looked like synchronized
flyers in an air show. Lyra hoped her song made the difference and would
improve their fighting ability as well.


However, the dry, cracked, lifeless terrain that covered
most of the Steppe, indicating dominant Dark Realm power, made her question her
efforts. The Geminus Tree, which marked the boundary between good and evil,
stood half-rooted against the cliff that housed the Imperial lair. Bits of dead
brush rolled across the flat plain.


Above the far side of the Steppe, storm clouds lined the
edge of the Dark Realm’s Silva Nocens forest. Lyra’s first glimpse of enemy
action revealed hundreds of fire and magma drakes parading the sky in long
rows.


Frontline Alliance squadrons charged into curtains of fire
and molten ash that engulfed their lightning bolts. Three blues fell as the
price of breaking the opponent’s opening attack.


Warlord Oasth sped past them and motioned squadrons in
different positions.


Dozens of greens spilled from the dense cover of Silva
Nocens.


Behind them, Eburscon and Symar rode fiery-eyed cimafa. The
alchemist kicked the shoulders of his beast, and it sped forward, neck lurching
and jaws open. He waved overhead, and clouds above the battlefield hung heavy
and black.


Symar waved his arm, and the other sixteen stealth dragons
separated, attempting to surround as many blue squadrons as possible.


Ice drakes dove from the clouds, exhaling deadly freezing
breath at heads of the blues.


At the same time, the herd of cimafa bombarded the fight
zone, sending five blues with severed heads crashing to the ground.


Cullen whipped a blue laser off his staff across two ice
drakes. The strike killed one, injured the other, and drove three more back
into the cloud.


Thrusting her body weight into a throw, Lyra hurled a
powerball at a cimafa that threatened Yord. Her strike easily met its mark and
vaporized the stealth dragon’s torso and organs. The power of quintessence did enhance
her precision. Not limited by needing Cullen’s aura to improve her aim, she
quickly channeled another mass of energy into her palm and selected a fearsome
target—a trio of ice drakes chasing Hallen’s tail. Any contact could spread
deadly frostbite through his veins.


Tarom squirmed in his seat, attempting to fire at the ice
drakes.


The beasts exhaled white vapor which sublimated into clouds
of ice crystals.


Lyra’s shot took out two and injured the third enough to
drive it off course.


Free to focus his attention forward, Tarom repaid the favor.
He used his staff to slash the flank of a cimafa on track toward Yord.


The beast writhed but opened its jaws to spiral red aura
into a funnel aimed for the senior blue.


Lyra finished off the beast with a golden-violet powerball.


Eburscon extended the range of storm clouds farther south to
cover much of the Steppe.


Several of the cimafa escaped into the darkness he created.


Yasqu and Gea attempted to follow a pair, but the black
magic cloud blocked their passage.


Eburscon guffawed and rose inside his barricade. Lyra
watched for a short while as he played with Yasqu, darting out and back in
repeatedly.


Yasqu roared and hurled curtains of flames at the bottom of
the cloud, before he gave up and flew off to vaporize two greens


Symar also used the cloud cover but spent more time
organizing the cimafa. The beasts responded swiftly to his slightest hand
motions. That reminded Lyra to use extra caution around his team.  The
man’s job as Lord of the Tempest, in charge of weather fronts, involved
training stealth dragons to endure harsh elements better than any other dragon.
Hiding among a herd of the most deadly dragons gave him enviable protection. He
directed them to fire in unison, decimating an entire squadron.


Lyra looked for lone cimafa that she could pick off more
easily. Within moments, she found her target and employed her improved aim to
slice the cimafa’s neck through to the spine. After that strike, an ache
twinged in her firing arm. Massaging the length of the muscles in her forearm
eased the pain.


Cullen detected her action at his back and glanced over his
shoulder. “Are you all right? Are quintessence and the Staurolite helping?” He
fired to the side and nipped the wing of a green whose cheeks puffed with a
load of chlorine gas.


The beast locked its jaws tight and cut to another edge of
the battle.


“My aim is far more accurate,” Lyra replied.


“I’ve noticed that, but your arm…”


She quit rubbing and repowered her hand. “I can’t say much
about the Staurolite. But, quintessence aura is strong and makes my throwing
arm ache.”


Gea tore through the middle of the combat zone. Her flame,
at least a dozen yards long, struck a cimafa who’d cornered her son against six
drakes.


Once the cimafa’s burnt body dropped, Yasqu turned and
blazed his own fire across the drakes, killing three and injuring the others.
From the far side of the field, he let out a loud warning roar at Yord’s and
Hallen’s squadrons.


Behind them, a hundred or more fire drakes dropped from a
dark cloud to form a row. “Yord! Behind us,” Lyra yelled. She felt the heat
from their flames on her back. Preparing for his reaction, she locked her legs
tighter to his back and braced herself against the spinal extension behind her.


Oasth bellowed in their direction, “Use horizontal strikes.”


“Hold on!” Cullen called over his shoulder, eyeing the
oncoming attackers.


Yord snarled and spun in a close circle. Head turned
sideways, he spewed a horizontal lightning bolt which took out five drakes. His
fighters followed his technique and killed dozens more.


Cullen cut a laser across torsos of five that fell away from
the fighting.


Before Lyra could hurl the powerball at the line, the white
head of an ice drake dropped into her peripheral vision. She launched her
energy at the beast, its tail missing Yord by feet.


Seconds later, a team of ice drakes dove from the cloud. A
pair scattered Yord’s squadron apart. Across the battlefield, isolated blues
flew in every direction.


Four more lines of a hundred drakes each rained down. Dark Realm
dragons outnumbered them at least three to one.


After throwing a series of five powerballs, Lyra paused and
held her firing arm. It ached with prickling numbness from the passage of aura.
“What do we do?” Lyra asked Cullen. Her heart pounded against her ribs. “We’re
losing.”


He hurled a laser with so much force that he lifted off his
seat, successfully killing two ice drakes.


“I don’t know. Keep fighting until we win or die.” He sent a
volley off of his staff and steadied himself against Yord’s spine in front of
him.


Lyra grasped his shoulder with her ailing hand, both to use
his power to help her aim with the left hand and to feel the comfort of his
body. Her left-hand shot wobbled only a little, but Cullen’s unique power
aligned it mid-flight to take out another ice drake.


A blur of white hair and wings cut straight through the
chaos. Lyra blinked, then stared—Draora and Kenzo. She leaned over Cullen’s
shoulder and pointed at the pair.


With Kenzo giving directions, the ghost-witch let a filmy
trail from her skirt hem sweep wide around a cimafa. It immobilized the beast
like duct tape, and she neatly cut him loose for a free fall that ended with a
loud smack on the hard, dry ground.


Cullen cheered and whistled at the pair.


“Wow! Go Draora and Kenzo!” Lyra yelled. Encouraged, she
resumed fighting with her dominant hand. She faced the other direction to check
for surprise attackers and found a pair of magma drakes, which Yord blasted
before she could fire. When they dropped, she noticed the moon sitting on the
horizon, a perfect full moon. Its light formed shadows across the twilit plain.
Many of the shadows moved. She looked closer and alerted Cullen with a nudge.


People, thousands of people, ran toward the battlefield…
Alliance residents from the southern Meadow of Peace…circutamina and
Malificates from Silva Caliga to the east…and, most surprising of all, Arial
warriors sliding down on moonbeams.


Lyra gasped. “The violin’s enchantment—it worked.”


Cullen shook his head. “The moon must’ve already begun to
rise when you played.”


“I’ve never seen anything like this,” Yord called to Hallen
and snorted sparks.


“Not me either, and I’m twice your age.” The senior blue
hovered alongside.


“I think the tables are turning.” Tarom fired his staff at a
trio of drakes who hung in midair staring at the commotion.


Eburscon yanked his cimafa, and it let out an eerie shriek.


Symar roused his to do the same, and the rest of his team
members blasted their chilling cries at the oncoming ground fighters.


Some in the crowd below cowered at the well-known death
wails. Others shouted and rallied the weaker onward. Without any hesitation,
the Arials arrived first. The pale-skinned men with white-blond hair appeared
translucent in the moonlight, as ghostly as Draora. Some dressed in
light-colored skins, while others wore fine white uniforms embellished with
golden trim. All carried spears. Once landed, the men ran until they reached
injured dragons.


Lyra picked out the captain of the Arial guards, Belray,
directing the men. They set to work, stabbing grounded drakes who attempted to
rejoin the battle. Some Arials deftly flung their spears into the air, which
caught on moonbeams that drove the points into bodies of unsuspecting drakes.


Stunned, Lyra almost forgot to fight. A powerball ebbed in
her palm. She reformed a larger mass and drove it across empty sky to slice the
neck off a cimafa. Her body recoiled from the huge outpouring of energy. She
smelled a subtle current of chlorine. “Cullen, behind us. I can’t fire yet.”


His and Tarom’s lasers met in the breast of a green,
exposing the shiny, white spinal cord for an instant before the huge dragon
plummeted.


Lyra located Lesot and Angom marching the Malificates across
the plain. About fifty men from Terza made plans with the Arials, then set to
work. Many carried bottles strapped across their chests. Soon, the glimmer of
obsidian dust wafted into the air and caught on the moonbeams. Even without the
bond of the ruby, the beauty spellbound Lyra. The Malificates paid no notice of
the display. They rubbed fingerfulls of the dust under the noses of unconscious
blue fighters or traced the power along visible wounds. Many blues healed well
enough to rejoin their squadrons.


“Lyra, you have many good friends!” Tarom called.


“I sure do,” she replied, then called to a mended blue
fighter who passed near. “Glad to have you back.”


The dragon gave her a quick nod and wasted no time taking
out two magma drakes.


Several hundred tiny circutamina struggled over cracked
ground of the Steppe. Ivri and Folt led the tree keepers in song.


Border trees answered, sending a network of roots tunneling
across the plain, like thousands of moles.


The keepers lifted their arms, and the roots rose above the
ground. Arms held higher, the roots grew even taller. Some circutamina sat on
each other’s shoulders, arms stretching to the sky.


Alliance residents, on the perimeter of the field, initiated
a chant, “Certo do pacem.” As more arrived, they joined hands, faces lifted
to the sky, and their voices rang louder. “Certo do pacem.”


Branches sprouted from the enchanted roots and continued
reaching higher until they met their targets—arms, legs, tails, necks of the
Dark Realm drakes.


Thousands of Alliance residents completed a circle around
the edges of the battlefield. The air vibrated with the positive energy of
their chant.


“Certo do pacem,” Cullen boomed. “Fight for peace.”


Lyra yelled the chant so loud, her voice cracked. Determined,
she swallowed a few times, then forced air over her vocal cords and sang
louder. The Staurolite shined a brilliant purple glow over her friends below.


Yord roared the mantra, and the words shook his ribcage
under her.


Tarom led Hallen and their squadron in the chant.


The circutamina fed their trees the mantra’s force. Each
tree ensnared at least a dozen evil dragons. One mighty ash took down a cimafa.


With renewed hope, the wizard riders hurled volleys of
powerballs at the more deadly greens and ice drakes.


Blue fighters worked as teams, blasting one horizontal
lightning bolt after another to take out whole rows of fire drakes. Those that
flew low to escape met the Arials’ spears.


Fallen bodies of Dark Realm dragons littered the ground.


Evil no longer outnumbered the Alliance.


Alliance residents raised the strength of their voices again
and pulled their circle tighter.


With Kenzo’s guidance, Draora entangled another cimafa, this
time strangling the beast with her trail cinched around its neck. The ghost-witch
dropped it into a waiting group of Arial spear-throwers. She let out a whoop
and set her sights on Symar and his cimafa.


Tarom thrust his whole arm up at the clouds above them, but
Lyra didn’t see anything leave his hand.


Her bloodswear mark itched, and she leaned into Cullen’s
back. “Tarom’s signaling us.”


“I know what he wants. Look to the far left, past Hallen. Be
ready,” he said over his shoulder and patted Yord’s left shoulder.


Two squadrons of blues herded Eburscon and his cimafa toward
them.


Yasqu and Gea navigated to positions behind the row of
blues.


Lyra understood what they intended and forced extra aura
into a concentrated powerball. Her skin prickled under the dense mass. She
fixed her gaze on the two golds. Her breathing grew shallow, waiting for their
signal.


Yord and Hallen each made sharp turns to close in on the
evil alchemist.


Eburscon’s stealth dragon reared, and he waved the remaining
ten cimafa to protect him, including Symar and his ride. Spying his comrade
detained by Draora’s entrapment, he hurled a fistful of purple aura directly at
the witch.


Lyra placed a hand over her mouth.


The witch slid on her bottom across the sky past Yord, her
legs sprawled and skirt blown above her bloomers.


“Kenzo, stay with her,” Cullen shouted at the bird zipping
by and turned to watch. “Lyra, turn around,” he murmured.


Behind them, a juvenile lair guard flew low, his wing tips
trembling, and the Alliance folk parted their enclosure to admit the dragon. On
his back rode Vickie and Raylene, with Kessa and Noba wedged between them.


Lyra gasped. She scanned in every direction for evil dragons
preparing to take advantage of her inexperienced family.


The cimafa formed a circle with their tails toward Eburscon.
Their snarling mouths spit red sparks as if daring any to make the first move.


Symar’s cimafa, its tail still wrapped in Draora’s magic and
immobile, awkwardly hung below Eburscon.


From the corner of her eye, Lyra noticed sudden motion from
above. Out of the cloud Tarom enchanted, Yasqu and Gea dove head first, mouths
open and spewing wide jags of flames directly at Eburscon.


Both he and his stealth beast writhed, covered in flames.
His screams could barely be heard over the chanting.


The surrounding cimafa beasts twisted and huddled together, covering
their leader with their bodies. A couple managed to strike with red lasers, but
most were too late.


“Strike!” Yord bellowed. Dozens of blues followed his
command. A ring of lightning burnt flesh and muscle off the stealth dragons’
bodies. Their charred skeletons fell, all except those protected and carrying
the two leaders.


The serious attack on the evil leader prompted Oasth into
action. “Full attack!” he yelled to his left and right around the fight zone.


Bodies of the remaining greens and drakes thudded to the
ground.


Lyra worried her family would be crushed in the chaos. She
checked repeatedly on their safety.


Strangely, Eburscon’s body, although blackened almost beyond
recognition, still moved with crude control. His cimafa faired worse, staggering
with one wing and hindquarter decimated.


“How?” Lyra breathed into Cullen’s ear.


“He’s more evil than any of us know,” Cullen replied.


Eburscon extended an arm and shot a powerball straight down.


Lyra held her breath, but the strike hit Symar. A chill ran
through her spine. Was Eburscon’s heart so black that he’d take any potential
successor to the Dark Realm down with him?


Both cimafa dropped.


The chanters pulled even closer, until they reached bodies
of dead and injured dragons.


Warlord Oasth hovered low and barked, “Younger squadrons,
carry our dead home.”


Yasqu, Gea, and many of the senior blues landed, including
Yord and Hallen.


The few Dark Realm dragons still alive crawled or half-flew
into Silva Nocens.


Lyra and Cullen slid down Yord’s flank and joined Tarom.
Together, they cautiously approached the location where Symar and Eburscon
landed. A metallic smell of blood hung in the air.


Lyra signaled her family to stay behind her, but Draora and
Kenzo couldn’t be controlled. The pair flew ahead and hovered over the
crumpled, burnt remains of the two leaders and their stealth dragons.


Noba darted though the air to join them, but Cullen flicked
a finger of magic and pulled his assistant to the ground at his feet.


The Unicorn galloped across the battlefield and skidded to a
stop where they gathered. His white aura billowed around him, like the long
hair of his mane. “I attempted to stop your family, but when the drakes fell
they wouldn’t wait,” he said to Lyra. His expression changed when he noticed
the charred bodies that drew everyone’s attention. “Eburscon?”


Lyra nodded. “And Symar.”


The Guardian lowered his horn and walked quietly with the
others.


All stared at the evil leader’s remains, except for a few
Arials who finished off the last of the injured Dark Realm dragons and the
Malificates who coaxed a few more wounded blues to health.


The scorched flesh reeked of sulfur and charcoal odors. The
cimafa had perished with mouths open in tortured grimaces. Symar lay on his
back, arms missing, eyes open and rolled back. Eburscon’s body curled in fetal
position, his skull burnt to the bone.


From behind, Kessa clutched Lyra’s waist and peered around
her side.


Kenzo lowered close to Symar and removed the violet pendant
from his body. After depositing the talisman with the Unicorn, he returned to
hover over the evil alchemist.


Before he could fly away with Eburscon’s pendant, the
alchemist’s arm grabbed one of his wings.


Kenzo squawked and flapped, but the hand held fast.


Eburscon let out a cackle.


Those nearby jumped back.


Both Cullen and Tarom shot lasers from their staffs, but the
hand wouldn’t let the owl free.


Lyra poised a powerball in her palm, checking and praying
her new aim would be precise enough to not harm Kenzo.


“Hold fire!” Draora called and lowered. “Let me try.” She
draped her magic over Eburscon.


The man’s arm shook and his fingers tightened.


Dragged onto the charred body, Kenzo flapped helplessly and
whimpered. Lyra’s heart raced. She knew she’d lost her chance of a shot.


“The family circle!” Vickie exclaimed and pulled her cousins
among the bodies.


Raylene tiptoed around the remains.


“Tarom, be prepared,” Cullen called and the two aimed their
staffs.


The Unicorn poised his horn.


Yasqu, Gea and Yord lowered their snouts, nostrils ringed
with smoke and fire.


“I’m family!” Kessa called and ran after the women. “I want
to help too.” She took hold of Lyra’s outstretched hand.


Gea growled.


The four females of Lyra’s family joined hands around
Eburscon.


His bottom hand inched toward Raylene’s foot. “Grandma! Do
something fast,” she pleaded with a shaking voice.


Draora touched her granddaughter, and, immediately, the
alchemist’s hand snapped back. Maintaining contact, the ghost-witch reached her
other arm into the center. She stirred thread after thread of her magic over
Eburscon’s body.


Finally, his hand released, and the arm dropped limp at his
side.


Kenzo darted to Cullen’s feet.


A flock of Cranewort’s cranes flew overhead, their necks
bent into graceful curves. The storm clouds cleared as they accepted vaporous
souls from dead dragons, both good and evil. Two of the huge birds quietly
hovered above the women, then descended toward the bodies of Eburscon and
Symar.


“He’s gone,” Lyra said, urging her family away. “Let the
cranes take their souls.” She smoothed Raylene’s fine hair, lifted on end from
the static of their family magic.


The chanting quieted, and everyone bowed.


Caught in a moonbeam that sparkled with obsidian dust,
Yasqu’s golden scales shimmered like his father’s.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Thirty: Reunions


 


 


Lyra scanned the quiet battlefield and waved at her dear
friends, Ivri, Folt, Lesot, Angom, and Belray.


The Unicorn stood in the center. Aura encircled his single
horn as it pointed toward Yasqu at his side.


Gea nodded to her son and took a step back.


 “Thank you kind friends and allies of the Alliance.”
Yasqu bowed his head to the circutamina, Malificates, and Arials. “Tonight,
we’re weary, and our bodies need to mend. Please accept the hospitality of our
Alliance folk to provide you with food and places to rest. Tomorrow, join us in
celebration of lives lived well and futures of peace.” He nodded to Oasth.


The warlord organized squadrons. Once those who carried
bodies of fallen fighters lifted off, others provided transportation to the
Meadow of Peace and the lair.


“I need to thank many people. Do you want to come with me?”
Lyra posed the question to Cullen, Tarom, and her family.


They nodded and gathered together. With Cullen and Kessa on
either side of Lyra, she led a tour beginning with the Malificates in the
center. She placed a hand on Lesot’s back where he bent low applying obsidian
dust to a burn on a blue fighter’s leg. “Thank you.”


He rose, and she pulled him into a brief hug. He wiped dust
from his eyes and said, “We Malificates were heavy with debt to you for the
matans. When the nightingale’s call alerted us to your need, we came.”


“Are the Vizards treating your people better now?” she
asked.


“The vile snakes have taken their right places,” Angom joined
their conversation. “Thanks be to you from all our people.”


Cullen’s brows met. “Lyra, what did you do?”


“On my way to the dark lair, I helped Lesot and Angom take
several pseudodragons back to Terza,” she replied.


“The wild ones that roost around the western Qumeli camp?”
he asked.


She nodded, then faced the two Malificates. “Consider our
trade even now.”


The two men smiled, and Angom said, “Indeed, a good trade.”


“Please stay for the celebration,” Cullen offered with a
bow.


“As a new elder, what say you, Lesot?” Angom tilted his head
at his partner. Several other Malificates paused their work and listened for
his reply.


“It’s a happy time for Malificates. We accept.” Lesot
returned the bow. A grin lit his face, and he called to the others, “Send
invites to those who stayed in Terza to come.”


After exchanging goodbye waves, Lyra’s group moved to where
Arial warriors gathered cleaning blood from their spears. She bowed low to the
ground before Belray, and the others followed suit. When they rose she said,
“It’s an honor to have your help, Captain Belray.”


“The honor is truly ours to serve your noble Alliance,” he
replied and pointed toward the violin hanging from her shoulder. “The
enchantment of queens Mysa and Maryell did well for you. A single, brown nightingale
filled our royal palace with her song. Arial troops and scores of fishermen
made haste.”


Vickie stepped forward and said, “If Queen Mysa can make it
to the party, I’m sure we’d all love to hear her poetry. I know I would.”


“And please extend our most sincere invitation to the king
also,” Cullen added.


The corners of Belray’s mouth lifted, breaking his usual
stoic expression. “I shall extend your offers. I expect your royal couple to
find them to their liking. I will send word at once. Please excuse me.” With a
quick bow, he left them and gathered his staff.


Raylene let out a round of giggles and squeals as a dozen
circutamina crowded around her in a group hug.


Ivri and Folt tackled Lyra’s knees. She kneeled, and the
three embraced. “Did the nightingales’ songs reach you too?”


Ivri’s long ears flapped. “One sang outside my tree, but
another must have gone north, since—”


Rona ran up and wormed her way into the threesome. They all
sat back on the ground and smiled at each other. The rest of Lyra’s group took
seats, while Kenzo and Draora found branches overhead.


“Amazin’ trees you all can conjure.” The ghost-witch
chortled. “Almost as good as my honey keep tree.”


“That one tree took out a cimafa,” Tarom said. “Not an easy
task.” He faced Cullen. “You and I can’t kill them.”


“Grandma did!” Raylene called from the midst of her pack of
followers.


“Yes. Two, and finished off Eburscon,” Lyra added. “Draora,
you were amazing.”


“That was you girls. And I had a fine helper in Kenzo. Although,
I did have some fun snaring those wild, red-eyed beasts. Gave them a good
scare.” Draora laughed so hard that she lost her balance and hung from the
branch by her knees, displaying her polka-dotted bloomers.


Those gathered, as well as others nearby, joined her in
laughter.


“It feels so good to laugh again.” Lyra’s heart warmed while
she scanned all the happy faces. “And nice to see the Steppe with green trees
again.”


“Evil has ruled too long,” Folt piped up. “When I traveled
as a young lad, this plain was lush with grasses and wildflowers, dotted with
wide-spaced trees.”


“And the Geminus tree stood way over yonder.” Rona pointed
toward the dense Silva Nocens. “In those days, enough light got through that
forest, flowers grew on the forest floor.”


Ivri jumped to her feet. “Now that the Dark Realm’s power is
gone, and the Alliance controls Dragonspeir, we can change things.” She lifted
her tiny arms and called in a loud voice, “Keepers, rise up for one more task!
Let’s restore the Steppe of Ora to a glorious grassland.”


Several hundred circutamina chattered and darted in every
direction. Raylene, Kenzo, and Noba joined them.


At times, the keepers paused, and their bare feet spread
wide over the dry soil. From between their toes, new green growth rose up and
spread several yards. While they repeated the process across the plain, a few
Alliance residents cautiously approached Tarom.


Two women and four men, all elderly magicals, whispered
among themselves while eying him. Finally, one man pulled off his navy cap,
stepped forward, and bowed. “Sire Tarom, we remember you from when you served
as Eburscon’s apprentice.” His long, white beard shook with his trembling
voice. “You joined the teaching faculty in the magical school and taught the
craft of fascination so well, folks still talk about your lessons.”


“Probably why Eburscon challenged you to that duel and then
ran you off afterward, even though it was a draw,” one of the women added,
ringing her hands.


Tarom raised a brow. “True. But those days have passed.”


The old man leaned on his cane and cleared his throat. “What
we’re trying to say is that…we watched your fine fighting for the Alliance
today and heard the talk about what you did to help our Scribe. Will you please
consider accepting the position of Imperial Alchemist again? We’d all be
honored.”


Tarom’s face lit up. “I’ll have to reply that I haven’t yet
been offered the position.” He bowed low to the elder magicals. After he
exchanged a knowing look with Cullen, they escorted him to visit among the Alliance
residents.


“Yord is waiting,” Cullen said to Lyra.


Lyra glanced where the remaining blues gathered with Yasqu,
Gea, and the Unicorn. “I’ll say hello to our people on the way back to him.”
She rose and asked her family. “Coming?”


“Give us a minute,” Vickie said as she and Kessa worked
their feet back into kicked off shoes and stuffed socks into their pockets.
Vickie turned around and pointed to their younger cousin far in the distance
with the circutamina, Kenzo and Noba sailing over them. “I doubt Ray will leave
the keepers.”


“The grass feels so good,” the girl purred and accepted
Lyra’s hand for help getting up.


Draora dropped to her feet from the overhanging tree. “Wish
I could still feel grass between my toes.”


“Why can’t you?” Kessa asked, studying her.


“’Cause I’m a ghost, not alive anymore,” the witch replied.


“I wish I still had my Gramaema, even as a ghost.”


Draora wrapped a filmy arm around the child. “You know
something—I hear we’re related through Lyra. In a way, that makes me your
Gramaema…if you’d like.”


Kessa smiled and wrapped her arm around the witch’s waist.
“Maybe I can help you feel the grass.”


Walking behind the pair, Lyra and Cullen smiled to each
other and linked arms. It’s good to see them getting along, she said to
him with a thought.


Why wouldn’t they? They’re your family.


And soon to be yours too, she replied with a grin.


Cullen leaned in and kissed her on the cheek, to the delight
of hundreds of Alliance villagers and woodsmen who cheered and whistled.


The folk greeted them with messages of gratitude,
well-wishes, and grief. Some clamored for the chance just to touch their Scribe
and new seer. Others introduced themselves to Vickie and Draora.


After at least thirty minutes of what Lyra intended to be a
quick trip back to Yord, what remained of her group approached the blue dragon.


“What about Ray?” Vickie asked and accepted a boost from
Cullen onto the dragon’s back.


Yord turned his long neck to face them. “Oasth made
arrangements for three squadrons to remain and transport her and the
circutamina when they finish.”


“Tarom!” Kessa blurted and surveyed the crowd for the
alchemist. “Don’t forget him.”


“No need to worry.” Cullen handed her up to Lyra’s open
arms. “Tarom can transport and might beat us back to the lair.”


Cullen seated himself behind Lyra on the magnificent blue’s
back. His arms wound around her sides.


She entwined her fingers into his and pulled his hands
across her stomach. Through her shirt, metal contacted her hand. Remembering
the talisman, she pulled it out of her collar and over her head, then wound his
fingers around the watch she’d given him last Christmas. I don’t need this
anymore, since my quintessence protects me.  The watch belongs to you. She
rested against his chest.


He accepted the watch and held her tighter. And so does
the promise that went with it.


It’s time I made good on that promise. She smiled,
and a film of moisture clouded her eyes. I never thought this time would
come.


He kissed her hair. I knew it would.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Thirty-one: Fate


 


 


On the lair’s landing ledge, Lyra handed Kessa down to
Cullen, and the girl stretched in his arms with a yawn.


The three Guardians and Mimio met them.


“Time for seers, dragons, wizards, and witches to head for
bed.” Lyra slid off Yord’s flank to dismount.


“I sure am tired.” Vickie covered her mouth with her hand.
“Kessa, you started the yawns going around.” She faced Lyra. “Where do you want
her to sleep? I’ll take her, since I know you’ll be busy talking with the
Guardians.


“I’m not tired. I want to talk to the Guardians too,” Kessa
protested, but her eyelids drooped, and she leaned against Lyra’s hip.


Lyra rubbed her shoulder. “That can happen tomorrow.”


Vickie accepted the sleepy girl, despite her wiggles and
grumbles.


Draora floated above the pair. “How about I’ll tell you a
bedtime story?”


Tarom materialized beside Lyra, and she placed a finger to
her lips, signaling him to be quiet. If Kessa noticed him, she’d never go to
bed.


Kenzo and Noba sailed in.


Cullen followed Lyra’s lead and motioned them to land.


“Dinner trays will be delivered to your rooms,” Mimio said
as they entered the foyer. The sorceress pulled Lyra aside and whispered, “The
Guardians want to meet with you, Cullen, and Tarom over dinner in the library.”


Lyra nodded and relayed the message to the men.


 


***


Hunger hit Lyra as soon as she walked into the Tortoise’s
library and smelled the savory dinner. She filled a plate and bowl from the
hearty spread of sliced meats, soup, bread, and cheese. Bending to sit on the
low floor cushions at tables designed for the Tortoise, her legs and back
grumbled with new aches.


“Sore?” Cullen asked as she rubbed her calf.


She nodded and leaned into his shoulder. Maybe something
you can massage out later?


A smile covered his face as he bit into a bread crust.


Tarom took a seat across the table and raised an eyebrow at
the couple. In the midst of a long draught of milk, he choked while attempting
to rise quickly and bow when the Guardians entered the room.


Lyra muffled a laugh at his formality and bowed her head to
show respect.


“Tarom, please be seated.” Tortoise said, then bowed his
head and took a place at the head of their table. “The hour is late, all are
tired, and strict adherence to decorum unnecessary.” He glanced at his
assistant. “Mimio, please sit near me with your notebook to take notes.”


The Unicorn lowered onto a plush wool rug, folding his legs
neatly underneath him, and the Phoenix lighted on her gilded perch.


Lyra addressed the Lady of Peace. “Did you know that those
nightingales would travel so far, all the way to Silva Caliga, and even to Aria
and Terza?”


The Phoenix fluttered her wings. “That is how the children’s
tale is told. Under the enchantment of that song, those tiny birds are said to
make incredible journeys.”


The Tortoise propped himself higher with his front feet on
the table edge. “First of all, welcome home, Scribe Lyra and welcome back, Sire
Cullen and Tarom. To use the Phoenix’s word, incredible happenings have
occurred tonight and in the past few days. I need to make a record of the
deeds. I was grateful for the accounts of Sire Drake, Lyra’s cousins, Vickie
and Raylene, and from her relation, the ghost-witch Draora.”


Mimio displayed multiple pages of notes to verify his
statement.


“What I need to know is what happened once Lyra separated
from them.” The Tortoise faced Lyra and Tarom.


Lyra wiped her mouth on a napkin while organizing her
thoughts. She recounted the story as best she could remember, trying diligently
to not leave out even a single detail, no matter how painful it was to recall.
She looked across the table at Tarom.


He gulped another swig from his mug and continued the
account, “I arrived in Cerid’s Crux knowing that Eburscon had adopted a secret
agenda, which I’d uncovered in his private journals. Our original goal was to
work as an equal collective—him, Symar, and myself. In the plans he told us,
only the life of the Black Dragon was to be taken, no others. In Eburscon’s
personal records, he intended to additionally kill both the Imperial Dragon and
Lyra. He plotted to trick Lyra into collecting more and more power into her
aura, from the ruby, the Black Dragon, and the Imperial Dragon. Too weak to do
those tasks himself, he needed her scribal aura. Then, he planned to use his
alchemistry to transfer those powers she amassed into him. He would become
ruler of all of Dragonspeir.”


Lyra gasped. “That was his plan! I only understood bits of
all that. When Eburscon fooled me into fighting the Black Dragon, I had to
completely bond with the ruby, in order to use its power to survive. After
that, I couldn’t grasp much; the ruby controlled my mind. All but my innate
feelings of compassion…and the bloodswear connection Tarom maintained.” She
reached a hand to the alchemist. “You, and your work with Kessa, kept me alive.
And saved the Alliance.”


He clasped her fingers. “When Cullen and I accepted the
challenge of our bloodswear quest, our blood mingled when these cuts marked our
fingers. We became brothers. During the quest we saved each other’s lives,
and—”


“Have done so many times after,” Cullen completed his
statement.


“For more than a century, I gave no true allegiance to any
faction, not even when I accepted the position of Dark Realm alchemist…other
than to that bloodswear bond.” He looked into Cullen’s eyes. “I could not let
my brother’s beloved be killed. When I found her in the ravine, paralyzed and
with her aura leaking into her abdominal cavity, I took her to the best magical
healers—the Qumeli elders.”


Cullen nodded. “I would have done the same.”


“Truly a life-threatening injury for one not fully afflated
like Lyra,” the Unicorn added and nodded for Tarom to continue.


“Originally, I’d appeared at Cerid’s Crux to keep Kessa safe
from the abusive Qumeli chief. Days before, when I returned to the dark lair
after being away, I was horrified to find that Eburscon had authorized
disfiguring torture of the child.” Tarom withdrew his hand from Lyra and
clenched it into a fist. “From that point, I stayed near the lair to protect
her. In that effort, I became aware of her enormous perceptive abilities. It
was during that same period, I discovered Eburscon’s true plans. As I
entertained Kessa, teaching her basic skills of fascination, a plan evolved
between the two of us. I devised a variant of fascination with the bloodswear
marks to communicate with Lyra, and apparently Cullen too, if she and I became
separated. Since most in Dragonspeir would benefit from the overthrow of the
tyrannical Black Dragon, I permitted that part of Eburscon’s plan to proceed.
It was the most direct way to overthrow the dark leader without more casualties
from war. Kessa and I intervened at the moment Eburscon intended to cement his
grip on Lyra’s newly obtained powers. The girl helped Lyra leave the lair, not
so difficult for someone bearing the shadow of evil of the new Dark Realm
leader. But, our actions put important distance between Lyra and Eburscon.”


“She and I rode with Symar.” Lyra shuddered. “When we
stopped for a break at the western Qumeli village, I remember killing the chief
who’d cut off Kessa’s ear. And I remember enjoying his death.”


“The ruby enjoyed his death.” Mimio laid down her pen and
rubbed Lyra’s shoulder.


“After that point, my plan failed,” the alchemist continued and
shook his head. “While Lyra and Kessa flew to the Steppe with Symar, Eburscon
overpowered me in a fight and held me captive in an enchanted cell.” Tarom
lowered his gaze. “It required more time than I’d planned to find a way to use
fascination on the guards and escape. By then, I arrived at the Steppe too
late.” His voice cracked, and he paused to take a deep breath. “Eburscon had
commanded Lyra to kill the Imperial Dragon. That was to be Eburscon’s last task
for her before he’d take her aura for his own and kill her. He knew having
Lyra—the Scribe anticipated for two centuries—do the deed would destroy the
morale that bound the Alliance. Cold and calculated.” He wiped a hand across
his forehead, and his voice shook. “I wish I could have…” He buried his head in
his hands.


Lyra exhaled a breath she didn’t realize she’d held and
swallowed hard. “I had no idea Eburscon was so cruel.”


“Neither did I. I regret placing any faith in him from the
start. The loss of the Imperial Dragon pains me deeply.” Tarom lifted his head
but kept his gaze lowered. “I will understand if you find reason to not appoint
me as Imperial Alchemist, or not even permit me to remain as a resident here.”


Silence hung in the room while the Guardians exchanged
looks, as if in some secret communication.


The Tortoise extended his neck longer. “Tarom, we Guardians
agree that the fate of the Imperial Dragon was out of your hands. In the past
two days, through no magical means, Yasqu’s scales transformed from his
protective bronze to those of the golden heir. Against our protests, the golden
leader believed it was a sign of the passage of the guardianship to his son.”


“Tarom, your good deeds were limited by fate,” the Phoenix
said.


Wisps of aura spiraled along the Unicorn’s horn as he rose
and faced Tarom. “Therefore, it is our sincere intention to offer you the
position of Imperial Alchemist at the sunset celebration tomorrow.”


Tarom scanned their faces, his hands flat on the table to
slow their visible shaking. The corners of his mouth slowly lifted into a grin.
“Thank you, all of you.”


Cullen stepped around the table and pulled his friend into
an embrace, clapping each other’s backs.


“If we’ve accomplished the agenda, we all need some sleep,”
the Phoenix reminded. “We have a big day tomorrow. In the morning, we’ll honor
our fallen. During midday, we’ll take time for personal reflection, then
preparation for the evening’s celebrations and appointments.”


“There are a few additional matters,” the Tortoise replied.
“Tomorrow, we’ll also offer appointments to Kessa of the position of Imperial
Seer, and to Yasqu, the Imperial Dragon and Head Guardian. Lyra, should your
cousins and Draora be awarded special powers or privileges?”


“I think they’ll want to be able to come and go from the
Alliance upon request to the Guardians. Vickie has a family, and Draora is
responsible for the family keep. I’m not sure about Raylene. I know she’ll want
to visit Silva Caliga often.”


The Tortoise nodded. “And, there is one small, delicate
matter I’ve been considering. What should be done with Eburscon’s illegitimate
son who served as a Dark Realm spy?”


“We can’t trust him, but taking his life is wrong,” Lyra
replied.


“His mother died in war strikes on the Meadow of Peace,” the
Phoenix added.


“Without family, he can be banished to the Qumeli village,”
the Unicorn said, tossing his horn into the air. “At times, the boy studied
there and should be comfortable.”


“Yes. That seems a compromise of sorts. I agree,” the
Tortoise added, and the others responded affirmatively.


 Lyra rose and stretched. “I’m so tired and need to
clean up. I must look and smell horrible.”


“Time for bed.” The Tortoise yawned. “Goodnight all.”


 


***


Cullen pulled Lyra’s engagement watch from his pocket and
laid it on the nightstand.


Her family’s watch she gave him triggered her memory. “I
need to make a trip to Aunt Jean’s cottage right away to get something,” Lyra
said and stepped into the adjoining bathroom. She kicked off her boots. While
she uncoiled her ratty braid and combed through snarls, the tub behind her
filled with steamy water and rose petals. Lyra smiled and rippled the surface
with her fingers. The granite basin set into the wall of the lair was large
enough for two. She poked her head through the connecting doorway, a smile
lifting her cheeks. “Someone just drew a nice, warm bath. Care to join me.”


“Really? Who might have filled the tub for you?” He gave her
a sly grin, pulled off his other boot, and joined her. He wound his arm around
her waist and bent over the tub. “Hmm. Curious traces of blue aura. It could be
dangerous. Let me take a closer look before you get in.” He unfastened her
jeans and slid them past her hips to the floor. Toying with the lace edges of
her panties, he kissed her stomach.


“I thought you were looking for danger?” she asked with a
giggle.


“I’m finding plenty of danger here,” he replied between
kisses, while slipping her panties down. “I need to make things safer.”


Lyra shivered at his touch, her fingers winding through
strands of his shoulder-length hair.


He trailed his tongue up her skin, lifting her t-shirt as he
rose. “I’m afraid there’s some of that shadow of evil still attached to this
shirt.” He peeled the shirt over her head and tossed it aside. He licked the
tops of her breasts along the edges of her bra and tugged at the elastic back.
“This fabric was penetrated with darkness too. It has to go.” The bra joined
her shirt on the floor, and he licked her nipples until they stood erect and
firm.


Standing naked in front of him, every inch of her skin firing
with anticipation, Lyra couldn’t wait any longer. She ran her hands under his
tunic, enjoying the firm muscles of his chest for only a moment before she
pulled the garment off.


He found her mouth for a deep kiss.


She broke away and yanked his tight trousers, along with his
underwear, to the floor.


“I think it’s safe now. I don’t sense any evil.” He led her
to the tub.


They slipped into the warm, scented water. Their bodies
entwined with caresses and kisses.


“I’m glad we’re together again,” she breathed against his
lips.


“My jadestone told me you were alive, but I needed to feel
you with me.”


Lyra nipped his ear and slid her hands between his firm
thighs. “Mmm. You do feel good.”


Water sloshed over the side of the tub in rising waves as
they rolled and twisted closer, bringing release to each other.


Lyra rolled to Cullen’s side and snuggled under his arm. The
rippling water stilled around them.


Minutes later, relaxed and soaking, she said, “You know,
even when I didn’t recognize you on the battlefield, I thought you were
handsome.”


He grinned and slipped an arm around her waist. “And I
thought you looked beautiful even after you returned from killing the Black
Dragon.”


She laughed. “No. That’s just being blind.”


He pulled her closer. “Blinded by love.” He chuckled and
kissed her cheek. “Can your trip to Aunt Jean’s wait until tomorrow?”


“I’ll go after the memorials.”


“What do you need to get? Do you need me to go along?” He
massaged her leg using a palm that glowed blue with his magical heat.


She laughed and splashed him with a handful of water. “I
think I can protect myself from Sheridan, your locust. Besides, it’s a
surprise.”


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Thirty-two: Reflection


 


 


A solemn bugle call woke Lyra. Pale dawn light lingered over
the patterned rug in her and Cullen’s chamber.


Cullen turned toward her and curled into the blankets, still
asleep. Her eyes followed the contours of his square jaw and angles of his
sculpted shoulder. She’d known him most of her life, first as her wizard playmate
when she was ten years old. He guided her to step into the enchanted book
written by the Scribe before her, a fantastic playground with a talking tree
and interactive plants.


Years later, faced with deaths and divorce that left her
without family, he found her again. His world inside the book took on new
meaning and new responsibilities for her. She shouldered tasks she never
thought possible. Physically, he’d barely aged over those years, but he longed
for a companion. He gave her his heart and protected her with his life. 
She fell in love with Cullen all over again, this time as a woman. Through the
past year, they fought side by side for the Alliance, and to find a way for an
immortal wizard and a mortal woman to find a happy life together. Their futures
became entwined with the need to maintain peace in his world. His immortality
depended on Alliance magic.


Last Christmas, they’d formed goals for their future.
Although dangerous missions threatened their lives, their dedication didn’t waver.
Many times, she looked to their goals as a couple with disbelief. So much stood
in their path. She made progress in the right direction only by inching through
a day at a time. She sighed.


Cullen had kept the bigger picture in sight, always believed
they’d reach this moment.


He slept beside her now with a calm, peaceful expression,
brow smooth and lips curled. Instead, she felt overcome that they actually
reached their goal. Elation welled inside her. She wanted to shout to the world
that they made it. Two sides of the same coin—both needed to make a whole.


She gently kissed his ear, and his eyes fluttered open, a
smile lighting his face.


 


***


Lyra inhaled deeply as their procession began its parade.
They glided as a unit across the Steppe of Ora nearest the lair to where the
wooden funeral pyres held the body of the Imperial Dragon and other fallen
Alliance fighters. She and Cullen walked behind the Guardians, followed by
Oasth, Mimio, and Gea. Not yet formally appointed, Yasqu, Tarom and Kessa joined
the line a few paces behind. Squadron leaders filed in next. The last of the
procession consisted of Lyra’s family and leaders of visiting lands, including
King Eos and Queen Mysa who had arrived before dawn.


A crowd of thousands gathered, a sea of navy, dotted with
gray and black. Lyra and Cullen dressed in formal navy attire, she in a long
dress with a fitted bodice and he in an embroidered tunic cinched with a gold
cord over fine woolen trousers and polished boots. The Arials stood out in
their light colors, but their solemn faces blended with the rest.


Lyra’s mind spun with too many extreme emotions. Grieving
the death of a much-loved leader that came at the expense of future peace cast
a bittersweet note. She scanned the onlookers and found similar confusion in
their expressions. Some cried uncontrollably, or lifted faces splotchy from
tears. Others diverted their gazes from the pyres, or held hands to their
mouths. Those grieving often stood next to family members whose eyes sparkled
with heads held high. Some residents fidgeted as if restless and wanting to
embrace a new life.


Lyra turned away and focused on those who’d been lost,
valiant dragons and wizards who gave their lives to protect the Alliance. She
shut off the excited, eager happiness that welled under her surface. Those who
could not be present in the celebrations deserved their own observance of
victory, a special time of honor.


Each of the Guardians spoke to the crowd on the
accomplishments and fine characters of the deceased. The Phoenix led a song
that began with a melancholy, somber tone and progressed to a sweeter,
hope-filled melody.


Gea came forward and gave a tearful tribute to her mate, the
Imperial Dragon. “I ask that you spend time during this midday, and in days
ahead, to reflect upon his life and the lives of others we lost. Their legacies
will help us in the days, months, and years to come.” When she stepped away
from the speaking area, only the breeze made noise, blowing through new trees
that fought during the previous night’s battle.


Oasth stepped forward, stood tall, and saluted the Imperial
Dragon, a signal for guards to light fires under the pyres.


Other members of the procession saluted, then bowed. All
stood silent, watching ribbons of smoke lift into the air.


Kessa wormed her way through the order to Lyra, her face
stained with tears. The girl wrapped her arms tightly around Lyra’s waist.


Lyra bent and held her with one arm. “It hurts. I know.”


The girl’s thin frame shook, and her fingers clutched Lyra’s
side.


Lyra didn’t understand. Kessa hadn’t been close to the
Imperial Dragon or to the blues or wizards who’d perished. “What is it, Kessa?”


“Before we lined up, the Phoenix told me she’d just learned
my father and brothers died in the last wars in the Meadow,” the girl said
between sniffles.


Lyra stooped and hugged her.


“Maema was killed by the Qumeli chief. I loved her. Now I
have no family.” Kessa buried her face against Lyra’s shoulder.


Cullen squatted behind the girl and rubbed her back.


“Tears of grief are necessary to make room for happy times
later,” Lyra whispered in her ear. “It’s okay to cry.”


The procession began to organize, and Cullen helped them
rise.


The three walked solemnly, holding hands with Kessa in the
middle.


Back outside the lair, Lyra whispered in Cullen’s ear, “I’m
going to take Kessa with me to Aunt Jean’s now. We’ll be back soon, in about an
hour.”


“Are you stopping to visit Cranewort?”


She nodded.


“Then, I’ll look for you in two hours.”


She shot him a knowing smile and led Kessa to a quiet area of
the ledge and wrapped them in a golden-violet transport cloud.


 
















 


 


 


Chapter Thirty-three: The Surprise


 


 


Lyra stepped from the bathroom, her pulse racing.


“You look beautiful.” Cullen stood from where he sat in a
side chair and took her hands into his.


“You don’t seem surprised.” She pursed her lips.


“Your new quintessence doesn’t seem to block me from reading
your emotional thoughts, in case you were counting on that.” His gray-blue eyes
twinkled.


“I kind of hoped,” she replied and straightened the
jadestone brooch that secured his cloak of midnight velvet.


“Does that mean that you don’t want to marry a wizard
anymore?” he teased and held her waist.


“Only the Imperial Wizard.” She laughed and spun around,
letting the satin skirt of Scribe Brigid’s wedding gown billow around her. “It
fits perfectly.” She gazed in the full length mirror in the corner of their
room. The short sleeves puffed from the fitted bodice. While she didn’t much
doubt the fit or beauty of an enchanted gown, she did worry about her hair, the
crown of braids working loose.


Cullen nuzzled her neck from behind.


Lyra gasped. “The dress seems to know that my aura has
changed. The ivory cloth now shimmers with gold, violet, and blue of both of
our auras.” Once the surprise wore off, she admired his blue and gold brocade
tunic that fit smartly over his broad chest. His earring and pendant with blue
topaz sets matched the dragon ring he wore over his bloodswear mark.


“If you’re ready, let’s join the celebrations.” He waved her
toward the open window. “What about Kessa?”


“She calmed down after our visit with Cranewort. She agreed
to let Vickie, Draora, and Kenzo take her to the Meadow.”


Cullen nodded and offered Lyra his arm. Sparkling vapor that
matched her gown surrounded them.


 


***


Lyra and Cullen stepped out from the transport cloud to a
chorus of cheers and whoops.


Vickie and Kessa scurried to join them, dressed in
pastel-colored dresses for the occasion.


Most villagers and guests wore their dark funeral attire,
which for many was their best. But their faces beamed with broad smiles more
than offset their solemn dress.


The Unicorn stood on the raised platform before thousands
assembled in the Meadow of Peace. Spring wildflowers nodded in his direction.
“Welcome, Scribe Lyra and Sire Drake.” Tendrils of his wispy aura danced around
his hooves, and he pawed the floor excitedly. “It looks as though we will have
much more to celebrate than was originally planned.”


 The Tortoise and Mimio whispered where they sat behind
the speaker, so loud that the Unicorn turned around.


“Are there some additional changes I need to announce?” He
bent and conferred quietly with them, then addressed the crowd again, “It seems
I might be one of the few who didn’t foresee today’s events.”


His comment elicited a wave of laughter.


 “Sorceress Mimio has informed me that the nuptials
will take place at Gatekeeper Cranewort’s Crossroads. But first we have some
important appointments to make.” The Unicorn nodded to Lyra. “Let it be known
throughout the land, that the astral elements have recognized Scribe Lyra’s
recent service to the Alliance and granted her the status of full afflation as
a higher magical.” He nodded to Mimio who held up a bookmark of golden metal.
“She will be awarded the third and final golden bookmark.”


She bowed her head to the Unicorn Guardian amid a round of
applause.


He surveyed the crowd. “Kessa, Yasqu, and Tarom, will you
please come forward.”


Tarom helped Kessa navigate the steps to the platform. They
took positions in front of Yasqu.


The Unicorn faced the trio, his horn glowing with spirals of
white aura. “From the powers of the Guardians of Earth, Fire, and Water, I
appoint Kessa to be the Imperial Seer. She will now be addressed as Seer
Kessa.” He touched his horn to the top of one of her shoulders, then the other.
His aura momentarily engulfed the girl. “I appoint Tarom to the position of
Imperial Alchemist. He will now officially be addressed as Sire Tarom.” The
Guardian repeated his gesture of appointment. “And, it warms my heart to bring
the Alliance a new Guardian of Air. Please now address Yasqu as Imperial
Dragon.”


Yasqu lowered his head for the Unicorn to bestow the
transmission.


Caps, kerchiefs, and scarves floated into the air already
alive with hundreds of meadow faeries. Cheers mixed with the music of meadow
blossoms and opening buds from surrounding trees.


A few moments later, the Unicorn boomed, “Silence please.
There is one more appointment. Head Keeper Ivri, please come to the platform.”


When she arrived, she climbed onto his back and waved her
short arms. Her white hair mingled with the Unicorn’s aura, which threatened to
overtake her three-foot height.


“Excuse my excitement. I’ll try to contain my aura,” he
assured her.


“My fellow residents of Silva Caliga who are present, as
well as the fine folk from the Alliance, Aria, and Terza, please join us…” Ivri
stammered and her words ran together. “Excuse me. I’m not as good a speaker as
the Unicorn. By unanimous decision and much love, we circutamina would be honored
if Raylene would accept the position of our Lady of the Forest. Lady Raylene,
please join me.”


Raylene jumped up and down and clamped her hands to her
heart, then her mouth. She scurried onto the platform and hugged Ivri. “I’m
overwhelmed! I didn’t expect this.” She paused for a breath and nodded
vigorously. “Yes. I accept and would be honored to serve Silva Caliga as Lady
of the Forest.”


Everyone applauded, but the keepers cheered louder than
seemed possible for their tiny bodies.


The Unicorn retook the speaker’s position. “Let all who wish
to join Scribe Lyra and Sire Drake as they exchange nuptial vows, please now
take the short path to the Crossroads.”


Vickie ran onto the platform to congratulate her cousin.


Tarom transported Kessa and the two cousins.


Cullen swept Lyra away in his blue vapor and, seconds later,
they appeared next to Cranewort’s massive trunk.


The ancient tree bent his face toward them and garlands of
white and blue flowers with golden leaves swung from his branches. “Mimio,
Vickie, and Kessa put me up to this. Oh, and that ghost-witch, Draora. She
whipped around me so much hanging those flowers, I got dizzy. Quite a dear, old
lady.”


Lyra’s eyes opened wide as she looked through his branches
that covered a span of more than two hundred feet. Cooing white doves roosted
among the garlands. Stubs of Cranewort’s roots had been raised into hundreds of
seats at the perimeter of his canopy. She blinked back moisture from her eyes,
not wanting to spoil her make-up. “It’s beautiful. Thank you, Cranewort.” She
hugged his trunk, then eyeballed Cullen. “You’re the only one who can read my
mind. Did you tip off Mimio?”


Cullen grinned but gave no reply, only offered her his arm.


She kissed his cheek and accepted with a smile. “It‘s a
wonderful surprise. Thank you.”


Draora sailed in with Kenzo and Noba not far behind. The
three perched on low branches.


The Guardians appeared, transporting special guests. The
king and queen of Aria accepted front row seats on Cranewort’s raised roots.


Villagers and visitors spilled in, so many that hundreds
stood behind the seating area.


Mimio conjured a bouquet of white and blue flowers, scurried
to the center, and handed it to Lyra. She paused to exchange a hug, then
carefully lowered the bride’s veil.


When all appeared situated, the Tortoise ambled to
Cranewort’s trunk. “As the eldest Guardian, I will officiate the union of
Scribe Lyra and Sire Drake.” He nodded to the couple. “Lyra, please stand on my
left and Cullen, on my right. Please join hands and face each other.” He
cleared his throat. “Lyra, repeat after me—I, Lyra McCauley, take you, Cullen
Drake,” he paused for her to repeat, then continued, “to be my husband, my
constant friend, my faithful partner, and my beloved from this day
forward.”


Lyra smiled through each word she recited.


He led Cullen through the same vow to Lyra. Once completed,
the Guardian addressed Cullen. “Please seal the union with a ring and kiss.”


From an inner pocket of his cloak, Cullen withdrew a ring Lyra
had never seen before. “With this ring that belonged to my mother and her
mother, I seal our union.” He slipped a sapphire flanked by two diamonds onto
her finger, lifted the veil covering her face, and gently kissed her lips.


 The Guardian faced the crowd. “Please welcome this
newly joined couple into our community.”


Cheers and applause drifted through the gatekeeper’s
branches, awakening the garland flowers to ring like tinkling bells.


Lyra squeezed Cullen’s hand, hoping he read her mind and
understood her wish.


His fingers gently tightened around hers, and he gave her a
nod, his eyes twinkling and shiny with moisture.


“There is one last more special moment Lyra and I want to
share with all of you,” his voice rang loud over the heads of the entire gathering.
“It is with much love in our hearts, we wish to announce our adoption of Seer
Kessa whose family was killed in the war.”


Lyra’s heart thumped in her chest as she leaned down and
opened her arms to the girl. What if Kessa didn’t want to be their daughter?
Her gaze met Kessa’s.


The girl stood frozen, bewildered.


Voices hushed, eyes on the young seer.


Finally, a flash of recognition swept over Kessa, and she
ran as fast as her braces would allow into Lyra’s and Cullen’s open arms.


The Tortoise sighed. “From my position as Guardian of Water,
unless anyone here objects, I grant this adoption of Seer Kessa as the daughter
of this couple, Sire Drake and Scribe Lyra.” He held up a hand to signal the
crowd to wait for objection. After a few seconds passed in silence, he lowered
his arm and a smile spread across his craggy face. “Lyra, when you accepted the
role of the Scribe, you came to us with a heavy heart, wanting family. Today,
you have saved the Alliance and created a new family.”


With one arm linked in Cullen’s and the other around Kessa’s
shoulder, she lifted her voice to those gathered. “I am grateful to have found
a very special family with all of you.”


 


 


*** The End ***
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Dear Reader,


 


Thank you so very much for joining me on Lyra’s journey. In
creating this box set, I recalled how much these characters meant to me and how
they still live on in my heart. I’m glad you came along to share the magic!


I’d very much appreciate if you’d help spread the word and
post a review on Amazon, Goodreads, blogs, or wherever you like to talk about
books.


I love to hear from readers. At my website MarshaAMoore.com you can contact me,
read my blog, and find my social media connections. To be notified about my new
releases, exclusive prizes and giveaways just for subscribers, and best of
all, opportunities to receive advance copies of my newest books in
exchange for honest reviews, sign up for my newsletter.
As a thank you gift for subscribing, you’ll receive my paranormal romance short
story, Ruler of the Night. 


 


—Marsha
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COON HOLLOW COVEN TALES


 


Genre: Paranormal Romance


Series description:


The series is about a coven
of witches in a fictitious southern Indiana community, south of Bloomington, the neck of
the woods where I spent my favorite childhood years surrounded by the love of a
big family. The books are rich with a warm Hoosier down-home feel. There are
interesting interactions between coven members and locals from the nearby small
town of Bentbone. If magic wasn’t enough of a difference between the two
groups, the coven folk adhere to the 1930s lifestyle that existed when the
coven formed.


 


Witch’s Moonstone Locket: A
Coon Hollow Coven (Book 1)


Twenty-three-year-old
Jancie Sadler was out of the room when her mother died, and her heart still
longs for their lost goodbye. Aching to ease her sorrow, Aunt Starla gives
Jancie a diary that changes her entire life. In entries from the 1930s, her
great grandmother revealed how she coped with her own painful loss by seeking
out a witch from nearby Coon Hollow Coven. The witch wore the griever’s
moonstone locket, which allowed whoever could unlock its enchantment to talk
with the dead.


Determined
to find that locket, Jancie goes to the coven’s annual carnival held in her
small southern Indiana town of Bentbone. This opposes her father’s strict rule:
stay away from witches. But she’s an adult now and can make her own decisions.
She meets Rowe McCoy, the kind and handsome witch who wears the moonstone. He
agrees to let her try to open the locket, but they’re opposed by High Priestess
Adara and her jealous desire to possess him. Desperate for closure with her
mother, Jancie persists and cannot turn away from a perilous path filled with
magic, romance, and danger.


 


Witch’s Cursed Cabin: A Coon
Hollow Coven (Book 2)


Eager
to be on her own away from home, twenty-year-old Aggie Anders accepts a
relative’s invitation to live in Coon Hollow Coven. Although she’s a witch from
a different coven, what locals say about the Hollow confuses her. How can
witchcraft there live and breathe through souls of the dead?


Aggie’s
new residence in this strange southern Indiana world is a deserted homestead
cabin. The property’s carriage house serves as the coven’s haunted Halloween
fundraiser. It’s a great opportunity for her to make new friends, especially
with the coven’s sexy new High Priest Logan.


But
living in the homestead also brings Aggie enemies. Outsiders aren’t welcome. A
cantankerous, old neighbor tries to frighten her off by warning her that the
homestead is cursed. Local witches who
practice black magic attempt to use their evil to drive Aggie away and rid
their coven of her unusual powers as a sun witch.


Determined
to stay and fit in, Aggie discovers not only that the cabin is cursed, but she
alone is destined to break the curse before moonrise on Samhain. If she fails,
neither the living nor the dead will be safe.


 


Blood Ice & Oak Moon: A Coon Hollow Coven Tale
(Book 3)


Esme
Underhill is about to discover a darkness hidden inside her that could destroy
her chance for independence and possibly kill her.


Esme’s
mother took her young daughter away from Southern Indiana’s Coon Hollow Coven to
prevent her from learning about the unusual witchcraft she had inherited. When
Esme is twenty-seven, her beloved Grammy Flora passes away and leaves her
property in the Hollow to her granddaughter. With this opportunity to remake
her life and gain independence, Esme attempts to emulate Grammy Flora as a
wildwood mystic who relies on the hedge world of faeries to locate healing
herbs. But fae are shrewd traders. When they open their world to her, she must
meet the unknown malevolence of her birthright.


Thayne,
the handsome king of the fae Winter Court, faces his own struggle to establish
autonomy as a new regent. He is swept into the tempest of Esme’s unfolding
powers, a dangerous threat to his court. His sworn duty is to protect his
people, despite Esme’s beauty and allure, which tear at his resolve.


Both
Esme’s and Thayne’s dreams of personal freedom are lost…unless they can trust
each other and overcome surmounting dangers. 


 


SHADOWS OF SERENITY


 


Genre: Women’s fiction
mystery/Magical realism


Joyce Runsey spends her life
savings to open a yoga studio in an historic Victorian St Augustine house, only
to discover the property is haunted. A female ghost’s abusive and very much
alive husband still tortures her by using dark witchcraft. The disruptive
energy thwarts Joyce’s ambition to create a special environment to train
students to become yoga teachers.


Joyce engages in a deadly
battle with not only the tormented spirit, but also the dangerous husband. To
protect her students from harm, she must overcome mounting obstacles. An
unknown swami pays an unexpected visit to give advice on how to free the
anguished ghost. Can Joyce comprehend and follow the wise man’s guidance in
time to save everyone who depends on her?
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