
1. Prologue


    
    
  NOCTURNE


“It’s complete rubbish.”

“It is not. Our powers have to come from somewhere. What, you think it’s just an inexplicable ability that we gained from being hatched under the magical moonrays?”

“No, but I think what’s going on isn’t analogous to ‘time snakes interweaving themselves’ or whatever it is you’re trying to say.”

Timeleaper let out a half sigh, half growl. He cast a snide scowl to Serenity, the dragon he’d been arguing with, and circled to the other side of the chalkboard. The poor dragon had been trying to explain himself to the three other dragons for the past half hour now, and if the futures were any indication, he’d end up leaving this meeting thoroughly disappointed.

Nocturne lowered her head to the floor, starting to feel the slightest twinge of impatience grow inside of her. Why couldn’t she have grown up in the middle of a war? Her powers could have been useful, then. She could have led armies, won battles, protected villages. But instead, her powers were completely wasted in virtue of fact that the future was pretty much guaranteed to be boring and peaceful and simple no matter what she did. The most exciting thing she foresaw happening in her lifetime was the RainWings inventing a rich, brown, butter-like substance made from the cocoa bean.

Good times create weak dragons, she mused pessimistically. All the Queen’s seers, bereft of anything productive that they could do, were tasked by Queen Nebula herself with “progressing our understanding of the art of clairvoyance.” Or, as Nocturne liked to put it, “becoming insufferable pseudo-intellectuals.” They spent their entire postmidnights in a lecture hall filled with potted trees and chalkboards, contemplating questions surrounding the philosophy of the future: What exactly do seer powers mean? Where do they come from? How fated are the prophecies, and what meaning do they actually have if they’re not destined to come true? It was all nebulous pedantry, hidden under the guise of productivity because the conversations were being had by scholars.

But as much as Nocturne hated to admit it, she was one of them. She woke up every evening with the begrudging acceptance that while she found nothing in these conversations that would actually prove to be useful in the long run, she did at least find them entertaining.

Timeleaper was illustrating his fourth-dimension theory. He believed that time was a dimension, just like the three dimensions of space, and that seers had their power primarily because the path of their future bent through “spacetime” and “intersected itself.” The points of intersection were points in the seer’s life where they caught glimpses of the future. That was why he had drawn his interweaving time snakes on the chalkboard. They represented dragon lives. Lives, according to him, traced a path, with each point on the path being a point in their life: the points near the beginning of the path represented their life as a dragonet, and the points near the end of the path represented their life as an old dragon. For most dragons, this path was straight and smooth, like a line. Seer dragons, however, were a big jumbled knot. Many of the threads bent and twisted, causing the path to cross itself. When a seer dragon came across an intersection in her path through spacetime, she would see the future that was intersecting her life at the present moment.

It had been clear by the faces of her coworkers that this theory was going right over their heads.

“Nocturne, help me out,” Timeleaper requested, taking a seat on one of the cushions and sulking. “You see what I’m trying to say here, don’t you?”

“Yeah, I think I do,” Nocturne answered. “You’re interpreting dragons as four-dimensional: our lives are stretched out along the axis of time.”

“Right, exactly!” he answered. “We’re time snakes slithering through the universe along the temporal axis. Why can’t all you other eggheads understand that?”

“Probably because it doesn’t work,” Nocturne quickly replied.

“What? Why not?” Timeleaper suddenly grew concernedly interested. That might have been one of the reasons Nocturne both enjoyed and despised these silly conversations: the other seers had a great amount of respect for her. They listened to her. They knew that she was smarter than them, and a better seer than them, and that if she had an objection to something they said then it was going to be a good objection worth considering. It made her feel appreciated. But it also reminded her that she was surrounded by lesser minds.

“First,” she began, “even if we grant that time is another dimension, it’s still a matter of fact that it’s only one dimension. There are some mathematicians at this university who study knots. As it turns out, they’ve found that one-dimensional knots like the ones you show here don’t actually exist. Which makes sense if you think about it: don’t you need all three spatial dimensions to tie a string?”

Timeleaper glanced back at his drawing and pondered for a second. “Okay, so maybe it’s not a perfect metaphor, but still —”

“Second,” Nocturne went on, “all of us are currently existing at the same time. But this theory of yours suggests that each of our times are distinct from one another. It’s almost as if we live in different realities, each one moving and weaving on its own.”

“Well, that’s — uh ….” Timeleaper froze for a second, his mouth clamped shut in thought. Then, he sputtered, “You see, there’s time, and then there’s time.”

“Third,” Nocturne said, completely disinterested in whatever justification he had to give to keep his hypothesis afloat, “and this is the most problematic of my objections: your theory suggests that there’s only one future: the one traced out ahead of us, exactly as you drew it.”

“Wait, what’s the problem with that?” Timeleaper asked, this time much more confidently. “There only is one future.”

Nocturne was flabbergasted into a thoughtful stillness. She never thought that the notion that there were multiple futures was something that she would ever have to explain. Remarkably enough, the two other NightWings with them — Serenity and Deepseeker — gave her perplexed looks as well, as if she were the one who had said something unusual.

“Oh, come on,” Nocturne said, her frills along her spine standing straight. “We seers should be more aware of this fact than anyone.”

“I am,” Serenity said hesitantly in that small voice that acutely matched her size. “As a seer, I feel quite aware of the fact that there’s only one future.”

“Our visions show us a world that is destined to happen,” Deepseeker argued, his voice frail and deep and elderly. “Is this not proof enough of a fixed future? The only thing that seems to have the potential to change it is our awareness of it.”

“Poppycock,” Nocturne quickly said, her nose upturned. “Perhaps your lesser powers blind you from the truth more than they help lead you to it. I’ll have you know with certainty that there are multiple futures. I’ve seen them. I can see them now.”

“And do tell, Nocturne, what you make of those futures that never happened.” Deepseeker shifted in his cushion. He was a large, old dragon: laying on his pillow, he looked as if he might have been hiding a small hoard of ancient gold beneath him. He was wise in his old age, and one of the only dragons that found poignant moments where he could gracefully dismantle Nocturne’s occasional misguided argument. He went on, saying, “If your powers pointed you to a future that never saw the light of day or the dark of night, was that not a false future? Was it not a future that never happened?”

“Of course it was a future that never happened,” Nocturne answered, impatience beginning to ebb into her tone. “But that doesn’t mean it was a future that couldn’t have happened.”

“Yes, you’re right,” Deepseeker said. “That future could have happened. But it didn’t. I could tell you a million false stories about The Scorching, all of which could have happened, but that doesn’t make those false stories any more meaningful. And it certainly doesn’t mean that there are multiple pasts.”

Nocturne’s eye twitched. “The future hasn’t happened yet,” she said. “That’s something the past doesn’t have going for it. The past is fixed: I can’t control it. But the future is dynamic: I can control it. I can choose to leave this discussion early, for example, and fly off to the library. Or, I can stay here and continue arguing with you. Right now, the library choice is winning.”

Deepseeker chuckled a bit. “It surprises me that a seer as strong as you still adheres to such a folly,” he said. “Yes, in some sense, the choice is yours. But the choice you make is inevitable. If you choose to stay, then you must have chosen to stay. If you choose to leave, then you must have chosen to leave. The choice you will make is just as true now as it will be in the future, after you’ve made it. This is what makes clairvoyance possible: if the choices that our fellow dragons make aren’t fated to happen, then the visions we have of their choices would have no grounded meaning in reality.”

If Nocturne’s choice wasn’t fated from the beginning, it was fated now. She rose to her feet and exited the lecture hall without another word. The others stayed silent until she was out of ear’s reach.

The topic stuck to her mind like a bloodthirsty leech as she flew away. She felt like it took her entire body to disagree with the other seers as strongly as she did. Were they just misguided? That had to have been it. It wasn’t that they were complete idiots; it was that they were weak seers. Their minds didn’t have the same level of omniscience towards the future that hers did. They only saw glimpses of certain threads when their powers blessed them with access to it. They couldn’t compare two diverging paths the way she could. They couldn’t see how unstable some of the futures were due to the slightest variations. They didn’t realize just how many futures there were — how many choices weren’t yet predetermined.

Granted, there was a hint of truth that even she had to admit existed in Deepseeker’s words. Not in any direct sense, but in an indirect, tangible, meaningful way. When she looked far enough ahead, some futures actually were pretty close to fated. This was something that baffled her. If none of the choices of dragons were predetermined, then pretty much every path would have millions of branches. But some threads hardly ever branched. And some threads were completely cut clean from the equation of the future.

Like how there would never be a war with the SandWings in her lifetime. Queen Nebula would never provoke the SandWings into war, nor would she declare it herself. Ever. She explored the futures extensively in the secret, sadistic hope of finding a war that she could herd the Kingdom towards if she ended up getting too bored, but no such future existed.

But there was another curious thing that seemed fated to happen. It was an anomalous point of stability in the far, far future, as if the moons and their associated spirits aligned in just the right way to spark an irrevocable destiny and bestow it to the world.

She was thinking, of course, about the hatching of the next great seer.

It wouldn’t happen for another 306 years. But it would happen, more or less, in 306 years, shortly after the brightest night, when all three moons were full.

The name wasn’t fixed. It changed from thread to thread. In some futures it was Clearsight. In others it was Fatewatcher. In others it was Eon. But Nocturne liked the name ‘Clearsight’ the most out of all the ones she’d seen, so that was what she tended to call the dragon in her mind. She wouldn’t have minded if her own parents had come up with that name on their own.

But Clearsight’s name was the only thing Nocturne liked about her. It was the only thing about her that didn’t send flares of jealousy through her heart. Clearsight was destined to fall in love with a brilliant, powerful dragon with thrice-moonborn powers; and he was destined to fall in love with her. Clearsight was destined to stop at least a couple of Very Bad Things from happening. Maybe even a genocide. Maybe even two.

Clearsight was destined to live an interesting life. She was destined to be remembered.

Unlike Nocturne.

It was disappointing. The overwhelming swell of boring NightWing diplomacy would last another three hundred years, until an incredible conflict would come along. Sometimes it was between the NightWings and SeaWings, other times it was between the NightWings and IceWings, and other times it was a continent-wide war between every tribe, sparked by an angry Queen who was just as bored as Nocturne was with the state of the world and wanted to set it on fire for a bit. No matter what the conflict was, Clearsight — or whoever this special seer ended up being — would have something to say about it. And Nocturne wouldn’t …

… or would she?

A little part of her mind nagged the words ‘Not so fast’ to her. It was an optimistic, eager part of her mind that she never knew existed in virtue of her never having to listen to it. Could she make a difference, even if she tried? Maybe she could. After all, with the future being as dull as it was, it might just be possible that if she did the right thing, it could carry through all those hundreds of years and touch the dragons of the future.

That was a nice thought, one she was surprised she hadn’t had sooner. Maybe the living dragons around her would die without any tremendous appreciation of her talents, but she just might be able to make a difference for the endangered dragons so many years in the future.

She liked the idea enough to entertain it further. Maybe she could speak to Clearsight, even if their conversation ended up being one-sided. Maybe she could give Clearsight advice, or have an impact on her that would through proxy help her change the world. She explored the far futures for any potential differences she could make. As she touched down at the foot of the library entrance, her head remained in her mind, unraveling the threads that she had yet to explore. If there was a difference in the tangled mess of futures during that time, it was hard to see. Maybe she had to do something clever — something that was much more likely to last three hundred years. Maybe her powers just weren’t strong enough to see that far ahead at a sufficiently fine resolution.

Or maybe she just needed to study the timelines more carefully.

She stepped inside and reserved a study room for herself. She had some notes to take. This was going to be a fun new hobby of hers, she could tell. She was a seer, after all.
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2. Chapter 1


    
    
  DARKSTALKER


It was a gorgeous night. All three moons were out: one a fat crescent hugging against the horizon, one a thin gibbous up against the crown of the sky, and one — the smallest but brightest — cheery and full on the other side of the sky.

The tides were high and angry. Waves crashed into the craggy oceanfront, flooding the tide pools and sending white bursts of mist into the air, shimmering in the moonlight like swarms of silver fireflies. The little sea creatures were all sheltered in the crannies and caves, hiding from the onslaught. Darkstalker and Clearsight had taken shelter as well. It was in the same quiet grotto where they’d found that traumatized SeaWing the other week. The calls and replies of the waves echoed against the walls, but the air was still and cool inside.

Darkstalker stretched his wings and unstrapped the leather scroll holder attached to his shoulder. He lay down on a smooth bed of stone further into the cavity and looked up at Clearsight, who approached with delightful interest. She curled up right next to Darkstalker and tucked herself under his wing. “Did you come up with any new spells today?” she asked.

“A few,” he answered. As he pulled out his enchanted scroll, Clearsight rested her head on his forearm and kept her curious eyes on the unfurling parchment. Darkstalker leaned a little closer to her, his heart swelling.

It was the smallest things sometimes that helped him realize how much he already loved Clearsight. It was the way her snout would dip down into her chest when she smiled. It was the way her eyes suddenly lit up with curiosity whenever Darkstalker surprised her with something her visions failed to catch. It was the way she folded her wings in just the right way when she snuggled up against him, making him feel like an important piece of him had just fit into the perfect place.

He wondered sometimes if she felt the same way. Were there tiny things that he didn’t even realize that he was doing that helped him win her heart? Darkstalker knew that he had to try especially hard for her. For all he knew, Clearsight had already lived a dozen lifetimes with him in her head. If she wasn’t going to get bored of him, he’d have to give her fresh, exciting memories that she hadn’t yet lived. But maybe he was already doing that automatically. Maybe he was already giving her those fresh new memories with the small things he did, like showing her his smile, and holding her snugly with his wing.

“Awww,” Clearsight crooned. She pointed at one of the enchantments and looked at him as if he’d just given her a bouquet of flowers.

Darkstalker read the words above her talon. ‘Enchant this plate to always keep Foeslayer’s dinner warm.’ “Oh, that,” he said with a shrug. “Dinner times aren’t always very pleasant with my parents. I figured I ought to make things just a little bit more bearable for my mom. She gets unhappy sometimes when my dad brings home eagles that are freezing cold.”

“You’re such a sweetheart,” she said, almost teasingly.

Darkstalker let out a small, bright smile. “Well, it’s easy to do good when you’re able to do the sorts of things that I can.”

A momentary look of doubtfulness cast its way over Clearsight’s features, but they were gone in an instant. She looked back at the scroll and read the next enchantment. ” ‘Enchant this candle to light up whenever I need light, and to snuff itself out whenever I need darkness.’ “

“A stupid enchantment,” Darkstalker said offhandedly. “I don’t use candles very often anyway. I can see just fine with natural lighting. I was thinking about repurposing it.”

“It doesn’t get too dark in your room?”

“Not really. My desk is right up against my window.”

“Oh, right,” Clearsight said, looking down.

Darkstalker remembered that Clearsight lived further down in the ravines, where the sky was less prominent and the moons were blocked from sight by the high cliff sides. It was less desirable housing, where the less wealthy NightWings lived. Clearsight never complained about it, but she let Darkstalker know that she looked forward to the possible future where she got a good job working for Queen Vigilance and helping her family move somewhere higher up.

“Would you like to have it?” Darkstalker asked. “I know that you like to stay up late studying.”

“Sure,” Clearsight said. “I mean, I probably won’t get much use out of it either. It’s not like lighting candles is all that hard.” She looked down, and read the last enchantment on the scroll.

Her snout twitched, and then she held her breath. Darkstalker blinked, confused at her reaction. He leaned forward and read the enchantment himself. ‘Enchant this earring so that when I wear it, it will keep me focused and make me ignore distracting thoughts.’ There wasn’t anything wrong with that, was there? He just made it so that he could pay attention in class.

“Is something wrong?” Darkstalker asked. “I thought that was a pretty clever enchantment. I should be able to get all A’s with it.”

Clearsight opened her mouth, but no words came out. Now that Darkstalker looked more closely at her, he noticed that something was off. Her eyes weren’t focused on the scroll anymore. Instead, they were staring out beyond it. Her purple irises began to grow pale and milky. Her breathing returned, but her inhales were short and panicked.

She’s having another vision attack! he realized. Immediately he rolled up the scroll and slid it back into its case. He repositioned himself so that he was facing her, put his hands to her chin, and gently touched her snout with his. “Clearsight,” he said softly. “It’s not real. None of it’s real.”

There was no response. Darkstalker had come to expect that. It seemed that when she got these attacks, there was no cutting them short. They blasted through her mind, and there wasn’t anything she, or anyone else, could do to stop them.

Still, Darkstalker felt like he had to try. Maybe he couldn’t stop the attack, but he could hopefully at least make things a little more comfortable for her. “Come back to me,” he whispered. “Come back to me. Come back to me.”

He hated seeing her like this. It was one of the few things that genuinely scared him. Her eyes weren’t settling. They were getting worse, sporadically twitching and contracting, ever so faintly beginning to glow. It was making Darkstalker dizzy. Her ears pressed back defensively, and she shuffled into the corner of the cove, trembling like a traumatized puppy.

It ended up being a long attack — the longest one he’d seen her have to deal with so far. For three minutes she’d been cringing, her wings shielding the roof of her head. Darkstalker felt terrible. Her power was supposed to be a gift — a gift for both of them. It was supposed to be reassuring, a guiding light to warn them of potential dangers. It wasn’t supposed to be this traumatizing to her. It wasn’t supposed to be this frightening to him.

These attacks were getting more frequent too. She’d had a spell of visions yesterday. And the night before that — when he showed Clearsight his scroll for the first time.

At last, the glow faded. Purple irises gazed back at him, quickly filling up with tears. Clearsight threw her arms around him and sobbed into his shoulder. “They’re getting worse,” she said, her talons curling into the scales on Darkstalker’s back. “Why are they getting worse?”

Darkstalker wish he knew. He thought that the future would be brighter now than it had ever been before. He’d made that scroll in order to protect his soul. At the time, it seemed like Clearsight had truly believed that the futures were better because of his sacrifice. The way her eyes lit up like diamonds before she’d tackled him in an affectionate hug after looking ahead … he was sure that he’d done the right thing.

But then Arctic stepped into his room, and Clearsight got her future attack, and at that moment everything changed, almost in an instant. Maybe it was his father’s fault. Maybe if he’d been able to keep his animus secret hidden for longer, he could have secured a tighter grip on the futures that Clearsight wanted.

He’d have to find a way to get back at him for that.

“Maybe you’re just worrying too much,” Darkstalker said. “I keep telling you that the futures are too hard to control. You need to have a bit of faith: let the present take us where it will.”

“And sit back as everything gets worse and worse?” Clearsight let go of Darkstalker and shook her head. “I can still see all those wonderful futures, Darkstalker, but that doesn’t mean I don’t have to fight for them. If I don’t do anything … the things you could end up doing ….”

“Clearsight, I need you to trust me.” Darkstalker pressed a talon to her chin so that she was looking at his eyes. “Be honest,” he said, a smile donning his face. “What part of me right now is not downright amazing?”

To his joy, Clearsight let out a tiny chuckle. “Well, your humility has gone unchecked for a bit too long,” she answered as she flicked the tears from her eyes. “But it’s not the you right now that I’m worried about. It’s the you that might exist in another three years, who’s too power-hungry and angry to be reasoned with.”

“Haven’t I already shown you that I’m protecting my soul? How could I possibly become someone so terrible?” Darkstalker emphasized his point with an affectionate nuzzle on her cheek.

“I don’t know,” Clearsight said. Her wings drooped, and she surrendered her gaze to the floor. “I honestly don’t, Darkstalker. I just know that you can.”

Darkstalker looked down at his own talons, feeling trapped in his own body. He hated it when Clearsight talked about him like this — like there was an evil demon trapped in his soul, waiting to claw its way out. Sometimes it seemed like Clearsight honestly believed that she knew him better than he knew himself.

“I need to go,” Clearsight said, making her way to the grotto’s exit.

Darkstalker’s heart gripped itself. He didn’t want to be alone for the rest of the night, not yet. “Can’t you stay a little longer?” he pressed, circling around and blocking her way.

Clearsight stopped and shook her head. “My parents are going to start worrying if I’m not back soon.”

“Oh, come on, you don’t know that,” Darkstalker said, before remembering that she actually did.

She gave him a knowing smirk. She walked around him and looked up at the sky. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” she said before taking off.

Darkstalker stepped outside and watched Clearsight as the stars swallowed her silhouette, frustrated as ever. How could she leave him alone on that note? Now he’d have to slink back home to his insufferable father with the guilt of terrible hypothetical futures looming over his shoulders. And those futures weren’t even going to happen.

Ever since he’d shown her his scroll, she’d gotten better at not badgering him about using his powers recklessly. In fact, she never did it. She was supportive of his enchantments, and she seemed much more confident that his soul was safe. But she was still afraid. That unwavering trust that he so desperately wanted from her was still so out of reach. He worried that he’d never be able to win it.

Last year, before he’d met Clearsight, he found a scroll in the library about seers. Most scrolls about this topic he wouldn’t give a second glance, since they catered to those who had weaker future sight abilities than even he had. But the one that he’d found was different. It written by one of the strongest seers the NightWings had ever known: a scholar from three hundred years ago named Nocturne. Her insignificance in the grand scheme of things had left her name forgotten by most dragons, but when he got his talons on one of her treatises on seer behavior, it felt like the scroll had been written exclusively for him.

He was almost convinced that it was. Some sections of it were eerily direct in how they applied to him. There was one part in it that read, “One of the most powerful and harmonious friendships I could imagine between two dragons is that between an IceWing animus and a NightWing clairvoyant. The animus has the power to do incredible things, and the clairvoyant has the power to discover which of those things is the most incredible. The animus is a navigator while the seer is a map. Without the navigator, the map has nobody to offer guidance to. But without the map, the navigator must explore a dangerous jungle on their own.

“In the extremely unlikely event that you are an animus, then congratulations on having such a wonderful power! Just remember that friendships and romances with seers don’t come cheaply. You’re going to need to fight extra hard to earn their trust. We seers can see the mistakes you’re likely to make ahead of time, so you’re not going to be able to hide your fallibility from us. We’re also going to see the consequences of those mistakes. Given that you’re an animus, those consequences could be pretty frightening.”

Of course her trust would be hard to earn. He had to compete with all of the terrifying futures that she saw. He had to compete with the fact that she really believed that all of those futures were possible. Darkstalker could see how frightening that was, knowing that if she made one mistake in the present, then a whole array of opportunities would vanish completely. There weren’t any do-overs. There weren’t multiple pasts like there were multiple futures. Clearsight might have been able to see what lay ahead better than anyone, but she couldn’t rewind time …

… or could she?

An idea began to sprout deep in his mind. A good idea. One that might have been even better than his enchanted scroll. Without a moment’s hesitation, he took to the sky and returned home, his thoughts rumbling with excitement.

Clearsight was in for a very pleasant surprise. She may not have had the power to change the past, but she did have a boyfriend who could fix that.

  



3. Chapter 2


    
    
  CLEARSIGHT


Darkstalker had been silent for the majority of the next day. His head was burrowed deep within his own thoughts, as if he’d been vexed by a challenging math problem that he desperately wanted to understand. When she talked to him, his responses were short and bereft of any matter, and often came with a delay. Clearsight knew this attitude: it was the one he wore when he was plotting something. She was respectful enough to avoid using her powers to try and decipher what he was up to, in case it was a surprise meant for her. But she did feel inclined to look ahead, just to make sure that he wasn’t up to anything sinister or dangerous.

The future still looked safe. As far as she could tell, whatever Darkstalker was planning on doing, it had no noticeable impact. She’d been foreseeing a pleasant series of forthcoming weeks these past two days. Those weeks were still filled with starry nights, good grades, romance, and amusing gossip with Listener.

Darkstalker made up for his quiet confidentiality the day afterwards, though. Whenever they got the opportunity to meet up between classes, he was talkative and smiling and very interested in her. Clearsight knew this attitude as well: it was the one he wore when he had something to show her. He’d acted the exact same way on the day he showed her his scroll. She figured that it must have been another clever enchantment keeping him this antsy. Maybe he was planning to spoil her with a gift. That had to be it. In most of her classes, she daydreamed, trying to figure out what it was, using all of her self-control to keep herself from using her powers. There were so many possibilities. She’d had a dozen ideas by lunchtime, and more flooded in every hour.

Once classes ended, she tried to distract herself by meeting up with Listener, who was lauding endlessly over the big dragon with dark green scales under his wings that she’d hooked up with the other day. “Isn’t he handsome?” she said for the third time. “And athletic too. He’s on the track team, did you know that? He hunts down little rabbits and gives them to me as snacks. You should see him: he’s so fast!”

Clearsight shrugged, and swallowed a bitter thought that she definitely didn’t want Listener to hear. She toned herself down and said, “He doesn’t seem that special.”

“Oh, give me a break.” Listener rolled her eyes. “Why do I even bother talking to you about him? You’ve got an animus boyfriend: of course all the other guys are mediocre compared to him.”

“Believe me,” Clearsight said to her friend, “I have my reasons not to like him, and Darkstalker isn’t one of them.”

“You haven’t even met him, though!” Listener growled, and her tail thumped to the ground in anger. “Why can’t you at least have a little bit of faith? You think you know everything because you’re a seer. Well, guess what? Not all of your visions come true. I’m going to prove to you that he’s even more perfect than your precious Darkstalker.”

She stormed off, fuming. Clearsight felt a little guilty as she let her friend march away. She wanted to give her an apology, but she had to stay principled with her this time. Not all of her visions came true, but this one certainly would. That boyfriend of hers was going to break her heart. Listener would eventually learn that she was wrong and Clearsight was right. She’d be more supportive then.

“Maybe it’s good that she doesn’t know what’ll happen.”

Clearsight turned around. Darkstalker was standing behind her with an amused smile on his face. “She has to learn her lesson the hard way, it seems,” he said.

“I should probably apologize anyway,” she said to him. “I don’t want her believing that I think I’m better than everyone because of you.”

“You don’t need me to be better than everyone,” Darkstalker said, brushing his wing up against hers. “Hey, can you get up early tomorrow? I want to talk to you before school starts.”

Tomorrow? I have to wait until tomorrow? “Why?” Clearsight asked, smiling up at him. “Is your little surprise for me not ready yet?”

“Surprise?” Darkstalker echoed, his eyes shifting from side to side. “Who said anything about a surprise?”

“No one. But I can tell you’ve been itching to show me something all day.”

Darkstalker growled harshly to himself. “I guess I’m not very good at hiding my excitement, am I?”

“Just get it over with and tell me what it is,” Clearsight insisted. Her impatience was starting to turn into urgency. She didn’t think she’d be able to sleep if she had this on her mind for the rest of the day.

“No, no, it can’t be now. Everything has to be just right. Meet me on the beach at sunset. I’ve already looked ahead: nobody else is going to be there. It will just be the two of us.” He flicked his tail and brushed his cheek against hers.

When Clearsight looked back at Darkstalker, she saw a glimmer in his eyes. He was just as eager as she was. There was a childlike joy welling up inside him that he was struggling so hard to contain.

“I know you’ll be there,” he said conclusively. “I need to go home and make some more preparations. See you in the evening.”

He took to the sky and flew off. Clearsight sighed and accepted her fate. She kept her future seeing abilities toned down for the rest of the night and flew back to her own house.


The daytime came, Clearsight slept, and the daytime went. She’d managed to keep herself busy with homework and talk about classroom matters with her parents. They had been delighted to see that she had something on her mind other than the future for a change. Clearsight had to admit herself that it was a nice change of pace as well. Maybe there was a bit of merit to Listener’s philosophy after all: she couldn’t remember the last time she’d been this excited for this long.

But once she woke up the next day, she could hardly wait a second longer. She got out of bed, told her parents that she’d be meeting up with Listener to finish up a school project, and shot out of her house without a nibble of breakfast. She flew towards the beach as fast as her wings could take her.

The air was still and the tides were low, and as Darkstalker had predicted, nobody else was there. He was sitting beside a campfire made from driftwood, staring out into the sunset. When he heard Clearsight approaching, he looked back at her and beamed. “You made it.”

“Yes, I made it,” Clearsight said impatiently, and a little out of breath. She approached Darkstalker with a curious stride in her step. “Now hurry up and show me what it is you did.”

When she sat down next to him, he didn’t say anything. Instead he just looked at her, happy and innocent as ever, and touched his nose to hers. Clearsight smiled, her snout dipping into her chest. Darkstalker’s eyes softened so much that it actually made Clearsight a little embarrassed. “You have the most beautiful smile in the world,” he said, just loud enough to combat the sound of the waves. He flicked out his forked tongue and licked her cheek.

Clearsight giggled, and Darkstalker leaned forward, continuing to nuzzle and kiss her. “You’re in a pretty romantic mood,” she observed.

“I love you,” he agreed, resting his head over her shoulder.

That was the first time he’d ever spoken those words out loud. She’d heard him say them a hundred times over in the futures she saw, but now was the first time they’d come from Darkstalker as he truly was. Clearsight felt herself flustering up. “Isn’t it a bit too soon to say that?” she asked.

“It was never soon enough,” Darkstalker answered, drawing his head back and looking right at her once more. “I’ve known you for years. I’ve known that my life is going to be so much better because of you. I’ve known that all I had to do was wait for you to come into my life, and everything was going to get so much brighter. I’ve always loved you, Clearsight. I always will.”

There was a happy flutter in Clearsight’s heart. She never realized how good it would feel, knowing that she meant so much to someone — knowing that she made Darkstalker’s world one that he could look forward to.

“I love you too,” she said to him, that lingering heat of embarrassment still clinging to her ears. “I’ve seen so many lifetimes I could have with you. I’ve seen so many directions our relationship could go. But in every single one of them, I love you with all of my heart. Even if you end up trying to destroy the world and I have to stop you — even in the futures where I have to say goodbye — I can never stop loving you.”

“You will never have to say goodbye to me,” Darkstalker said with confidence. His voice was determined and caring, but Clearsight noticed that the corners of his mouth were rising impishly. “I found a way to make sure of that.”

Darkstalker was so sweet and lovable in that moment that Clearsight didn’t have the heart to tell him that that wasn’t true —that whatever it was that he had done, it wasn’t enough to dissolve the darker paths that might lay ahead. They were muted and unlikely, but she could still feel their coldness haunting her mind. Nonetheless, she still wanted to see what this was all about. “Go on,” she said to him, beaming brightly as her impatience began to well up again. “I haven’t looked ahead to see what you’re going to show me, but if you test my patience any further, I just might.”

“Okay, okay,” Darkstalker said quickly. He turned around and reached into his pack, pulling out a necklace with a solid gold amulet dangling at the end. “This is for you,” he said as he placed it in her hands.

Clearsight looked down and studied Darkstalker’s gift. The gold chains were so tiny and intricately made that the thread felt more like silk than metal. The amulet had a carving of an hourglass on it, with the illustration of sand in the upper bulb pouring down the neck and into a tiny pile in the lower bulb. When her talons traced along its edge, she realized that this actually wasn’t an amulet at all: the etched hourglass design was a shell, hiding something behind it. There was a small hinge at the bottom. Being careful not to carve any scratches into the design, she opened it up and looked inside.

It was a watch. Two little clock hands were pointed at the very top, completely unmoving. The little gears that lay behind the glass covering were all completely still. There was a winding knob at the top, which appeared to be pulled out. She lifted a hand to wind it up and set it to the correct time.

“Don’t set it yet!” he said, taking her hand and stopping her from touching the knob. “I need to explain what it does first.”

Clearsight nodded, then lowered her hand. “I’m listening.”

“You deserve the future that you want,” he said. “And you shouldn’t have to worry about the possibility of losing it. So if that ever happens — if we ever reach a point where all those good futures are gone forever and there’s no hope of getting them back again — just use this watch, and you can start over.”

” ‘Start over’?” Clearsight echoed. “What do you mean?”

“Pick a special time — ” Darkstalker explained, “when the future is bright and you’re as happy as you can be. In that moment, that’s when you should set this watch. Because that’s going to be the time you’ll go back to when you use it again. Once you set this watch, the enchantment will activate. Press that knob again, and everything becomes undone — regardless of how many years pass. You’ll go back to the time when you were happy again. And once you’re there, the future will once again be in your hands.”

An electric chill went down Clearsight’s back. She looked back down at the watch and touched its rim with the tip of her talon. “It … can send me back in time?”

“Back to one exact moment.” Darkstalker sat down next to her, looking at the watch himself. “Choose that moment wisely.”

Clearsight blinked slowly, closing the watch and facing Darkstalker once more. “Why did you make it just one moment?”

Darkstalker turned his head to one side. “What do you mean?”

“If you were able to make an enchantment like this, couldn’t you also let me control how far I wanted to go back?”

“Ah,” Darkstalker said, a little awkwardly. “Yes, I suppose I could have. But I wanted this to be a failsafe, not a crutch.” He reached out and grasped Clearsight’s hands. “I don’t want you to ever have to use this, Clearsight. I just want you to be happy for a change. I want you to enjoy the present without worrying so much about the future all the time. I was afraid that if you were able to go back to whatever time you wanted, you’d use that power so much that you’d never end up actually making it to the future.”

Clearsight looked down, embarrassed. That was probably true. If she had that power, she’d cross-examine her choices so much and constantly retry everything in order to make sure that the world stayed as bright as possible. Darkstalker probably made the right call.

Would this gift help, though? She still didn’t feel safe moving forward without worrying about the future. She still shivered at the thought of letting Darkstalker’s heart fill with chaos. She still saw futures with fire and tyranny and blood — futures that she couldn’t allow. “How come this isn’t changing what I can see?” she asked, partly to herself. She figured she would have used this long before things got as bad as some of those futures.

“That was my doing,” Darkstalker said, understanding what she meant. “I made sure that the watch doesn’t impact our visions of the future. For some reason, the enchantment by itself seemed to interfere with our powers, and everything became all warped and blurry. I had to add that amendment in to make sure I could still see the future.” Darkstalker rubbed the back of his head. “This took a lot of do-overs to get right — I used up a couple of pages of my scroll in the process.”

Clearsight laughed a little. “Can I see them?” she asked. “The enchantments. I want to make sure I know how it works.”

“Sure!” Darkstalker said, rising to his feet. “I can show it to you after school. Just hold onto it for now.” He started kicking sand at the fire to snuff it out, then looked back at Clearsight, his eyes warm and bright. “Do you like it?”

“Of course I do.” Clearsight brought her gift close to her chest and pinned her ears. “I’m sorry, I probably don’t sound very enthusiastic, do I?”

“Do you think it will help?” he asked. “Knowing that you have an out — a way to fix things if everything goes wrong. Do you think you’ll have an easier time not worrying?”

“Oh, Darkstalker.” Clearsight smiled sadly at him. “I need to worry, at least a little bit. You want the dragon who guides you towards the best future to care about her job, right?”

“I also want her to relax a little bit. I’m supposed to make her job as easy as possible, after all.” He beamed at her.

“You’ve been pretty successful, I’ll admit,” she said. “My vision attacks have been getting worse. But as far as I can tell, the future really is getting better.” She hoped that was true. Sometimes she worried that she was just getting better at ignoring the less desirable outcomes.

“And we can keep it that way.” He took her hands, and closed his talons around them. “We deserve to be this happy for the rest of our lives, Clearsight. I want to make your life just as much better as you’ve made mine.”

Clearsight took a moment to let herself believe him. Darkstalker had been doing a good job at teaching her to focus on the world around her instead of the world in her head.

Maybe she would let herself live more in the present now that she had this new option.

But maybe she’d still let the future bother her a little bit too. She backed away from Darkstalker and put a hand on her head. “Oh, no,” she said, barely more than a whisper in her voice.

“What?” Darkstalker said, his face suddenly awash with worry. “What is it?”

“Something terrible.” She put her hand down and looked back at Darkstalker, her face filled with sadness. “I don’t know if we can stop it.”

“What is it?” he asked, louder this time. “Tell me, Clearsight.”

Clearsight looked down. “We’re … we’re going to be late for school.”

She managed to catch a glimpse of his dumbfounded face before he erupted into a fit of laughter. She giggled back, uncontrollably.

“Don’t scare me like that,” he growled playfully, taking her and pulling her into a hug.

“We really are, though,” she said, shoving him away. “You know I’m not a very fast flier.”

“We can get there on time.” Darkstalker stretched his wings and looked back at Clearsight. “I know — I’ll stay behind you and nip you in the tail if you slow down too much.”

“You wouldn’t!” But Darkstalker was already circling around, stalking the tip of her tail. She shrieked and took to the sky, feeling like a little child as Darkstalker followed close behind her. As she pushed herself to lengthen her distance from him, the visions of tardiness began to fade away.

  



4. Chapter 3


    
    
  CLEARSIGHT


Listener sat with Clearsight during lunch and apologized for getting worked up the other day.

“I just caught Bighorns flirting with Vision,” she said miserably, picking at the potatoes on her plate. Clearsight realized that she had never actually caught the name of Listener’s boyfriend until now — not even in her visions of the future. “He dumped me before I could even call him out on it,” her friend went on. “You were right all along.”

It may have sounded cruel, but Clearsight was incredibly pleased to hear this. She wanted to tell Listener that this was probably the best possible outcome, all things considered. She would have handled their inevitable breakup much worse if they’d kept dating for another month or two, which was a very likely possibility. But she refrained, knowing that her friend would have preferred not to hear it. “I owe you an apology too,” she said instead. “I wasn’t very respectful to you when I said the things I did yesterday. It was just hard to keep quiet when I knew what could have happened.”

“I know,” Listener said. “It’s okay. You can’t really help but see some of those futures, can you?”

“Yes, but I can try harder to keep you from learning about them. You’re doing your part by staying out of my thoughts: I should be doing my part too.”

Listener radiated a bit of happiness. By the end of lunch, they were best friends once again, all sins were forgotten, and Clearsight was happy.


After school, Clearsight followed Darkstalker back to his house. This time, his mother was there to greet them. Clearsight had been a little bit antsy about meeting her, and she still felt butterflies in her stomach when she saw Foeslayer for the first time. But she looked happy to see them when they showed up: her head was poking eagerly out of the front window, above a bed of marigolds whose orange blossoms broke the monotonous gray of the front porch and the overcast night sky. “Welcome home, Darkstalker,” she said as the two of them touched down in front of the door. “Is this Clearsight?”

“That’s right,” Clearsight answered, bowing her head a little. “I’m Darkstalker’s friend.”

“My mother has been looking forward to meeting you,” Darkstalker said, standing proudly beside her. “She knows that we’re a little bit more than friends, by the way,” he added quietly.

Clearsight blinked. Her ears nervously folded back. “You do?” she asked. “And you’re okay with it?”

Foeslayer’s eyes softened, but she had a smile on her face that refused to retreat. “Well, I’m nervous, as you could imagine,” she admitted. “You’re both going to learn that love is complicated, I’m sure. But I’m hopeful that you two will make each other happy.”

Foeslayer looked down and paused for a long moment before circling around to open the door and let them in. Clearsight could almost hear the words she was keeping herself from saying in that moment. Love had brought a whole slurry of bittersweet consequences to Foeslayer’s life, and she didn’t want Clearsight to repeat those consequences. Leave the worrying to me, Foeslayer, Clearsight said back to her silently. I’ve been preparing for this my entire life.

She caught the smell of smoked salmon when she stepped inside, and her stomach growled. Foeslayer was already making her way to the kitchen, organizing some utensils on the countertops and gathering a few ceramic plates from a stack in a low cabinet. “Are you hungry?” she asked the two of them. “I brought back some leftover fish from the palace. I figured I’d roast them up and we could have them as a snack to have before dinner. They should be ready now.”

“Oh, thank you, ma’am,” Clearsight said, shedding a tiny smile at her. She wondered if Foeslayer knew that salmon was one of her favorite foods.

Darkstalker sat down at the dinner table and Clearsight sat beside him. She noticed how smooth and finished the table was. She could almost see her reflection in its glossy coating, and she was afraid to draw her talons over it in fear of making a scratch. Her own dinner table more closely resembled a picnic bench made from pieces of repurposed firewood.

When she looked back up, Foeslayer had placed two plates of pink salmon filets in front of them, each with a charred lemon slice resting on top of it. She sat down across from them with her own plate, and took her first bite.

“Darkstalker says you’re quite a talented seer,” Foeslayer said, licking her nose with her forked tongue. “Is that true?”

“She’s even better than I am!” Darkstalker answered for her. “She could probably tell you your future right now.”

“Oh, really?” Foeslayer said, leaning in curiously. “Is there anything you see that I should know about?”

Clearsight shot a disapproving glance at Darkstalker for a short moment. He knew that she had been trying to keep the extent of her powers a secret, at least for now. She wasn’t exactly comfortable with Darkstalker talking so freely about them, even with his mother.

Nonetheless, she obliged and looked ahead, trying to see anything in her future worth noting. She explored a number of likely threads shallowly, and found nothing particularly noteworthy. Foeslayer was on friendly terms with Queen Vigilance, and she had Darkstalker to protect her if anyone tried to hurt her. Not to mention she had an earring on that kept her protected from farm: as long as she kept it on, she’d be okay.

She opened her eyes and shrugged modestly. “I’m afraid there’s not too much I can tell you,” she said. “I can only see the future from my own eyes, and it’s not very often that we’re in the same room together. So I didn’t learn much — but you should be relieved to hear that. It probably means you’re going to have a peaceful next few months.”

“That’s good,” Foeslayer said, sounding relieved indeed. “No terrible prophecies of my inevitable demise?”

“None that I can see,” Clearsight assured. Well, except for that one where Queen Diamond abducts you … and those ones where you mysteriously vanish and nobody knows what happened to you. But everyone was doomed in some timelines. Some dragons were more likely to be doomed than others, and Foeslayer was quite low in the pecking order. If that ever changed, Clearsight would let Foeslayer worry about it then.

“Well, I hope all the same for your future as well,” Foeslayer said, smiling brightly. “Have you thought about what you might want to do when you finish school? I know that Queen Vigilance is always interested in having more seers advise her during this war.”

“Being an adviser to the Queen would be a dream job,” Clearsight answered. “I’d probably have to get kind of lucky to catch her attention, though.”

“She’s hard to make an impression on, I’m afraid,” Foeslayer agreed. “But I’d be happy to throw a positive word your way if she ever brings up the subject.”

“Really?” Clearsight asked, pausing just before taking her last bite of salmon. “Thank you!”

This positive reception came as a genuine surprise to her. Not a lot of the potential introductions to Foeslayer were nearly this positive. Behind her cheerful outward demeanor was a genuine fear that she had of her son falling in love, and in a lot of futures she’d seen, that fear manifested itself in the form of disapproval. But this path brought Clearsight a warm, welcoming, and cooperative Foeslayer who went so far as to feed her a plate of her favorite food and promise her a good word with the Queen. She couldn’t have anticipated this going any better.

By the time they were done eating, Foeslayer had officially announced her approval of Darkstalker’s new girlfriend. She congratulated Darkstalker for meeting such a good dragon, and Clearsight was happy.


“We’ll be in my room if you need us,” Darkstalker called to his mother as he bounded down the hallway.

“And I’ll be right outside,” Foeslayer called from the kitchen. “Clearsight, please don’t let him use any of his magic, alright? I know his powers are exciting, but they’re very dangerous.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Clearsight said, smiling at Darkstalker as he passed a knowing grin back to her.

Darkstalker closed the door behind Clearsight and threw open the curtains in front of his window, letting the moonlight pool in. He took his scroll out from the cubby hole in his wall and unrolled it on the floor before gathering his blanket from his bed. Clearsight walked over curled up next to him, and he threw the blanket over them both and brushed his wing up against hers as he lay down. He used the tip of his talon to locate the enchantment he’d put on the watch. It was a long paragraph that, in Darkstalker’s sloppy clawwriting, took up an entire length of scroll:


  Enchant this watch to forbid all future enchantments on it from having an impact on any seer’s powers. Enchant this watch to keep ticking continuously once it is set. Enchant this watch’s ticking noise to not be so incessantly annoying. Enchant the crown on this watch to turn into a button after it is used to set the watch, and to stay a button afterwards: when this button is pressed, enchant the watch to take Clearsight back in time to the moment when it was first set, such that when she returns to this moment, all of her memories, morals, and beliefs will preserved during her transfer back in time. Enchant this watch to be unbreakable to everyone except Clearsight. Enchant this watch so that when Clearsight shatters the glass, all previous enchantments are cleared.


Darkstalker hadn’t been lying when he admitted to going through a lot of prototypes to get this enchantment right. There were a dozen or two test enchantments before it, and a dozen more lines of ‘Clear this watch of all enchantments’ between them.

She appreciated the thoughtfulness that went into the final spell, but that last part worried her. What was it for? What reason would she ever have to destroy that watch? If she’d accidentally broke it in the middle of a terrible future, she’d have no way of undoing things. And if she really ever decided that she wouldn’t ever want to use it again, she could just hide it somewhere remote — like at the bottom of the ocean. And then someone will find it a thousand years after I die, and then they’ll press the button on it, and they’ll bring me back to life, and they’ll undo everything I did.

Clearsight suppressed the urge to shake her head. Of course that enchantment needed to be there. It made sure that once she got the future she wanted, she could finalize it and make sure it couldn’t be undone.

Darkstalker looked up at Clearsight and bowed his head observantly, as if he were trying to read her face. “Does it seem alright?” he asked her. “I could make some revisions if you want.”

“No, everything’s fine! I’m just admiring the thought you put into it,” Clearsight clarified. “For something you don’t ever want me to use, you made it really usable.”

Darkstalker let out a chuckle. “I guess I got a little obsessed with it the other day,” he said. “I wanted to make sure it was perfect.”

“And it is perfect,” Clearsight said, pushing her head up against Darkstalker’s neck. “Everything is perfect.”

For just one breath, Darkstalker let out a low purr, and he curled the tip of his tail around Clearsight’s. And she was happy.

“Do you think you’ll activate it soon, then?” Darkstalker asked.

“Yes,” Clearsight answered, without any hesitation. “I’ve made up my mind. I’m going to do it tonight.”

“Are you sure?” Darkstalker asked straightening up. “I only just gave it to you today.”

“And today has been one of the best days of my life.” Clearsight pulled Darkstalker’s blanket closer to her, its enchantment making her feel just as warm as she wanted to be. “I couldn’t imagine a better day to return to. “

Darkstalker’s tail tightened around Clearsight. When she turned to face him, his ears were pinned back, as if he were afraid of something — even though he had a cheery smile and bright eyes.

“What?” she said. “What’s wrong?”

“Huh?” Darkstalker looked away for a second. “Um — it’s nothing,” he answered. “Just … no matter what ends up happening, please remember that I love you with all my heart. Because that’s never going to change.”

Clearsight cocked her head worriedly. Where did that come from? He wasn’t going to do something dangerous or evil, was he? No, she’d be able to see it if he were.

With his wing, Darkstalker pulled Clearsight in closer and squeezed her, leaning in to brush his horns against hers. “Okay!” Clearsight said, giggling affectionately. “You’re the loviest, doviest Darkstalker in all of the timelines. You’ve made your point. I won’t forget it.” She wiggled herself free of Darkstalker’s hold and rose to her feet, using her wings to get the blanket off of her.

“You can’t stay?” Darkstalker said, rising with her. “It hasn’t even been an hour.”

“My parents are on the verge of growing suspicious that I’m seeing someone,” Clearsight said apologetically. “I know they’re going to find out eventually, but I don’t want them to find out tonight.”

Darkstalker nodded sadly. “I understand,” he said. “I’ll see you tomorrow, then.”

When she opened the door to go, Darkstalker jolted. “Wait!” he quickly said, before reaching towards his desk and grabbing a used black candle. He shuffled over to Clearsight on three legs and handed it to her. “For you. It’s the one that I’d enchanted a couple days ago.”

“Oh.” Clearsight took the candle. A half-dozen visions flashed before her eyes of sleepless mornings where this would be by her side as she studied. She gazed back at Darkstalker and smiled warmly at him. “Thank you.”

Darkstalker placed a hand on her shoulder. His talons dug into her scales tightly. “Now, fly safe on your way back. I’ll see you at school first thing in the morning.”

“Darkstalker, you’re shaking,” Clearsight said, stepping back for a moment. “What’s the matter?”

Darkstalker dropped his arm and started fidgeting with it. “It’s nothing — I just ….” He looked at her, and she saw a great well of concern in his eyes. She looked sadly back at him, and lifted a rear leg to step forward a bit. He sighed, and sat down. His tail swished forward and twisted around his wrist. “I’m a little afraid of the Clearsight I’m going to see tomorrow, I guess,” he admitted, looking down at the corner of his room. “I don’t know if she’s going to be you, or … someone who just came back from a terrible future.”

Clearsight felt a wave of understanding wash over her. If Clearsight ended up rewriting time, then this would be the last moment of innocence that they’d get to have together — for Darkstalker, at least. If she ended up rewriting time, then Darkstalker would never witness the things she did, or experience the future she ended up living. “Oh, Darkstalker,” she said, taking him in her arms and hugging him. “I know I can’t promise that I’ll be exactly the same dragon tomorrow as I am today. But you don’t have to be afraid of whoever that dragon ends up being. I’m always going to be Clearsight. I love you. I always will.”

She let go of Darkstalker and he looked into her eyes. He looked relieved, but he didn’t say anything.


Darkstalker’s candle rested atop Clearsight’s nightstand. The reflections of the fire against the metal base of the candlestick shed a warm orange light into the room, giving Clearsight just enough light to inspect the watch a bit more closely.

She didn’t notice it at first, but the hourglass design carved in the gold shell was present on both sides, in slightly different forms. On the outside, when the shell was closed, the hourglass was shown with almost all of the sand on top, as if the hourglass had just been flipped. On the inside, when the shell was opened, the hourglass was about half-empty, and she could see traces of the mound in the lower bulb etched in, with subtle dots here and there right beneath the falling stream of sand that came from above. She thought it was a cute little symbol, if a little corny.

It was a little past morning. Clearsight really should have been sleeping right now, but she felt too elated to get to bed early. How could everything have gone so perfectly? How could Darkstalker and Foeslayer and Listener have all brightened her up so much in the course of a single day?

She touched the crown of the watch. She was ready to activate it now; she didn’t have a doubt in her mind. But on her flight home; she’d realized the weight of responsibility that activating this watch had. She realized that she really didn’t want to ever have to use it: she had to get things right the first time. She didn’t want to undo years of reality. She didn’t want to erase all of the fulfilling and wonderful lived experiences of everyone around her. She didn’t want her life and her future to be reduced to nothing more than a single thread in the massive web of her visions.

Only if I have to, she said to herself, clutching the watch tightly with both hands. I still need to worry. I still need to make compromises. I still need to fight. Because I can only use this if I have no other choices left.

She took a deep breath and pulled the crown out. Then she spun the dial, and around and around the minute-hand went. When the hands pointed at the correct time — seven twenty-two in the morning, with the second hand pointed up top — she looked up at the hourglass looming over the watch, then down at the gears beneath the hands. Finally, she pushed the crown in.


  Click.


Clearsight had to blink a couple of times in order to notice what had happened. She’d never actually used a watch like this before, and the effects were subtle. It was ticking now — a quiet, almost inaudible march of periodic tapping sounds as the second hand circled around. When she set her talon aside from the crown, it looked exactly the same as it did before. It didn’t look like a button, but like the crown of a watch. Nothing changed.

Afraid that she’d done something wrong, Clearsight tried pulling the crown up and setting it again. But when she tried to pull on it, it wouldn’t give. The crown was stuck. Perplexed, she tried to loosen it by fidgeting around in other directions. When she pushed it in, she felt a tiny click. Immediately, the second-hand jumped back. It had been pointing at the ‘6’ before, and now it was pointing back up to the ‘12,’ ticking back around the numbers it had just passed thirty seconds ago.

Clearsight shook her head for a second. She waited ten seconds, then pressed the crown in again. The second-hand jumped back up. She waited a full minute, pressed the crown in, and this time the minute hand pointed from the 23rd tick mark to the 22nd.

Was it working? A part of her had expected something a little bit flashier, like a beam of light engulfing her when she went back in time, or something mystical like that. To make sure the enchantment truly had activated, Clearsight hopped up onto her bed and lay down on it. Then, she pressed the crown in again —

— and immediately she was standing in her room facing the watch. Seven twenty-two in the morning.

By the moons, it’s really working. She tried one last test. She ripped the blankets off of her bed and threw them to the floor, and then took her pillows and threw them out of her room and into the dark hallway just outside. And when she grabbed the watch and pressed in the crown — seven twenty-two. She looked over to find that her bed was neatly made as it had been before she messed it up.

She was convinced. Closing the watch one last time, she went to her desk and opened her drawer of personal belongings — which mostly consisted of notes she’d written of particularly happy memories and futures that she liked going back and revisiting. She put the watch into the drawer and shut it. And that’s the last I’m ever going to see of it, she thought. From this point forward, that watch doesn’t matter. From this point on, the future is going to go the way I want it to go.

She stepped into her bed and threw her covers around her. The candle went out.

  



5. Chapter 4


    
    
  DARKSTALKER


Darkstalker had never been so uncertain about the purity of his soul until now.

He thought that he was a good dragon, and he thought he always would be. And he figured that if he’d ever needed to do anything bad, then he would be able to convince Clearsight that it was for a greater good. Never did he feel like his soul was being corrupted by animus magic, not once.

And yet Clearsight still worried. He’d never really thought critically about what that might’ve meant. It could have simply meant that for all of the numerous possible futures that Clearsight saw, she was uniquely good at focusing on the worst ones. Darkstalker liked to believe that that was the case.

But even granting that (and Darkstalker was only just now starting to consider the possibility that maybe that assumption was wrong), it still meant that those possible futures were still possible futures. And Clearsight might have just come back from one right now.

Oh moons, what am I going to say to her? he thought, anxiety creeping into his scales and causing his talons to tap nervously on the ground as he waited for her to show up to school. What can I possibly say to make her feel better? He’d thought of a hundred different things already. ‘I’m so sorry, Clearsight: I don’t know what could have gotten into me, but I’ll never do what I did again.’ And, ‘I know you’re probably not very happy with me, but the dragon you’re talking to never actually did any of those terrible things.’ And, ‘I might have failed you once, Clearsight, but now that you know what caused things to go wrong, you can help me do a better job this time.’

A gruff sigh escaped from his snout. This feeling was weird. It was unnatural. What happened to his confidence that everything was going to be okay? Why was he so unsure all of a sudden? The odds were in favor of Clearsight telling him that nothing happened, right?

“Darkstalker? What happened?”

Darkstalker blinked and looked over at his sister, who had been standing beside him. She had a curious, ditzy stare directed at him, which usually indicated that she was thinking quickly and in many strange directions at once. “What are you talking about?” he said to her. “Nothing happened.” Not to me, at least.

“But I can hear lots of little bubbles popping inside you,” she said, cocking her head. “They’ve been popping all day. I thought you’d woken up filled with soap.”

Darkstalker winced a little. “I’m okay, Whiteout,” he said. “Maybe I’m just filled with soap because I want to make sure I’m extra clean today.”

Whiteout smirked. “You’re very clean, brother. Three crescent moons are shining in your soul.”

“Oh,” Darkstalker murmured. “Well, if you say that’s a good thing, then I’ll take your word for it.”

Clearsight swept into the grounds, landing beside several other students touching down from the sky onto the landing clearings. Darkstalker darted for her the moment he saw her, nearly crashing into another student along the way. “Hey, watch where you’re going!” the stranger snapped, beating his wings and keeping front two hands backed up and off the ground to avoid him.

“Sorry! Sorry!” Darkstalker shuffled around him and bounded towards Clearsight again, as the dragon went the other way mumbling something in his mind about Darkstalker thinking he owned the place now that everyone knew he was an animus.

Clearsight, who had clearly seen the entire thing, took a couple of steps towards Darkstalker as he approached. “Can you go one day without winning my heart with your smoothness?”

“Did you use it?” Darkstalker asked, ignoring her quip.

Clearsight blinked. “Use what? The watch?”

“Good evening, Clearsight!” Whiteout called as she followed up on Darkstalker’s rear. “You’re looking very isotropic today.”

“Uh … thank you, Whiteout,” Clearsight responded awkwardly. She looked back at Darkstalker with a small smile. “I set it, if that’s what you mean.”

Darkstalker held his breath. There was relief welling in him, but it was guarded. “And you didn’t … come back from anything?”

Clearsight shook her head. “I did use it to get a bit of extra sleep, but that’s it.”

A smile bloomed on Darkstalker’s face. “That’s it? Really? That’s — oh, that’s wonderful, Clearsight!” He scooped her up and twirled her around, squeezing her wings closer into his chest. “I knew it! I knew you didn’t have to worry.”

“Um, actually no, I kind of do,” Clearsight protested, wriggling herself free from Darkstalker’s hold.

Darkstalker shook his head. “If I destroyed the world in this reality,” he argued, “then you would have gone back and I wouldn’t witness you telling me that you didn’t use the watch. Since you’re telling me that you never used the watch, I’m clearly never going to do anything terrible. QED.”

“I … don’t think that’s how it works,” Clearsight said, though she sounded a little uncertain.

“I don’t care how it works. All I care about is you. You’re exactly the way you were before, and that’s exactly how I wanted you to be.” He smiled brightly and hugged her again.

“Clearsight!”

Darkstalker brought his arms down and faced the sky. Amid the other dragonets flying down to the school, he spotted a gray-bellied NightWing with silver teardrop scales against her eyes flying their way. Clearsight’s friend, Listener.

She landed gracelessly in front of them, galloping to a halt after touching the ground. She whirled up to Clearsight and grabbed one of her talons, pulling her away from Darkstalker. “Clearsight. I need to speak with you right now — alone,” she said, casting a quick glance at Darkstalker. Her mind reeked with distrust.

“Why?” Clearsight asked, tilting her head.

Listener’s voice quieted down. “I have a new idea for our school project,” she explained. “But I wanted to run it by you first.”

Ah, Project: Free the Scavengers. Clearsight had already spoken with him about their scheme to set the trapped scavengers in the school free. He thought it was kind of a silly idea, but he respected it. Listener was the only other dragon Darkstalker knew who actually realized how smart those sorry little creatures were. He completely supported her efforts to set them free. A part of him even wanted to help them. But he didn’t want to risk getting himself in trouble with the school — not when so many eyes were already on him. He had his own world of plans and plots to worry about. He could let Clearsight and Listener handle this one on their own.

“Sounds pretty important,” Clearsight said, grinning tiredly at her friend. “We can go to the arboretum: it’s always quiet this time of day. I’ll talk to you later, Darkstalker.”

Darkstalker nodded as she walked off with Listener, flicking his tail joyfully.

Whiteout smiled up at her brother. “I like her,” she said to him. “For the dragon of chaos, her stitching is unusually straight.”

” ‘Dragon of chaos’?” Darkstalker repeated, cocking his head at Whiteout. “You’re not talking about Clearsight, are you? She’s the least chaotic dragon in the world.”

“I know! It’s so curious, isn’t it?” Whiteout began to walk towards the classrooms. The dragons ahead shuffled aside to make way for her and Darkstalker. “But I can see the snakes tangled in her yarn. And they don’t need to bite her to teach her about disorder.”

Darkstalker hummed thoughtfully. Sometimes he got the impression that his sister had powers far beyond his or Clearsight’s. When she looked back up at him, she let out a gentle laugh and nudged him with her wing. “My brother appears to be birdwatching.”

“It’s nothing,” he said, this time paying little mind to whatever that might have meant. “Some of the things you say make me worry sometimes is all.”

Whiteout shook her head, and her eyes glistened at him. “You’re not a fretful dragon, brother, so don’t fret. I have faith that she can win the future without your gears to guide her.”

“I know,” Darkstalker said. “I should probably forget about that silly watch, shouldn’t I?”

“You should like that strategy,” Whiteout agreed. “You’ve given Clearsight enough hope to try it out herself.”

“I did?” Darkstalker looked ahead as he walked up the stairs into the courtyard. “That’s good to hear.” We’ll forget about it together, then. I’ve been burdening my mind with it for long enough.

And forget about it he did.

He forgot about it when he left school that night, and huddled into his room to harmlessly enchant another item.

He forgot about it when he met Fathom and Indigo for the first time at the welcoming party in the Queen’s palace.

He forgot about it when he scraped a dagger through his chest to test out his enchanted scales.

He forgot about it when he watched in grave lament as his mother slowly flew towards her awaiting doom in the Kingdom of Ice.

He forgot about it when he captured Arctic in the middle of betraying the NightWings, and when he punished him for his crimes in front of the tribe.

And he forgot about it when he flew to Agate Mountain to meet with Clearsight.

But when Clearsight’s bracelet slipped from her wrist onto his, and he saw her mind unguarded for the first time in years, he remembered. Because in the midst of all of the terrible futures that Clearsight saw before her, she didn’t forget.

  



6. Chapter 5


    
    
  CLEARSIGHT


There were too many emotions coursing through Clearsight’s brain for her to fly straight. The overwhelming sadness, fear, and confusion churning inside her competed with her need to focus on flying in the right direction and at a steady pace. When a light gust of wind hit her, she lost her balance and plummeted towards the rainforest. Many slow heartbeats passed until her mind snapped back to attention and she realized she was falling. After flattening her wings and returning on-course once again, she sighed tiredly. In an effort to stagnate the battle warring on inside her, she tried to find one thought to latch onto so that the others would migrate further into her cognitive periphery.

Her visions … they were pointing her towards Fathom. He was in the rainforest somewhere, on an island somewhere, planning a future with Indigo somewhere. It wouldn’t be long before she spotted him.

But it wasn’t until she had spent nearly an hour traversing through different futures before she’d decided to go into the Rainforest Kingdom. Would she really have searched all of those other regions to find him? She saw futures where she did. She saw futures where she scanned the Claws of the Clouds to find any trace of Fathom and Indigo. She saw futures where she stopped in SandWing cities to ask locals if they’d seen them. She saw futures where she ran into IceWing platoons and got torn apart by their razor-sharp claws. She saw futures where she made the tireless journey to the Kingdom of the Sea, just to see if the two had actually returned there. They were all hopeless futures that yielded months of dead ends and frustration and hunger and sleeplessness.

She could only imagine that she would have only decided to take any of those paths if she’d known she’d find Fathom at the end of them. But using her powers, she confirmed that none of those paths were the right ones. Why would she be able to see them? Why would she able to see the outcomes of directions she would never take? The only path that led to Fathom took her into the Rainforest. So that was the path she took, and as a result she found herself in a paradox where she was following a direction that her future self never would have taken without the help of her future sight.

Some time last year, she went to the library and dug through the shelves to find anything that would tell her more about this phenomenon. Her effort lasted a week, even with the help of her clairvoyance. And in the end, she found only one passage on it, written by a NightWing named Nocturne.


  This curious case of anticipatory causality, where future visions guide present actions even when future visions don’t seem likely to occur, is not due to any ripple in reality’s fabric, nor is it due to divine intervention. (Nor am I lying about this phenomenon, as some of my colleagues have suggested.) Instead, I believe it’s simply a mechanism that fixes instabilities. What happens when we seers seek the counsel of our own clairvoyance? We use our most vivid visions to guide our actions, and so the probability of our actions becomes a function of the vividness of our visions. But the vividness of our visions is already a function of the probability of our actions! When this degeneracy happens, there’s only one way to resolve it: our powers collapse to focusing on one vision at a time. And that vision is simply whichever one we are most inclined to do.


She found the explanation lacking in some way. It felt it was simply saying, ‘our powers are able to do this,’ when she wanted to see a broader explanation for how her powers worked that way. Still, the author seemed knowledgeable. Clearsight was always too busy to read more of her writings; she regretted never finding the time to look more into her.

The rainforest trees blurred below her. Murky rivers and black marshlands dwelled between the great canopies that hugged the south Pyrrhian sea. The chirping of the cicadas and katydids reached up to the sky, piercing the winds, and the poignantly organic smell of soggy humus mingled with the fresh evening mist that surrounded her.

After she’d put Darkstalker to sleep, reality started to feel surreal — as if the world around her were on the verge of vanishing completely. Of course, in a significant sense, it was. The only option that seemed viable to her at the moment was going back to her old house and finally using that watch. And now that her mind was committing to actually using it, the world suddenly felt like it didn’t matter — like it was nothing more than an empty, unpopulated shell that lost all of the hope and potential that it had once harbored.

She’d done her best to forget about the watch — to put it in the back of her mind and act like it never existed. Had she done a good enough job? The memory of the night he gave it to her came back from time to time, but she always dispelled the thought of actually touching it again. Every time she’d remembered it, she told herself she would only use it if she absolutely had to.

But did it change anything? Did her knowledge of its existence keep her from fretting too much? If she’d known that she didn’t have the option to turn back time, would this all have been avoided the first time around?

She could never forget the look that Darkstalker had given her before her bracelet slipped onto his wrist. The genuine hurt and disbelief that was in his eyes — that would be burned in her memory forever. My poor, poor Darkstalker. She closed her eyes tightly. I’m so sorry for hurting you. Right now, she felt like falling into the rainforest, curling up into a ball, and never showing her face to anyone ever again.

A vision flashed. She’d be talking with Fathom and Indigo soon. There was more to her vision, though. Flared teeth, the swinging of thick tails, angry snarls. Huh? What does that mean? They wouldn’t actually hurt me, would they?

Up ahead was an island not far off from the shoreline. It was mostly sand and tropical shrubs that inhabited it, as if it were a chunk of the Bay of a Thousand Scales that broke off from the Sea Kingdom and drifted too far from home. That was it. That was where they were.

When she landed on the beach, the sand gave to her talons, sifting carelessly around her claws. When she turned around, she could see the sun setting over the ocean. She imagined that they could see the sun rising on the other side of the island too. She wondered which side they’d build their house, which side of the sky they wanted the balcony hand-carved by Fathom to overlook.

A guarded looking SeaWing came out from the grasses further in the island, and Clearsight immediately recognized her as Indigo. She glowered unwelcomingly. “What do you want?” she snapped.

Is something wrong with her? she immediately wondered. Did her mind warp from what Darkstalker did to her? “Indigo, it’s me, Clearsight,” Clearsight said gently, taking a step forward. She’d hoped that letting Indigo know who she was would calm her down, but nothing in her features changed.

The SeaWing spread her wings slightly. “Just tell us why you’re here and leave, alright? You’ve given us enough trouble already.”

Behind her, Fathom rustled forward and emerged from the ferns behind Indigo. His eyes widened and he blinked a couple times. “Clearsight? What are you doing here?” He trotted ahead of Indigo. Darkstalker’s scroll was still strapped to his shoulder. “Did it work? Did you stop him?”

Clearsight nodded. “We’re safe. He can’t hurt anyone anymore.”

“Then what do you want from us?” Indigo pressed, baring her teeth. “If you need Fathom to use his magic again, then forget it.”

“No, no, I don’t! I just came here to find out what Darkstalker did. Indigo, what happened to you?”

Indigo paused for a second. “You didn’t know?”

Clearsight’s expression crumpled as if she’d just been betrayed. “Of course not! Darkstalker was doing so many things with his magic without me knowing. I never would have let him do what he did if I’d found out about it, I promise!”

Indigo cast her eyes off of Clearsight, but didn’t say anything back. Fathom answered for her. “He trapped her in that dragon statue. Remember? The wooden one that I made for him?”

“Oh my stars.” Clearsight shrunk down and pinned her ears as she faced Indigo. “I’m so sorry.”

“I didn’t experience anything while I was trapped, so it wasn’t that bad,” Indigo said. “Not that Darkstalker would have cared if I did, though.”

“Did you find any other spells?” she asked. “Was there anything else he did without me knowing?”

“Yeah,” Fathom said. “A lot of things. He enchanted a knife to kill an IceWing every full moon until he summoned it to stop. He enchanted Queen Diamond to have terrible nightmares of the ways he planned to kill her. He enchanted a goblet to make me forget about the feelings I had for Indigo, and —”

“WHAT?” Indigo shrieked. “So he did enchant it! I was right!”

“You were,” he replied, remorse breaking through his eyes. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have doubted you. I should have listened.”

“How did he cast these spells without me knowing?” she pressed. She couldn’t let this happen again. She couldn’t let him do anything like this without her knowing.

Fathom fidgeted a little bit, then opened up the leather case containing Darkstalker’s scroll. He unfurled it on the sand and pointed at some spaces between the enchantments. “See these empty spaces?” he said. “There are enchantments written there, in invisible ink. Those are the enchantments he didn’t want you to find out about.”

Now that Clearsight looked more closely at the scroll, she noticed the gaps between the visible spells. Were there enchantments written in all of them? Had he really cast that many spells behind her back?

He wasn’t always like this. That was clear enough in the spells: they were so kind early on. They were selfless, and thoughtful — little windows into the profile of the dragon that Clearsight had fallen in love with long before they’d ever met. But then he transformed. The spells became more self-serving, or cast out of hatred. The gaps began to form between the words. The handwriting became sharper and more anguished. Something — or many things, perhaps — had changed him.

“I can fix this,” she said, mostly to herself. “This didn’t need to happen.”

Fathom looked up at Clearsight and rolled up the scroll and slid it back into its case. “What do you mean?” he asked, sounding a little worried.

“Darkstalker enchanted something for me a long time ago,” she explained. “A watch.”

“The one that can take you back in time? That huge enchantment near the beginning of the scroll?”

Clearsight nodded. “I’ll go back,” she said. “I can make things better.”

“Clearsight, wait!” Fathom scrambled forward a couple steps, looking like he was ready to sprint into the sky at a moment’s notice. “Don’t go back, please. This outcome isn’t that bad, is it? We’re all safe from Darkstalker. You don’t need to fix anything. I think we won in this timeline.”

“Darkstalker didn’t need to turn evil,” Clearsight said, shaking her head. “He could have become so much better.”

“I don’t care,” Fathom said, his voice quivering. “I can finally be happy now. I can settle down somewhere here in the rainforest and spend the rest of my life with Indigo, and I don’t think I could ask for a better life. Please don’t change it, Clearsight.”

A dark vision thundered into Clearsight’s mind. This was where the violence was coming from. She saw it more clearly now — claws raking against her scales, teeth ripping into her wings, the underwater image of the rippling sun, slowly fading away as Indigo pulled her down into the ocean.

The urgency pulsed through her with every heartbeat. Forget about convincing Fathom that this timeline ought to be changed; she might not even get out of here alive. He was desperate to keep things the way they were, and he was going to let Indigo do whatever it took to keep her from changing the past.

Neither of them were at that point yet. At least, not by the looks of it. Clearsight could save herself, but the only way she could was by lying. Saddening her eyes, she looked down at the sand and nodded. “Okay,” she said.

Fathom straightened up a little. “…Really?” he asked, relief flooding his features.

“Yes,” she said. To accentuate her act, she somberly lowered her ears. “I’m sorry, Fathom. You’re right. It wouldn’t be fair to anyone if I undid everything, I know that. I just — I don’t want to live without Darkstalker. I still love him so much.” Real tears began welling in her eyes. Sorrow wasn’t a hard emotion for her to summon right now.

“Oh, Clearsight.” Fathom stepped forward and nudged her with his snout. “You don’t need Darkstalker with you to be happy. You deserve to be with someone better than him — someone who isn’t a liar and a villain.”

Darkstalker can be that dragon, she wanted to say. I don’t want anyone else but Darkstalker to be that dragon. “I know,” she said instead, curling her head around his neck. “But I don’t know what I’m going to do without him.”

Fathom looked back at Indigo. She hesitated for a second, then nodded. Turning back to Clearsight, he said, “You can stay with us. For now, at least. Until you’ve gotten over your grief.”

“No,” Clearsight said. “I’m sorry Fathom, but I can’t stay with you. I gave you Darkstalker’s scroll partly to make sure I would never find it either. If I stay with you, then I might find out where you hid it. And if I find out where you hid it, I might use it to bring Darkstalker back, even though I know what he’ll end up doing.”

Fathom gave her a look of pure understanding — as if those words had pierced through his scales and spoken directly to his heart. “The stupid things that love could make us do…” he murmured quietly. “You should probably go, then. We’ll make sure not to let you stay if you change your mind.”

“Thank you, Fathom.” She stepped forward and hugged him tenderly. “I’ll miss you.”

“I’ll miss you too.” He brushed his cheek against hers. “You’ll find a happier life, Clearsight, I know it. Keep searching for better futures and one will show up.”

That’s exactly what I plan to do. Clearsight nodded, then backed up towards the shore. She wanted to say one or two more words to him, but she already felt an uncomfortable sense of guilt starting to settle inside of her, and she was worried that it would start to show if she stayed any longer. So she turned around, spread her wings, and took to the sky.

It was well into the night when she made it back to the Night Kingdom. Its emptiness was haunting. At an hour where NightWings would normally slip in and out of the skyline like a city of shadows, the same skyline was desolate. No dragon was perched atop any of the crooked brown canyons. No puffs of fire ignited from hungry NightWings hunting for sleeping grebes. There wasn’t even a stray candle in any of the windows of the deserted houses. The entire kingdom was quiet.

Not even her parents were there. In some of her earlier visions, the ones that warned her of what could happen if she went back to the Kingdom too soon after putting Darkstalker to sleep, she saw that her mom and dad had fallen back to go looking for her. She was able to tell that they’d stayed behind for a long time trying to find their daughter again, but she didn’t know if they ever caught up with the rest of the tribe after they gave up. Poor mom and dad. I can’t imagine how worried they must be right now.

She dipped into the canyon where her house was. Pitch black shadows swallowed her. She had no trouble seeing, but without the rushlights and lanterns that normally dotted the cavities, it was hard for her to figure out where she was going. After all this time, her family had never moved. They’d had enough money to do so, thanks to Clearsight’s patronage with the Queen, but there was a sentimentality attached to their dwelling that compelled them to stay. Her parents didn’t get along very well with Queen Vigilance either, and they preferred living somewhere where she would have been reluctant to visit.

As luck would have it, the one candle that remained alight in all of the Night Kingdom happened to come from her house. It was dimly lit within one of the inner rooms, and she could only catch a glimpse of the glow it cast on one of the walls inside. But it called out to her like a raven’s caw in a snowstorm. Maybe they’re still waiting for me after all. She wouldn’t have minded that. It would be a nice last memory of this reality — letting her parents know that she was alive and safe and that they didn’t need to worry about what might have happened to her.

But when she walked into her house, no one called her name or rushed forward to sweep her into their wings. She was greeted with silence, and nothing more.

She stepped through the living room and into the hallway that led to the bedrooms. The light that she spotted from outside was coming from her own room. The door was open, and when she stepped inside she saw that Darkstalker’s candle was burning brightly. The enchantment that he’d cast on it must have prevented it from ever going out, because after all these years, the last stub of wax never fully burned away.

She opened the drawer to her desk, and reached inside. She panicked for a moment when her talons didn’t immediately brush on the watch: she worried it might have gotten stolen, or her parents had hidden it for some reason. But she when she reached further, all the way to the end of the drawer, she felt it tucked away in the back corner. She gripped it tightly and pulled it out.

It was just as shiny and spotless as it was the day Darkstalker had given it to her. The etching of the hourglass was just as beautiful. The ticking sound was just as pleasant and quiet. She opened the protective cover and looked at the ticking hands. It was nearly midnight.

It was an easy decision — she’d made up her mind the moment she slipped the bracelet onto Darkstalker — but she hesitated before pushing the button on it. There was a rumbling feeling in her gut that was forcing her to really think about it. A feeling of guilt. Fathom and Indigo — of course she didn’t want to have to lie to them. And of course she didn’t want to ruin their happiness by erasing a world where they both were happy for once. In the midst of all this chaos that Darkstalker and this terrible war had thrown on them, they were the only ones that managed to leave this adventure in a better shape than when they’d started it.

She felt terrible for them, but she knew she had to do this. Foeslayer deserved a better fate than the one she ended up with. Whiteout deserved to live her life with a family who loved and accepted her. The NightWing tribe deserved to not have to flee from the land that they’d lived on for thousands of years. Darkstalker deserved to be happy and safe with the love of his life. And she deserved to be with him.

I’ll make it up to you, she promised Fathom and Indigo. I’ll make sure all of us end up on a brighter path. The future will be better for you two as well. If she couldn’t ensure their happiness as well, then she would have failed just as much as she did this first time.

A draft flew into the house and licked the candle flame. Clearsight took a deep breath. There would be no turning back after this. Once she pressed the button on this watch, the past two years would be permanently undone. Meeting Fathom, freeing the scavengers, becoming the Queen’s lead seer … she’d have to redo everything, even the things she did right.

She’d happily do it for a better future.

Clearsight pushed the button, and for a flash of a moment time stood still. Then midnight turned into seven twenty-two, and everything was different.

The first thing that she noticed was how much smaller she was. She never felt very large, especially when Darkstalker and Fathom’s older ages ensured that she was the shortest among them. But she’d definitely grown a lot over the past two years than she realized.

Her wings were weaker too — she could feel their frailty without even extending them. She had Darkstalker to thank for that: he had to have taken her on a hundred different dates since this time. He had her flying all over the Night Kingdom constantly, building up her wing strength to what it should have been for someone her age.

On her desk lay history and math scrolls with content that she’d long since learned about (and long since forgotten, she realized). Old earrings and necklaces that she no longer cared for lay in a little jewelry box with paintings of red and purple flowers on the cover. Darkstalker’s candle was taller and more full, though it still burned with the same brightness. The enchanted bracelet that shielded Darkstalker from her thoughts was once again on her wrist.

She was back. She was in the past — when Darkstalker was happy and lovable, and she was happy and in love, and the world enjoyed a bounty of hope and a promise for peace. She was back to the time that she’d decided she wanted to return to when things got too out of control.

Relief pulsed through her veins. When she looked ahead, she saw the bright futures that had once been lost. She saw her dragonets, and their delighted father teaching them how to wrestle. She saw their big house on a hill overlooking the ocean where the sunsets glowed like bonfires. She saw a set of old talons clutching hers as a big NightWing with big horns held her close under his wing.

She saw her second chance. Now she needed to take it.

  



7. Chapter 6


    
    
  DARKSTALKER


“Darkstalker? What happened?”

Darkstalker blinked and looked over at his sister, who had been standing beside him while he waited for Clearsight. “What are you talking about?” he said to her. “Nothing happened.” Not to me, at least.

“But I can hear lots of little bubbles popping inside you,” she said, cocking her head. “They’ve been popping all day. I thought you’d woken up filled with soap.”

Darkstalker winced a little. “I’m okay, Whiteout,” he said. “Maybe I’m just filled with soap because I want to make sure I’m extra clean today.”

Whiteout smirked. “You’re very clean, brother. Three crescent moons are shining in your soul.”

“Oh. Well, if you say that’s a good thing, then I’ll take your word for it.”

Darkstalker darted his eyes from his sister to the sky, holding his breath. C’mon, Clearsight, just show up and tell me that you’re the same dragon you were yesterday. Show up and let me know that you didn’t turn back time because of something I did. I can’t stand worrying like this. He studied distant dragons in the sky, checking to see if she was among them. She should be here by now. Where is she?

“There she is,” Whiteout said, pointing to a dark figure at the edge of his vision. When Darkstalker looked over, Clearsight was landing at the far end of the grounds, where the first trees of the forest were rooted.

“Clearsight!” Darkstalker immediately beelined for her. Clearsight was ready for him, staring up at him as he galloped down the hill. She was smiling at him. Smiling was a good sign, right? The Clearsight from yesterday would have smiled at him like that, right?

But why did she look like she was also about to cry?

“Good evening, my love,” he said to her as he slowed to a halt, trying to bring out his romantic side for some weird reason that totally didn’t have anything to do with the fact that there was this incredibly ugly feeling of dread welling up in his stomach right now. “Did you activate the watch?”

Clearsight’s eyes glistened. “Oh, Darkstalker,” she said quietly.

“Clearsight?” Whiteout said, approaching hastily behind Darkstalker and slowing down next to him. She looked confused. “Clearsight, what happened? Your chrysalis has already shed. You should be spinning with silk by now.”

Clearsight’s face saddened immensely after Whiteout said that. She bowed her head apologetically at Darkstalker. “I need to tell you something.”

Darkstalker didn’t realize that he’d had a nervous smile plastered to his face until it started fading. “No,” he whispered. “Please, don’t tell me … it can’t be.”

“I had no choice.” Her voice was waterlogged with remorse. “The things you were about to do…”

“No, it … but I … I’m so sorry, Clearsight.” He’d had a whole list of things that he was prepared to say in case this happened, but he’d forgotten them all. That ugly worry he’d been feeling all night and day … it was real. He messed up somewhere — terribly. He let darkness slip into him. Clearsight’s terrible visions were true.

But how? He didn’t have the crippling dangers of animus magic corrupting his soul. He’d been smarter than his father. What had happened to him that made him turn? Wasn’t he good? He didn’t feel evil. Maybe a little ambitious or daring, but not villainous. He couldn’t imagine ever becoming anything like his father.

What did he put Clearsight through? How did he end up hurting her? He felt such a weird form of self-hatred, like he wanted to find the future version of himself that forced her to turn back time and beat him to a bloody pulp. And he wanted to hold Clearsight for the rest of his life and promise her that none of whatever she went through was going to happen again.

“Can I … hug you?” he asked quietly.

Clearsight nodded, and opened her wings. Darkstalker stepped forward and wrapped his arms around her. Clearsight rested her chin on his back, leaning into the warmth of his scales, and said something that Darkstalker was not expecting to hear: “I missed you.”

It took him a second to understand those three words. After what he’d supposedly put her through, he figured he’d be the last dragon she wanted to see at this moment. He figured that neither of them would consider him to be worthy of her. It wasn’t until many heartbeats of thought that he realized that she’d missed him — the Darkstalker that he was right now, that had changed so much from Clearsight’s point of view, and who had reverted back to a version that she could love without any hesitation.

Suddenly, he felt a little better about himself.

“Clearsight!”

Darkstalker took his arms off of Clearsight and faced the sky. Clearsight’s friend, Listener, was approaching. She touched down in front of them, stumbling over herself a little from a faulty landing before she straightened herself again and grabbed Clearsight by her arm. “Clearsight. I need to speak with you right now — alone,” she said, casting a mistrustful glare at Darkstalker.

Clearsight hesitated for a second, looking like she was trying to calculate something. “Um, why?” she eventually asked.

Listener’s voice quieted down. “I have a new idea for our school project,” she explained. “But I wanted to run it by you first.”

“School project…?” Suddenly, Clearsight’s eyes lit up. “Oh, right! I forgot about that.”

“You forgot? How could you forget? It’s like, the most important thing we’ve been planning for all year.”

“I guess I’m just … not really thinking straight today,” Clearsight stammered out. “Let’s go to the arboretum to talk about it. I’ll see you later, Darkstalker.”

Darkstalker nodded to Clearsight as she walked off with her friend, feeling dazed from the new reality he’d entered. He was deadpanned by the fact that Clearsight had changed so much on him so suddenly, but when he saw her with Listener in that moment, he still saw the same girl he’d loved since the very start. He saw a part of her that remained the same as before. And it was a part that he wanted to hold onto.

Now that he thought about it, it was also a part that he didn’t really know about. When Clearsight was with him, she was always so hung up on being attentive to his own projects and ambitions, trying to make sure that he stayed in line. When she was with him, she barely ever talked about her own life, like third-year student gossip and her plan to free the scavengers with Listener. Darkstalker never bothered to ask her about those things.

How selfish of you, an unfamiliar, self-conscious part of his mind whispered. You two are supposed to be soul mates. You two are supposed to share your interests and burdens. You should go along with her, especially after all that she went through for you.

Promptly, he galloped over to them. “Hey, wait up!” he called out.

Clearsight and Listener stopped. Both of them looked confused, Clearsight slightly more so. “What is it?” Clearsight said.

He stopped in front of them and said, “I want to help.”

“You don’t even know what we’re doing,” Listener said before glancing accusatively at Clearsight.

“Oh, I do,” Darkstalker said. “Those scavengers are suffering in there, perhaps more than any of us realize. I want to help you set them free.”

“Gah! I told you not to tell him yet!” Listener hissed at Clearsight. She turned to Darkstalker and said, “Thanks, but we can do this on our own.”

“Have you forgotten that I’m an animus?” Darkstalker pressed. “Have you forgotten how hard it is to pull something like this off without getting caught by the mindreading teachers? If we work together, we can make sure this whole thing goes smoothly.”

Listener looked unsure now. Her ears flicked up and down, and she looked over to Clearsight. “Are you sure we can trust him?”

Darkstalker stood straighter and looked expectantly at Clearsight. Yes you can. Remember who I was.

When Clearsight looked back at him, she was so doubtful that Darkstalker was forced to look away in guilt. But then she said, “There’s not a doubt in my mind. I’d be happy to let him in on our plans.”

The look Darkstalker gave her seemed to make her flustered enough to hide her face.

Listener pawed at the ground. “Okay, if you say so. But you’d better not mess this up. C’mon, let’s get to the arboretum.”

They walked over to a large garden of trees at the edge of the school. Nobody else was around to hear them talk, except for a few evening warblers nestling on the branches. When Darkstalker looked back, he saw that Whiteout had already left to get ready for her first class. “So, what have you worked out so far?” he asked them.

It struck him in that moment that it would probably help Clearsight to hear this summary from Listener as well. For her, it must have been years since all this had happened. He hoped it’d been years, at least. He hoped that it at least took a long time before he breached the point of no return.

“The plan is to free them at night during the weekend,” Listener explained. “Clearsight and I agreed to wait until the moons weren’t as full as they are now. I checked the phase calendar, and the best time seems to be about two months from now, three weeks before the winter solstice. All of the moons will be crescent, and none of them are going to be in the sky for most of the night. We’ll have the cover of darkness on our side.”

Darkstalker raised one of his wings and brushed it against the leaves of the lower branches. “It might be a little risky waiting that long. What if a teacher reads your thoughts and finds out about your plans before then?”

Listener scoffed. “Do you really think we’re that careless? Clearsight and I have been able to keep the teachers oblivious for over a year now. We can keep them in the dark for a bit longer.” She glared up at him. “That is, unless you end up spilling your thoughts in front of a teacher and ruining everything for us.”

Darkstalker scrutinized her glare. “Have you ever been able to read my thoughts, Listener?” he asked dully.

Listener’s lips pressed together for several seconds. “Perfect, so we have nothing to worry about,” she finally said. “Besides, if they do find us out, it’s going to be after we’ve freed the scavengers, not before. I’d rather they start looking for a potential culprit while they’re already busy preparing for midterms. They won’t have time to go through a thorough investigation.”

“That’s a pretty good point,” Darkstalker said. With a pensive stare, he studied Listener. She was smarter than he thought she was. There was normally a lot of wildness and ditziness going on in her brain, but now she had a raw spirit of adventure. And instead of that clumsy impulsiveness that she liked to embody, inquisitiveness and analytical thinking inhabited her thoughts. It seemed that when she decided to dedicate her mind to something that didn’t involve a cute boy, it was actually capable of producing some useful ideas. “Do you have a plan for how we’re going to free them?”

“I’ve tossed around a lot of different ideas,” Listener said. “We don’t want to stay in the school for very long while we’re freeing them, so we need something that will get the job done quick.”

“You don’t plan on just opening the cages and letting them run out, do you?”

“Of course not! They need to be far away from our civilization if they’re going to have any chance of surviving. I was thinking we could get some large bags to carry them in and fly them off. If we leave their cages open, the teachers might even think that they escaped on their own.”

Darkstalker hummed, impressed. “You and Clearsight have practically figured everything out already.”

“I think it was mostly Listener who came up with everything,” Clearsight admitted. “I’ve just been lending some helping talons.”

“The only thing I haven’t worked out is where we’ll let the scavengers go,” Listener said. “It might depend on how the war progresses over the next month.”

“How about North Beach?” Darkstalker suggested. North Beach was far enough away from the Great Diamond that not very many NightWing settlements were around it, but it was still reasonably far south from the border, meaning the scavengers would be unlikely to run into any IceWing skirmishes from the war.

Listener thought for a second, then nodded. “North Beach would be a good —”

“No!” Clearsight suddenly said.

Darkstalker looked over at Clearsight. She looked like a giant spider had just landed on her face, then darted away before she could react. “What’s wrong?” Darkstalker asked her.

“North Beach would be — it wouldn’t be a good idea.”

“Why not?” Listener asked. “It’s far away from our settlements, and the forest is nearby so they’d be able to hunt and forage.”

“Did you have a vision?” Darkstalker asked.

Listener gasped, and promptly plugged her ears with her claws. “Nope, nope, lalalala, I can’t hear you and your future sight. Don’t even think about telling me anything!”

Clearsight rolled her eyes and took two steps towards Darkstalker. “Listener and I almost got killed last time,” she said quietly to him. “There were IceWing scouts on the shoreline and we just barely managed to hide from them.”

Darkstalker blinked. “Last time?”

“Before I turned back time,” Clearsight clarified.

“Oh.” Something putrid twisted in his stomach at that recognition. Every time he acknowledged that Clearsight had used the watch, he wanted to grab her by her talons and curl her up in a ball and hold onto her to make sure she never changed again. “Wait — I’m sorry, did you say you were almost killed?”

“We need to get to class soon. I’ll tell you more about it later.” Clearsight nudged Listener with her snout, and she unplugged her ears.

“Are you done with your magical voodoo talk now?” she asked, and Clearsight nodded.

“North Beach might still be dangerous,” Darkstalker said, thinking quickly. “Listener, you should ask your teacher where the school found the scavengers. If we find their den, we can drop them off there. Even if it’s closer to other dragons, they’ll at least be somewhere they’re familiar with.”

“I can do that,” Listener said, nodding.

The school bell chimed, spooking the warblers in the trees and sending them into the air.

“Ack! I’m going to get detention if I’m late for class again.” Listener tightened her satchel to her body and galloped away. “I’ll see you later, Clearsight!”

Clearsight started her way back to the schoolyard, but Darkstalker stopped her by grabbing her tail. “Clearsight, wait.”

Clearsight glanced behind her, and her wings shifted uneasily. “I’ll tell you everything after school,” she promised.

“Can you at least tell me how long it’s been? How many years was it before I turned evil?”

She didn’t answer, but there was a clear sadness in her eyes that sent chills down Darkstalker’s spine. “After school,” she repeated. “I still need time to study the futures and find the right words.” Then she flicked her tail, causing Darkstalker to let go of it, and walked out of the arboretum.

Darkstalker sulked in the shadows of the trees for a moment. You’re not doomed, he told himself. You’re still the greatest dragon in the world. Clearsight still has faith in you. You’re going to rule the world benevolently and not get corrupted by your power like you did last time.


  All you need to do is be careful, and your kingdom will be yours.


  



8. Chapter 7


    
    
  DARKSTALKER


At first, learning the truth took a heavy toll on him.

It hurt him in two different ways. On the one talon, it pained him to know that he’d changed that quickly, and for the worse. The dragon that Clearsight had described to him — who was so cruel to his friends, and so manipulative to his soulmate — sounded so alien. And to swallow the fact that in an alternate reality, he personally really did turn into that dragon … it was painful.

And on the other talon, it pained him to learn about what had happened to him that caused him to become so bitter. The loss of his mother … Darkstalker never even considered the possibility of her leaving his life like that. He always imagined that she would always be there, nurturing him and guiding him and making him feel loved when Arctic tried to tear him down. If his mother ever left him, Darkstalker didn’t know what he’d do.

Apparently he’d turn into a resentful, spiteful maniac. And what scared him was that he honestly couldn’t blame himself for that.

But the weeks passed and the sting of the truth faded. The happenings of his current reality crowded his mind and he began to slip back into the routine of his normal self. And although it was evident that Clearsight’s experiences had left her shaken and paranoid at times, Darkstalker was surprised to find that she wasn’t that much different from her old self. She already saw potential futures swimming in her head all the time, and having the memories of the timeline she’d lived in before wasn’t that much different from seeing that timeline in a thread of clairvoyance.

Plus, every day that passed brought them further from that terrible reality. According to Clearsight, Darkstalker had already made so many different choices that she couldn’t see any trace of similarities between the world she’d experienced and the futures that lay ahead.

“Not all of the bad futures have disappeared,” Clearsight said, beating her wings through the starlit sky. “I still see a lot of angry, tyrannical King Darkstalkers. But the darkest worlds seem to have disappeared.”

Darkstalker hummed in thought as he glided beside her. That was the one lingering negative consequence of Clearsight’s past experiences. Whenever she mentioned the futures where he became king, they were always the bad futures. It was as if in her mind, it was impossible for Darkstalker to rule benevolently and with tempered authority that brought peace and prosperity to the world. Even though he could see the futures where he was a good king, Clearsight refused to pay any attention to them.

He couldn’t blame her. Anybody would be paranoid after beholding the dragon they love puppeting his father into a self-disembowelment and reigning terror upon the entire IceWing tribe. Her skepticism was healthy.

But it also got in his way. After knowing what he was capable of becoming, Darkstalker promised himself that he would tell Clearsight about his honest intentions to take the NightWing throne before acting on those intentions. But it was hard to find a possible world where his honesty didn’t lead to an incredibly uncomfortable and heated argument.

The two of them landed on the rooftop of the school’s biology wing. Darkstalker briefly kept his wings extended for balance as he found his footing on the sloped clay shingles. His shadows criss-crossed in the light of the moons, which were brighter than normal on this cloudless night.

The scavengers were in the rooms below, probably sleeping. Even though the NightWings had school during the night and kept the scavengers up while class was in session, they seemed to be naturally diurnal, catching sleep whenever they could during the night hours.

“She should be here already,” Darkstalker whispered to Clearsight. “She did say to meet us right here, didn’t she?”

“This was the place and time we agreed on,” Clearsight whispered back. “She ought to show up soon.”

“Could you use your powers to make sure?” Darkstalker asked, taking a step forward and scanning the area for a sign of Listener. “I’m missing a very important party at the palace for this. Queen Vigilance is going to be angry with me for the next month.”

He felt Clearsight brush her wing against his. “You don’t have to be here,” she said. “Fathom and Indigo are waiting to meet you at that party. You should be there instead.”

“Fathom and Indigo can hold off one more day until meeting me,” he said. “I want to do this with you.” He grinned impishly at her. “Besides, I have a little surprise planned for Listener.”

“What sort of surprise?” Listener asked.

Darkstalker straightened up and spun his head around, nearly losing his balance and falling off of the roof. Listener was standing behind him with a knowing smile. She had three empty burlap sacks draped over her back, which were all easily large enough to contain three or four adult scavengers. “Listener,” Darkstalker said once he’d steadied himself again. “You really live up to your namesake, don’t you?”

Listener let out a lively giggle. “C’mon, Darkstalker, I don’t like surprises. Tell me what it is.”

“That’s a bald-faced lie and you know it,” Darkstalker said with an amused grin. “If you didn’t like surprises, you would let Clearsight tell you your future. Besides, this is a surprise you definitely are going to like. Now give me one of those sacks and let’s quiet down.”

Listener handed one sack each to Clearsight and Darkstalker and jumped off the roof, landing in the courtyard. She landed as quiet as a cat in the shadows. Darkstalker leapt down beside her, examining the stars twinkling through the sky. “I thought you said that there were supposed to be three crescent moons tonight,” Darkstalker said, eyeing the massive full moon illuminating the eastern sky and its gibbous brethren to the west.

“Hey, it’s not my fault the chart I looked at was for the moon phases of last year!” Listener shot back. “But you know what? It’s probably better this way. The scavengers will be able to see better on a bright night like this. Besides, we’re running out of time. If we wait any longer, it’ll get too cold for them. Apparently scavengers need to wear extra animal fur in the winter to keep themselves warm.”

“Alright, as long as we drop them off somewhere where we know they won’t get eaten,” Darkstalker said, trying not to imagine watching a crowd of scavengers getting picked apart by NightWing hunters. “Did you find out where they were when they got captured?”

“Not exactly,” Listener said. She slipped into one of the hallways and quietly inched her way into the animal lab. Without any lanterns to illuminate the stone walls and marble flooring, the inside of the school reminded Darkstalker of a menacing cave. The moonlight was snuffed out, leaving the corridors almost pitch black. “The teachers told me that they just found them in the wild. But they believe there’s a scavenger den to the northeast of here, not too far from the mountains.”

“I guess that’s where we’ll go, then,” Darkstalker mused. Quietly, he opened the door to the lab and let the others in.

“This’ll go faster if we split up,” Listener whispered. “Darkstalker, you go to your classroom and pick up the scavenger being kept there. Then go find the scavenger that they brought in to entertain the first-years and take her as well. Clearsight, you can go to our old third-year classroom and gather the scavengers being kept there. The ones here in the science lab are mine.”

“What if any of us need help?” Clearsight asked, fidgeting slightly with her sack. “What if the scavengers wake up and try running away, and we need help catching them?”

Listener’s mind skittered for a few moments trying to come up with a possible solution. “Think really loudly for one of us?” she suggested. “Darkstalker and I are both mind readers.”

“My bracelet is enchanted to keep mind readers from hearing my thoughts,” Clearsight explained, lifting her wrist with the moonstone bracelet.

“Then … take it off?” Listener said as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. “Honestly, I sometimes wonder why you feel the need to wear it all the time anyway. Between you and me, the other mind-readers think it makes you look really suspicious.”

“Clearsight is the most powerful seer in the world,” Darkstalker spoke in her defense. “Some of her visions are best kept a secret.”

Clearsight gave him a bright, thankful smile after he said that, and he smiled back at her. See? Not evil. Never gonna be evil again.

Listener groaned. “Okay, fine, but you can still take it off when you need to signal one of us. If you need to signal one of us. I’d prefer it if you didn’t. Now let’s get moving.”

Darkstalker separated from the girls and walked down another hall to his classroom. It was eerie being here when it was so quiet and empty. There were usually teachers and students moving back and forth along the corridors, talking with friends and co-workers about the latest stupid scandal. Now all Darkstalker heard was the echo of his talon clicks.

He snuck into his classroom and quietly wove himself around the tables and floor cushions to the scavenger cage in the corner. The male inside was sleeping, with a fur blanket wrapped around his body, but that didn’t come as any surprise. He spent a lot of time sleeping; much more than the others.

Darkstalker thought at first that maybe the scavenger was ill, but he later realized that it was something else. When he tried to read the scavenger’s thoughts, he found that there simply wasn’t the motivation in his will to do anything. He could never summon any joy or relief or hope in his heart, so he resigned himself to a miserable life where he slept sixteen hours a day and wallowed the remaining eight.

Darkstalker opened the cage and gently scooped up the caged critter. Like most animals, scavengers had a startle reflex — which triggered when Darkstalker picked him up. He woke with a gasp, and covered his face with his arms, but a few seconds later the scavenger slumped down, perfectly ready to get eaten so that his life would be over and done with.

When Clearsight had first told Darkstalker of Listener’s plan to free the scavengers, he thought that it was noble but a little bit obsessive. He was always able to tell how sophisticated the minds of these creatures were, but in the grand scheme of things, he felt that there were too many injustices in the world for him to care about something as insignificant as a few helpless creatures.

But once he decided to help Clearsight and Listener with this pet project of theirs, he started to understand Listener’s obsession a little bit more. When this depressed and broken little hominid had joined the classroom, Darkstalker had to turn off his mind-reading abilities to keep his sympathy from distracting him the entire day. From that point on, he looked forward to the day when he would free the scavengers from their prison.

He put the scavenger down in the sack and slid quietly out of his classroom and into the hallway leading to the first-year classes. As he did so, the sound of rattling metal and high-pitched squeaking rang out from the animal lab. Listener, he thought, openly projecting his thoughts so that she could hear them if she were listening. Do you need an extra set of talons?

Oh, hi Darkstalker! Listener thought back. No, I think I’m good. I just need to—GAH! Darkstalker felt his own adrenaline rush from how startled she suddenly became. Okay, on second thought, YES, PLEASE HELP ME NOW!

Darkstalker held the end of his sack in his mouth and galloped back to the science lab, where by now all the animals had awoken and were making a choir of rambunctious caws and hollers. He trotted around a cage of screaming cockatiels and found Listener crouching on the floor with her head in a cabinet of titration flasks. Darkstalker cleared his throat to let her know he was there now.

Listener looked back for just a second before burying her head back into the cabinet space. “The darn thing slipped out of my talons while I was busy capturing the other one,” she grumbled. “It’s hiding in the cabinet. I’m afraid it might find the air vent and make a run for it.”

Darkstalker brought his own scavenger sack back into his talons. “Where’s the other one?”

“I got it in the sack, over there.” She flicked her tail in one direction, where a wriggling burlap sack lay on the floor. When Darkstalker looked more closely at it, he saw an arm snaking out of the top and tugging at the string binding it shut from the outside.

“Can you help me find this one?” Listener asked. “It’s being extremely difficult right now. Just grab it if it runs out of here while I clear away these flasks.”

“You sure you don’t want to deal with your other scavenger instead?” he asked.

“What do you mean?” Listener asked, craning her head back out to look at her sack. “I’ve already tied it — hey, stay in there! I’m trying to rescue you, you ungrateful monkey!”

Listener ran back to her sack and grabbed onto the scavenger, who at that point had just slipped out of the sack and started running for another hiding place. At the same time, the one who had been hiding jumped out of the cabinet and bolted towards the air vent in the corner of the room, just as Listener had feared.

Darkstalker ran after the scavenger and picked him up just a heartbeat before he could slip into the vent. Darkstalker tried to keep his grasp gentle so he didn’t hurt the little critter, but the scavenger screamed and flailed wildly in his talons, and after just a couple seconds he slipped away and fell to the ground. He landed awkwardly on one of his legs and squeaked before collapsing. “Well, what did you think was going to happen?!” Darkstalker scolded with a sneer.

“Huh?” Listener said, preoccupied with her own scavenger.

“This one fell and hurt his leg,” Darkstalker said, scowling disappointedly as the scavenger stood back up and ran for the vent again with a slight limp. He reached forward and grabbed his torso and held him more tightly this time.

“Oh no. Is he okay?”

“He still seems perfectly capable of moving around, so I’d guess so.” The scavenger in his talons was still thrashing, but was clearly running out of energy. He started squirming less and squeaking more. “Will you quiet down?! If we planned on eating you you would have been dead a long time ago.”

Listener lifted her head and gripped her sack tightly. “Someone’s coming,” she said. “Can you hear them?”

Darkstalker cocked his head and listened for any thoughts. And he did hear someone. There was a teacher on the other side of the school who’d been alarmed by all the noise and was coming their way. “Shoot,” he hissed. “Here, take this scavenger and go find Clearsight. See if she needs help with her scavengers too. I still need to go to the first-year classroom and grab the one from there.”

“Okay. We’ll wait for you at the arboretum,” Listener said. She took the scavenger in her talons and stuffed it in her sack with the other scavenger, then galloped out of the lab. Darkstalker found his own sack and picked it up. His scavenger had made no effort whatsoever to escape the entire time, and was limp as a ragdoll. For all Darkstalker knew, he might have fallen asleep again.

He darted to the last classroom, his heart pounding. Judging by the thoughts he was hearing, the teacher had just walked into the science lab and was growing increasingly furious. It would only be a few more seconds before she noticed that the scavengers were missing and started heading his way. He needed to move fast.

Darkstalker slithered to the cage and opened the latch. The lone female scavenger inside had already woken up, and was looking at him with bright, curious eyes. Much to Darkstalker’s relief, she didn’t try to run away or put up a fight, and let herself get picked up and handled without any fuss. Perhaps she has some sense in her and realizes that she’s actually being freed, Darkstalker realized.

If so, it was a massive stroke of luck, because Darkstalker could hear the teacher coming his way. Capitalizing on his stroke of fortune, he ran into the hallway, holding his breath as he made his way to the exit.

The arboretum was on the eastern side of the school, but the closest way out was on the western wing. Thinking quickly, he chose to go west. His instincts were flaring, and he got the impression that if he didn’t leave right now, then he would definitely be seen. He bolted out of the doors leading to the woods and took to the sky, letting his wings turn him invisible as he flew away from the school.

Once he’d gained enough altitude, he angled his wings and turned around, flying for the arboretum. After transporting the sack to his mouth so that he could use all four of his legs to land, he touched down quietly on the top of a conifer slightly to the east of where his friends should have been. He carefully climbed down, and stumbled onto the ground.

The forest cast a hundred shadows from the light of the two moons and katydids and crickets chittered in every direction, making navigation a little disorienting. But it only took another minute of searching before the colorful leaves of dragon-planted maples and cherry trees began to surround him.

Clearsight and Listener were on the northern end of the garden. They sounded like they were bickering. When Clearsight spotted him, she cut Listener off and waved him over, looking relieved.

“Ha, see?” Listener snapped at Clearsight as he approached. “I told you he’d make it.”

“You have no idea how close that was,” Clearsight whispered to Darkstalker. “You got caught in practically every timeline I saw. I was ready to leave you behind.”

“Which would have been a terrible thing to do,” Listener reproached. “We came here to save all of the scavengers, not some of them.”

“Well, would you rather we waited to get caught too? Because that’s what would have happened if that teacher spotted Darkstalker.”

“The teacher wasn’t going to spot me,” Darkstalker said bemusedly. “I was tracking her thoughts the entire time. I had enough distance on her and I knew where I was going. I had plenty of time to get out of the school.”

Clearsight shook her head. “You got extremely lucky. I was certain you weren’t going to make it out.”

“And that is exactly why I don’t like hearing about your stupid future mumbo jumbo,” Listener said. “It takes away your ability to have faith.” She brushed her wing against Darkstalker’s, smiling encouragingly at him. “I knew you were going to make it. Even though someone was convinced otherwise.”

Darkstalker didn’t say anything, but he gave a thankful smile in return.

“Um, by the way—” Clearsight interrupted, standing between the two of them and looking adorably angry, “we still need to get out of here. Don’t forget there’s a teacher on our tails.”

“Of course,” Darkstalker said. “Clearsight, you managed to save both of the scavengers from your classroom, right?”

Clearsight lifted her sack and nodded. “All of them have been rescued. We just need to bring them home.”

“We still have a long night ahead of us,” Listener said. “But at least the risky part’s over. Let’s fly.”

Listener took a running start and took to the sky. Clearsight and Darkstalker followed, swerving over the tree branches and flying into the stars. Soon they were safely flying through the sky, and they fled from the school with only the hoot of a distant great horned owl to mark their departure.

Darkstalker breathed a heavy sigh of relief as he glided through the sky. He felt good. The rush of adventure, the swell of righteousness that was blooming in his heart, the warmth of the autumn air whizzing through his scales, the sense of companionship by being with Listener and Clearsight — it all made him feel like the world was becoming a better place, and it was partly thanks to him. And this was just the beginning. More adventures were on the horizon, he knew. Bigger, grander adventures that would span months and years — adventures that he would be able to share with more than just Clearsight and Listener, but with Fathom and Whiteout and the rest of the world.

He took up the rear of Listener’s right wing, catching its updraft so he had an easier time flying. Clearsight did the same on her left side, and they flew through the stars in a little V-formation.

Listener had impressed Darkstalker these past several weeks with how enjoyable her company was. She wasn’t the brightest thinker, but she had a sense of ambition that drove her to act on the good ideas she had. It was a refreshing change of pace to Clearsight, whose abilities must have given her a million good ideas every day, but also enough anxiety to never go through with any of them.

Apparently in the previous timeline that Clearsight had travelled, Darkstalker never really got to know Listener. Before meeting Fathom, Darkstalker’s friendships were restricted to Clearsight and Whiteout. The two of them were more than enough to keep Darkstalker company, he was sure, but it was nice to have another dragon to hang out with too — one that had a spirit of adventure that was as high as his own.

Clearsight had admitted that she wasn’t sure how she felt about this change from the previous timeline. On the one talon, she thought it was good that the two of them were getting along and enjoying each other’s company. But on the other talon, she was getting a little jealous — something which Darkstalker found highly amusing.

“Why on earth would you get jealous?” he’d asked her. “I think we both know that our souls are bound from now until the end of time.”

“Yes, I know that,” Clearsight responded. “Trust me, if I saw a future where you cheated on me with her, I would have stuffed her in a barrel and chucked her across the ocean a long time ago. It’s probably just me being immature. I am only five, after all.”

“Four,” Darkstalker corrected.

“Right, right. Sorry, I keep forgetting.”

Darkstalker hummed, taking a few seconds to try sympathizing with her. “Do you want me to try spending less time with Listener? I wouldn’t want to steal your friendship from you.”

“No, of course not! I will get over this; just give me some time.”

It appeared that she still hadn’t quite gotten over it yet. Even back at the arboretum, Darkstalker thought he could sense a bit of envy radiating from her. It made him feel a little guilty whenever he looked forward to seeing Listener again, but she was too valuable and too interesting of a friend. Her intensity and starry-eyed bravado made every hour they spent together energizing and fun.

They flew for nearly an hour, distancing themselves far from the school. Eventually, Listener adjusted her wings and dipped down below the clouds, flying low enough to see the dim, colorful dots on the ground that marked blooming wildflowers popping over the grass. She looked over her shoulder and said, “We’re pretty close now. Keep an eye out for a scavenger den.”

“Do you know where we’re going?” Clearsight asked.

“Not anymore. Like I said, all I know is that the teachers think there might be something near the mountains. And those are the mountains over there.”

When Darkstalker looked up ahead, the Agate and Jade Mountain stood high beside the southern Claws of the Clouds, with a sea of evergreens spread out in front of it. There could be a hundred scavenger dens hiding anywhere under the trees.

“What should we be looking for?” Darkstalker asked. “What do scavenger dens look like?”

“We should check the clearings first,” Listener said. “In the wild, they cut down trees and use the wood and animal hide to build tents.”

“Aww, that’s adorable!” Clearsight said, beaming down at the sack she was holding. “They make their own little huts!”

“They’re very resourceful,” Listener agreed. “Which will hopefully make it easier for us to find a settlement.”

They swooped low and started to investigate a small, grassy glade. They hovered just over the treetops, close enough to the ground for them to be able to see the petals of wild daffodils. After just a few seconds, they concluded that nothing was there, neither beneath the surrounding trees nor within the clearing, so they rose back up into the air to find another area to search.

As Darkstalker adjusted his wings to catch a current of air, the moonlight shifted a little in his vision. He looked over, thinking at first that it was just a nearby cloud hovering in the way, but found that it was actually a stack of gray smoke lifting off from the ground. He hissed under his breath. “We should avoid that area up north,” he said. “It looks like there’s a hunting party that’s cooking over there.”

“What do you mean?” Listener said, panning her head from northeast to northwest in an effort to find what Darkstalker was referring to.

“I think I see smoke from a campfire,” he said. “In the direction of the gibbous moon on your right.”

“Really? Let’s check it out! You lead the way.” Listener sank back, drifting below Darkstalker so he could pull up ahead.

“Why?” Darkstalker asked. “Aren’t we trying to keep these scavengers away from danger?”

“Scavengers know how to use fire too,” Listener explained. “The smoke you saw might be coming from a scavenger den.”

Darkstalker hummed contemplatively. He tried to use his future sight powers to see if Listener was right, but he was too tired from the flying and the rescuing. It would only be a few more hours before dawn would steal the blackness from the sky. He was ready to get this mission over and done with.

Accepting Listener’s suggestion, he altered his course slightly and flew towards the moon, where he’d spotted the smoke. At first it took him a little while to catch sight of it again, but once he’d lined it up with the moonlight it was a straight and easy path to it.

As they got closer, the orange twinkle of a bonfire began to take form at the top of a cliffside. It was hard to spot any dragons surrounding it, but when Darkstalker strained his night vision, he thought he was able to see a couple of huts made of thatch and wood.

“Ha! I was right,” Listener cheered. “That’s a scavenger den for sure. It looks like this might be a pretty big one too. I can see more huts in the woods behind the fire.”

Perfect, Darkstalker thought, grinning shrewdly. For a split second, he was afraid that he’d forgotten his satchel and left it at home. But when he brought one talon over to feel for it, he found that it was there, sitting snugly against his chest, with the gift he’d made still resting safely inside of it.

“Do you think they’ll try to attack us once we get closer?” Clearsight asked.

“I don’t think so,” Listener said. “Scavengers are nocturnal, and they won’t be able to see us until we land. They’re also smart enough to know to run away from dragons rather than try and fight us.”

They landed about ten feet away from the campfire, just on the edge of the cliff that it overlooked. Clearsight set her sack of scavengers down on the ground and untied the knot that had been closing it up. A few seconds passed where nothing happened. Listener looked down at the bag worryingly.

“You didn’t accidentally kill them, did you?” she asked Clearsight.

“What? Of course not!”

“Are you sure? They’re fragile creatures, Clearsight. They—”

Suddenly, the two scavengers bolted out of the sack, squeaking loudly. Then they each picked up a couple of rocks that were lying on the ground and started throwing them at Listener.

Listener flinched after one of the rocks hit her in the snout. “Ow! Stop attacking me, you idiots! We just rescued you!” Promptly, she set her own sack down and opened it up, letting the scavengers she’d captured out. The other scavengers continued to assault her with pebbles, but she just tried to ignore them. A couple of seconds later, the two of them emerged from her sack. The male was limping much more intensely now, hardly using one of his legs, while the female supported his weight and helped him run faster.

Darkstalker untied his own sack as well. Almost instantly, the female ran out, but she stopped and turned around when she realized that the other scavenger wasn’t following along. Darkstalker felt a little bit of empathy and frustration coming from her as she slipped her body back into the sack and ferreted around for the other guy. Soon, she was backing out, squeaking irately as she pulled on her friend’s arm to beckon him out.

By now there were others from the village filing out of their huts. Some were scrambling from one direction to another as if they’d been set on fire. Others picked up rocks and started throwing them at Darkstalker, who had to resist the urge to laugh at them for their efforts. One scavenger was holding onto a curved stick, crouching slightly. He pulled on what looked like a piece of twine that was tied to the stick which caused the wood to bend, then let go. A wooden projectile launched out of it at an alarmingly high speed, and hit Darkstalker’s chest, sinking into his scales.

“Aaaaaaargh!” Darkstalker roared, wincing in pain. “That really hurt, you little furball!” The scavenger released another projectile, this one just barely whizzing past his head. “Stop that! You’re gonna poke my eye out!”

The female scavenger that he’d freed turned around and lifted her arms in the air, her palms facing the villagers. She ran over to the guy shooting the arrows and they began squeaking at each other. As Clearsight trotted over to look at the place where Darkstalker had gotten lightly impaled, a male scavenger with long, dark brown hair approached the two bickering ones. The female turned around to meet him, and a heartbeat later, they held each other in a tight embrace.

“Awwww, look!” Listener squeed, pointing at them. “They know each other! They’re hugging because they remember each other! Ahh, it’s so cute, I’m going to die!”

Clearsight grabbed onto the arrow stuck in Darkstalker’s chest and pulled it out. Darkstalker cringed, but the mark it left was clearly nothing serious. The projectile was far too tiny to do any actual damage. “They can make weapons too,” Clearsight mused, studying the arrow and the wound it caused. “They really are smarter than I thought.”

All of the scavengers had stopped attacking them now. Most of them were just watching, staring cautiously and quietly at the three NightWings before them.

“Hey, why did they stop freaking out at us?” Listener asked, noticing the same thing.

“They noticed that we’re not hurting them,” Darkstalker said. “And that we just gave them a group of unharmed scavengers.”

Listener gasped, her eyes glistening. “Does that mean that they’re starting to trust us?”

“I don’t think so,” Darkstalker answered. “I think they’re just waiting to see what we want.” Calmly, he reached over and opened up the satchel hanging over his shoulder. Many of the scavengers squeaked at his movements, backing away startled. Darkstalker ignored them.

He reached in and pulled out a tiny golden goblet, far too small for any dragon to use. He then leaned forward and set the goblet down in front of the scavenger villagers, who began to scurry back once again.

“What are you doing?! Don’t hurt them!” Listener hissed.

“I’m not,” Darkstalker said. “I’m giving them a gift.” Once he’d set the goblet down, he brought his talons back, and sat upright once again to wait for the scavengers’ reaction.

To his side, Listener cocked her head at him. “What’s that?”

“It’s a golden cup — a small piece of treasure. Consider it a peace offering.”

“Oh! That’s sweet of you,” Listener said. “Scavengers like collecting precious treasure just like we do, so they’ll probably — wait, it’s enchanted, isn’t it?”

“It is,” Darkstalker said as he watched the scavengers study the goblet carefully. He noticed out of the corner of his eye that Clearsight gave him a suspicious glare. “But it’s completely harmless to them. You’ll like the enchantment, Listener, I promise.”

“What is it?” Listener asked.

“I’d rather show you than tell you,” Darkstalker said, grinning. “Remember the surprise I had planned for you? It involves this.”

“Oh! So the enchantment is for me?” Listener started to bounce up and down excitedly. “Show me! Show me!”

“I will,” Darkstalker said. “But first, I think it’s about time we flew home.”

“What? Wait, but—”

“I can show you what it does when we’re back in the Great Diamond,” Darkstalker explained. “I think our welcome has been overstayed, and it’s starting to get late.”

The scavengers now dared to pick up the goblet. They surrounded it, passing it around from person to person, staring quizzically at it. In the meantime, Darkstalker backed up and began to spread his wings. The scavengers gave him one last glance as he lifted himself in the air before they scurried back into the forest. As he turned around and took to the sky, Clearsight and Listener followed up behind him.

“Let’s go back to my house,” Darkstalker told them, feeling warm from the afterglow of a successful mission.

“Darkstalker, how come I don’t know about this enchantment?” Clearsight asked him, pulling up to his right. “You haven’t been hiding any spells from me, have you?”

“What? Of course not,” Darkstalker answered. “It was just yesterday that I made the spell, so you wouldn’t have seen it. I didn’t want you to spoil the fun for Listener. If you’re worried, you can look to the future and find out what I did that way.”

“You don’t mind?” Clearsight asked.

Darkstalker shook his head. “Not for this spell.”

Clearsight faced forward, then closed her eyes and began gliding. A few seconds later, she went, “Ooooh,” before opening her eyes and grinning shrewdly at him.

“It’s clever, isn’t it?” Darkstalker asked, his face lifting with pride.

“Actually, your enchantment might have to wait until later.” Clearsight beat her wings so that she was by Darkstalker’s side. “Fathom’s going to be waiting for us.”

  



9. Chapter 8


    
    
  FATHOM


The party was a nightmare.

Fathom’s mind was nothing but a continuous stream of alarm bells.


  This is just like the party at the Island Palace.



  What would those musicians do if Darkstalker attacks? They have nowhere to run!



  Why are they serving hors d’oeuvres on those wooden skewers? They could impale someone!



  There aren’t enough escape routes.



  Those windows aren’t big enough for a dragon to fly through.



  Why are those hallways so narrow?



  Why is this ballroom so big and open?



  It’s too crowded. He could kill so many of them.



  Where is he?



  WHERE IS HE?!


When he saw a cheese knife sitting atop a wheel of brie, he covered his mouth and shrieked, before grabbing it and throwing it in the nearest trash bin, covering it up with napkins from the table.

“Fathom, what are you doing?” Indigo hissed beside him as she glanced around suspiciously.

“There was a knife,” he whispered back. “Just sitting there, right on that wheel of cheese.”

Indigo tilted her head over at the wheel that he’d indicated. “Great. So now they don’t have a way of spreading cheese on their crackers.”

“These dragons have no idea how much danger they’re in,” Fathom said, pacing back and forth nervously, trying to find other ways he could make this place safer. “What were they thinking?”

“Fathom,” Indigo said pressingly. She lifted her talons and grabbed Fathom’s head, forcing him to look at her. “Get a grip. This is our first day here. You can’t spend this entire party freaking out at everything that’s — get down!”

In an instant, her eyes went wide and she leaped onto Fathom, draping him with her wings and pushing him to the floor. She craned her head around and reached for the concealed dagger that she had in a sheath under her wing.

“What is it?” Fathom whispered — although he wasn’t sure if Indigo was able to hear him over the conversing NightWings all around them.

Indigo was motionless, staring at a high glass window. She studied it for many seconds, not answering Fathom. He could see from the rising and falling of her chest that she was breathing quickly.

But then she relaxed a little, and folded her wings in again. “Nevermind,” she said, extending a talon to help Fathom back up. “I thought I saw someone coming in from the window, but it was just in my head.”

“You’re nervous too,” he said, taking her talon and pulling himself up. “Just as nervous as I am.”

“I shouldn’t be,” Indigo said. “My eyes have been playing tricks on me. It’s all these mirrors and candles and black pillars. They’re making me see things that aren’t there.” She sighed and rubbed her eyes. “I’m so tired too.”

“Fathom, Indigo, my honored guests,” a familiar sounding voice suddenly spoke. Fathom looked behind him and saw the queen, frowning down at him. She had two dragons at her flank — a slender female NightWing with pearly white earrings, and a scowling male IceWing with onyx black earrings. Those must be Darkstalker’s parents, he realized.

Queen Vigilance cleared her throat to force Fathom’s attention back to her. “Why are you acting so strangely, young prince?” she asked him. “You have yet to mingle with any of the invited guests. Instead it appears you’ve been playing a little game with my servants called ‘find out where I hid all the silverware.’ “

“Queen Vigilance,” Fathom responded, bowing. “I’m sorry to bother you with this again, but can you please explain to me why Darkstalker isn’t here?”

“He rejected my invitation, Prince Fathom,” Queen Vigilance said for the third time that day. “It’s as simple as that.”

“But — how?” Fathom asked, pinning his ears. “Can’t you make him show up? Can’t you order him to? You’re the queen.”

“I don’t force my subjects to join me for parties against their will, Prince Fathom,” Vigilance answered boredly. “But you can rest assured that I’m quite upset with him for not showing up. Since you seem so disappointed by his absence, then I can arrange a punishment for him.”

Darkstalker’s parents glanced disapprovingly at each other.

“Uh — that won’t be necessary,” Fathom quickly said. “But it would have been really, um … convenient if you insisted on having him show up.”

“I made the importance of his attendance very clear when I invited him,” Vigilance said. “But he said that he had more important private affairs to attend to. Apparently, he had a little project scheduled for tonight that he’d been planning for a few months in advance.”

Fathom’s blood ran cold. “What project?” he pressed, completely failing to hide his overwhelming nervousness judging by the look on Queen Vigilance’s face.

“Three moons, Prince Fathom! Calm down. Get a drink of water, take some deep breaths.” She found a nearby servant and motioned him to get something for the anxious prince.

“Just answer the question!” Fathom hissed.

Vigilance narrowed her eyes. “Is that the sort of tone of voice that SeaWings are taught to speak with when addressing a queen?” she asked coldly.

“Please forgive the Prince, Your Majesty,” Indigo interjected. “We are both extremely grateful that you put on this gala for us, but it’s unfortunately invoking some rather unpleasant memories. The last time we attended something like this, our families got slaughtered before our eyes. I hope you understand that Prince Fathom’s nerves are slightly on edge, especially in the absence of the animus we were meant to meet.”

Vigilance hummed and thought for an uncomfortably long time. In the duration of her silence, a NightWing server had approached Prince Fathom with a bowl of water, handed it to him, and left without a word. It was only after Fathom had started drinking that Vigilance decided to speak again. “Very well. I will forgive this infraction. May the good Prince please repeat his inquiry in a more cordial and respectful manner?”

“O-of course, Your Majesty,” Fathom said, bowing low. “What is this project that Darkstalker is currently working on?”

“I don’t know,” Vigilance said dismissively.

Fathom whimpered.

“In fact, I don’t even know where he is right now.”

Fathom whimpered a little louder.

“Take another drink, Prince Fathom; you look like you’re going to be sick.”

Fathom reluctantly obeyed, taking another sip. He did feel a little calmer afterwards, but there were still butterflies flitting all over his stomach. “You really need to keep a closer eye on him, Your Majesty,” Fathom said pleadingly. “You don’t know how dangerous he might become — how dangerous he might become to you.”

Vigilance paused thoughtfully again, but this time her silence was less deafeningly long. “You might be right,” she said. “I should arrange for further measures to be taken to ensure that a more watchful eye is kept on him.”

For the first time that night, Fathom felt something that resembled relief.

“As an animus, he really shouldn’t be doing things that I don’t know about,” she continued to muse. “Who knows how much trouble he and that girlfriend of his could be getting into without me knowing?”

“Excuse me, Your Majesty,” Darkstalker’s mother interjected, looking just a little bit irate. “But the night is starting to wane, and I’m sure it’s getting late for our SeaWing guests.”

“Ah yes, you’re right,” Vigilance said, nodding. “Fathom, Indigo, you may be escorted to the chambers we’d prepared for you whenever you feel ready to retire. Simply call on any of the servants and they’d be happy to take you there.”

“Actually, I would like to invite Prince Fathom to my home before he rests for the night.” She looked at Fathom and bowed her head. “I am Foeslayer and this is my husband, Arctic.”

“Prince Arctic,” the IceWing corrected.

“We are Darkstalker’s parents,” Foeslayer went on in the same breath. “It’s an honor to meet you.”

“And what reason would you have to abduct our foreign guests like this?” Vigilance said, arching an eye at Foeslayer.

“Your Majesty, I would never dream of ‘abducting’ any of them.” She raised her head, stiffening her posture, and Fathom suddenly found himself growing impatient with all these royal formalities. “It is a simple invitation. Darkstalker said that he would be returning home before morning. If Prince Fathom would like to meet him as soon as possible, then he should come with us and wait for him to come back.”

“I would like that,” Fathom responded, almost immediately. Anything to get out of this nightmare. “If Your Majesty wouldn’t mind,” he quickly added, bowing to the queen.

Queen Vigilance sighed impatiently. “Oh, go on. I grant you all leave. This party was going to end soon anyway. Just be sure to return through the front gates. I’ll be sure to assign door guards who will recognize you.”

Fathom bowed one last time, and followed Foeslayer and Arctic as they guided him out of the palace. Indigo went off to fetch Wharf and Lionfish for a moment, but slipped right back to Fathom’s side once she’d returned with them trailing behind her. He was amazed by how much calmer he felt when she was next to him.

They turned a corner and began to walk down a long corridor with high glass windows on either side that showed the moonlit landscape of the evergreen forest within which the palace was buried. Soon, the noise of the party began to fade into distant echoes, and Fathom could feel another layer of his anxieties peeling away from his soul. “Thank you, Mrs. Foeslayer,” he said to them in a small voice.

Foeslayer glanced back at Fathom, but didn’t respond. It was hard to tell the look on her face in the darkness of the palace. Fathom had good night vision like every other SeaWing, but Foeslayer’s scales were darker than the shadows of the high ceiling. All he could tell was that she wasn’t smiling.

Indigo decided to speak up. “Do you know what your son is doing right now, Mrs. Foeslayer?”

“He told me that he was going to be spending the night with his friends, Clearsight and Listener,” she answered. “He didn’t tell me what they were doing, but I think I have a pretty good idea.”

“What is it?” Indigo and Fathom asked simultaneously.

“I shouldn’t tell you,” Foeslayer said, and now she was definitely smiling. “I’d be quite a bad mother if I revealed a secret of his that I’m not supposed to know.”

Fathom looked hesitantly over at Indigo, and she looked hesitantly back at him. He murmured something in Aquatic that roughly translated to, I don’t like this. And she responded with something that translated to, Neither do I. She can’t be trusted.

“Does it involve any animus magic?” Fathom asked Darkstalker’s mom.

“Not that I’m aware of,” she answered. “He knows how to use his powers carefully, Fathom. He’s very thoughtful with the enchantments he makes, and I’m keeping a very close eye on his soul.”

“Those enchantments can add up, Foeslayer,” Fathom said, sounding urgent. “I know he may seem fine now, but my grandfather seemed fine right up until he killed all those dragons.”

Foeslayer looked back at them. “I know,” she said hesitantly. “I worry about him too, Fathom. But his soul is in better talons than your grandfather’s was. You see, Darkstalker has the ability to see the future. And because he was hatched under three full moons, he is particularly talented at it. If there were a future where he turned evil, he would see it. And he would keep it from happening.”

“Are you sure?” Fathom asked. “What if he slowly turns evil over time without realizing it?”

“Then he has Clearsight,” she answered. “If what Darkstalker told me about her is true, her future-seeing abilities are even more powerful than his. I’ve already spoken with her before. She appears to understand the responsibility she’s accepting by being with my son. I don’t need to be constantly breathing down his neck to make sure he doesn’t step out of line, and neither do you.” She folded her brow at them and frowned. “And neither does the queen.”

Fathom winced, suddenly feeling a small pit in his stomach where the butterflies had once been. He couldn’t think of any way to respond.

The corridor finally came to an end, and a pair of guards opened the doors to let them out. The air outside was warm and still, but Fathom was just happy to be breathing fresh air again. The palace had been stuffy from all of the candles burning against the walls.

“We don’t live very far away,” Foeslayer said to them. “Stay close to Arctic. He’ll let you know when we’re close, and you should be able to see him better once we start flying.”

Once Foeslayer spread her wings and took to the sky, she completely vanished. Fathom wasn’t even able to catch her silhouette in the sky.

“Hey,” Arctic barked quietly to get their attention. He nudged his head upward, urging them to take flight. “Don’t keep Foeslayer and me waiting.”

“Sorry,” Fathom said, before lifting up into the air.

Arctic was indeed a lot easier to spot. Once he started soaring ahead of him, Fathom was able to catch his wings and tail him without any problem. They glided over deep green coniferous forests and under a clear, cloudless sky with two shining moons overhead — one bright and full, another big and gibbous. Thousands of colorful stars dotted the rest of the sky, and a sea of crickets chirped below him.

Now that his nerves were dying down, Fathom began to grow more and more exhausted. He was starting to regret joining Foeslayer and Arctic. Perhaps his meeting with Darkstalker could have waited until he was more well-rested. A quick glance back at his SeaWing companions informed him that he wasn’t alone. Indigo was gliding right behind his right wing, her eyelids only half-open. Wharf and Lionfish each had their heads dipped low, and they kept losing altitude on accident, periodically reflapping their wings to pick themselves back up.

I need to see him, Fathom told himself. I need to let him know how dangerous his magic is. I don’t care how many seers he has with him. I don’t care how safe he and his family thinks he is. He can’t use his powers. He needs to stop using them.

That much he was sure of. And the sooner he could convince Darkstalker to give them up, the safer the world will be.

Arctic began to descend. Fathom snapped out of the half-conscious gliding state he was in and dipped down as well. They appeared to be falling into a ravine. At first it appeared dark and sinister, but as they grew closer to the walls, he saw windows with orange candle lights coming out of them. Small window boxes with flowers adorned many of them, especially those near the top. Deeper down, where less moonlight poured in, the gardens were instead replaced with decorative wreaths, each a different variety of colors.

Darkstalker’s house was closer to the top, with the flower gardens. Arctic landed on a porch where a wide black door was already open, and made his way inside. Fathom quickly followed, and Indigo, Wharf, and Lionfish were right behind him.

“Would you like anything to drink?” Foeslayer asked. When Fathom looked up at her, he saw that she was already in the kitchen. “I could make some rich black tea for you if you need help staying awake.”

“That would be wonderful,” Fathom said, yawning. “Thank you very much.”

“I’ll take one too,” Indigo added. She sat down beside the door, keeping an eye on Fathom as she tried to keep her eyes from permanently closing. She’d been carrying a whale tooth spear with her, which now lay idly by her side.

Fathom looked around. The main living room had a wool rug atop the floor with blue and white patterns between the weavings. In fact, he noticed there was a lot of that color combination in the room. The canvases were paintings of happy looking IceWings and NightWings and IceWing-NightWing hybrids, with blue backlit shadows and blue sky backdrops. It reminded Fathom of the ocean and the summer sky, with little clouds drifting overhead and pale white seagulls dive-bombing into the waves to catch unsuspecting fish.

He found a piece of paper lying nearby and picked it up. On it was a sketch of a NightWing that didn’t look like any of the others in the other paintings. She was a little smaller, and had a different shape to her snout. She was walking forward, and unlike the NightWings in the other paintings, she looked determined and steadfast rather than cheerful and optimistic. Tied to her hind leg was what looked like a piece of string, which extended out beyond the edge of the piece of paper.

“I hope you’ll excuse the mess,” Foeslayer said. From the kitchen, she was overlooking a teapot that was sitting atop a small fire on the counter. “Those illustrations belong to Whiteout, Darkstalker’s sister.”

“Sister?” Fathom repeated. He looked over at her and said, “Does she have any special powers too?”

“No, she doesn’t. NightWings get their powers when they hatch under full moons. The more full moons they hatch under, the more powers they have. Darkstalker hatched on the brightest night, but Whiteout didn’t hatch until the next day, so she unfortunately doesn’t have any powers of her own.”

“I’m not so sure about that,” Arctic said. He was seated on a small horde of bright blue and white throw pillows, frowning pensively at the drawing in Fathom’s talons. “I think she has something. I’m not sure what it is, because none of what she says ever makes any sense. But sometimes I feel like she can see things that we can’t.”

“What do you mean ‘None of what she says ever makes any sense’?” Fathom asked him.

“Father?” someone said from the hallway.

Fathom’s jaw dropped a little when Whiteout came out from her room. She was unlike any dragon he’d ever seen. She was a wash of blue and black and white. Her wings and the spikes along her neck and back were snowy and white like an IceWing’s, but the scales that painted the majority of her body were a dark ocean blue. She had piercing bright blue eyes and long, curving claws along her front talons. She looked like she was from a completely different planet.

“See for yourself,” Arctic murmured.

“You made some new friends,” Whiteout said to Arctic, her ears raised in curiosity.

“Close, but not quite,” he answered. “These are SeaWing … ambassadors or something. They’re here from all the way across the continent to meet your brother. Why don’t you be polite and say hi to them?”

“Oh, I see!” Whiteout nodded, and beamed at Fathom. “My brother heard your whispers a long time ago. He’s absolutely delighted by your existence.”

“That’s … good, I think,” Fathom said. He looked over at Foeslayer, who was busy pouring the tea. She didn’t appear to be at all confounded by her daughter’s words. Looking back at Whiteout, he said, “Anyway, it’s nice to meet you.”

“Everything is mutual!” She trotted over to him and eagerly shook his talon. Her scales were chilly to the touch. “I hope my father hasn’t given you any bitter apple seeds yet.”

“I … don’t think he has,” Fathom said. Am I just too tired to understand what she’s saying?

“Oh, my apologies!” Whiteout circled behind Fathom and began to gather up her paintings. “My silly pets leave a mess everywhere they go. They’re supposed to stay in my room, but they never listen.”

Fathom tilted his head, and looked back at the sketch of the NightWing with a thread tied to her. “Who are your pets?”

Whiteout giggled. “They don’t really have names. They always come and go before I get the chance to give them one.” She turned back around, her arms now full of half-painted canvases and empty paint tubes, before she stopped and looked at the sketch Fathom was holding. “Oh, except for that one. She does have a name.”

“What is it?” Fathom asked as Whiteout began to retreat back to her room.

“‘Dragon of chaos.’”

Fathom blinked, then looked down at the drawing again. Who is she? He felt a soft chill run down his spine, wondering if it were someone he’d meet, and if she were someone he had to be afraid of.

A cup rattled beside him. When Fathom looked over his shoulder, he saw Foeslayer looking at the drawing as well. A ceramic cup of tea was now next to him, sitting gently on the floor in a white saucer.

“That’s Clearsight, I’m pretty sure,” Foeslayer told him. “Whiteout has been drawing her a lot lately. I don’t know why.”

Fathom hummed, tapping the thread attached to the sketch’s hind leg. “Maybe Whiteout thinks she’s important,” he suggested.

“She’s very important to Darkstalker, that’s for sure,” Foeslayer said. “Perhaps she’ll start drawing you next.”

Fathom looked down at his teacup and took his first sip. He hoped he would be important. He hoped he could persuade Darkstalker to change.

Indigo suddenly leapt to her feet and faced the door, baring her teeth. A second later, the door swung open, and in paraded a young, glittering NightWing with a pair of silver teardrop scales on either side of his eyes. “Hello, mom!” he said jovially. “We’re home, safe and sound.”

It’s him, Fathom realized. All of the fear that had dissipated since he left the palace sprouted right back up. Darkstalker.

“Welcome home, Darkstalker,” Foeslayer said to him. “Do you remember the SeaWing prince that Queen Vigilance wanted you to meet tonight?”

“Yes, I do. Prince Fathom, right?” Darkstalker turned to face Fathom, and extended a talon for him to shake. “It’s an honor to —”

A spear suddenly pointed itself at Darkstalker’s throat. “Don’t touch him,” Indigo warned, standing right beside Fathom and gripping her weapon tightly.

Fathom, Foeslayer, and Arctic all jumped to their feet at roughly the same time, though Foeslayer spoke up before Fathom could, sounding more furious than Fathom thought she was capable of being. “Get that thing away from my son right now!”

“Mother, it’s alright,” Darkstalker said slowly, raising his talons to surrender.

“Actually, it’s not,” Arctic said. “Dragons pointing spears at you is definitely not something you should be alright with.”

Another dragon walked in that Fathom immediately recognized: Clearsight.

She looked exactly how Whiteout sketched her. She was even wearing the same bracelet that she had on in the sketch. She watched Darkstalker carefully, as if she were studying him and Indigo. That’s weird, he thought. Why doesn’t she look worried?

A third dragon walked in — someone Fathom didn’t recognize at all. She looked about a year younger than Clearsight, and reacted expectantly when she saw Indigo and Darkstalker. She shrieked and turned around to fly away, and Clearsight quickly ran after her. “Listener, wait!”

Because she already knows what’s going to happen, Fathom realized. She knows Darkstalker is going to be okay, because she can see the future.


  Is Indigo going to be okay, then? Would Clearsight care if he killed her?


He didn’t want to risk it. He wasn’t going to let Indigo put herself in pointless danger for him. “Indigo, that’s enough,” Fathom said, trying to sound demanding. “Lower your weapon. I think Darkstalker just wanted to shake my talon.”

“I did,” Darkstalker agreed. “No harm meant. I promise!”

Indigo didn’t lower her spear. “We can’t trust him, Fathom! He’s too dangerous. If we kill him now, then we can make sure he doesn’t do anything bad.”

“Indigo, just think for a second!” Fathom argued. “Isn’t this what Queen Pearl wanted to do to me? We need to get through to him, not kill him. That was the whole point of me being here, wasn’t it?”

“Also, I sincerely doubt Queen Pearl gave you permission to kill my son at your discretion,” Arctic said, sounding much more imposing than Fathom ever could. “If you kill the only living NightWing animus, you and Prince Fathom will be at the mercy of Queen Vigilance. She won’t make your deaths a pleasant experience.”

Indigo looked back at Fathom for a moment, looking saturated with worry and sorrow and exhaustion. Then she sighed, and lowered her spear to the ground. Arctic promptly walked up to her and took the spear out of her grip. “Wait outside,” he said sternly. “Never step into this household again.”

Indigo shook her head. “I am not to let Prince Fathom out of my sight,” she told him.

Arctic bared his teeth. “Will I need to call the guards, then? I was hoping I wouldn’t need to bring this to anyone else’s attention.”

“Arctic, let’s not overreact,” Darkstalker said calmly as he lowered his talons back to the ground. “These SeaWings are tired and have been put under a lot of stress. And they’re supposed to be my friends, are they not?”

“I’m starting to doubt that,” Arctic said, scowling at Fathom and Indigo.

Fathom winced. “We are, I promise!” he quickly said. “Please, forgive Indigo. We’re both really nervous, but we came here with good intentions, I swear. You have my word that from now on, Indigo will not attack or threaten Darkstalker unless he puts my life in danger.”

Indigo shot him a disapproving look that seemed to say, I never said I would agree to that.

Arctic narrowed his eyes. “Fine,” he said. “But you’re going to have to give me that dagger you’ve been trying to hide as well.”

Indigo looked unsure. She glanced over at Fathom, and he nodded. So she unbuckled the harness that attached the sheath of the dagger beneath her wing, and handed the weapon to Arctic.

With that finally settled, Darstalker smiled at Fathom. “As I was saying, it’s an honor to finally meet you. May I shake your talon?”

“No,” Indigo said sternly.

Fathom actually found himself wanting to override Indigo and say yes. After having his life threatened like that, a talonshake probably would have been a nice gesture. He didn’t want Darkstalker hating him or Indigo. And he really did want to be friends with Darkstalker. Not just because he was dangerous and needed someone he trusted to tell him to stop using magic. But also because Fathom really missed having friends.

But he didn’t quite trust Darkstalker yet. He had to trust Indigo’s intuition for now. “Not yet,” he said after Indigo. “I hope that’s not too much trouble. I’m just not … quite comfortable enough right now.”

“I perfectly understand,” Darkstalker said warmly. “I hope that changes by the end of the day, though. It would be such a shame if we couldn’t get along in the end. Anyway — let’s get down to business! Where’s Clearsight and Listener? I hope I didn’t scare them off.”

“We’re here,” Clearsight said. She was sitting right at the edge of the front door with Listener by her side. Listener looked like she’d just seen a ghost, and Clearsight looked oddly pleased.

“Good, good! I’m so sorry about that, Listener.” He walked towards them and closed the front door. “This was all so completely unexpected. If you’d like to go home now instead of staying with us, I’d completely understand.”

“I think I’ll be okay,” Listener answered, though she sounded quite rattled. “Um …. May I ask what the SeaWing Prince is doing in your house?”

“Of course.” Darkstalker spread his wings behind Clearsight and Listener. “Prince Fathom: this is my girlfriend Clearsight and my friend Listener. Clearsight, Listener: this is Prince Fathom. He’s an emissary from the Sea Kingdom who’s here to befriend me. Queen Pearl sent him over to help us better understand our powers.”

Fathom looked concerningly at Indigo. That’s not right, he thought. We’re here to stop exploring animus magic, not to keep exploring it. Darkstalker probably didn’t know that, though. Queen Pearl probably said something very similar to the NightWings when they requested that he be brought over as an emissary.

Darkstalker gave him a devilish smirk that immediately made Fathom freeze up. I forgot, he can read my thoughts! His brain paralyzed itself. He was too afraid to think. What if he or Indigo thought something that ruined their chances at friendship?

Listener took a step forward — which produced a small growl from Indigo — then stopped and bowed her head to Prince Fathom. “It’s great to meet you. If you’re going to be a friend of Darkstalker’s, then I’m sure you’ll be a friend of mine too!”

Fathom hesitated, then produced a sheepish smile. He couldn’t seem to muster up anything more in response.

“While we’re on the topic of magic,” Darkstalker said jovially, “why don’t we all head to my room? There’s something I’m excited to show you all.”

Darkstalker walked ahead, stopping to give his mom a hug before moving ahead to his room. His friends followed after.

Fathom’s nerves were tangoing with his exhaustion. Before tailing the other NightWings into the chamber that led to Darkstalker’s room, he took another sip of the tea that Foeslayer had prepared for him. His muscles were starting to feel numb from how tense he’d been this whole time.

He didn’t even notice how long he’d been standing there until Darkstalker called out from his room. “What are you waiting for, Fathom? C’mon, you might actually think this is kinda cool. You can bring your bodyguards if you want.”

Fathom glanced at Indigo. Indigo glanced back at him. In Aquatic, she said, We should probably just leave.

I agree, he flashed back. We’re too vulnerable.

“We’re waiting!” Darkstalker called. “Don’t you want to see my latest enchantment? You can see for yourself what your powers are capable of.”

“You enchanted something?” Fathom said worriedly. “Darkstalker, you know we’re actually here to try and make you stop using your magic, right?”

Without another moment’s hesitation, he walked to Darkstalker’s room. Indigo snapped right to his side, glancing at him like he was about try flying with only one wing.

“I just want to see what he did,” Fathom whispered to her. “Maybe I can find a way to talk him out of doing anything else with his powers.” His friends are here. If I can convince them, they might be able to pressure Darkstalker into giving up as well. It was a longshot, but he might as well take this opportunity.

Wharf and Lionfish followed behind the two of them, but Fathom instructed them to stay outside of Darkstalker’s room. It just barely had enough room for everyone currently inside to comfortably fit, and Wharf and Lionfish were larger and clumsier dragons than the rest of them. He didn’t want either of them knocking anything over or making everything more cramped.

When Fathom looked inside Darkstalker’s room, the candles against the wall lit up a somewhat sparse interior. There was a wide window on the opposite wall with the curtains opened, letting in the moonlight. The three other NightWings were all surrounding the foot end of Darkstalker’s bed. Fathom stepped closer to get a better view, and saw that there was a large golden goblet standing atop his blanket. Listener was standing between Darkstalker and Clearsight, her eyes glued to the goblet.

“So, these are enchanted?” she said, reaching forward to touch it.

‘These?’ There’s more than one? Fathom took another step closer, but he only saw the goblet Listener was examining.

“What does it do?” she asked Darkstalker.

“Why don’t you find out?” Darkstalker asked, giving Fathom a brief, amused glance before focusing his attention back on Listener. “All you need to do is close your eyes and exhale into the bowl.”

Listener swallowed, then nodded. “I hope you know I’m putting a lot of trust in you here.”

“I wouldn’t make my first animus gift for you anything mean,” Darkstalker promised. “Go on.”

Darkstalker was practically dancing in place. His smile practically touched his ears. Fathom, meanwhile, felt his nerves skating all over the place. He was pretty sure that the enchantment was probably innocent enough. He also knew that that wasn’t what mattered. What mattered was that he was destroying his soul.

And yet, for some reason … he couldn’t shake this bad feeling he was getting. What if he’s already gone? What if this enchantment is going to do something terrible to his friend?

He held his breath as Listener closed her eyes. She leaned forward, exhaled a slow breath of warm air into the bowl of the goblet …

… and disappeared before his eyes.

  



10. Chapter 9


    
    
  DARKSTALKER


“Now Fathom, before you say anything —”

“— What did you do?!”

“She’s okay, don’t freak out.”

“She’s gone!”

“No she’s not.” Darkstalker shot a grin back at Fathom — who now looked adorably horrified — and took a step towards the goblet. “She just moved.”

Before he could explain himself further, Listener’s voice rang out. “Hello?” It was a dry echoey voice, as if it were being spoken from the other side of a long metal pipe. And it was coming from the goblet.

“Listener!” Darkstalker said happily. “Can you hear me?”

“Yeah,” she answered.  “But your voice is really weird. It sounds like it’s coming from my chest or something.”

“Really?” Darkstalker bubbled out a laugh. Not what I intended, but that is totally awesome.

Listener echoed back a laugh of her own. “Stop laughing, it tickles!”

That only caused Darkstalker to laugh harder, which only caused Listener to laugh harder. Darkstalker pressed his talons to his snout to muffle his delighted voice.

“Darkstalker,” Fathom interjected. When Darkstalker looked over at him, he still looked like he was staring at death itself. “Where is she?”

Darkstalker cleared his throat and exhaled the last of his laughs. “Right, right, we should probably let everyone know that.” He directed his attention back to the empty goblet and said, “Listener: can you see anything?”

“I think so…” she answered hesitantly. “I think I see some lights … and a ceiling ….”

“And what are you standing on?”

“I’m still trying to figure that out. It’s like a … giant golden bowl.”

“Is it a giant bowl?” Darkstalker asked. “Or are you just a tiny dragon now?”

“What do you mean?”

“Try climbing out of the goblet.”

“The goblet? But it’s so —” She let out an audible gasp. “— Darkstalker! This is the one you gave to the scavengers!”

“That’s right,” Darkstalker said, grinning widely. “Are you in one of their huts? What do you see?”

“I see scavengers!”

Darkstalker scrambled closer to the goblet and leaned into it. “What are they doing?” he asked.

“I think I can see two of them talking, but they sound totally different. Their voices are so much — wait, can they hear me?”

“No, they can’t,” Darkstalker said. “They can’t see you either. But they can touch you, so don’t get too reckless. If you need to teleport back here, put your talons on your head and say, ‘get me out of here.’”

“Um, Darkstalker?” Fathom asked, finally sounding like he’d gotten over that silly panic attack of his. “Could you explain what’s going on?”

“Of course,” Darkstalker said, turning to face Fathom. It’s about time he let his curiosity show. There was this trapped voice in the back of his mind that was reaching out with all of its might, begging for a friendship with Darkstalker. It was being drowned out by Fathom’s overwhelming fear of magic, but it was endlessly resilient. And it was getting louder and louder the more curious he got.

He hadn’t planned on showing Listener her new toy with Fathom in the room, but he didn’t want to wait until later. Perhaps, he thought, he could kill two birds with one stone. He could start to encourage Fathom to open up, but on the other talon he could also start to help Fathom reassociate animus magic with something good once again. “Do you know why I wasn’t able to make it to your welcoming party?” he asked.

“The queen said you were doing some sort of personal project,” Fathom said.

“It was because my friends and I were on a very important mission. My school had imprisoned a number of scavengers for the students to study — leaving them miserable and keeping them locked in little cages where other dragons would torment them while they were trying to sleep.”

Fathom tilted his head. “Aren’t scavengers those annoying furless monkeys that live in colonies?”

“They’re not annoying!” Listener protested. “They’re adorable and super smart!”

Darkstalker nodded. “Listener’s right. We know because we’ve listened to their thoughts. I don’t think they’re quite as smart as us, but they’re definitely self-aware.”

“So you tried to free them?” Fathom guessed.

“We did free them,” Darkstalker corrected. “Just a few hours ago. There wasn’t any school today, so we snuck in and gathered all the trapped scavengers and brought them back to a little den tucked away in the forest.”

“Which you can’t tell anyone about, by the way,” Listener said sternly. “We’ll get in huge trouble if they catch us.”

“Aren’t they going to catch you eventually?” Fathom asked. “Once somebody reads your mind, they’ll find out you did it.”

“You learn to avoid letting certain thoughts slip after a while when you’re in a NightWing society,” Darkstalker explained. “We’ll be safe as long as we keep the teachers from suspecting us.”

“Which is actually less likely than you might think,” Clearsight warned.

“Well — even if we do get caught, we’ve already done the deed,” Darkstalker said proudly. “Those scavengers are free again. They were welcomed into the scavenger den, safe and sound. And, as a gesture of my good will, I gave them a small golden chalice — just like this one on my bed, but tiny enough for a scavenger to use instead of a dragon.”

Fathom frowned at that. Somehow I’m getting the feeling that you gave it to them for more than just the purpose of good will, he thought.

“Of course, I did add an enchantment to it,” Darkstalker said slyly. “A completely harmless spell,” he quickly added, noting Fathom’s immediate tensing up.

“A totally awesome spell, I’d say!” Listener added. “I wish you could see what I was seeing right now.”

“The enchantment teleports Listener from this goblet to the one I gave the scavengers,” Darkstalker explained. “But it also makes her very small, so that she can study the scavengers more discreetly. Right now, she’s a little bit smaller than a scavenger’s head.”

“I think I can hear them better now that I’m smaller, too,” Listener added. “Remember how I told you before that I think they have their own language? Well, I’m pretty sure I can actually hear them speaking it.”

“What are they saying?” Fathom asked.

“How should I know? It’s not like they’re speaking Dragon. But there’s definitely a pattern to what they’re saying.”

“How many scavengers can you see?” Darkstalker asked.

“Just two right now, and neither of them are the ones we rescued. I can’t really tell what’s going on in their heads. All I can really read from their thoughts are a couple of short memories, and … aww, they just left.”

“Come on back, then,” Darkstalker said, taking a step back to leave a bit of space in front of the goblet.

“Alright…. Get me out of here.”

A moment later, Listener was back, standing right where she was before, completely unharmed. She looked around her, and let out a happy sigh. “Whoo! That is so awesome, Darkstalker! Do I really get to keep this?”

“Absolutely,” Darkstalker said to her. “It was your idea to free the scavengers, after all. You should get the opportunity to study them.”

Listener’s eyes glittered at him. “Thank you! I’ll cherish it forever. Except, I don’t know how I’m going to bring this back to my house without my parents asking about it. They probably won’t be too thrilled about me having an animus enchanted item.”

“I can hold onto it until you’ve figured something out,” Darkstalker said. “In the meantime, we should probably be sending Prince Fathom home. He must be exhausted.”

Fathom actually smiled a little bit, looking thankful. “It’s been a very long day,” he agreed.

“I’ll be sure to come visit you tomorrow,” Darkstalker told him. “I need to make it up to you for missing the party. Do you know your way back to the palace?”

“I think so,” Fathom said.

“You should ask Foeslayer to escort you,” Clearsight said, looking concerned. “Just to make sure you get back safely.”

“I can do that,” Indigo said, making her way out. “I need to get my weapons back from Arctic too. Which reminds me —” She turned back and glared at Darkstalker. “Darkstalker, don’t invite us here again. I need to be armed when you’re around Fathom.”

Darkstalker let out a fake smile. This dragon was trouble. He knew that she was going to threaten his life because Clearsight had warned him about that ahead of time, but that spear still rattled him. He didn’t know yet how he was going to deal with her.

Clearsight had also told him about the things he did to Indigo in the previous timeline. Entrapping her in a little wooden dragon sounded terrible when he’d heard it, but now that he met her, he was starting to see the justification.

He could do better this time, though. He didn’t need Indigo to become an enemy that needed to be disposed of. Instead, he could turn her into an ally. He could gain her trust, just like how he knew he could gain Fathom’s trust too. All he needed was time and a little bit of charm.

“When I see you at the palace, you can point that spear at me all you want,” Darkstalker said to her right before she crossed the doorway. “So you’ll have that to look forward to tomorrow. Oh — by the way, you never told us your name.”

“Because you don’t need to know it,” she answered dismissively, without breaking a step.

When she was out of sight, Fathom spoke up. “Her name’s Indigo. She’s my main bodyguard. The other two waiting outside are Wharf and Lionfish.” Darkstalker could feel a bit of embarrassment stirring in his head, which he had to keep himself from smiling at. “I’m sorry about the way she’s treating you,” he said. “She takes her job very seriously.”

“I understand,” Darkstalker said. “I’m sure you’re also familiar with dragons treating you unfairly because of your powers. Here’s hoping our friendship will push back against that.” He extended a talon for Fathom to shake.

With a friendly face, Fathom shook it. “I’m glad you see it that way,” he said.

And it wasn’t until Fathom let go that he appeared to realize that he shook Darkstalker’s talon then and there. The smile slowly ran away from his face, and he stood up straighter. “Actually, wait a minute,” he said. “Darkstalker, I’m not treated unfairly. I’m treated like I’m dangerous, because that’s exactly what I am.”

Darkstalker deflated a little. “Oh, Fathom —”

“Our powers aren’t safe,” he said. “They could destroy us. They could destroy everyone we love. Please, Darkstalker: don’t let your soul get eaten away. If you really want to be my friend, promise me you’ll never use your powers again.”

“Are you serious?!” Listener suddenly said. “But look at what he just made for me! Look at how amazing it is!”

“It might be exciting now, but every enchantment is costing him a little bit more of his soul,” Fathom told her. “You might not know when he’s turning evil until it’s too late.”

Hmm. This would be tricky. Fathom was so full of fear and guilt. He seemed to be able to distract himself from it, but it was still there. And as long as it was still there, he wouldn’t fully trust him.

He ought to be able to fix that. Fathom had forgotten how amazing his gift could be, but with Darkstalker’s help, he could remember again. And once he did, their friendship would be legendary. Darkstalker could have the support of the next most powerful dragon in the world. He just needed to play his cards right.

As for his bodyguard, Indigo — she might be a tougher nut to crack, but Darkstalker was hopeful that the problem she posed would take care of itself. He was lucky that she made that threat of hers in front of everybody else. She didn’t make any friends with that move. Now she would have to stay on her toes when others were around her — and hopefully in the process, she would end up bending a little.

He got the eerie feeling that Indigo had saved herself by making that mistake. If she proved that she would always be a source of trouble, then Darkstalker would have to find a way to get rid of her the way he apparently did last time. And given how much Fathom obviously loved her, he really didn’t want to do that. By the way the futures looked, she wasn’t going to be so motivated to get in his way now.

“You’re asking me to make a very big promise, Fathom,” Darkstalker told him. “I can’t give up animus magic simply because you want me to. But you’ve convinced me to be more careful. I’ll stop using my powers as frivolously as I have been. And I’ll make sure Clearsight keeps a close eye on the future.”

Fathom shrank a little. “Are you just saying that?” he asked.

“I’m serious,” Darkstalker said. “You’re not the first dragon to worry about my soul. I’ve always tried to be cautious with my magic, but perhaps I’ve grown too careless lately. It means a lot to hear another animus dragon worry about me in the same way.” He started to walk out of his room. “Now, let’s get you back to the palace. I want to show you the view from the Royal Tower tomorrow.”

He brightened his face as he showed Fathom to the door. This was a delightfully productive surprise indeed. Despite the poor SeaWing’s worries, Darkstalker could still hear that voice calling out louder than ever in his mind — a voice begging for companionship, hoping that the two of them would get along.

Darkstalker wanted that too. He could see all of the amazing memories the two of them would share once Fathom opened up to him. He could see all that self-loathing and guilt of his slowly fading away. He could see this friendship blossoming into so much happiness for the both of them.

He almost found himself wanting that more than he wanted the Night Kingdom. Being king of the NightWings would have been great, but he had to become king the way he wanted to. And that way involved keeping his friendship with Fathom.

He needed that friendship first. The Kingdom could wait.

  



11. Chapter 10


    
    
  CLEARSIGHT


They got caught.

The very next school day, the teachers were on Listener’s case, since she’d been asking a suspiciously large number of questions about scavengers lately. Darkstalker knew that all of them would get caught if they interrogated her, so he went to the school principal and confessed before they could bring Listener in for questioning. He tried to reconstruct the story so that the scavenger rescue was mostly his idea and therefore mostly his responsibility, but it didn’t work in the end.

It might have, if Listener didn’t have so much pride.

“He said what?!” Listener barked once she and Clearsight were called to the principal’s office. “How dare you try and take credit for my idea, Darkstalker!”

Darkstalker grimaced at Listener, but didn’t say anything. Meanwhile, Principal Starstreak folded his brow at them. He had silver teardrop scales that were so bright that they nearly looked like they were glowing. Clearsight found them extremely intimidating. “How long have you had this plan?”

“Over a year now!” Listener said. “Darkstalker only came in like two months ago. He has no right to pretend he’s the one responsible for this!”

“I disagree,” Darkstalker argued. “I helped work out just as many details as you did, if not more.”

“You so did not! I spent a year figuring out the when and how, and you slunked in at the last second to figure out the where.”

“You were tentative on the when and how at best,” Darkstalker said. “You may have been the one to come up with the idea, but the way it turned out was pretty much entirely me. Just admit that you have no responsibility for what happened.”

“You jerk!” Listener fumed. “You know that’s a lie. How could you even say that?”

“That’s enough!” Starstreak said sternly. “I don’t care who did what. I don’t care why any of you did this. All I care about is that it happened, and that you’re all responsible. Since all of you participated, all of you are guilty.” He pulled a couple of papers from his office cabinet and began to write on them with a fine-tipped pen. “I hope you understand the severity of this. You didn’t just violate school policy. You vandalized public property and broke the law. Since the school is in the Great Diamond, I’m going to have to report this to Queen Vigilance, and she will decide what to do with you. In the meantime, the three of you are suspended until further notice.”

Clearsight tried not to care. She wasn’t going to be missing anything from her suspension, since she’d already finished the semester during her last timeline. And the two dragons she cared about the most were getting suspended with her, so she knew she wouldn’t be missing any school drama among them.

But she still felt like breaking into tears then and there. This has to be a mistake! I’m a good dragon! I’m not the delinquent student that gets detentions and suspensions; I’m the star pupil that aces all of her classes and listens to the teachers. I’m so ashamed of myself. What are my parents going to think of me?

Starstreak gave them each signed notes affirming their suspension, and dismissed them immediately afterwards. When the door to the office was shut behind them, there was a strange tension among the three NightWings — as if each of them individually wanted to let out a sigh of relief, but none of them were actually relieved yet.

“Well, what’s done is done,” Darkstalker said. When Clearsight looked over at him, she was a little relieved to see that he looked a little distressed too. “We did the right thing, and that’s what matters. Let’s just go home.”

Clearsight dreaded the days that were going to follow. Her parents confronted her after they were instructed to go to a meeting later that night regarding Clearsight’s behavior. As expected, they grounded her, which they actually seemed a little excited to do. “Remember how before you went to school, we punished you by forcing you to go outside?” her father asked her. “It’s nice to see we have to do the opposite now.”

“Do you really have to do this?” Clearsight asked him. “It’s bad enough that I can’t go to school anymore.”

“I can’t let you go out and get into more trouble when you’re supposed to be punished,” he said, his tone of voice changing in a way that seemed to suggest that he had to remind himself to be angry again. “Consider yourself lucky we’re only grounding you for a week. What got into you? This isn’t something the daughter we raised would do.”

“I thought I was doing the right thing,” she said.

“Really? Because from where I’m standing, there’s nothing right about what you did. You broke into the school. You destroyed expensive equipment in the science lab. You rendered the rest of the biology curriculum completely infeasible until the teachers find more scavengers to replace the ones you stole. You embarrassed your mother and me in front of the principal, and you’ll probably do the same in front of the queen when she summons us for the laws that you broke.” He shook his head. “C’mon, Clearsight. You’re a seer. I thought you were supposed to be good at figuring out the consequences of your actions.”

Clearsight hung her head and pinned her ears. “But those scavengers are free now.”

“So what?” her father said. “You didn’t put a stop to anything. They’re working on finding new ones right now. If you want your school to stop keeping scavengers, then you do that by talking to the dragons in charge, not by recklessly taking matters into your own talons and causing all this trouble. Now no one’s ever gonna listen to you about this.”

Clearsight didn’t have anything to say for herself. This felt so much more heroic and valiant in the last timeline where we didn’t get caught.

“Principal Starstreak told us that it was mostly your friends who did the scheming, not you,” he went on. “Is that true?”

“I guess…”

“I suppose that’s good. But it doesn’t put your friends in a good light. You and Listener have been close for a long time now, and she hasn’t gotten you into any trouble before. As for Darkstalker — you’re still dating him, right?”

Clearsight tilted her head. “Uh, yeah. Why?”

“Because you’re not anymore,” he said. “I don’t want you seeing him again, alright?”

“What?!” Clearsight straightened herself up and stood firm. “Dad, you can’t split us up!”

“I can and I will,” he said. “Your mother agrees. He’s too bad of an influence on you.”

“But Darkstalker didn’t — Listener and I were planning to do this before he even got involved.”

“But you didn’t actually do anything until he got involved.”

“We were going to do this whether he joined us or not —”

“Clearsight, that’s enough. Your mother and I aren’t changing our minds on this.” He walked to her bedroom door and turned his head. “We’re not used to punishing you. I hope this doesn’t start to become a regular occurence.”

When he closed the door on Clearsight and left her in her room, such a strange concoction of emotions stirred through her. She knew that she was going to see Darkstalker again and that this wasn’t going to change the likelihood of them sharing a future. In fact, in pretty much all of the likely futures ahead of her, they eventually forgot about this mishap and forgave her in the end.

But right now, that didn’t matter. She felt like a dragon who was just pretending to be the morally sound Clearsight that she had once been. The fact that her parents weren’t on her side right now — that they were directly opposed to her being with Darkstalker — it made her alone and abandoned and ashamed and sinful.

Maybe it should have. She angered a lot of kindhearted teachers, robbed her fellow students of a large section of their biology curriculum, and broke a promise she’d implicitly made to not violate any of the school’s policy.

Maybe her father was right. Maybe she should have tried to talk Darkstalker and Listener out of their plan. Maybe they should have looked for another way to free them without breaking school rules, perhaps by starting up student movement to pressure the teachers into freeing the scavengers by themselves. That would have been the approach she would have taken if she were the one making the decisions.

But it wouldn’t have worked, a voice told her — a voice she believed. We would have just broadcast our intentions sooner and made rescuing them ourselves impossible, all while the teachers refused to free the scavengers themselves.

No, she did the right thing. Darkstalker and Listener were right. She shouldn’t have been ashamed that she helped them, even though she had to break a few rules and upset a few dragons and make a bit of a mess in the school in order to do it. Perhaps she was just upset with herself for getting caught this time.

Nonetheless, she spent the next four days in her room, festering over that feeling that she was worse, and that she couldn’t trust herself to know right from wrong anymore. And she would have kept festering for longer had it not been due to a letter from Queen Vigilance.

“Clearsight, you’ve been summoned by the queen,” her mother said after opening the door on her. “She wishes to see you tomorrow evening at sunset.”

Clearsight — who had been lying on her bed at the time — dropped the scroll she was reading onto her chest and groaned. “Great.”

“You shouldn’t be so pouty,” her mother scolded. “You brought this on yourself, you know. Pick out some nice jewelry to wear, alright? We’ll be leaving early in the afternoon to meet with her.”

As far as Clearsight could tell, tomorrow was actually going to be a pretty good day. She was going to see Darkstalker again, and the queen appeared to be pretty likely to go easy on them. At the very least, she didn’t see any futures where Vigilance threw her in a prison cell or forced her to do any menial labor.

It was tough for her to siphon out any refined details, though. There was going to be a lot of talking, and she learned at this point that trying to trace the trajectory of of conversations was impossible. There were too many threads — too many ways in which outcomes could change because someone said something differently, or with a slightly different tone. She was better off getting to sleep early and being well-rested when she saw Vigilance.

The next day, Clearsight put on her favorite crescent moon earrings and ate a fresh squirrel for breakfast before polishing her scales with some fragrant oil and flying to the palace. She showed up in Queen Vigilance’s throne room accompanied by her parents right at sunset. Darkstalker was already there waiting with his entire family. His face lit up when he saw her approaching, and Clearsight found herself standing taller and prouder because of him.

“Young Clearsight,” the queen said as Clearsight bowed low to her. “You and your friends have had quite the adventure this past week, I heard.”

“I beg your forgiveness, Your Majesty,” Clearsight said automatically. “I acted believing that I was truly doing the right thing.”

“Your apology is accepted,” Vigilance said. “I have much more important things to worry about than your acts of vigilantism. I brought you in to discuss a different matter entirely.”

Clearsight tilted her head. “You did?”

“Indeed. Darkstalker has told me much about you these past couple of days. He claims that your clairvoyance skills are impeccable, and that you would make a fine choice as my head seer. Would you care to share some of your prophecies?”

Well, there’s one I’m seeing right now where Darkstalker is sitting where you are, wearing a much larger crown and ruling over a much larger kingdom. She refrained from mentioning that one.

This happened last timeline, didn’t it? What did I do before? She scanned the queen’s court and found Allknowing — the seer professor at her school — scowling at her. Oh, right.

“As a matter of fact, I very recently had a vision that I was going to tell you about on my own behalf,” she said, using her memory more than her powers for this. “Your Majesty, there’s going to be an IceWing invasion on North Beach. If you don’t do anything to stop it, they will attack on the next night where there are two new moons.”

Queen Vigilance stiffened up and eyed her suspiciously. “That doesn’t sound like a prophecy to me.”

“I know it’s not a fancy poem, but it is what I saw,” Clearsight told her. “Most of my visions don’t come to me in the form of cryptic rhymes. They’re actual visions. And if I close my eyes and use my powers to look further ahead, I can make more come to me.”

Vigilance’s eyes widened. “Is that so? Actual details instead of confusing rhymes … I like that.”

Allknowing suddenly chimed in. “Your Majesty, I must recommend against appointing this dragon.”

“And why is that?” Vigilance asked her. “Because you would be demoted if I did?”

“No, Your Majesty. It’s because she is lying about the extent of her powers.” Allknowing’s eyes narrowed. “Clearsight was a student of mine prior to her suspension. I’ve had to dismiss her numerous times for reciting false visions and exaggerating the meaning of prophecies.”

“What?!” Clearsight nearly shrieked. “Queen Vigilance, that’s completely untrue!”

“Seers don’t have the abilities that she claims to have,” Allknowing went on. “She’s advertising the impossible to you, and if you’re gullible enough to appoint her, you’ll be wasting precious resources that we need to win this war.”

Clearsight was so astounded that she couldn’t speak. She genuinely wondered if Allknowing believed her accusation. After her first day in class with her, Clearsight tried to be more secretive about her powers, but she knew that Allknowing was continually suspicious and jealous of her. In the last timeline, Allknowing hadn’t said any of this, but Allknowing also hadn’t had time to prepare for Clearsight’s arrival. This time, she must’ve known ahead of time.

This had to be intentional. Allknowing knew exactly what she was doing. And something passionate burned in Clearsight that demanded she not let Allknowing get away with this.

I can prove my powers are real. I can show her that I know things only a seer as powerful as me can know. She was so going to regret this.

“Perhaps you’re right, Allknowing,” Vigilance said contemplatively. “I will have to think about this further. Tell me, what do you think about her vision of an invasion?”

“I will grant that she may have had a vision of the IceWings staging an invasion by sea,” Allknowing said. “I saw the same thing, if you recall. ‘Waves of ice dragons will wash at our gate‘ was a line in my last recitation. As for whether it will be on the shores of North Beach, however, I assume is guesswork on her end.”

“It’s not guesswork,” Clearsight insisted. “If you don’t listen to me, the IceWings could establish a foothold in the Talon Peninsula. That could lead them to a victory in this war.”

“I think if you do listen to her, you’ll focus your attention and resources on a red herring, which will leave other openings to our kingdom exposed,” Allknowing retorted. “Queen Vigilance, don’t forget that it was only last week that the dragons in front of you broke your laws and got suspended from our school. Is it really wise to listen to them, let alone appoint one onto your council?”

Vigilance frowned. “I’m afraid I must trust the advice of my head seer,” she said. “As annoying as her rhymes have been in the past, she has never deceived me before.”

“Your Majesty, you’re making a mistake,” Darkstalker said, rising to his feet. “Clearsight’s powers are exactly as she claims they are. She can see further in the future than any other seer I know.”

“We can attest to our daughter’s abilities as well,” Clearsight’s father said. “She studied the timelines she saw quite obsessively before she started school. I know she’s young, but I think you should consider appointing her. She always wanted to work under you.”

“That’s enough,” Vigilance commanded. “I have already stated my intended course of action on the matter, and I will not reiterate it. I will keep scouts on the shores of North Beach until the night you are referring to, Clearsight. If your vision ends up being true, I will reconsider appointing you. But for now, there will be no more talk of it. Our next matter of discussion is —”

— Clearsight’s eyes flashed. “Darkstalker,” she and Vigilance said at the same time. Darkstalker glanced over at her, confused.

Vigilance grew quiet. She looked royally offended, but she waited for Clearsight to speak again.

“You want to move Darkstalker into the palace,” Clearsight said. “Since he’s supposed to be spending time with Fathom, you’ve prepared a suite for him in the palace for him to live in until Fathom returns to the Sea Kingdom.” She smiled victoriously. “Is that right?”

Vigilance still didn’t say anything immediately. She stayed quiet and calculating until Allknowing began an attempt to sputter something out. “Of course she knew —”

“— Quiet, Allknowing,” Vigilance interrupted calmly. “Clearsight, tell me how you knew that.”

“It was in the future,” Clearsight said. “There was nothing else that could have happened to keep this matter from being discussed, so I was able to see it very clearly.”

“Come on, Your Majesty, do you really think there was no other way for Clearsight to figure this out?” Allknowing argued. “Darkstalker must have learned about this ahead of time and talked to Clearsight about it.”

“I certainly did not,” Darkstalker said, frowning. “If I did, I probably would have spoken to the queen about it before Clearsight.”

“Plus, Clearsight has been grounded all week,” her father said. “She and Darkstalker haven’t spoken in days.”

Vigilance hummed in thought. “You’re starting to sound very convincing, Clearsight,” she said, “but I’d like to rule out any other possibilities. Can you see in your visions the suite that I have prepared for Darkstalker?”

Clearsight took a second to look ahead. “I can,” she said. “It has a very nice fountain.” She tried to avoid glancing at Allknowing as she slowly began to contort herself into a ball of rage.

“As I’m sure you know, there are hundreds of rooms in this palace,” Vigilance said. “Since I planned on leading Darkstalker to the room that I’ve prepared for him, would your future sight be able to tell you where it is?”

“It would be,” Clearsight answered.

“May you lead us there yourself, then?”

Clearsight smiled victoriously. “Gladly,” she said.

They began to follow Clearsight down one of the many halls of the royal palace. She used the threads of future memories to help lead her through the palace chambers, ascending a flight of shallow stairs and starting down a long corridor.

Darkstalker stepped ahead and brushed his wing with Clearsight’s. “How long did you know about Vigilance’s plans for me?” he asked her quietly.

“Only just now,” Clearsight whispered back. When she looked over at Darkstalker, she saw his face filled with frustration.

“I wish I’d known sooner,” he grumbled. “She could have asked me about it first.”

She stopped in front of what she was certain to be the suite the queen had prepared for her. Vigilance brushed ahead of her and opened the door, inviting everyone in. Orange lanterns adorned the walls, lighting up a large room with black marble columns and a coal-black carpeting. A mural of the galaxy was painted on the ceiling, and a pair of curtains shielded a balcony on the opposite end of the room. There were doorways on either end, one of which presumably led to a washroom while the other led to a bedroom. There was a bookshelf at one corner, a desk at another, and four or five cushions and mats organized neatly in emptier parts of the chamber.

“I’ve changed my mind, Clearsight,” Vigilance said. “You’ll be working for me now, starting tonight. I will bestow a generous salary to you and your family, and you will be given a room in the palace before the end of the day.”

“A room?” Clearsight’s father said. “I’m sorry, but does that mean that Clearsight will be moving into the palace?”

“Of course,” Vigilance said. “All members of the royal court live in the palace. Clearsight should be no exception.”

“But she’s only four,” he argued. “She still needs to go to school, and be looked after by her parents.”

“Then I will arrange for her and her friends to be unsuspended before next weekend,” she said. “And she will be fed and cared for just like every other dragonet that has lived in the palace.” She tilted her head at her parents. “I figured you’d be more enthusiastic about this. You said yourself that Clearsight has always wanted to work for me.”

“She did,” Clearsight’s mother said, “but we weren’t expecting you to take her out of our house.”

“I promise you, there won’t be any drastic changes,” Vigilance insisted. “You can visit any time you want, and she can still go and see her friends, as long as she does her duties for me. Plus, she’ll be living in the palace with Darkstalker: the two lovebirds can now see each other whenever they want.”

Clearsight’s father clamped his mouth shut and grimaced.

“Actually, about that —” Darkstalker piped up, “Queen Vigilance, this is a very nice suite, but I don’t believe I ever said that I wanted to move into the palace.”

“Yes, I didn’t wait for your opinion this time,” Vigilance said. “Prince Fathom convinced me that I ought to be keeping an eye on what you were doing, and I figured that the only way to do that reliably would be to bring you into the palace.”

Uh oh. Clearsight didn’t like that sour face that Darkstalker was wearing. “I think that’s a little unnecessary, Your Majesty,” he said. “I don’t need to be watched like a hatchling. I’ve proven my good behavior, haven’t I?”

“Aside from your refusal to attend last week’s party in favor of vandalizing the school, yes, you have.” Vigilance frowned. “But that can change, just as it did for Albatross in the Sea Kingdom. I can’t let the NightWing’s first animus be as disastrous as the SeaWing’s first animus. I’ll need to keep an eye on you to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

“Your Majesty?” Arctic asked. “Where will we be staying?” He spread his wings, gesturing towards Foeslayer and Whiteout.

Vigilance blinked. “What are you talking about? You have your own house, right?”

“We do, but I assumed that if Darkstalker would be moving into the palace, the rest of his family would be moving in as well.”

“Oh,” Vigilance said. “Well, you assumed wrong.”

“May I at least dwell alongside my brother?” Whiteout asked innocently. “We’ve been braided together since I hatched, and it looks like there’s room for another bed in these chambers.”

“Most certainly not,” Vigilance said before Darkstalker could even nod in approval at the idea. “An oddity like you would not be appropriate company for the royal court.”

Darkstalker sent a death glare to the queen, and Clearsight felt an intense swell of doom as a violent vision crashed through her mind. But just as quickly as it showed up did it vanish when Whiteout promptly responded. “Perfectly understandable, Your Majesty! I must visit often, then. My brother will need me when he starts asking for silver.”

“Very well,” Queen Vigilance said. “Try and speak with Darkstalker outside of the palace to schedule your visits. We wouldn’t want you interrupting important council meetings. In the meantime, Clearsight: I shall have a study room prepared for you at once. I want all of the details of this invasion written up and handed to me by morning.”

“Yes, Queen Vigilance,” Clearsight said.

The queen then walked off, heading back to her throne room. Clearsight saw Darkstalker walking up to her, looking much more welcoming compared to the analytical scowl that Queen Vigilance had been holding for so long. Meanwhile, their parents began to murmur their concerns amongst one another.

“So, uh, I may have spoken to the queen about you a little bit,” Darkstalker said, raising his ears playfully.

“Y’know, I would have appreciated it if you’d told me about your plan to recommend me to the queen ahead of time,” Clearsight said to him. “There’s a whole concoction of unknowns I’ll have to deal with now.”

“I figured now would be as good a time as ever,” he said to her. “We’re not in school right now, and I knew you wanted this position. Besides, you tried pretty hard to convince her, so this can’t be too disappointing for you. When did you learn about that invasion plan?”

“In the last timeline, actually,” Clearsight said. She drifted forward, further away from her parents so that she and Darkstalker could talk more privately. “I got the vision when Listener and I were freeing the scavengers. I warned the queen about it, and she rewarded me with a job in the palace — just like she did here.” She shook her head a bit. “But it’s different this time. This time, Allknowing is probably going to get fired, which means I’m going to have to stop showing up to her classes … I might have to stop going to school entirely if the queen starts to overwork me.”

“Well, I can’t say I’m too thrilled about all this either,” Darkstalker said. “The whole ‘I need to be watched’ thing does not sit well with me. Stupid Fathom: why did he have to blabber on to the queen like that?” He thumped his tail against the ground. “And did you hear what she said about Whiteout? Argh, I was ready to strangle her right there.”

“I know,” Clearsight said. “You’re lucky Whiteout interrupted before you did.”

“This isn’t so bad, though,” he said, smiling at her. “It’ll be nice staying here in the palace with you.”

Clearsight flicked her tail, smiling back. “I agree with that. Though I don’t think our parents will.”

“They’ll have to deal with it, I suppose,” Darkstalker said. “Now come on, let’s take a look at the suite before Vigilance comes back to drag you off.”

Something changed in the timelines, Clearsight noticed. Today sent ripples through the possible futures, changing the landscape of the world ahead of her that she saw.

And it changed the futures in a worrying way. They didn’t get darker, at least not as far as she could tell. But the good and the bad futures intermingled themselves in ways she hadn’t seen before. Paths that were once bright and safe now had black tendrils snaking off, leading to new, grim possibilities. Paths that once were hopeless now had weak threads of light sprouting through them.

She couldn’t be certain why this happened, but it didn’t surprise her. With two animus dragons and the world’s most powerful seer now living under the ceiling of the royal palace, there were plenty of opportunities for very good and very bad things to happen.

This would have been great if Clearsight had complete control of the pathway to the future. But she’d been doubting just how much control she actually had ever since she was forced to turn back time.
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  FATHOM


Indigo soared over to the tree branch that the others were perched on, and Fathom promptly followed behind her. It was early in the morning, and despite the fact that it was well past bedtime for him and his NightWing friends, he felt wide awake. Adventure was in the air. The light from the sky warmed his scales. The birds were tweeting their morning songs.

A gentle breeze swept him up in the air. He was amazed by how sensitive his trajectory was to even the lightest bouts of wind. Being tiny forced him to surrender a lot of his control in the air.

The tree branch gave slightly when he landed on it. He gripped the bark with all four of his talons, keeping his wings outstretched until his center of balance was over his footing. Nervously, he looked over at Listener, who was running this whole operation.

“Alright, now look right over there,” Listener said, pointing at a wooden hut in the distance.

Fathom leaned forward to look when a bluebird fluttered over and attempted to land on him. He shouted in panic — partly because he lost his balance and started falling over, but mostly because he was not used to bluebirds being larger than him.

He opened his wings and managed to take flight before he could hit the ground, but his heart was pounding once he lifted back up into the air and returned back to his friends. By now they were all in the air, giggling nervously, while the bluejay confusedly flitted off to another branch.

“You alright there, Fathom?” Indigo asked, taking her part in the dying choir of snickers.

“I’m fine,” he said, finding a spot to land again.

“Aww, are you afraid of some little birdies?” Darkstalker teased.

“Evidently so!” Fathom tried to say unashamedly, though he felt himself flustering up. “That thing can hurt me. If we get injured here, do we get injured in real life?”

“This is real life,” Darkstalker said, perching on the branch again. “So yes, you most certainly will.”

Fathom moaned. “I’m starting to regret this.”

“Don’t you dare!” Listener said. “You’ve never seen scavengers like this before. It’s the most awesome and adorable thing ever and you will not have the right to regret it when we’re done here.”

“I can attest to their awesomeness,” Darkstalker said. “Clearsight almost got expelled trying to save some of them.”

“Excuse me?” Clearsight said. “What are you mentioning me for? You got punished just as much as I did.”

“Well, we wouldn’t be very impressed if something motivated Darkstalker to get himself expelled,” Indigo said plainly.

“Exactly, Clearsight!” Darkstalker said, nodding. “If scavengers are cool enough that you decide to break the school rules in order to save them, then that just goes to show how cool they really are.” He shot a friendly smile at Indigo.

Fathom had his eyes on Indigo to see if she’d smile back. And she did smile back. But it was the smile she wore when she got the right answer in her geography lessons, not the smile she wore when she was sharing a joke with Fathom.

Nonetheless, Fathom saw it as progress. He wanted Indigo to get along with Darkstalker as well as Darkstalker got along with him. And she was definitely moving closer to Darkstalker, even though that wasn’t really saying much. Any step she took was an improvement on her old implicit desires to murder him the next opportunity she got.

She had been so consistently suspicious of Darkstalker that it was actually starting to get on his nerves. He remembered the day that Darkstalker made them the soul reader to prove his good intentions and how he and Indigo had responded so differently to it.

Fathom was so relieved. He and Darkstalker were at the same level — mostly good, with about one quarter of the sand being white. Clearsight had acted as something of a control-dragon: when the soul reader was pointed at her, there was only slightly less white sand in the hourglass than there was for either of them. As far as Fathom was concerned, that confirmed it: animus magic hadn’t taken over their souls.

Indigo, however, only grew more suspicious of Darkstalker after that. “He’s trying to get you to let your guard down, Fathom. Can’t you see that?” she’d said to him later that day once they were alone.

“He might be,” Fathom admitted. “But is that really such a bad thing? I think he’s just trying to get me to loosen up a little.”

“We’re not here to loosen up! We’re here to make sure he doesn’t do anything dangerous, and now he’s one spell closer to losing his soul.”

“Maybe not,” Fathom said. “He doesn’t have animus magic in his body anymore. He put it all in that scroll.”

“That doesn’t change anything, Fathom,” she protested. “We don’t know how this magic works. It could still be eating away at him.”

“I know, but still — the soul reader said he was still good. Doesn’t that prove he has good intentions?”

Indigo shook her head. “I think it proves just the opposite. If he did care about his soul, he would have made that reader a long time ago. He just made it to make you feel more relaxed around him.”

“I want to feel more relaxed around him, Indigo!” Fathom said, his fins flaring a bit. “He’s our friend. What’s so bad about trusting him for a change?”

Indigo let him have the last word with that. Fathom noticed that she did that whenever he started to raise his voice. He also noticed that he did that whenever she started to raise her voice. Whenever they had this argument — which they’d had many, many times by this point — it always ended the moment one of them began losing their temper.

He never liked getting mad at Indigo, so he was always grateful that they were both able to agree to damper down discussion before he could ever get truly upset. But at the same time, he worried that they were forcing themselves into an impasse. Was Fathom ever going to actually convince Indigo to be less suspicious of Darkstalker if he stopped arguing with her the moment she started shouting at him?

Maybe Indigo had to decide that on her own. About a month had passed since Darkstalker made his soul reader, and Fathom had only been feeling better and better about him — and better and better about himself. His misery turned into joy. His loneliness turned into excitement. He started actually going outside and hunting and playing. Darkstalker, Clearsight, and Listener were starting to convince him that he deserved to have friends, and that it was okay for others to trust him. And the more he convinced himself of that, the more he believed it was okay to trust Darkstalker.

But nobody could have convinced Fathom that Darkstalker was trustworthy except for Darkstalker himself. Maybe Indigo was the same, and she just needed a bit more time to open up to him.

“Look!” Listener said, pointing a talon at the hut. “One’s coming out!’

Out from one of the huts emerged what was undoubtedly a scavenger. It was wearing leather garments over most of its body, including a crude pair of deerskin covers around its feet. Are they covering the bottoms of its feet too? Fathom wondered. Wouldn’t that make balancing more difficult? They’re on two feet all the time for crying out loud.

What he also found curious was its chin, which had several little hairs on it. What were those for? Were they like the barbels on SeaWing chins, which were meant to help taste the ocean water and pick up the location of prey?

The creature was holding a metal jug. It walked over in their direction, where there was a crude water well. Before putting down the jug, the scavenger squinted up into the sky, opened its mouth, and sneezed.

Listener squealed delightfully. Okay, that was pretty cute, Fathom admitted to himself.

“That one’s a male, I’m pretty sure,” Listener said. “The males are stronger than females, so they tend to do more of the active labor. Although this one right now is just gathering water.”

“How interesting,” Darkstalker mused. “Are males usually the leaders in their tribes?”

“I haven’t been able to tell if this tribe does have a leader, actually,” Listener said. “But if they did, it wouldn’t surprise me if it was male.”

“So, you’ve just been watching them like this?” Fathom asked.

“When I can,” Listener said. “They’re asleep most of the time that I’m awake, so I miss out on a lot. But I did sneak in on them having breakfast one day. They all eat together in that big house over there behind the trees.”

“Do they know that you’re watching them?”

“Nope,” Listener said. “They haven’t noticed me yet.”

“You should let them,” Darkstalker suggested. “Once they know about you, you can start doing some things for them. Maybe you can give them gifts, and they’ll start making traditions and rituals about you.”

“No thank you,” Listener said. “I would much rather observe them in their natural habitat. Which means that until I’ve seen enough, I have to stay out of their way.”

“And you haven’t seen enough already?” Darkstalker asked, raising his ears.

“Not at all! There’s a pregnant woman in this village. At the very least, I want to see what it looks like when she gives birth. They don’t lay eggs, you know.”

The scavenger by now had a jug full of water, which he was taking a long drink from. Darkstalker used his tail to grab a branch behind him so he could lean forward and get a better view. Suddenly, the scavenger looked up at them. Fathom felt his heart jump. “Darkstalker, you said that they can’t see us, right?” he asked, shrinking a little as if trying to make himself invisible.

“They shouldn’t be able to,” Darkstalker said, keeping himself incredibly still. “I think he’s just alerted by the branches.”

“How about you stop alerting him, then?” Listener suggested. “I’ve kept them from suspecting me so far; I don’t want you to ruin my cover.”

“We’ll be fine,” Darkstalker said. “As long as I don’t move, he’ll forget about us and move on. It’s not like he can get us from up here anyway.”

“It’s not a matter of if he can hurt us, it’s a matter of if he finds out that there are invisible dragons spying on his village.”

“Which won’t happen if we’re out of his reach,” Darkstalker retorted. “Just don’t move; he’ll lose interest.”

The scavenger set his jug onto the ground. Then he lowered his head and started picking through the grass.

“Listener, what’s he doing?” Fathom asked nervously.

“I … don’t know,” Listener answered. “I’ve never seen a scavenger do that.”

Clearsight suddenly stiffened up. “Um, guys? Don’t ask why, but I think we should get out of here.”

“What? Why?” Darkstalker asked. “I’m still having fun.”

“I don’t know,” she whispered, sounding extremely nervous now. “A bad vision flashed through my head, with a lot of panicking and shouting. I think we’re better off playing it safe and leaving now.”

“I don’t see anything like that in my futures, Clearsight,” Darkstalker told her. “But alright, if you say so.” He raised his front talons and put them over his head …

… and then got clocked in the head with a flying rock, knocking him off the branch and sending him to the ground.

  



13. Chapter 12


    
    
  FATHOM


Clearsight shrieked and dove down after Darkstalker. Fathom and the others, meanwhile, threw themselves into the air in a panic. “What the heck was that?!” he blurted, eyes darting to and fro in case another rock suddenly catapulted their way.

The scavenger began shouting barbaric gibberish. “Vey ooness eeay daro! Pawb! Mi ooness ee daro’r bwistvill anhooeleedig!”

“I think the scavenger threw a rock at Darkstalker,” Indigo said, landing beside Darkstalker and Clearsight.

“How?” Fathom asked. “Darkstalker was invisible! How good are scavengers at throwing things?”

“Guys, hurry up and help me get Darkstalker away from here!” Clearsight shouted. “He got knocked out.”

Fathom and Listener swept over to Clearsight. She was holding onto Darkstalker, who was slumped over and had blood covering the right side of his face. Fathom bent down to lift him up from his other end when the scavenger ran their way. His foot was mere inches away from trampling Listener when he finally stopped, and Listener let out a terrified scream. She put her talons on her head and shouted, “Get me out of here!” She was gone in an instant. Indigo flew up into the air, soaring over trees. Fathom guessed that she was scanning for other scavengers that might be coming their way.

The scavenger crouched down, looking carefully at them. Fathom pulled Darkstalker in the opposite direction, but the scavenger was much faster. He reached forward with both hands and dexterously grabbed both Fathom and Darkstalker while catching Clearsight’s forearm between two of his digits. The scavenger’s grip was so strong that Fathom could feel himself suffocating. He let out a panicked croak to signal for help.

Clearsight opened her maw and blasted a plume of fire at the scavenger’s face. From the scavenger’s point of view, it was no larger than a torch flame, but it was still big enough to startle him into dropping them.

Fathom and Clearsight wrapped their wings around Darkstalker, and he crashed to the ground in a daze of whiplash. He craned his head over to see if the scavenger was still after them, but he appeared to be overwhelmed by the fire he’d just witnessed — shouting more savageries in his native tongue.

Darkstalker suddenly groaned, snapping Fathom’s attention his way. “Darkstalker, you have to get out of here!” he told him, ducking low and spreading one of his wings to cover his friend from the scavenger.

“Wha…?” Darkstalker muttered in response.

The scavenger suddenly shrieked and began scurrying. When Fathom looked back up at him, he saw Indigo clambering all over his face and body. The scavenger was flailing his arms about trying to get her off.

“Indigo, what are you doing?!” Clearsight shouted. “That thing can break your neck!”

Fathom’s talons dug into Darkstalker’s scales. Please, no.

“I’ll be fine,” Indigo said as she squirmed out of the scavenger’s grasp and sunk her talons into his leg. “Go and find somewhere to hide with Darkstalker. Once the scavenger loses track of you, I’ll teleport out of here. Now move!”

Clearsight and Fathom picked Darkstalker up and scurried off into the woods without another word of protest. The two of them had their eyes fixed on Indigo and the scavenger, though. “Is she going to be okay, Clearsight?” he asked.

“I think so,” Clearsight assured. “She looks like she knows what she’s doing.”

“But you said she could break her neck,” he said. “Didn’t you see that happening?”

“I see a lot of things, Fathom,” she said. “She knows how dangerous that scavenger is now, and she’s being careful. Almost all of the futures I see end in her survival.”

Fathom moaned. “I’d really prefer it if it were all of them,” he said.

They circled around a tree trunk and found a cavity between a pair of roots. Just as they started to take shelter between them, Darkstalker spoke again.

“Clearsight, what’s going on?” he asked, his voice scarcely more than a murmur.

“Darkstalker, cover your head with your talons and say, ‘get me out of here’,” Clearsight told him pressingly.

Darkstalker winced and put his hands over his forehead. “My head…” he muttered. “Get me out of here.”

At once, Darkstalker disappeared. Relief washed over Fathom, and he leaned back against the tree bark, exhausted.

“Indigo, Darkstalker’s back at the palace!” Clearsight shouted. “Get out of here now.”

“Understood!” Indigo responded. “Get me out of here!”

The scavenger shouted something in surprise.

Clearsight covered her head and teleported back to the palace, and Fathom soon followed. When he reappeared near the golden goblet on Darkstalker’s desk, he glanced around pensively to make sure that everyone was actually there.

Listener, thankfully, hadn’t gone back to the scavenger den, and was there when they all returned. She and Clearsight hugged each other as Listener apologized for chickening out. Indigo wasted no time retrieving her whale tooth spear that leaned against Darkstalker’s bedpost, and attentively returned to Fathom’s flank.

Darkstalker was shaking and disoriented, lying curled up on the floor with his talons on his head and his face locked in a tight wince. Clearsight was already at his side trying to help him stand. He was bleeding from nose to horns, and huffing with every exhale. “I feel like my head’s being crushed by a boulder,” he moaned. “Where’s my emerald bowl?”

“It’s over here, next to the fountain,” Clearsight said, leading him out of Darkstalker’s bedroom and into the main room of his suite. Fathom and the others followed them as they made their way to the fountain, which was bubbling idly, reflecting the muted light coming in from the balcony. On the ledge of the fountain was a gold bowl studded with emeralds.

Darkstalker filled the bowl with water from the fountain, drank from it, and sighed. He dipped his face down into the fountain water and washed it off. When he turned to face his friends, not a single scratch was left on him. “Well, that was exciting,” he said with a chipper ring in his voice.

Fathom felt like he’d just been betrayed. He looked at the bowl in Darkstalker’s talons as if it were a slaughtered hatchling. “That’s another enchanted item,” he said.

Darkstalker looked down at his bowl and pursed his lips. “It is,” he admitted. “I enchanted it to heal anyone who drinks from it.”

“Darkstalker, how many times do I need to tell you this?” Fathom asked, pinning his ears sadly. “You said that you were going to stop using your magic frivolously, didn’t you?”

“Yes, I did,” Darkstalker said, setting the bowl aside and scowling at the ground. “And if it were up to me, I would be keeping that promise.”

“What do you mean?” Indigo asked. “It is up to you, isn’t it?”

Darkstalker shook his head. “Queen Vigilance has been getting bolder with me ever since she moved me into the palace,” he said. “She has been demanding that I make enchanted items for her to help with the war effort.”

Fathom went stiff. Memories of Queen Lagoon and Albatross thundered through his mind. The orders Lagoon had imposed on Albatross, the stress that she’d put on him to use his animus magic as much as he could, the constant focus on his powers and enchantments — these were the things that helped accelerate Albatross’ deterioration. His grandfather’s soul might not have been so badly broken if Queen Lagoon hadn’t forced him to use his magic as much as he did.

And now Queen Vigilance was doing the same thing to Darkstalker.

“I know, Fathom,” Darkstalker said, breaking him out of his mental trance. “I don’t like it either.”

“You can’t let her do this,” Fathom said desperately. “Please Darkstalker, stop making enchantments for her. You can’t let her destroy your soul — even if you think it might be protected.”

“I can’t just stop,” Darkstalker said begrudgingly. “But I’ve been trying to minimize the harm. Clearsight has been keeping a closer eye on the futures where my soul is in danger, and I’ve been doing what I can to keep Vigilance from asking for new enchantments too often.” He grinned mischievously. “Right now, she’s convinced that my magic takes time to build up. I told her that it can take weeks or even months to prepare a new spell after making the last one.”

“That was pretty close to what Albatross was doing for Queen Lagoon,” Indigo said. “Darkstalker, you can’t keep doing this — not with enchantments like this. If the other things the queen requested are like the ones you put on this bowl, then they can really hurt you.” Fathom looked at Indigo, a little startled. She’d never sounded this worried about Darkstalker before.

“I’m afraid there’s not much else I can do,” Darkstalker said. “If I don’t do what she wants, she could have me arrested. And trying to convince her that she’s putting my soul in danger has been next to impossible. It’s hard for her to consider what my spells might be doing to me when her mind is so preoccupied with her boring new idea for a spell.”

“Could I talk with her?” Fathom asked. “Maybe she’ll start listening if another animus dragon asks her to stop.”

“I doubt she’ll listen to you, but you can try,” Darkstalker said. “I’ll let her know that you request an audience with her the next time I see her.”

Fathom smiled, relieved. “Thank you. I’ll try to get her to stop, Darkstalker. For your sake.”

Darkstalker dipped the bowl into the fountain again and lifted it back up. “Did anyone else get hurt?” he asked. “We might as well make use of this before Vigilance decides to keep it all for herself.”

“I think we’re all alright,” Listener said. “What about the scavenger? Did he get hurt?”

Indigo shook her head. “He was perfectly fine when the rest of us teleported away.”

“Good. At least we didn’t burn their entire village to the ground.”

“Indeed,” Darkstalker said cheerfully. “I’d consider our little visit a success.”

“You’re joking,” Listener deadpanned. “Darkstalker, you ruined the sanctity of their peaceful community! Now they know that invisible dragons are watching them.”

“First of all, yes, of course I’m joking. Secondly, you can’t blame me for that,” Darkstalker said defensively. “I grabbed the scavenger’s attention completely by accident. All I did was lean forward a little bit, then I stayed completely still the moment he was looking at me. Why should I have expected it to throw a rock at me like that?”

Listener didn’t seem to have anything to say in response to that, but she still looked like she wanted to remain angry. “I need to get home,” she finally said.

“Did you at least have fun?” Darkstalker asked, smiling a little.

“No!” Listener shouted, flaring her wings. “I was terrified!”

“Well, I found it exciting,” Darkstalker said. “I wasn’t able to hear everything that was happening, but I could feel the adrenaline rushing through my body. I could only imagine how thrilling it was for you guys.”

Fathom found himself secretly agreeing with Darkstalker. He hadn’t had a genuine adventure in such a long time. The spirit that he once had had gotten completely swallowed by fear the day Albatross went mad. But Darkstalker was trying to give Fathom that spirit back, and he was pretty sure it was working. And just like pretty much everything else Darkstalker was doing, he was really appreciating it. If Darkstalker or Listener asked him to come back and use this enchanted goblet a second time, he’d probably say yes.

But on the other talon, that was dangerous. He was trapped in a world where his species wasn’t the apex race, and where everything had the potential to kill him. What if Indigo had gotten hurt, and Fathom had to use his magic to keep her safe, and he started turning evil as a result? What if that rock had killed Darkstalker? And besides, this was animus magic he was messing around with. Wasn’t he kind of condoning the use of Darkstalker’s magic by letting himself have fun with that goblet?

“Look, I’m tired,” Listener said. “I need to get home and get to bed.”

“I agree with Listener,” Clearsight said. “It’s been a long day.”

Fathom rubbed his eyes and yawned agreeably. Even though he’d adopted a NightWing sleep schedule a long time ago, his body seemed naturally resistant to it. His body had forgotten that he was supposed to be asleep when he was watching the scavengers, but it was reminding him now — now that he was shrouded under the ceiling of the palace instead of under the bright blue sky.

He knew that he wasn’t sleeping as much has he had been when he was in the Sea Kingdom last year, but that was probably a good thing. When he was in the Sea Kingdom, he never had anything better to do with his life, so he stayed in bed for sixteen hours a day just to burn time. He’d take being friends with Darkstalker over that any day, even if it meant being a little sleep-deprived.

“Alright,” Darkstalker said. He picked up the goblet and handed it over to Listener. “Have a good sleep, Listener.”

Listener took it from him and nodded. “Thanks, Darkstalker.”

Once she was on her way out of the palace, Fathom turned back to Darkstalker. “I should probably be going back to my chamber as well.”

“Hold on,” Darkstalker said. “Before you go, I want to talk to you for a moment, alone.”

Fathom was startled at first, but soon after nodded. “Yeah, I’m okay with that. Indigo?”

“That’s fine,” Indigo said, standing up and stretching. “I’ll see you back at the suite.”

That was the third time Indigo had surprised Fathom that day with her attitude towards Darkstalker. When she walked away, he realized that this was the first time that Indigo willingly let Darkstalker alone with Fathom.

“I wasn’t expecting that to go that smoothly either,” Darkstalker said to him. “Maybe she’s finally warming up to me.”

“I hope so,” Fathom said. “Thank you for being so patient with her.”

Darkstalker picked up his emerald bowl again and started tapping the surface of the water in it, making little circles that spread out to the edge of the bowl. “You know she’s only hard on me because she cares about you, right?”

“I know,” Fathom said. He sat down and began fidgeting with the claw on the joint of his wing. “We’ve been friends ever since I can remember, so she’s kinda protective. But she does have a good heart.”

“How come you haven’t told her how you feel yet?” Darkstalker asked.

Fathom snapped to attention, his heart racing. For just a second, he stared wide-eyed at Darkstalker. Then Darkstalker gave him a knowing smile and pointed a talon at the teardrop scale next to his eye. Fathom sagged his body. “Right. Of course you know that.”

“I really think you should,” Darkstalker told him. “Would you like to know how she feels about you?”

“Absolutely not,” he said sternly. And it wasn’t because he was afraid she didn’t feel the same way about him. He just hated the idea of delving into someone’s thoughts without their consent — especially someone like Indigo. He knew that NightWings saw it differently, but he’d never be comfortable with it. Indigo’s mind belonged to her: nobody else should listen to it without her letting them.

“Alright,” Darkstalker said with a shrug. “I’m just saying, I think it’d go over well for you if you did.”

“I don’t want the rest of the Night Kingdom to know about how much she means to me,” Fathom explained. “As far as the NightWings are concerned, she’s just my bodyguard.”

“Oh, let the Night Kingdom know!” he said joyfully. “Let the NightWings know that you’re in love and happier than all of them because of it.”

“Darkstalker, you don’t understand,” Fathom said. “Indigo and I can never be together. If were were, Queen Pearl would have us separated the moment she found out.”

“Well, it’s a good thing Queen Pearl isn’t here in the Night Kingdom with you. She doesn’t need to find out.” Darkstalker sighed. “Fathom, look, you know you’re not going to be truly happy until you decide to be with her for the rest of your life. You may as well make that decision now.” He walked over to Fathom and handed the bowl to him, letting some of the water splash onto the floor. “Don’t worry about the consequences. You’re with the NightWings, Fathom: you’re in my kingdom. And as long as you’re in my kingdom, I promise that I’ll do whatever I can to keep you two together.”

Fathom smiled at Darkstalker, feeling a lot better hearing that. Taking the bowl, he raised it to his maw and took a drink, washing down an odd bitter taste that was starting to coat the back of his throat. Despite knowing that the water was enchanted, it didn’t make him feel any different. “I’ll think about it,” he said tentatively.

“I hope you do,” Darkstalker said. “Now go on and get some sleep.”

He nodded to Darkstalker and returned to his chamber. The palace was quiet during the morning — everyone was asleep or away. His talons echoed against the dark marble columns and mirrors until he heard the soft chirping of birdsongs that came in from his chamber balcony.

Indigo was waiting for him when he stepped in. Her face lit up like a lantern in the middle of a pitch black island cave once she saw him, and he couldn’t help but smile back, feeling a little nervous. “How’d your little talk go?” she asked quietly, as Wharf and Lionfish were busy snoring in the corner of the room.

“It was nice,” Fathom said as he walked across the hall into their bedroom. “Thanks for letting us talk by ourselves.”

Indigo tilted her head and followed him. “What do you mean?”

“Well, you’ve been on his case ever since we moved in here,” he said. “I wasn’t expecting you to leave us alone together.”

“Oh.” Indigo folded her ears, looking ashamed. “Yeah, I guess I’ve been letting my guard down around him, haven’t I?”

“I think that’s a good thing,” Fathom said, brushing his wing with hers. “Haven’t I been telling you that this whole time?”

“I know,” Indigo said. “You’re probably right. But I still feel like someone needs to keep an eye on him.”

Fathom stopped in his tracks and gave Indigo a sideways glance.

Indigo turned around to face him, raising a brow at him. “To be clear, I still don’t think we should totally trust him,” she said. “It’s bad enough that you probably already tipped him off that we’re friends.”

Fathom winced. “Yeah, he — he definitely already knows that.”

Indigo face-palmed. “Great. That’s just absolutely wonderful.”

“We actually talked about that quite a bit when we were alone.”

Indigo pinned her ears. “Fathom, I get that you like him, and I get that you think he’s on our side. But can’t you at least try to keep some of your secrets?”

“I did try. But he’s a mind reader. He probably knew we were friends the day I arrived here. He probably knows how much you mean to me more than you do.”

That last part came out suddenly and without any level of thought, and he immediately regretted saying it the moment he saw how Indigo’s face transformed. Her eyes lit up with curiosity and excitement, and then they softened as she gave him an impish smile, and then she took a step towards him — and he started feeling really, really happy, and no no no no, he was not ready to feel that right now!

“Are you saying what I think you’re saying?” she asked him.

“I … probably am,” Fathom said — even though he wanted to say, ‘Please ask me again later when I know how to answer that question without worrying about what’s going to happen.’

And he sat down on the carpeted floor — even though he wanted to scurry to his bedroom and order Indigo to do the same.

And Indigo touched her nose to his, and Fathom smiled in a way that let her know that he thought she was the most beautiful and brilliant dragon who had ever come into his life, and he never wanted to spend another moment without her by his side — even though he wanted …

… even though he wanted to act exactly like this whenever she was with him, and it made him feel like the tiniest sea slug in the ocean whenever he held back.

“I thought so,” she said, brushing her cheek against his and resting her head on his shoulder. “You were being kinda weird about it, though.”

“I love you, Indigo,” he affirmed, letting go of anything else that mattered to him.

“You’re the only reason I’m here, you know,” she returned. “I was so miserable when we were separated in the Sea Kingdom. And I knew that I’d keep feeling miserable if I didn’t come here with you. That’s why I begged Queen Pearl to let me be your bodyguard.” She lifted her head and looked at him, her eyes glistening like they were hiding the brightest stars in the sky. “The feeling’s mutual, Fathom. I love you too.”

They spent a long while staring at each other, accepting each other’s love, realizing how long they’d both been waiting for this and how much they both wanted this. He couldn’t remember a time in his life when he was this grateful to be alive.

Perhaps there’d be consequences to this that he wasn’t ready for, or unhappy compromises he’d have to make. But in this moment, he didn’t want anything about his life to change. In this moment, he couldn’t have asked for a better world.

  



14. Chapter 13


    
    
  CLEARSIGHT


Two glorious years passed.

With each passing day, she found herself focusing less and less on the future, and more and more on this incredible and delightful present. And this shift in focus wasn’t because Darkstalker had finally convinced her to stop stressing over the outcomes she saw. It was because the outcomes she saw stopped being stressful. They grew brighter and more exciting. Darkstalker was good, and he was staying good. He was never angry, never resentful, and never demanding. He still had that ambitious twinkle in his eye, but his ambition always seemed fueled by wholesome desires. He was exactly the type of dragon that Clearsight had fallen in love with.

At the same time, however, there was something ominous growing in the cauldron of her clairvoyance. It wasn’t a dark future or a violent outcome or anything concrete. It was an abstract, obscure warning: an alarm bell that told her that soon, she was going to have to make a difficult choice.

At first she thought that this difficult choice would be her marriage. She knew without a shadow of a doubt that she’d either marry Darkstalker or marry nobody. The harder question was when she would tie the knot with him.

But it wasn’t that much harder of a question. Darkstalker’s first suggestion was that they get married on Clearsight’s seventh hatching day — in other words, as early as was legally possible in the Night Kingdom.

Clearsight’s parents gave Darkstalker their blessing, even though they felt that the two of them ought to wait a little bit longer. But Clearsight already felt impatient enough waiting for her seventh hatching day. She didn’t want to wait any longer than that! She wanted to get married now!

She actually looked quite extensively through all of the futures to find a possible avenue she could take that led to an earlier marriage. However, there weren’t any that didn’t involve an unnecessary eloping or an awkward betrayal of the Night Kingdom, so Darkstalker’s first suggestion ended up being the only suggestion.

Clearsight chose Listener as her dragoness of honor, and Darkstalker chose Fathom as his best drake. The wedding took place in the palace garden, and was attended by the entire royal court — including Queen Vigilance herself, although she appeared to be incredibly bored the entire time.

It was a night of no regrets and unbounded happiness. She woke up the next afternoon in her new bedroom with her new husband, and she felt like she was the luckiest dragon that the world would ever know.

But that alarm bell was still there in her visions. She heard it growing louder. Her decision to wed Darkstalker — that wasn’t the choice her powers seemed to be dreading.

Perhaps, she then figured, the decision she’d have to make had to do with Fathom’s marriage rather than hers. He and Indigo wanted to get married — now more than ever, after being a part of her own wedding with Darkstalker. But Queen Pearl was even more paranoid than Fathom was about animus magic. To her, marriage led to dragonets, and dragonets led to the possibility of more animus dragons in the royal bloodline. Hence, she would never let Fathom marry, even though he’d already promised never to father any hatchlings.

“Why don’t you just get married here?” Darkstalker asked Fathom the night they had this discussion. They were walking down the streets of the market town south of the palace, looking for new decorations to add to Darkstalker and Clearsight’s new suite when the topic had been brought up.

Fathom tilted his head. “Here? You mean, here in the Night Kingdom?”

Darkstalker nodded. “You pretty much live here already. You might as well have a marriage ceremony here too. You don’t have any plans on going back to the Sea Kingdom any time soon, do you?”

“I’m going to have to eventually,” Fathom said. “One of these days, Queen Pearl is going to send me back.”

“If she let you stay here for this long, then she’s probably not in any hurry to pull you back into the Sea Kingdom.”

“I don’t think you know how hard it’s been to keep it that way,” Fathom told him. “She never expected me to stay here for this long. I don’t think anyone has. I know for sure that Wharf and Lionfish have been ready to go back home for years now. They kinda hate this job.”

Clearsight looked behind her at Lionfish, who was tailing them from a couple of flanks away. He looked bored out of his wits, and was staring glossily at them.

“Indigo and I would love to send them back, but my sister wants them to stay with us,” Fathom went on. “At any rate, if I get married here, then my sister will still find out. Once she finds out, she has her excuse to take us back to the Sea Kingdom and split us up.”

Fathom was right about that. According to every future Clearsight saw, Queen Pearl would demand Fathom to return home the moment she found out that his affair with Indigo was as serious as it was. She hadn’t yet found a way to make sure their happy futures were secured.

“If you do get married, it should be in secret,” Clearsight suggested. “We can make the ceremony somewhere private, and you’ll only invite the dragons who know about your relationship.”

“What would be the point of that?” Fathom asked. “If it’s not recognized by a royal crown, then it’s not really a marriage.”

“It’d still be a marriage to us,” Clearsight said. “There won’t be any legal bindings, but you could still exchange vows and celebrate your commitment to each other. That’s the part of marriage that matters to you, right?”

Fathom stopped for a second, smiling at the thought. “Yeah, I guess it is. That’d be nice.”

“I like the thought of it as well,” Darkstalker said, brushing his wing against Fathom’s and smiling at him. “We could wed you two at that spot on the beach that the both of you love so much. You know, where you carved that wooden NightWing for Clearsight?”

Fathom’s face lit up. “Yes! That would be perfect. Indigo would love that.”

Darkstalker beamed. “The tides should be calmer next week. Should we schedule the ceremony then?”

“Next week it is, then!” Fathom said. “I’ll go talk to Indigo about it. See you guys back at the palace!”

Fathom flapped his wings and took to the sky. His bioluminescent scales were brightened up with infatuated emotion, making him look like a little green star as he flew higher and higher. Further behind him, the vanishing silhouette of another dragon — which Clearsight assumed was Lionfish — tailed him back.

“I think I’m going to go back to the palace as well,” Clearsight said to Darkstalker. “Vigilance is going to want another report from me by morning, and I haven’t gotten anything started yet.”

“I’ll go find something to eat and meet you back in our suite,” Darkstalker said. He tapped Clearsight on the nose with his own and added, “See you soon, my sweetheart.”

She leaped into the air and flew off, feeling the gentle tug of the nightly breeze against her wings.

When she returned to her office in the palace, she lazily spent about half an hour scanning her brain for military updates to present to the queen. By the time Clearsight filled out a length of scroll, she figured that Darkstalker had probably just returned to the palace. She’d be pleased to let him know that she finished all of her work before he got the opportunity to distract her.

Her mind drifted back to Fathom and Indigo as she made her way to the throne room to deliver her report. She still wanted to hold onto the promise she’d made to them before she turned back time. After taking away their happy future, she owed them a happier one.

Plus, their futures were just so much fun to explore — particularly the bright ones. There were so many ways their lives could be fulfilled. She saw futures where Fathom decided to break his vow to Pearl and have several beautiful dragonets with Indigo. She saw futures where Fathom was welcomed back to the Sea Kingdom where he happily settled down with Indigo, forgiven by the new queen that ruled. She saw futures where he opened up his own wood carving shop in the Night Kingdom and spent the rest of his life here.

She let her mind dig into those futures again and let them fill her with wholesome joy. She always loved being reminded of the paths that were in store for her SeaWing friends.

But when she looked ahead, she couldn’t find those paths anymore.

Clearsight stopped in the middle of the corridor, confused. That’s weird, she thought. She closed her eyes and looked harder, further into the future, concentrating all of her attention on Fathom’s future. For some weird reason, they were gone. Fathom and Indigo were completely gone.

Okay, that was worrisome. Those futures were there before: Clearsight saw them on her wedding night, which was only a few days ago. Did something happen?

She tried looking ahead to earlier times. Instead of looking at the layout of Fathom’s futures five years down the line, she tried looking ahead just one year. Still nothing. So she tried one month. Again, nothing.

Panicking now, she stood in the shadow of a marble column and went through the most likely futures for Fathom after each day. The first few days were fine, but after about a week, something important happened. Fathom got a letter from Queen Pearl demanding his immediate return. A few days after that, he’d be gone from her and Darkstalker’s life forever.

That was the likeliest future now. In fact, it wasn’t just the likeliest: it was practically guaranteed. She couldn’t see anything in the entropy of the timelines that pushed their lives back on-course. If she didn’t do something soon, then the two of them would be doomed.

What happened?! she screamed internally. What did I do wrong?

Clearsight hurried into the throne room. She took two steps forward before Vigilance gave her an impatient snarl, and Clearsight promptly stopped and bowed low. “I have your war report, Your Majesty,” she said, rising slowly.

Her eyes scanned the queen’s court. The usual dragons were there, but so too was Lionfish, standing at Vigilance’s shoulder. He was situated in such a way that suggested he was whispering something in her ear.

“I’ll send out a messenger to the Sea Kingdom at sunset,” Vigilance said quietly to Lionfish. “Head back to your chamber, now.”

As Lionfish stepped down from Vigilance’s side and made his way out of the throne room, a chill ran down Clearsight’s spine. He gave Clearsight a nervous look as he passed her, then hurried to the door.


  It was him.


Her mind was absent from the reality in front of her those next couple of minutes. She vaguely remembered handing the scroll containing her report to Queen Vigilance, followed by her requesting that she join in on a war meeting tomorrow to discuss the report in greater detail, followed then by Vigilance casually dismissing her. She stepped out of the throne room feeling dizzy, doing everything she could to confirm her suspicions by looking at the futures that lay ahead of them.

Indeed, they were confirmed. When Clearsight studied the outlandish future where Darkstalker killed Queen Vigilance today, Fathom and Indigo were safe. Their futures remained intact, and Queen Pearl never demanded their return. The only reason their future had changed so suddenly was because now Queen Vigilance knew about the two of them.

And the only reason Queen Vigilance knew about the two of them was because Lionfish just told her.

This was bad. This was so very bad. She had to figure out what to do right now: there wasn’t a second she could waste.

The first thing she decided was that all her friends needed to know. Darkstalker and Listener knew about and supported Fathom and Indigo’s relationship: she had to let them know what was happening. Maybe if she got them all together to talk with Fathom and Indigo about this, they could find a way to stop it from happening.

Darkstalker, as expected, was waiting in their room in the castle, boredly watching the fountain in the center as it stirred up the water. He turned his head and raised his ears when he heard her approaching. “Clearsight!” he said, rising up to his feet. “You’re back early. How was — oh no, what happened?”

“Queen Vigilance just discovered Fathom’s secret,” she said. “Lionfish was listening in on the conversation we had in the market and told her everything. If she delivers the message to Queen Pearl — “

Darkstalker’s eyes widened. “No,” he whispered. “All those years we spent trying to make him happy…”

“We still have some time to figure out how to stop this,” she said, pacing impatiently. “Vigilance won’t send any messengers out until sunset.”

Darkstalker nodded. “I didn’t want to sleep tonight anyway,” he said, making his way to the door. “Let’s go talk to Fathom and Indigo.”

“I’m going to go fetch Listener,” Clearsight told him. “She’s one of the only other dragons we can trust.”

“Meet me at my parents’ house, then,” he said. “These walls have ears. We don’t want anyone else listening.”

Clearsight cantered to the balcony and threw herself into the air. She caught a light current and used it to turn around, making her way towards Listener’s neighborhood. The first grays of early dawn were just beginning to lift the stars from the sky.

As Listener’s house came into view, Clearsight ran through the immediate future in her head. She confirmed that Listener was at home and awake, which was a relief. She wouldn’t have had time to go looking for her if she wasn’t around.

She landed on Listener’s porch and prepared to open the door, before changing her mind and knocking instead. “Listener, are you here?” she asked, despite knowing the answer already. “This is really important.”

Listener opened up a few seconds later. She tilted her head and eyed Clearsight suspiciously. “Are you overreacting over a new future or something?”

“This one is really serious,” Clearsight insisted. “Fathom’s in trouble.”

When Clearsight explained the entire situation, Listener appeared much more concerned. “How can I help?” she asked.

“We need to come up with ideas on how to stop this,” Clearsight said. “Everyone else is at Darkstalker’s parents’ house right now.”

“I’m on it,” Listener said as she darted past Clearsight and began flying.

Clearsight quickly followed after her. “You know that we’re probably going to be staying up all day to figure this out, right?”

“That’s fine,” she answered, tilting her head slightly to let Clearsight hear her better. “Sleep is for the weak.”

The morning sun was just creeping over the mountains when Clearsight landed at the front of the house. When she walked inside, everyone was already seated in the living room — including Darkstalker’s family. Fathom, Indigo, Whiteout, Arctic, Foeslayer, Darkstalker — and now Clearsight and Listener — were all there.

Something fluttered in her head. That difficult decision that her mind had been warning her about — it was coming.

“Are we sure there’s no way to talk Queen Vigilance out of sending Queen Pearl that letter?” Indigo asked.

“I’m afraid so,” Darkstalker said. “Vigilance doesn’t want Fathom in her palace anymore. She’s been looking for an excuse to kick him out for months.”

“Why?” Listener asked. She found a pair of open cushions beside Whiteout and sat down next to her. Clearsight took the remaining free seat beside her and listened thoughtfully.

“As far as she’s concerned, Fathom is no longer useful and she’s tired of providing for him,” Darkstalker said pointedly. “Unfortunately, she agreed to keep Fathom in her palace until Queen Pearl requested his retrieval.”

“I’ve definitely been getting that impression,” Fathom agreed. “I don’t think Vigilance can be persuaded.”

“Just kill the messenger,” Arctic said coldly. “What matters is that Queen Pearl doesn’t know about your little romance. If you can’t stop the message from being sent, then stop the message from being received.”

“Remind me again who invited you to join in on this discussion,” Darkstalker said, shooting a scowl at his father.

Arctic grit his teeth at his son. “You did,” he said. “When you decided to storm our house with all your friends.”

“I think Arctic and I have an important perspective here,” Foeslayer said, looking between her son and her husband. “He violated the will of his tribe by falling in love with me, and Fathom is violating the will of his queen by falling in love with Indigo.”

“Do you think we should try killing the messenger too, Foeslayer?” Fathom asked.

“Certainly not!” she answered. “You can’t catch a NightWing messenger. They’re fast, they’re strong, and they’re invisible in the night sky.”

“Not to mention it’s completely immoral to kill the messenger for just doing their job,” Clearsight added, a little surprised to hear Foeslayer not say something similar.

“How about this?” Listener started. “When Queen Pearl arrives to pick Fathom up, we hide him using my goblet. They’ll never find them as long as they stay tiny and far away. And they can come back when Queen Pearl stops looking for them.”

Fathom and Indigo looked tentatively at each other, then back at Listener. “I don’t think I could survive being tiny for that long,” he said to her. “But it’s a good back-up plan.”

“That future doesn’t look like it’ll play out very well if we go that route,” Clearsight said, scanning those possibilities as fast as she could. “Fathom would most likely become a fugitive in both the Night and Sea Kingdoms. He won’t just be able to return here with Indigo.”

“Maybe you should follow the queen’s orders when they arrive,” Foeslayer said. “If you beg her to let you revoke your vows, she might be forgiving.”

Clearsight sighed. “That’s probably too optimistic,” she said morosely. “I can’t be entirely sure about what will happen between Fathom and Indigo, but I can at the very least guarantee that if that if Pearl brings Fathom home, Darkstalker and I are never going to see him again.”

“No,” Fathom said firmly. “That can’t happen.”

“It definitely can’t,” Whiteout agreed, looking and sounding more thoughtful than Clearsight had ever seen her. “The magicians have become a cyclone of energy. Any attempt to untangle them now will result in a terrible thunderstorm.”

There was a worrying period of silence — one where everyone wanted to come up with the next idea but where nobody had any left. This can’t be it, Clearsight whispered to herself. This can’t be the way it ends. Not with everyone just sitting and waiting for Fathom’s life to get destroyed.

She could feel it coming. The tension, the phantom anxiety, the sense of dread — it was converging, it was building. This couldn’t be the end of the conversation, if only for that reason. Her clairvoyance was screaming at her, insisting that she was going to have to make a critical decision soon. But she couldn’t figure out what it was.


  Why can’t I figure it out? What are you trying to tell me?!


“So,” Fathom started, “we can’t talk Vigilance out of delivering the letter, we can’t intercept the message, we can’t let Queen Pearl see the message, and we can’t run away and hide from her forever.” He shook his head and sighed. “Why did you have to betray us, Lionfish?”

“I’m going to slaughter that conniving eel once I see him again, believe me,” Indigo growled.

There was another three heartbeats of silence.

Then, Darkstalker spoke.

“Is there a reason we’re not considering the obvious solution to this problem?”

Every pair of eyes was now on him. Clearsight held her breath, her clairvoyance shaking her like a leaf.

“What do you mean?” Indigo asked. “There doesn’t seem to be any obvious solution here.”

“Sure there is,” he said. There was an ambitious twinkle in his eye. “Look, there’s a deeper problem here. Fathom, Indigo — you two have managed to stay together for this long, but you were never able to walk on thin ice like this forever.”

“I know,” Fathom said, folding his ears. “This was bound to happen eventually, wasn’t it?”

“No,” Darkstalker said firmly. “This only happened because you two live in a Kingdom that rejects your love. You need to live in a Kingdom where the queen will accept you two, or else you’ll never be together the way you deserve to be.”

Clearsight’s heart froze. Not this. Please not this.

“So, we should leave the Night Kingdom?” Fathom guessed.

“No!” Darkstalker snapped, rising to his feet.

“Wait, that doesn’t sound so bad,” Fathom argued. “We could find an island in the Rainforest Kingdom — one that’ll be close enough for you guys to visit.”

“How can you not see what needs to be done?” Darkstalker’s tail flicked once, then he stood straighter. “It’s not the Kingdom that needs to change. It’s the queen.”

Clearsight could see the scales on everyone’s backs stand a little straighter. She could feel hers snapping down, as if she were trying to make herself as small as possible.

“Queen Vigilance doesn’t deserve the NightWing throne anymore,” he continued. “It’s time for a new queen to take over.”

Then he looked at his wife — his soulmate — the dragon who was supposed to love him and trust him every step of the way — and the dragon who feared him again for the first time in years. And he said:

“I nominate Clearsight.”

  



15. Chapter 14


    
    
  DARKSTALKER


“Wait, WHAT?!” Clearsight shrieked. “I don’t want to be queen! I thought you were the one who wanted to rule the NightWings.”

“I’ve thought about ruling the NightWings,” Darkstalker said, choosing his words carefully. “But I never wanted to do it without you ruling beside me as queen. You would certainly make a better ruler than Vigilance.”

“I would not,” Clearsight said firmly. “I’d die of stress after a year.”

“But you’d have your future sight to help you make the right decisions,” Darkstalker argued. “And remember: I would be ruling with you. The burden of responsibility wouldn’t be placed entirely on your back.”

“This option isn’t on the table, Darkstalker,” Arctic told him. “First of all, we don’t have any way of assassinating Queen Vigilance. Secondly, protecting Fathom isn’t worth betraying the NightWing tribe.”

“First of all,” Darkstalker retorted, “we do have a way of assassinating Queen Vigilance. Three dragons in this room have animus magic. One is willing to use it.”

“Definitely not,” Indigo said, rising to her feet. “Fathom would never let you use your magic to kill Queen Vigilance — even if it meant protecting us.”

Right, Fathom thought, nodding in agreement. I wouldn’t … or would I?

Hmm, interesting. Fathom was actually quite comfortable with the fact that he was willing to use his magic to protect him. He could definitely use that to his advantage. A quick scan of the minds of everyone else in the room suggested that nobody liked his idea yet (except for maybe Whiteout, who was always impossible to decipher), but perhaps with a bit of discussion, they could be persuaded.

“I wouldn’t even need to enchant anything new,” Darkstalker said to Indigo. “Do you really think I haven’t enchanted anything capable of killing a dragon yet?”

Indigo narrowed her eyes suspiciously. “Why would you need an enchantment like that?”

“For the same reason Queen Pearl thought that Fathom needed you,” Darkstalker said. “We need protection from dragons who might want to hurt us. Vigilance never gave me my own personal bodyguard, so I had to take measures into my own talons.”

“Which you shouldn’t blame him for,” Arctic said to Indigo. “You threatened to kill him the day you met him, after all.”

Darkstalker almost thanked his father for speaking in his defense like that.

“I never had to use the weapons I made to hurt anyone,” Darkstalker added. “But I still have them. We can use them now if we have to.”

“No,” Foeslayer said, shaking her head. The look on her face and the thoughts in her mind actually made Darkstalker feel a little guilty. “Darkstalker, dear, you can’t kill the queen. What your father said is right: protecting Fathom and Indigo isn’t worth betraying the tribe.”

“Mother, I wouldn’t be betraying the tribe,” Darkstalker said sincerely. “I’d be saving it. We have been at war with the IceWings for eleven years now. With Clearsight and me at the head of the Kingdom, we can finally put an end to it.”

“I find that extremely hard to believe,” Arctic said. “Your existence is the reason we’re still at war in the first place. I could end it right now by sending your severed head back to the Ice Kingdom.”

“I can see the future and I know that I’m right about this,” Darkstalker refuted, summoning every ounce of self-control in his body to ignore his father’s pathetic excuse of a threat. “Clearsight, back me up on this. You see how quickly the war can end with us on the throne too, right?”

Clearsight was quiet for a moment. Her eyes were closed as she finally started exploring the same threads he’d been exploring for years. “He’s right,” she finally said, opening her eyes. “There’s a peace treaty on the horizon if Darkstalker kills Queen Vigilance and we take the throne.” She sounded like she was reluctantly making a confession, which put a bitter taste in the back of Darkstalker’s throat.

“Case in point,” Darkstalker said, smiling encouragingly at her regardless. “This isn’t just about saving Fathom from his sister. This is about bringing order back to the Night Kingdom. This is about keeping the IceWings and NightWings from hating each other for the rest of our lives.”

Whiteout’s eyes suddenly lit up.

“But we don’t need to kill Queen Vigilance to end the war,” Clearsight protested. “Darkstalker, please: don’t go down this path. We can figure this out without stealing power from the royal family.”

“Can we?” Darkstalker asked. “Or can we just push our problems a couple of years down the road while Vigilance continues to send more NightWings to their deaths?”

“I’m with Darkstalker,” Listener said.

There was a brief moment of silence in the room as Listener’s comment was digested. Darkstalker lifted his ears, pleasantly surprised. Listener had been quiet and contemplative this whole time; for a moment he’d forgotten she was there. Her mind had been whirring slowly, lingering on each point each dragon had made instead of immediately responding to any of them. A quick judgment from her mind verified to Darkstalker that he now had an ally.


  One down.


“Y-you are?” Clearsight asked, baffled. “Do you realize what Darkstalker’s saying?”

“Of course I do!” Listener said. “Clearsight, you and Darkstalker are two of the smartest and most generous dragons I know. If I could choose any two dragons to be king and queen of the Night Kingdom, it would be you.”

“But I don’t want to be queen,” Clearsight said. “I don’t know how to lead a tribe.”

“Yes you do,” Darkstalker said warmly. “You’ve been leading this tribe your entire life. That’s why you spend so much time worrying about it.”

“I spend so much time worrying about the things you could do to it,” Clearsight shot back. “Things like you taking over the Night Kingdom and usurping the throne.”

“Is that really a fundamentally bad thing, though?” Listener asked. “If Darkstalker would make a better king, then let him take the throne.”

“Even if it meant murdering the queen?” Clearsight said.

“Yes! So what if we need to kill Queen Vigilance to do it? Is there anyone in this room who doesn’t hate her guts?”

The three heartbeats of silence that followed were absolutely delectable. And the words that broke it were even more so.

“Down with the queen!” Whiteout announced. “My allegiance lies with my brother. Let him weave blacks and whites into the Kingdom of Stars.”

Darkstalker smiled proudly at his sister. Two down.

“I don’t know,” Fathom said, fidgeting with his talons. “Is it really a good idea for an animus to rule over a Kingdom?”

“I think so,” Listener said. “Leaders have to be powerful, right?”

“But a powerful leader isn’t always good,” Indigo said, her tone still rife with hostility. “A powerful leader can be corrupted, and Fathom and I have seen that happen. Animus dragons aren’t meant to rule kingdoms.”

“That is completely untrue,” Arctic said with a scowl. “The Ice Kingdom has had animus dragons for centuries, many of whom took the throne and ruled the kingdom without any issue.” His eyes glided over to his son. “The difference, however, is that they had a right to their throne, given to them through blood. You have no such thing.”

“I don’t?” Darkstalker said. “That’s strange; last I checked, my father was a prince.”

Arctic barked out a laugh. “Tell that to the NightWing royals. I’ve lived here for eleven years now and not once has any dragon here treated me like the royalty I am.”

“But that’s their problem, not yours. If I don’t have the right to rule that’s granted to royalty, then you don’t have the right to a royal title.” He let slip a shrewd smile. “Although, that would change if I were king, wouldn’t it? Because if I officially became king, then you would officially become prince. And you would take back all the royal titles and privileges you left behind when you came here.”

That stopped Arctic right in his tracks. He kept his posture cold and rigid, and Darkstalker listened in on his mind as it began began whirring. That’s true, isn’t it? he thought. I may have a lousy excuse for a son, but if he were king, I’d be royalty again. He didn’t like the idea of being beneath his child in the hierarchy of royal power, but he liked it more than the idea of being a walking trinket for Queen Vigilance.


  Three down. You don’t need to admit it out loud.


Foeslayer still seemed a bit too uncertain about the danger involved with overthrowing the royal family. She was afraid of Darkstalker getting hurt or killed, or drawing too much attention to her family. And even though she didn’t like Queen Vigilance, she was reluctant to the thought of conspiring against her like this.

However, she was considering the possibilities. She knew first-hand how difficult it was to work under Vigilance. She knew how incompetent she was at times, and how prone she was to impulsively provoking bloodshed. She knew how if weren’t for Clearsight, they probably would have lost the war by now. “Can you really end the war if you become king?” she asked her son.

“It would be over in a month,” Darkstalker said. “Right now, Queen Diamond’s main obsession is you and Arctic. She’s fighting our tribe because the only animus heir they had ran away with you and joined us.”

“I never meant to betray them,” Arctic quickly said, sounding extremely bitter.

“Queen Diamond wants reparations, but she’d be willing to renegotiate terms with me on the throne. We’d be able to end the war in exchange for Arctic’s safe return to the Ice Kingdom.”

“Wait, hold on. I wouldn’t agree to those terms,” Foeslayer said. “Arctic and I are married. I don’t want him leaving for the Ice Kingdom without me.”

“You wouldn’t be apart forever,” Darkstalker said. “Arctic would be a prince of the Night Kingdom and the Ice Kingdom. He would be free to travel between the kingdoms once our tribes are on friendly terms. Whenever he comes back, he can see you again.”

“I would be happy to agree to those terms,” Arctic said. “I’d certainly prefer it to being trapped here for the rest of my life.”

Foeslayer frowned, looking between Arctic and Darkstalker. “Maybe this is for the best,” she murmured, lowering her wings.


  Four down.


Fathom was on the verge of teetering over as well. He was wrestling between the trust he’d gained of him over the years and the lingering fear he had for animus magic. It should only take a gentle nudge in the right direction to bring him on the other side.

“What exactly are you worried about, Fathom?” Darkstalker asked him. “I thought you had a lot of faith in me and Clearsight.”

“What? No, I do,” Fathom stuttered. “But isn’t it possible that something can happen? What if becoming king causes you to start using your powers more? And what if that starts to eat away at your soul?”

“I will keep you and Clearsight by my side at all times, Fathom,” Darkstalker assured. “You’ve always been good at reminding me that my powers are dangerous. I won’t let myself forget it.”

“I know,” Fathom said. I’ve known that for a long time. “You’re not dangerous. I — … I think you should be king.”

“You too, Fathom?” Clearsight said, looking all the more mortified.

“Maybe this isn’t such a bad idea after all,” Indigo added. “If Fathom agrees too, then maybe a King Darkstalker can actually work out. But only if Clearsight rules alongside him.”

Six down. Only one dragon was left.

“We’re not supposed to rule the Night Kingdom!” Clearsight shouted. “That wasn’t ever supposed to happen.”

“But it should happen!” Listener told her. “You’re basically doing the queen’s job already. Even before you started working for Vigilance, you’ve been trying to do whatever you can to keep the Night Kingdom from getting destroyed.”

“Yes, and I’ve been doing that by trying to keep Darkstalker away from the throne,” Clearsight said.

Oh moons, that stung.

“Do you have no faith in your husband?” Listener asked, sounding genuinely offended on his behalf. “You’ve always been like this with him. Darkstalker is such a good dragon, and yet you’ve never seemed to give him your trust.”

Clearsight stiffened up. “How dare you!” she snapped. “Of course I trust Darkstalker! I haven’t worried about him or his soul in years.”

“Then why don’t you trust him now?”

“Because now he’s asking to become king of the NightWings.”

“Which everyone here supports except for you.”

“Well, you shouldn’t.” Clearsight’s eyes darted worriedly from one dragon to another, as if she were looking for someone who would agree with her. “Look, I’ve seen what happens when Darkstalker takes the crown. I’ve seen the terrible things that can come out of it. This is exactly what I’ve been trying to avoid because all of the worst futures ahead of us come from Darkstalker becoming king!”

Darkstalker thought for a second. He had to think quickly though, because he could feel the others starting to grow doubtful.

That didn’t sound right. That couldn’t be right. Surely there were futures where he ruled benevolently. Those futures were the ones that he could see more clearly than all the others. The other futures where he turned tyrannical — those ones were but tiny shadows in the sea of possibilities before him. He didn’t understand why Clearsight couldn’t see the good ones.

Or … could she? Maybe she’d been ignoring them this whole time. Maybe she simply never thought they were worth exploring.

“Clearsight, how many of those futures have you really looked at?” he asked. “Have you ever tried searching for good futures where I become king?”

Clearsight shook her head. “Every time a future filled with death and destruction crashed through my mind, it was your face at the front of it all. I’ve never seen anything good coming out of those threads.”

“Try looking again,” Darkstalker said. “Please, Clearsight. Not all of those futures are bad. I promise you’ll find the good ones if you open yourself up to them.”

Clearsight closed her eyes for a few moments, and Darkstalker stepped up in front of her. He desperately wished she would take off her bracelet and let Darkstalker peer into her mind as she searched through all the futures. He wanted to point her in the right direction. He wanted to let her know which paths she needed to explore to find the best outcomes. He wanted to give her the unconditional faith in him that both of them had always wanted.

She opened her eyes and said quietly, “I don’t know, Darkstalker. This could go wrong so badly and so easily. I’m scared. It’s been so long since I’ve been this scared.”

Darkstalker gathered her talons in his. “You don’t have to be,” he said. “Please, Clearsight. This is something I’ve wanted for both of us since before we even met. I know I can avoid those futures you’re scared of. I especially know that I can do it with you ruling beside me.”

He could see tears forming in her eyes. He could see how she was still so afraid, so unsure. He could see how risky and dangerous this choice was going to be.

But she knows that I can rule with a good heart. As long as she had faith in him, Darkstalker knew that she’d be willing to give him a chance.

“Okay,” she said softly. “We can take the Night Kingdom. Just promise me you’ll be more careful now than ever before.”

“You have my solemn word, Clearsight,” Darkstalker said. “I’ll never let you down.”

In the fabric of time, a thread began to glow.

  



16. Chapter 15


    
    
  CLEARSIGHT


The rest of that day was the greatest trial of mental fortitude that Clearsight had ever faced in her life.

The choice to put Darkstalker to sleep in the last timeline was bad. It took more inner strength than she thought she’d had at the time. But at least it didn’t last very long. She’d waited for about half an hour for Darkstalker to see her at Agate Mountain, and their interaction lasted no more than a few minutes once he was there.

And at least she had known that there was a second chance waiting ahead of her: that after she’d betrayed her soulmate, she could find her enchanted watch and turn back time. She was able to cope with what she had to do, because she was acting in a world that would certainly be left behind.

She did not have either of these luxuries afforded to her this time. Darkstalker wasn’t going to kill Queen Vigilance for another two hours: he still had to prepare an assassination plan, and determine how to proceed from there in order to give Clearsight her title as queen. She had to sit and watch as this uncertain and terrifying future played out in front of her. And of course, she had to be there to help Darkstalker figure everything out.

“Are there guards stationed in her sleeping chamber?” he asked her. He was slouched against the kitchen table, keeping track of the ideas and plans they’d gone through by scribbling them down on a leaf of paper. They had all agreed to not leave Darkstalker’s parent’s house until they either came up with a full plan or they ran out of time to do so.

Clearsight shook her head. “None are inside her room. But there’ll be two guards standing outside her door that you’ll have to get through. There’s no other way inside.”

“And is there any way to get through them without killing them?”

“I don’t know,” she said shakenly. “I can’t tell you unless you figure something out. Darkstalker, I really don’t know about this.”

“I’m sorry, Clearsight.” He looked up at Clearsight and placed a talon on her shoulder. “Trust me: this is going to lead to a brighter future. I know this road we’ll need to take isn’t very pleasant, but the ends are going to justify the means. Now please, help me with this: I don’t want to have to kill anyone other than the queen, but I need your guidance for that.”

Clearsight fought back the urge to let her mind gallop into dark, sinister futures. She held back her tears and nodded.

Darkstalker smiled at her. He then turned his head towards Listener. “Listener, did you ever get the scavenger sized goblet back from the village like you said you would?” he asked.

Listener nodded. “It’s been collecting dust in my room ever since those SkyWings destroyed their den.”

“Good, I can use that to sneak into her room,” he said, scribbling down another note on his paper. “What about her daughters? Are their rooms guarded?”

Clearsight closed her eyes and looked ahead. “They won’t be an issue,” she said.

“We can wake them up early, then,” he said. “They’ll be summoned to the throne room an hour before sunset, while everyone else is still asleep.” He tapped his talons on the table ponderously, then said, “Indigo, what do you want to do with Lionfish?”

“I want to kill him,” Indigo said sourly.

“Do you actually want to kill him?” Darkstalker pressed. “Because we’d need to make a lot of arrangements right now if you’re going to do that.”

“No, we don’t,” Fathom said for her. “Lionfish just wants to go home. He doesn’t deserve to die.”

“He knew what he was doing,” Indigo refuted. “He betrayed us just so that he could rope us back to the Sea Kingdom; he deserves what’s coming to him. And even if we wanted to keep him alive, he’d just flee back to the Sea Kingdom at this point and tell Queen Pearl herself.”

“If he’s killed, dragons are going to start asking questions,” Darkstalker told her. “What are you going to tell Wharf when he finds out his friend has been murdered?”

“I’ll figure something out,” Indigo murmured.

“No, you won’t,” Darkstalker said. “You can’t kill Lionfish without Wharf suspecting you, and you wouldn’t have a convincing reason for killing him if you tried to explain yourself.”

“What should we do, then? Kill him too?”

“I’ve already said that Vigilance is the only dragon I want killed tonight,” Darkstalker said firmly. “I suggest we send Wharf and Lionfish home under the condition that Lionfish is not to tell anyone about Fathom and Indigo.”

“And what would hold him to that promise?” Indigo asked.

“Threatening to kill him if he breaks it should suffice,” Darkstalker told her. “He would know better than to try deceiving an animus dragon who’s married to the best seer in the world. We’d know if he were going to lie before he gets the chance to reveal your secret.”

Clearsight’s eyes flashed. Visions swam to the front of her mind of them approaching a waking castle, of arrests being made and alarms being sounded before this plan could be fully executed. They were losing time.

“Darkstalker, we need to go soon,” Clearsight told him.

Darkstalker looked at the clock on the living room wall, hanging above the family portrait that Whiteout had painted. It was nearly mid-day. “Ah, snakes,” he cursed under his breath. “You’re right: we need to get to the palace now. Listener, I want you to go home and get both of your goblets. Take them to the palace, and meet me and Clearsight in our chamber. Make sure nobody sees you with them.”

“Will do,” Listener said. She rose from her seat cushion and made her way to the door.

“Wait — before you go,” Darkstalker suddenly said, rising to his feet as well. “Are you sure you want to follow through with this? Supporting me is going to be risky. Do you really want to be a part of the web of politics and scandal that I’m diving into?”

“Absolutely,” Listener said confidently. “You deserve to be king, and Clearsight deserves to be queen. I’d be happy to accept the consequences of helping you get those titles.”

Darkstalker smiled brightly. “Your friendship means more to me than you know,” he said. “You will be rewarded for it, I promise. Now get going: we’ll be waiting for you.”

Listener nodded and took her leave, as Darkstalker brought his attention back to the others. “Whiteout,” he said, “I want you to stay here with mom and dad. You’ll be safer here than in the palace.”

“I know, dear brother,” Whiteout said, her voice soft yet confident. “We shall stay in our den of secrets until your moon rises from the shore. In the meantime, I must prepare a new portrait! It will be covered in jewels. Beautiful, elegant jewels of all colors, surrounding two royal diamonds in the center. Oh, how brightly the diamonds will shine, brother! Would you like it to be hung in the palace when it is done?”

“Of course,” Darkstalker answered, beaming at her. “I wouldn’t want it to be anywhere else.”

“Then go out and fly,” she said. “If these hours ever come a second time, you will not get to use them the same way.”

“I will use them wisely,” Darkstalker said. He brought his eyes over to Clearsight now, and she felt her heart flutter with all the same emotions she felt when he’d first laid his eyes on her, all those years ago. Fear, excitement, nervousness, unrelenting and painful love … it all came flooding back to her.

“Clearsight,” he said, taking her talons and holding them gently, “will you stay by my side? Will you be with me until we’re done with all this?”

Clearsight shrunk down, fear and stress cornering her like a caged scavenger. “I don’t know, Darkstalker. I don’t know if I want to be there to see it when you …” But her visions were already corrupting her memories, telling her what she would be missing if she ever chose to leave Darkstalker’s side later today. She saw the queen’s lifeless body, broken from its peaceful sleep by Darkstalker’s swift assassination. She felt the cloud of terror that would come with watching her die.

“But I need you, Clearsight,” Darkstalker insisted. “I need you to give me strength and guidance. Please, I can’t do this without your support.”

Yes you can, she thought. The queen will die whether I’m there with you or not. Regardless, she took Darkstalker’s words to heart. She was there to share Darkstalker’s burdens. And so, without a word, she nodded to her husband.

Darkstalker gave her a smile of relief. “Thank you, my love. Now, let’s fly.”

At last, Clearsight and Darkstalker left the house and took to the sky, their eyes set on the palace. Fathom and Indigo took their rear, staying as close to each other as Clearsight was to Darkstalker.

She was tired, and the air felt thick as her wings cut through them. Her muscles tugged against her brain, as if they instinctively wanted her to turn back, or land in the shadows of the ravines beneath her. With each wingbeat, she found it harder to actively look into the future. Every time she did, phantom worries came in place of true visions.

She was so afraid and confused, and the throes of sleeplessness began to take away the brain power needed to handle that confusion. The future that lay ahead of her was one that she thought she would never allow, and yet its march forward was inexorable. She wasn’t prepared. She’d never planned this far ahead.

They flew in through Darkstalker’s open balcony, which was only barely large enough for a dragon to land on. Once the four of them were inside, they immediately headed to Fathom’s chamber to confront Lionfish. Darkstalker and Indigo took the lead, marching briskly down the hall.

There was a fury in each of their eyes, but they read different things. Darkstalker had intense, calculating black eyes behind his scowl — one that he’d worn many times in the past. It was his raw ambition bleeding through, and it signalled through his march that he was going to get what he wanted and nobody was going to stop him.

Indigo, on the other talon, was straight-up furious. Her soul was boiling with rage, and she was fully prepared to let it out on the dragon who’d summoned it in the first place. If the futures Clearsight saw were any indication, poor Lionfish ought to be very afraid of her.

Darkstalker opened the door to the SeaWing suite, and the others made their way in. Lionfish was sleeping in the far corner, close to the curtains that hid the balcony. He woke to the sound of Fathom locking the door behind him, and when he saw the look on Indigo’s face, he immediately leaped into the air and scrambled towards the balcony exit.

With impeccable reflexes, Indigo charged at the fleeing SeaWing. She pounced on him like a bloodthirsty panther as he tried to throw open the curtains. A heartbeat later, the curtains were torn and Lionfish was pinned to the balcony ledge, mere milliseconds from falling over and winging away.

“Just let me go, Indigo!” Lionfish squeaked out, his jaw being pressed hard against the concrete parapet by Indigo’s front legs. “There’s nothing you can do, okay?”

“Oh, there definitely is,” Indigo said. Her claws curled around his face, digging into his scales. Lionfish let out a yelp of pain.

“Bring him back in,” Darkstalker said, his voice booming.

Clearsight shuddered at the sharpness of his command. There was so much authority behind that voice. He’s acting like he’s already king. Her wings shrunk into her body as she recalled the visions she had where he used that regal voice for much more sinister commands.

Indigo did as Darkstalker asked, and dragged Lionfish back into the chamber, pulling him by his horn. Behind the fallen curtains there was a sliding glass door, which Fathom cantered to and closed as well.

Lionfish was thrown onto the floor in front of Darkstalker, and made no efforts to escape once he was let go. He simply rose to his feet and kept his wings tucked. “So you figured out what I did,” he said plainly. “What are you going to do, kill me? Pearl would have wanted to know this, Fathom, you know that.”

“I know. We were trying to keep it a secret,” Fathom said pointedly. His face was rife with hurt — like he didn’t have it in him to be genuinely angry, but he knew that he had a right to be.

“So I’m the bad guy for being loyal to our queen, and you’re the good guy for breaking the vow you made to her?” Lionfish asked.

“I haven’t broken either of my vows, Lionfish,” Fathom retorted. “I never promised that I wouldn’t marry Indigo. I promised that we would never have dragonets, and that’s a promise I’m going to keep!”

There was a brief moment that Clearsight caught where Indigo glanced down at her claws, looking wounded. It was gone in an instant, though, and she straightened herself right back up.

“Look, Wharf and I just want to go back,” Lionfish complained. “We miss the Sea Kingdom. We miss our old friends. We were never supposed to be here this long, Fathom. It’s time for us to go home.”

“I don’t want to go home,” Fathom said sharply. “Why would I want to go back to the Sea Kingdom? Everyone there hates me. Nobody even wants to look at me.” He shook his head. “I feel more at home here than I ever could in the Sea Kingdom. This is where I belong.”

At some point during their argument, Wharf had gotten up from his bed. Instead of trying to escape on his own, he slowly made his way over to them and stood beside Lionfish. Lionfish looked back at him and gave him a thankful smile. He then looked back at Fathom and said, “Whether you like it or not, we’re done being trapped here. Queen Vigilance will be sending a messenger out at sunset, and it’ll only be a matter of time before it reaches Queen Pearl.”

“Queen Pearl is not going to receive that message,” Darkstalker said, stepping towards them. “We’re going to make sure of that.”

“How?” Lionfish asked, stepping backwards nervously as Darkstalker advanced. “Short of killing the queen before she wakes up, there isn’t anything we can do to stop her.”

“I’m an animus, Lionfish: there are more possibilities than you might think.” He straightened his head, so that it loomed over Lionfish and Wharf’s. “Now, with that being said, there still remains the issue of what we’ll be doing with you.”

Lionfish and Wharf glanced at each other, confusion and uncertainty and fear rising in their eyes.

“Listen carefully,” Darkstalker said. “We will give you one chance to go home, under the promise that you will not tell anybody else about Fathom and Indigo.”

“Done,” Lionfish said instantly. Clearsight could see a small slice of his nervousness being cut from his scales. “You have my word.”

“Mine too,” Wharf appended. “But … there’s a problem—”

“—Yes, I know there is,” Darkstalker said. “How am I supposed to know if you break your promise or not? You’ll be in the Sea Kingdom, around Queen Pearl, and I’ll be in the Night Kingdom, on the other side of the continent.” With slow and methodical steps, he walked over to the fountain bubbling in the middle of the room. “Don’t worry about that, you two: an animus dragon has his ways.”

At that, he reached into the fountain and pulled out a pebble. “Pebble,” he announced with dripping wet talons, “if Lionfish or Wharf are about to break the promise that they just made to me, I enchant you to start glowing a bright, radiant blue. Moreover, if you are glowing a bright, radiant blue, I enchant you to kill Wharf and Lionfish instantly when you are submerged in water.”

Oh, that is both clever and cruel, Clearsight found herself thinking. Darkstalker’s scroll was still a closely guarded secret between Fathom, Indigo, and herself, so Lionfish and Wharf wouldn’t know that this enchantment was a bluff.

The blanched look that swept over both of their faces confirmed that.

“There we go. That should keep you from trying to rescind your oath to me,” Darkstalker said. “Now get out of here, the both of you.”

The two SeaWings fidgeted and shrunk away from Darkstalker, but neither of them moved from where they were standing.

“Did you not hear me?” Darkstalker growled as a flash of white reflected in his glower. “I said leave!”

“We can’t,” Wharf said, his voice warbling now. “Our orders are to stay and protect Fathom.”

“Is it not obvious by this point that Fathom has revoked that order?”

“It’s not Fathom’s order to revoke! If it was, we would have asked him to let us go home a long time ago.” Wharf pinned his ears and looked down. “Queen Pearl made it clear to us that Fathom doesn’t have the power to send us back to the Sea Kingdom. If we go back now, and we don’t have a really good reason, she’s just going to send us right back — probably with even more guards than before.”

“Queen Pearl is already suspicious of you two,” Lionfish said to Fathom and Indigo. “I think the reason we were sent here with you and Indigo in the first place was because she didn’t like what would happen if you went by yourselves.”

Fathom and Indigo exchanged an awkward smile between each other that Clearsight suspected meant, ‘Yep, Pearl was totally right to think that, and it’s a good thing she was.’

A couple of heartbeats of silence passed as Darkstalker thought of what to say next. Before he could give any further instructions, however, Indigo left Fathom’s side and walked up to Lionfish. “I hope you know that I planned on killing you for what you told Queen Vigilance,” she said once she was close enough to bite him. “Darkstalker talked me out of it. He’s the one who’s giving you this opportunity to escape here with your life. You should be thankful to him for that.”

“I am,” Lionfish stuttered, his head vibrating with nods. “I’m sorry. I want to leave you alone; I’ve wanted to for a long time! I don’t care what goes on between you and Fathom, and I don’t care about this stupid kingdom! If I could fly back home with Wharf, I would, but there’s nothing I can do!”

“I know,” Indigo said. “But there’s something I can do.”

Without warning, she leapt at Lionfish and tackled him to the ground, moving so swiftly that for a heartbeat she merely looked like a fuzzy ball of sapphire scales. She pulled out the concealed dagger she had strapped beneath her wing, and stabbed Lionfish in the shoulder. A wail of pain escaped his jaws.

“Lionfish!” Wharf cried.

“Indigo, what are you doing?!” Darkstalker roared, trotting up to her.

He was the only other dragon that moved from where he was standing. Everyone else — Clearsight included — merely stood in shock, as if afraid that they’d get stabbed too if they tried to move.

Although it was a small dagger, it penetrated deeper into Lionfish’s arm than any bite or claw strike could, which became evident when Indigo pulled it out of his arm. The blade was covered in blood and bioluminescent fluid, and the patch of glow-in-the-dark scales on Lionfish’s shoulder grew faded and discolored. He tried scrambling away from Indigo, but she pinned his wings and straddled him to keep him from squirming.

“There’s your reason for returning,” Indigo said sharply. “Tell your queen that Lionfish got stabbed while trying to protect Clearsight from a thief. None of the medics here knew how to treat stab wounds on bioluminescent membranes, so he needed to go all the way back to the Sea Kingdom for proper treatment. Now hurry up and get out of here.”

Indigo got off of Lionfish, who immediately scrambled for the balcony. He struggled a bit to open the door, wincing from pain as the blood pouring out of his shoulder began sliding down his forearm. Once he’d gotten it open, the fallen curtains in front of the door were smeared with blood, and Lionfish threw himself into the sky, leaving a red talonprint on the balcony floor. Wharf followed right behind him.

And then there was silence. Fathom took shallow, shocked breaths, and Clearsight remained frozen in place, terrified that this spontaneous attack might give rise to consequences she didn’t yet foresee. That was not a calculated move on Indigo’s part: Clearsight would have seen it if it were. It was impulsive and unplanned, and so it was more well-hidden in the threads of fate.

Indigo used the curtain to wipe the blood off of her knife, then put the knife back in its sheath. “That’s that problem taken care of,” she said coldly.

Darkstalker slowly walked up to her side and looked out the balcony. “So their story when they get back is going to be that Lionfish was stabbed, and the only way for him to get treated for his wounds was to fly across the entirety of Pyrrhia?”

“They can say whatever they want when they get back,” Indigo said. “I just wanted to cut that useless traitor.”

“Let’s just hope that doesn’t backfire on us,” Darkstalker told her. “I doubt either of them are going to be too friendly with you for the foreseeable future.”

“I’ll worry about that later,” she said back pointedly. “Why don’t you leave me and Fathom alone for now? You have a queen to take care of, and I have a mess to clean up.” She gestured towards the blood smears and stained curtains.

Darkstalker appeared as if he wished to protest further, but decided to simply leave her and Fathom be. He left their chambers and made his way towards the room that he and Clearsight shared on the southern side of the palace. Clearsight loyally followed right beside him, her tail curled around his.

“You’re starting to see them, aren’t you?” Darkstalker asked, tilting his head so that he could smile at her.

Clearsight cocked her head, confused. “See what?”

“The good futures that lie ahead of us,” he said. “Now that you’re letting yourself enter this path, you’re starting to see that it will soon become infinitely better than you imagined, am I right?”

Clearsight looked away and hummed, feeling guilty for what she was about to say. “Not exactly,” she admitted. “My visions haven’t been overwhelmed with future memories of happiness yet. But they also haven’t been overwhelmed with the evil and darkness I was afraid of all this time. I might just be too tired to see things properly. I’m sorry.”

Darkstalker sagged a little bit. “I see…”

“I am still afraid, Darkstalker,” she said pensively. “Right now, all I can do is hope that you truly will be a good king. I can’t remember the last time I had so little guidance from my visions.”

“With you by my side, I will be the greatest ruler Pyrrhia has ever had,” Darkstalker said, extending a wing and hugging her with it tightly. Clearsight leaned into him. His touch reminded her that she really did love him, and that she would support him despite everything. It was the only moment of relief she’d been given so far.

Listener was waiting for them in their chamber, equipped with both enchanted goblets — one normal sized, the other smaller than a thimble.

“I got here as fast as I could,” Listener said. “I don’t think I roused any suspicion. My parents are still asleep.”

Darkstalker smiled brightly at Listener, trotting forward to inspect the goblets. “Excellent,” he said.

“What are you going to use them for?” she asked. “I know you said you’d use it to sneak into her chamber, but how is it going to help, aside from making you smaller?”

“Stealth,” he explained as he turned and approached his wardrobe, which harbored a number of enchanted jewelry items. “Remember how we were neither seen nor heard by the scavengers when we were spying on them? Well, with the way I wrote the spell, we shouldn’t be seen or heard by other dragons either. And, since we’ll be extremely small as a bonus, we should be able to find a way into Vigilance’s sleeping chamber without catching anyone’s attention.”

“I see,” Listener said, tapping the goblet and making it ring. “But how are you going to kill the queen if you’re so tiny?”

“With this.” Darkstalker produced a long, black leather tailband. From a distance, it looked innocuous enough, but Clearsight remembered reading the enchantment Darkstalker had put on it and being very upset with him. She’d made him promise never to wear it unless he foresaw extreme danger without it, which was a promise he’d gracefully kept, until now. Seeing him take it out of his wardrobe for the first time in years made her shiver.

“When I wear this tailband, it makes my tail deadlier than a SandWing’s,” Darkstalker explained as he brought it over to the others. “If I deliver a sharp, intentional strike with my tail against another dragon, they will die instantly. It should work even when I’m very small. Clearsight, would you put it on for me?”

Even a menial request such as that sent the same jolts of fearful apprehension through Clearsight’s muscles. She didn’t even want to touch that tailband! She wanted to help Darkstalker overthrow the queen as little as possible, and deal with the consequences later. Supporting Darkstalker with this, not knowing if it would lead to the fury and destruction that her visions had warned her about since she’d first hatched — that was a mental commitment that she’d never be prepared for.

But it was a commitment she’d made when she married Darkstalker. He was always going to take her into unknown territory; she knew this. In fact, she embraced it most of the time, letting herself grow attracted to his tendency to surprise her in ways that no other dragon possibly could. Being his wife meant accepting and loving this part of him, even when it scared her.

And so, she continued to support him. Taking the tail band in her own claws, she tied it around the base of Darkstalker’s tail, wrapping it snugly, turning him into the perfect weapon for assassination.

Darkstalker gently swinged his tail to get acclimated to the feel of the tailband on his body. “Feels good,” he said. “Now let’s go, Clearsight. We still need to do a couple of things after the queen is dead.”

Listener placed both of the goblets on the ground and let Darkstalker and Clearsight approach them. Darkstalker closed his eyes and exhaled into the larger bowl. For a second Clearsight worried that Darkstalker’s tailband wouldn’t shrink with him, but Darkstalker had apparently thought of that when he wrote his enchantment: he and his tailband vanished instantly.

A few seconds later, Clearsight exhaled into the golden cup as well. She lost her balance a bit as the floor suddenly changed beneath her, but the transformation was otherwise swift and painless. With a few flaps of her wings, she was in the air, and now that she was under the effects of the enchantment, she was able to see Darkstalker waiting for her on the edge of the fountain.

“Remember: the way to return to normal is to put your talons on your head and say ‘get me out of here’,” he reminded her once she was by his side. “Now go on and lead the way. I have no clue where the queen sleeps.”

And so Clearsight took the lead, winging to their chamber door and exiting out through the hallway. They glided high, staying closer to the ceiling than the floor, as Clearsight did a quick search algorithm in her head to find where in the palace the queen’s sleeping chamber was.

One thing that neither Clearsight nor Darkstalker had considered was how fast they could move. Since they were the size of hummingbirds, they flew a lot slower than they normally did at full size. Their top flight speed was on a par with the pace of a walking dragon. Fortunately, the palace halls were designed for a dragon to walk through and not fly through, so they made their way to the queen’s corridor in a matter of minutes.

She found the door behind which Vigilance would be sleeping, which — aside from the two burly NightWings covered in armor guarding it — appeared no less innocuous than any of the other doors. It had the same thick, dark oaken front panel that her own chamber had, with the same marble door frame and the same cast iron doorknob and lock.

The two of them thoroughly scanned the perimeter of the door but found no open spaces that they could crawl through. Instead, Darkstalker went for an alternative plan. He landed on the doorknob itself, clutching it tightly. Then, he thrashed his body around as he held it, causing it to rattle and move.

“What are you doing?” Clearsight asked frantically.

“Trying to get the guard’s attention so that they open the door,” he growled through his efforts. “He’ll think that someone’s inside and check to see what’s going on. Stay close by: they probably won’t keep the door open for long.”

She nearly realized too soon what Darkstalker meant when he said that. The first guard flicked his ears, then looked down at the rattling doorknob, and Clearsight just barely had enough time to tell Darkstalker to get out of the way before he began to reach for it. Darkstalker leaped into the air, his tail mere millimeters away from brushing against the guard’s talon.

He landed atop the door frame, and Clearsight landed beside him. Since the rattling had stopped, she wasn’t expecting this to actually work. The guard was rumbling something that Clearsight couldn’t understand, and didn’t appear to be getting any response.

But to her surprise, he soon thereafter reached for his keys and unlocked the door. He cracked it open, and Darkstalker and Clearsight scurried in through the opening like a pair of hungry rats, perching themselves atop the inner lip of the door frame with their tails wrapped around their legs. Clearsight just barely had enough space to keep herself from falling over.

The queen was laying atop a massive bed with many layers of silken sheets, and at least a dozen black pillows. Her wings and tail were tucked in and her head lay on a large cushion at the head of the bed. She was slightly awake, scowling at the doorway as she growled something at the intruding guard.

A few seconds later, the guard closed and locked the door, and Clearsight let out a breath that she’d been keeping in. Once Vigilance tucked her head back into her bed sheets and drifted back to sleep, Darkstalker swooped over to her bed and landed ever-so-gently on her shoulder. Clearsight followed suit, slowing herself down as much as possible with her wings before any of her tiny talons touched the queen’s scales.

As she settled down beside Darkstalker, she looked at the sleeping queen. And although she didn’t appear to notice that either of them were standing on her, Clearsight could still feel her adrenaline climbing with every heartbeat. Even in sleep, Vigilance looked ferocious, as if she were dreaming about mutilating IceWing prisoners. She was so massive too — large enough to be able to swat the both of them like gnats if she’d woken up and noticed they were there.

“Here it goes,” Darkstalker murmured, before lifting his tail.

The scariest part of standing atop Queen Vigilance at that moment was knowing that that could happen. There were visions, faint and unlikely but definitely there, where Darkstalker hesitated for too long, or moved too much before striking her with his tail, and Vigilance woke up, sensed them, and crushed them with a smack of her talon, killing them instantly.

I wouldn’t be able to turn back time if that happened, Clearsight realized. The universe would be stuck with this timeline because Darkstalker and I would be dead. Nobody else knows about my watch. That wasn’t a mistake she could undo.

Of course, the rational side of her recognized that this wasn’t something she needed to worry about. Darkstalker was right there, prepared to end Vigilance’s life instantly. This was something he’d been planning for — something he’d apparently wanted for years. He wouldn’t hesitate to kill her now. He had everything he needed: the motivation, the support, and the opportunity. All he needed to do was flick his tail.

… So why was he hesitating?

She still felt Vigilance breathing beneath her. Darkstalker’s tail was still raised. For some reason, he looked … doubtful.

“Darkstalker,” Clearsight whispered. “Just do it.”

Darkstalker’s breaths grew long and deep. He drew his gaze towards Clearsight, his eyes desperate. And, as if he knew precisely the right words that he was supposed to say to torment her more than he already had, he said to her:

“I don’t think I can.”

  



17. Chapter 16


    
    
  DARKSTALKER


What was wrong with him?


  What was wrong with him?!


The queen was right there, sleeping soundly, ready to die by the simple touch of his tail. And yet when he saw her beneath him, knowing that he was about to kill her … he couldn’t seem to bring himself to actually do it.

He tried, over and over again. He hyped himself up and sent the signal to his tail to throw itself down and hit her. But it was as if his tail had been struck with paralysis. When he flexed his tail to whip it down, his brain undid the motions.

“Darkstalker, please,” Clearsight whimpered desperately beside him. “This isn’t the time to be having second thoughts.”

“I’m — but, I’m not,” Darkstalker said hesitantly. “I want this. I know I do.”

“Then kill her,” she said, terror rising in her voice. “Hurry up and get it over with!”

“I can’t,” he said, folding his ears.

“Fine, then get out of here!” Clearsight demanded. “We’re in trouble, Darkstalker. We’re going to die if she wakes up and notices us.”

“No, I need to kill her!” Darkstalker said. “I’m trying to do it. It’s just … something’s stopping me.”

He didn’t understand this. Was he feeling guilty at the thought of killing his queen? Why? He wanted her dead. He was justified in wanting her dead. This was to protect Fathom and Indigo. This was to bring peace to the NightWing tribe. This was to take power away from a terrible queen and give it to the best queen any dragon could ever ask for. His reasons for killing Vigilance were benevolent. He knew this. Even his friends all agreed with him about this.

Just do it, he told himself. Don’t feel bad for her. She had this coming. If you don’t kill her, one of her daughters will. Hit her. Darkstalker lifted his tail, summoning the last of his confidence. Hit her!

And before his body could protest — before he had the opportunity to hesitate for a second longer — Queen Vigilance opened her eyes.

At once, Darkstalker’s eyes widened, and without a second thought his tail thumped down against the queen in a panic.

And as quick as that, it was all over. The queen fell limp. Her mouth slowly opened, and her eyes began to roll back into her head. Her breathing — which had been gently lifting and lowering him and Clearsight as they stood atop her shoulder — now ceased.

Darkstalker relaxed. There was a part of him that was expecting remorse to start settling into his chest. Maybe it was the same part that had kept him from swinging his tail sooner — that insisted that maybe there was something wrong with ending the queen’s life, even though it couldn’t articulate why it was the wrong thing to do.

But as he looked now at the lifeless queen, he felt no remorse whatsoever. His misgivings vanished with the queen’s life, and now all that was left was the sweet taste of victory.

Folk songs and old tall stories often cited that in death, dragons looked peaceful — as if they were sleeping, dreaming innocent nothings. If this were the case, Vigilance was an exception. She looked bitter and twisted as ever. The only difference was that now, with her jaw hung open and her eyes half-closed, she looked powerless too. Completely powerless, for the first and last time in her life.

A soothing tingle began to rise up his legs. His thumping heart softened, and relief thundered into his soul. He closed his eyes and smiled. And then he laughed.

All that stress, all that tension, all that preparation — finally, it paid off. Vigilance was dead. He finally killed her. Soon, her power would become his.

Well, his and Clearsight’s. He looked over at his partner to give her a congratulatory smile, only to find that she’d collapsed into a shivering ball. In an instant, Darkstalker changed his train of thought and crouched down to comfort her. “Oh, Clearsight, my dear,” he said softly. “It’s okay.”

She didn’t respond. Her eyes were a ghostly gray, and her body was unresponsive. She was having a vision attack; the first one she’d had in years. Darkstalker felt his sympathies fluttering in his heart, but he wasn’t surprised this was happening. After all, this was a big decision they’d just made. It was going to change the course of history dramatically.

Darkstalker could only hope that in the hurricane of futures Clearsight saw, she would find some of the bright and dazzling ones that were in store for her.

He held her until her visions subsided, and held her more after that. “My poor sweetheart,” he cooed. “I’ve put you through so much.”

“Darkstalker,” she said with a crippled voice. “I need you to promise me something.”

“What is it?” he asked, leaning into her warm scales and wrapping his wing around her.

“You’re going to become very powerful, very soon,” she said. “You’re going to start demanding more. And if you aren’t very careful, you’re going to lose sight of yourself in the process. Promise me, Darkstalker: if I ever warn you that things are starting to look bad, listen to me. You know that my seer powers are better than yours. If you don’t make the right choices, then the future will become hopeless long before you realize it.”

“I will always let you be my guide, Clearsight,” Darkstalker said. “I made that vow to you the night we got married.”

Clearsight stayed quiet, and Darkstalker could tell that she wasn’t fully convinced. He had to imagine that there were futures swirling in her head proving to her that this may not be a promise he would keep.

He let her have those worries. They were part of what made her her after all. He remembered a conversation that they’d had a long time ago: “I need to worry, at least a little bit. You want the dragon who guides you towards the best future to care about her job, right?” she’d said. If she needed to spend a few more months, or maybe a few more years, of her life worrying about what could happen, then he’d listen to her worries and let her have them.

But he wouldn’t let her define him by the futures she saw. He was going to define himself by the futures he made.

“Now,” he said to her, “let’s go get our crowns.”

After they’d used the enchantment to teleport themselves back to their room and return to normal size, the next order of business was to deal with Vigilance’s daughters. This wasn’t going to be easy, but all he needed was some diplomacy and charm, and maybe some threatening implications if need be. He ordered Listener to go back to her house, at least for the time being. In the event of retaliation from Vigilance’s daughters, he didn’t want her to get caught up in the dispute.

After she left the palace, Darkstalker and Clearsight went into the palace corridors and found the nearest guard — whom he instructed to wake Vigilance’s daughters and summon them to the throne room for an urgent parley with the queen. The guard obediently marched off towards the princess’s corridors, and Darkstalker made his way to the throne room once she was out of sight.

The throne room was empty and unguarded. There wasn’t much use in keeping guards situated there, as there wasn’t anything worth guarding. The NightWing throne was just a dreary black marble slab with a velvet cushion on it. No dragon would have found it worth vandalizing. And even if anyone did decide to deface the throne, they in all likelihood would have embarrassed themselves quite significantly after being captured and interrogated by a pair of mind-readers.

Darkstalker found it worth sitting on, though. He stood upon it and took his seat, staring down at the open space before him. He spotted Clearsight as she walked up beside him and took her seat next to the throne. My first order of business as king will definitely be to install a second throne, he mused.

A few minutes later, the doors opened. Three female dragons walked in, alone. From a distance, Darkstalker could see a hint of fear in their eyes; worry over what could have possibly provoked their mother into having a word with them in the dead of sunset. But once they saw that it wasn’t their mother sitting on the throne, their posture changed and their fears dissolved into a guarded perplexity.

The eldest of the sisters, who led the three of them, tilted her head at Darkstalker. “Where is the queen?” she asked. “And why are you sitting on her throne?”

“Actually, I summoned you here to help me figure that out,” Darkstalker told her. “Please, come closer. I don’t want to have to shout in order for you to hear me.”

They complied, taking many steps toward him. They advanced with a cautious gait, stepping so quietly that their talons couldn’t be heard clacking against the ground. “Where is Queen Vigilance?” the eldest asked again.

“She’s currently lying dead in her bedroom,” Darkstalker said matter-of-factly. “I am sorry for your loss, but we have to negotiate some things before the rest of the palace —”

“She’s dead?!” the princess interrupted. “How?”

“I killed her, of course,” he said, his words slick and sable. “She’s been doing a terrible job as queen, don’t you agree?”

The sisters looked pensively at one another, silently disagreeing with Darkstalker in their heads — although none of them were bold enough to actually say so in front of him.

“Your names are Acuity, Fury, and Virulence, right?” Darkstalker asked them. “I’ve made the effort to remember your names, but I’m afraid I don’t know who’s who.”

“I’m Acuity,” the eldest answered, her voice shaking. Brand new fears started to rise up in her mind, softening it. “The little one here is Fury, and this is Virulence.”

“Well-met, you three,” Darkstalker said. “Now, since Vigilance is dead, that means officially, one of you is now queen.”

“That would be me,” Acuity told him, swallowing hard as ripples of denial and fear slithered through her open mind. “Matrilineal primogeniture. When the queen dies, her first hatched daughter assumes power.”

“You were hoping one of your sisters would challenge her before that happened, I suppose?” Darkstalker questioned. “None of you seemed too thrilled with the prospect of becoming queen.”

“We just weren’t too thrilled with the prospect of dying,” Virulence muttered. “Our mother is scary.”

“But you don’t want to be queen, do you?” Darkstalker asked more acutely. “It’s a serious responsibility, having to answer to the entire NightWing tribe. Do you think you’re capable of taking your mother’s place?”

Acuity’s mind flashed through the lectures she’d received as a dragonet about queenly responsibilities and expectations, and she remembered how bored and uncomfortable they made her, and how little she took them seriously. It dawned on her how unready she was for the kingdom to be thrusted on her back.

She shook her head. “Of course not,” she said, her voice airy and thin. “I can’t — I’m not ….” This wasn’t supposed to happen, she thought frantically.  The queen isn’t supposed to be killed. Nobody’s allowed to kill the queen except us!

Something suddenly clicked in Acuity’s mind. “You’re a murderer!” she cried. “You should be executed! Someone get the guards and arrest this traitor at once!”

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Darkstalker said firmly, just as Fury began to turn around. “Not if you don’t want to be queen. Not if you don’t want to be responsible for the dissolution of the Night Kingdom.”

“What are you talking about?” Acuity spat. “The queen is dead. Not having you beheaded for killing her isn’t going to change that.”

“No, but having me beheaded will take away the best option you have for this kingdom,” Darkstalker said. “All three of you: abdicate your right to the throne and grant it to Clearsight. She and I will rule over the Night Kingdom instead of you.”

The three sisters exchanged looks of shock and disbelief. “So … that’s why you killed her?” Acuity eventually said to him. “You just murdered our mother in cold blood, and you expect us to just hand the crown over to you?”

“Last I checked, it wasn’t too uncommon for the crown to get passed down to the dragon who murdered the queen,” Darkstalker commented.

“You’re delusional,” Acuity said. “We can’t let go of our family’s claim to the NightWing throne. That would be absolutely preposterous.”

“Would it be?” Darkstalker asked. “I am the first animus dragon the NightWings have ever had. My wife is the most powerful seer our tribe has had in centuries. You three, on the other talon, have no powers, no ambition, and no intuition on how to run a kingdom. We would do a far better job managing the tribe than any of you, and I think you all know that.”

“What I meant was that we have a family legacy to uphold,” Acuity said. “Our bloodline is the first and only of the NightWing tribe. Clearsight wasn’t related to Vigilance: the tribe will not consider her a legitimate successor.”

“That mindset will change with time,” Darkstalker assured her. “Once Clearsight proves herself to be the most capable queen we have ever had, any mutinies that there once were will eventually fall apart. And it won’t be as terrible at the start as you might think. Far more dragons in the Night Kingdom know Clearsight’s name than yours, after all. If you choose to pass down the crown peacefully, then the rest of the tribe will follow.”

The three sisters went silent. As their thoughts stirred, Darkstalker realized that Acuity had accidentally conflicted herself. The pure and honest truth was simply that she didn’t like Darkstalker, and she didn’t think a dragon who had unjustly murdered her mother should be rewarded with the right to rule the kingdom (which Darkstalker totally disagreed with; he was quite confident that murdering the queen was very just indeed). Acuity pretended that she’d had a less shallow justification for opposing Darkstalker, but Darkstalker refuted the reasons she gave. Which just made her hate him more.

But on the other talon, he’d given her good reasons to forfeit the crown. And she really didn’t want to be queen.

“If you choose to abdicate the crown to me and Darkstalker,” Clearsight suddenly said with a firm voice, “we will reward your humility and level-headedness by allowing you to challenge us in the future.”

Darkstalker had to keep very tight control over himself in order to keep his eyes from bulging out of their sockets.

“If you want to take the kingdom back from us, then defeat me in a duel and it will be yours,” Clearsight went on.

Okay, that was not what Darkstalker was expecting from her, and he had very mixed feelings about it. On the one talon, it was nice to hear her speaking in a queenly and official and actually kind of imposing manner. This was what Queen Clearsight sounded like.

But on the other talon, he wasn’t exactly thrilled by the thought of Clearsight getting slaughtered by one of Vigilance’s daughters. He would definitely rather she be slaughtered by one of their own daughters — and preferably after he and Clearsight had ruled over the Night Kingdom for one or two or three hundred years.

But on the third talon, he trusted Clearsight. She wouldn’t say something like this if she actually expected Acuity or her sisters to challenge her any time soon. Maybe Clearsight was simply trying to maximize their likelihood to cooperate with them.

Which it seemed to be doing. Acuity’s body language softened, and Darkstalker could practically feel the building sense of surrender in her mind. “Do I even really have a choice?” she asked dejectedly.

Clearsight paused as she tried to think of the perfect answer to that question. Which was taking too long; after several seconds, she started thinking slightly more rebellious thoughts, which was absolutely not okay. He spoke up, answering for Clearsight: “Not if you want the Night Kingdom to survive. Among the four potential queens in here, only one will be able to lead our tribe to victory against the IceWings. The rest, I’m afraid, will probably lead us to extinction. Clearsight and I know which one is which, and we have the future sight to prove it. I think deep down, you know the answer too.”

A slight bluff, since he didn’t see any indications of extinction in the future. But Darkstalker figured that overplaying their incompetence to them would be better than actually letting them rule. Scratch that, letting them rule would lead to his exile. It was a better alternative to killing them and dealing with a palace that was very, very, very angry with them.

Acuity looked to her sisters for a moment, both of whom looked even more uncertain and defeated than her, then lowered her head, facing Clearsight once again. She prostrated herself and said, “The throne and crown will be yours, Clearsight. If our mother is dead, then I will be given the kingdom before the end of the night. I will abdicate it as soon as it is in my posession.”

And then she spoke the most beautiful words that Darkstalker had ever heard in his life:

“May you rule with wisdom, Queen Clearsight and King Darkstalker.”
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  CLEARSIGHT


It took some time, but Clearsight eventually got used to being queen.

In fact, she started to kind of enjoy it after a while. She didn’t have anyone to report to — no angry and impossibly difficult superiors who might have fired or arrested her if she delivered bad news too bluntly. When a war general asked for direction, she told him what to do. When the library was being underfunded, she gave it more money.

It was terrible and stressful for the first week. She second guessed herself constantly, and she knew that Vigilance’s old advisors absolutely did not take a liking to her (which Darkstalker confirmed after reading their minds).

It didn’t help that she had no prior training or preparation before she was crowned. There was a whole language of formalities and courtesies that she needed to learn — all while figuring out how to appropriately run council meetings, how to deal with the supplications of the NightWing citizenry, and how to compartmentalize new information from foreign ambassadors and lieutenants and representatives of other important organizations.

But she slowly got into the swing of things, and once she did, she settled into the occupation quite amicably. One of the upsides to the job was that it was far less busy than she’d initially feared it would be. It only took so many hours to dish out a day’s worth of work to all the important dragons that reported to her. And once she was done, she had plenty of time to hang out with Darkstalker and Fathom.

Being queen did have one rather annoying downside, though.

As she was walking down the halls with Fathom and Indigo and Darkstalker, a flash struck through her mind. Then a similar looking flash caught itself in the corner of her eye. Gracefully, she lowered her head just in time for a crossbow bolt to whizz over her horns. It hit one of the numerous mirrors in the hallway, shattering it loudly.

“Again?” Darkstalker snarled, glaring up at the ceiling shadows. Indigo swiftly darted up and grabbed the assassin, ripping him off of the support beam he was standing on and throwing him to the ground, where he landed on his side. Indigo landed on top of him, keeping him pinned.

“Why do they keep trying?” Darkstalker fumed as he approached the subdued NightWing. “And why do you assassins keep taking the job? Haven’t you noticed that all of your coworkers seem to be getting executed?”

“The pay keeps increasing,” the assassin grumbled. “Lots of powerful dragons want you dead.”

“Care to name names?” Darkstalker asked. “Maybe I can offer double to send a proper assassin after them.”

“Can’t,” he said. “Secrecy is part of the trade.”

“Yeah, that’s what the others all said,” Darkstalker said with a sigh. “And torturing them didn’t help either. Well, good on you for letting your commissioners down. I hope they wasted a lot of money on you.”

“They certainly did, Your Majesty,” the assassin said dejectedly.

Indigo stripped the dragon of all his weapons before a pair of guards swept by to escort him to the dungeon. He was carried off without any fuss, resigned to his fate.

“The conspirators against us are persistent, I’ll give them that,” Clearsight mused. “I wish they would realize that they can’t keep the results of their schemes out of my visions, though.” She looked over at Darkstalker. “Do you think any of our councillors are a part of any of this?”

“Not the ones we haven’t fired,” Darkstalker said as he picked up the crossbow bolt and poked the steel tip with his talon. “I’ve read their minds. They may not like you very much, but they’re not secretly conspiring to kill you.”

A few days after their coronation, Clearsight and Darkstalker upgraded the royal advisory body. They kicked out the current high stewardess and replaced her with Whiteout. Thoughtful, Whiteout’s husband, was appointed as treasurer, but oftentimes was simply there to act as a translator for Whiteout’s remarks. Listener became the new spymaster after the old one proved that she couldn’t be trusted. And while Darkstalker desperately wanted to replace the current captain of the royal guard with Indigo, Clearsight warned him that the palace guards would not react positively to being under the command of a SeaWing, and she ended up persuading him to keep the current one.

“We need to do something about this,” Indigo said. “Clearly they’re just going to keep trying. If we don’t put an end to their scheming once and for all, they might actually end up succeeding. They only need to get lucky once.”

Indigo did have a point. She and Darkstalker were now about a month into their reign. And after five (wait, now six) assassination attempts, eleven resignations from those who had worked for Queen Vigilance, and two or three angry citizens calling her and Darkstalker deceitful usurpers each day during supplications, it was clear that they still weren’t the most popular rulers the Night Kingdom had ever known.

It was better than it appeared at face value, however. According to ground reports from Listener, most of the NightWings were either indifferent or supportive of them. Those who opposed them just happened to be very, very vocal, and very, very mad.

And soon, even that opposition would fade. Once Clearsight followed through on her promise to end the IceWing war, she would prove her value as a queen even to most of the dragons who currently wanted her dead.

“Once the war is over, the conspiracies should die down,” Clearsight said. “We probably don’t need to do anything. The problem will solve itself.”

“Do you really think it’s a good idea to wait until that happens?” Indigo asked. “How many more weeks is it going to be before you and Diamond reach an agreement? How many more crossbow bolts are you going to have to dodge?”

“Actually, I’m expecting to receive Queen Diamond’s truce acceptance in a few hours,” Clearsight told her with a cocksure grin. “So maybe one or two at worst?”

“YOUR MAJESTY!” a voice rang from down the hall. Clearsight immediately recognized it as Crescent, the head messenger for the royal palace.

“Well, would you look at that,” Clearsight said happily. “I guess I should have said ‘a few seconds’ instead.”

“You have an urgent message from the Ice Kingdom,” Crescent said as he approached Clearsight. He was a very short dragon with a very fast gait, and it always sounded a bit like it was raining when she heard his talons clicking against the smooth stone floor.

He stopped a distance away from Clearsight and bowed, then opened his messenger satchel to produce a pristine scroll bound with a wax seal. The seal depicted a large dead tree with orbular fruits hanging from the branches, which was the symbol of the IceWing royal family ever since Frostbite created the Moon Globe Tree.

“Thank you, Crescent,” Clearsight said, taking the scroll from him and breaking it. She turned from him and faced her friends, proudly reading the words that she already knew were written on the paper.

“To the newly coronated Queen Clearsight,

“My hatred for your mother-in-law is not a secret to either of our tribes. This war is all her fault, and she has been adamant in her refusal to comply with any of my previous bargains for peace.

“I’m curious. Do you know the history of how Darkstalker’s parents met? There was a peace summit between our tribes. Ambassadors from your kingdom came up north to discuss our tribal relations. We were hoping to expand our caravans further south into the Talon Peninsula, since at the time we were only trading with the SandWings.

“But the NightWings had other plans. They dragged along an ugly little fruit bat with them named Foeslayer. She was a charming little floozy, apparently, and she came to the summit with the hopes of intoxicating our prince with her allure — and subsequently having his dragonets, one of whom might harbor animus powers of their own.

“Surprisingly, it worked. In fact, Foeslayer was so seductive that the unscrupulous little thot convinced Arctic to run away with her, and even use his powers to murder his own kind. The two retreated to the Night Kingdom, and I’m sure you know the rest. They eloped, had two hideous mutants, and started a war that’s continuing to this very day.

“I like to believe that my reaction has been just, and even charitable. My niece believes that Foeslayer’s conduct is indicative of your tribe harboring a culture of savagery and deceit. But I am not so keen to agree with her. I believe that there’s good in your tribe. It’s just that none of that good is present in Foeslayer.

“There may be some in your husband, as Darkstalker does have Arctic’s blood in his veins.”

“HA!” Darkstalker barked. “Don’t remind me. There’s plenty of good in my soul, but that’s no thanks to Arctic.”

Clearsight continued. “But I have been resentful of his existence for quite some time now, and I would rather see his head at the top of a spike than at the top of a kingdom.

“I recognize the difficulty in making that happen, though — especially now that he’s king. Because he is technically my grandson, and because nobody in that bloody kingdom of yours seems to be interested in killing him —”

“Wrong again,” Darkstalker fluted. “They’re all just really bad at it.”

“— I will be willing to give him a chance. His offer to us is a promising start. This war has been taxing on both of our tribes, and the return of our prince seems a fair compromise. I would have liked Foeslayer to be punished for what she did, but vengeance can only be the fuel of morale for so long. I have ordered my frontline troops to retreat and return to their outposts up north. When we have our prince back, I will draft up a treaty that I am positive you will ratify.

“With regards to your hope that our tribes can kindle an alliance, don’t hold your breath. It will be a great struggle for me to ever see Darkstalker’s half-bloodedness as a symbol of our tribes’ unity. His blood will forever be tainted by the circumstances of his hatching. Maybe in a century or two, our tribes can be allied properly. But until then, you stay out of our affairs and we will stay out of yours.

“May you rule your new kingdom wisely,


  Queen Diamond”


Clearsight lifted her eyes from the letter and regarded her friends. They each looked a weird combination of relieved and uncomfortable.

“It sounded a bit mean-spirited for a peace acceptance, if you ask me,” Indigo said scrutinously. “She could have done without the whole ‘your husband is a hideous mutant and I want to kill him and his sister and his mother’ shpiel.”

“This is probably the best we can ask for,” Clearsight said. “I’m not going to keep warring with her just because there were some rude things in her letter.”

“Nah, you totally should,” Darkstalker said with a fiery grin. “Send her a reply saying, ‘How about you try that again with nicer words? You should really learn how to be more polite to other queens’.”

Clearsight snorted. “That would NOT go well at all. You may as well dare her to spend the rest of her life trying to invade us.”

“Yeah, you can’t ask her to not hate Foeslayer,” Fathom said. “Didn’t Clearsight say that she tried enchanting her to fly to her death a few years ago?”

Clearsight turned to return to her office, where she hoped to stow the letter away and write up a speech declaring the war over. But she was stopped before she took her first step by Crescent, who was still exactly where he had been when he gave Clearsight the letter. Clearsight blinked at him. “Um, yes?”

“Oh — there’s another message for you, Your Majesty,” he said, producing another scroll. “This one is from the Sea Kingdom.”

Clearsight took the letter gingerly, humming at it. “Thank you. Is there anything else for me or Darkstalker?”

“Not at this time, Your Majesty.”

“Alright, then run along. These letters are for me, and I may not want you listening to them.”

“Oh — I’m very sorry, Queen Clearsight! Don’t worry: my lips are sealed. I will act as if I heard nothing.” And at that he swiftly trotted away, his talons going pitter-patter-pitter-patter against the floor until they were out of ear’s range.

Clearsight turned to face Fathom and Indigo, as she broke the seal on the letter.

“Do you know what this one’s about?” Fathom asked, sounding a little nervous.

“No,” Clearsight answered. “I haven’t had any visions about it. Could it possibly be for you?”

Fathom shook his head. “She addresses her personal letters directly to me.”

“Maybe she just wishes to congratulate you on your coronation,” Darkstalker suggested.

“Or maybe she wishes to condemn her,” Fathom said. “My sister was never a big fan of you.”

“Guess we’ll find out,” Clearsight said, though she had a bad feeling that Fathom was probably right. She unfurled the letter and began reading.

“To Darkstalker and Clearsight of the Night Kingdom,

“News has spread to the Sea Kingdom that you have overthrown the royal NightWing family and usurped the throne for yourselves. We are shocked and appalled by this revelation, and express our deepest sympathies to Vigilance’s family — and our deepest condemnations to you.”

“There it is,” Fathom said, sounding like he’d just won a contest he secretly wanted to lose.

“We are not writing this letter as a formal denouncement of your kingdom, however. The Sea Kingdom may despise the means by which you two have assumed power, but if your citizenry accepts and recognizes your authority, then we too will treat you as king and queen.

“As overseers of the Night Kingdom palace, you have a responsibility to us that you inherited from Queen Vigilance. That responsibility is to house, take care of, and protect Prince Fathom and his SeaWing bodyguards — two of whom have since returned to the Sea Kingdom under what now appear to be extremely suspicious circumstances.

“Prince Fathom has been in your company for three years now, and he has insisted that his task is not yet done — that he needs more time to get through to Darkstalker, to ensure that he does not use his magic and does not fall sway to corruption. We have been patient with him until now, but your ruthless seizure of the throne has confirmed our most harrowing suspicions. Fathom has, regretfully, failed at keeping Darkstalker at bay.

“We have decided that our prince is no longer safe in the Night Kingdom, and that you are not to be trusted with the responsibility that we had bestowed onto Queen Vigilance. We demand that Prince Fathom and his bodyguard Indigo be brought back to the Sea Kingdom swiftly and immediately. If you refuse to comply with this demand, it will be treated as a royal kidnapping and our response will be of the utmost intensity. See to it that our prince is returned, or it will be known …”

Clearsight blanched as she read over the next words. She swallowed, pausing for several seconds before continuing.

“… or it will be known to all of Pyrrhia that a state of war shall exist between our tribes.

“Signed,


  Queen Pearl”


Clearsight sagged, and her arms fell to her side.

“I should have known,” Fathom said miserably. “I should have known that she was going to take us back anyway.”

“Why didn’t you see this coming?” Indigo asked, sounding accusational. “I thought you could see the future. How come you didn’t know about this?”

“I don’t know,” Clearsight said, suddenly feeling like her legs had turned to jelly. “I can’t see the entire future all at once. I guess I’ve been so focused on the Ice Kingdom that I didn’t realize this was going to happen.”

“How?” Indigo asked loudly. “Wasn’t the entire point of you becoming queen to make sure Fathom and I didn’t have to go back to the Sea Kingdom? Why didn’t you make sure that we were actually going to be protected?”

“You will be protected,” Darkstalker said sternly. “We’re not sending you back there.”

“So you’re gonna go to war with them instead?” Indigo asked. “Fine alternative. I’m sure your subjects will love you after that.”

“We’ll appeal to Queen Pearl. Fathom can tell her that he’s happier here and he wants to stay in the Night Kingdom — which, frankly, he should have done a long time ago.”

“She already knows I’m happier here,” Fathom said. “That’s partly why I’ve been able to stay here for so long already.”

“Then vouch for my character,” Darkstalker said. “Let her know that I’ve been nothing but friendly and cordial this entire time, and that I’ve been very careful with my magic.”

“She doesn’t trust my word. Can’t you see that she’s already made up your mind about you?”

Fathom was right, as he usually was with his sister. She couldn’t find any readily available futures where Queen Pearl backed down on her threat.

Still, she felt that she had to at least try to negotiate with her. She agreed with Darkstalker — there was no way she’d let them take Fathom and Indigo away, especially after all they’d done to get the throne. But closing off any discussion with Queen Pearl would only ensure that they went to war faster. “I’ll send a reply to Pearl tomorrow,” she said. “I’ll try to tell her that sending Fathom and Indigo back would be in neither of our best interests. Maybe I can get her to set up a meeting with us, or discuss the possibility of a compromise.”

“It’s not going to happen,” Fathom said hesitantly. “She’s too worried about me and she’s too scared of you and Darkstalker. You aren’t gonna change her mind.”

“Maybe not, but I still want to talk to her.” She looked sadly at the letter again, feeling tempted to crumple it up and throw it away. “In the meantime, I’ll send orders to our soldiers to return home. I want them to enjoy a warless kingdom for as long as they can.” And she walked to her office, readying herself for a long discussion with the future timelines.

  



19. Chapter 18


    
    
  FATHOM


After the war with the IceWings ended, Fathom and Indigo got married.

This was a publicity stunt, and Darkstalker informed them as such prior to the planning. “Romance is pretty deeply entwined in NightWing culture,” he’d said. “If we highlight how much you two love each other, we’ll appear a lot more noble if we end up fighting the SeaWings.”

Fathom and Indigo didn’t mind this too much. In fact, it seemed like a pretty smart move. They wanted to get married in the first place anyway. The only thing keeping them from doing so was Queen Pearl, but at this point, it didn’t really matter if she knew that they were together.

So they wed, and King Darkstalker and Queen Clearsight milked out all of the good public relations from it that they could have. Which actually made the wedding really awesome. It was a grand ceremony. The entire Kingdom was invited, and thousands of dragons showed up. The wedding took place on the beach, near Fathom and Indigo’s favorite spot, where the moonlight always sparkled against the ocean, and the waves always seemed just a little bit calmer than they were everywhere else. They wanted to get married at sunset, but that was too early for a wedding in the Night Kingdom, so instead they got married at midnight, on a night when one of the moons was almost full, and hung brightly overhead.

“These two dragons have been in our company for many years now,” Darkstalker said in his speech. “Before they took shelter beneath our palace, Prince Fathom was held in isolation by his family. Because of his animus gift, they treated him like a monster, worthy of ridicule and neglect. They never would have let Fathom follow his heart, so that he could be with the dragon he loved. By denying Fathom this right, the Sea Kingdom rejected his dragonhood. They no longer saw him as a dragon, but instead as a caged animal that would eventually be put down.

“I am proud of my citizens for treating him better than his own tribe ever did, or ever will. When he came to the Night Kingdom, we accepted him with open wings, and he has since found a home here with us. We made him happy again, and we gave back to him the rights that any dragon of any scale color ought to have.

“And it goes without saying, I cannot be more grateful — or more proud — of Indigo, for being there for him. She fought and trained, harder than any other dragon in the Sea Kingdom, for the privilege to love and protect him. And it is my honor to allow her to continue loving and protecting him into her marriage.

“Queen Pearl may wish to separate these two. She may wish to take Fathom back to the Sea Kingdom, where he will be isolated, and treated with the same level of scorn and ruthless ostracism that he was subject to before. Let it be known that I will never let her do this. As long as Fathom is under our roof and in the confines of our kingdom, he will always have the right to be happy, and he will be treated and protected as any other member of our tribe would be.”

He faced Fathom and beamed. “Let us rejoice! Soon, these two dragons will make their vows to each other — newer vows that will take the place of older vows, and better vows that will now be made to better dragons.”

Once Darkstalker’s speech was over, Clearsight went through all of the official ceremonial items. She had Fathom and Indigo join talons. Clearsight took a black length of silk that looked a bit like a scarf, and tied it around their intertwined arms. Then they exchanged their vows, and Clearsight pronounced them married, and it was all very beautiful and Fathom was in tears by the end of it. Clearsight soon said, “May the light of the moons rain peace, strength, and joy upon you — and may it stay with you now and forevermore. Fathom, Indigo, you may seal your marriage with a kiss.”

But Indigo was already kissing him, and Fathom could feel his heart thumping madly in his chest. Lustfully, he let go of Indigo’s talons, shook the stupid scarf thing off of him, and placed his talons on her face, pulling her in closer.

And the audience cheered. Darkstalker wasn’t kidding when he said the NightWings liked themselves a good romance. He and Indigo got a standing ovation that lasted longer than their kiss had. (He didn’t know how long the kiss lasted, though. Was it only a few seconds? Was it ten minutes? Was it a whole lifetime, and he was just living a moment of delusional bliss while slowly slipping away into the afterlife?)

And the continuous stream of congratulations that they received from NightWings during the reception only validated Darkstalker further. It was truly incredible. He was amazed by how many complete strangers there were who were actually happy that he was here with them, and that he had gotten the opportunity to be with Indigo.

The days followed, and he soul-soared and honeymooned with his new wife. Life was getting better and better, and the world was getting brighter and brighter.

And then the night of the meeting with Pearl came.

He knew that it wasn’t going to be a very good day, but he couldn’t have imagined that it would turn out as awful as it did. Nor could he have imagined that it could have turned out much, much worse.

Both facts became clearer when they all approached the door to their meeting room. It was about four weeks after the wedding. NightWing morale was high, and the citizenry were starting to feel proud to have Clearsight as their queen and Darkstalker as their king. Clearsight knew that this conference with Pearl was not going to be successful, but in her eyes, the fact that she managed to convince the SeaWing queen to meet with her in the first place was a success. It gave them all the more time to prepare for the inevitable fallout.

They decided on meeting with her in a small emissary building on an island in the Talon Peninsula. It was more remote than the palace and further away from the heart of the kingdom, which helped keep potentially hostile foreigners away from vulnerable inland hotspots. It was the same building where Clearsight and Darkstalker had gone to when discussing the peace treaty with Queen Diamond.

Clearsight landed on the island first, and she stayed perfectly still as the others joined her on the beach. As she was queen, it would have been customary for her to lead the way into the building, which looked like a homely stone cabin surrounded by hearty evergreens. It wasn’t the only building on the island, but it was the only inhabited one at the moment: smoke from a chimney fluffed overhead, passing over the whippoorwills and slumbering owls and into the sky like a long, polluted cloud.

SeaWing decorations were placed here and there, as Clearsight had requested. Ceramic starfish, tiki torches, and empurpled wooden carvings of powerful SeaWings helped welcome the newcomers from the other side of the world.

Fathom looked over at Clearsight when he realized that she’d been still for an unusually long time. She was staring at the entranceway to the building, where Queen Pearl was supposedly waiting. And she looked … livid. Her snout was making these weird twitches, as if she’d just sniffed something really spicy, and her pupils were needle thin. He’d never seen Clearsight look this way before.

“Um … Clearsight?” Fathom said timidly.

Clearsight closed her eyes. “Fathom,” she started, her voice eerily calm. “Your sister is the most aggravating, paranoid, and reckless dragon on the entire continent.”

Fathom was too startled to form a coherent reply to that. His best efforts resulted in him sputtering, “I … uh … are you just realizing that now?”

“You had a vision, didn’t you?” Darkstalker asked, craning his head towards Clearsight and frowning.

“Yes, I had a vision,” Clearsight said through grit teeth. “It ended with Darkstalker and me getting murdered by two SeaWings hiding on the ceiling, Pearl dragging Fathom back to the Sea Kingdom, a long and hazardous war that the NightWings will probably end up losing, and no negotiations at all between Pearl and us before any of that happens.” Her talons gripped at the sand, and tiny rivulets of grains poured out from between them. “There isn’t a meeting table behind those doors. There’s just a trap.”

Darkstalker glowered at Clearsight, then marched forward.

Clearsight’s eyes raised in alarm, then she cantered after him. “Darkstalker, wait! Did you not hear a word I said? They’ll kill you the moment you step through those doors.”

“I’m not going to step through those doors,” Darkstalker said. When Fathom inched closer to the building, he noticed that Darkstalker’s eyes were locked on an armorclad NightWing guarding the front entrance. Darkstalker promptly whistled her over.

Looking a little bit nervous, she marched forth to meet them. “Your Majesty?” she said, bowing low. “Queen Pearl is awaiting your audience.”

“Why are there two assassins with her?” Darkstalker asked, looking like he was trying to suppress a growl.

The guard blinked. “You mean her two bodyguards? Uh — Your Majesty, it’s customary for any foreign royalty to come with a small entourage for personal protection. We allow them the privilege so that they may feel safer when stepping foot into our kingdom.”

“I didn’t ask about bodyguards, I asked about assassins,” Darkstalker said, his eyes growing colder by the second. “Queen Clearsight told me that there are two SeaWings armed and ready to kill whoever steps foot into that building. Why are they there? Are we not supposed to be afforded the same protections?”

The guard gave him a confused look. “King Darkstalker, of course you are given the same protections. That’s why I’m here. That’s why there are two more NightWing guards in the building awaiting your arrival.”

“They’ve both been killed,” Clearsight said, sounding like she’d made a horrifying realization.

The guard’s eyes went wide. “What?” she said. “No they haven’t.” Swiftly, she turned around and trotted back to the building.

“Wait, stop!” Clearsight said, running up and blocking her path.

“My brother is one of those guards; he can’t have been killed.” She looked as if she were about to simply walk around Clearsight, but she stopped herself. “Please allow me to pass, Your Majesty,” she said desperately.

Clearsight shook her head and spread her wings. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m not making this up. They’re dead, and they’ll kill you too if you walk in. We need to go back. All of us. Right now.”

An oddly obvious realization came to him when Clearsight told them that: Queen Pearl was inside that building. His sister, whom he hadn’t seen in over three years. It was weird, finally being this close to her and suddenly turning away. He couldn’t help but feel that there was an opportunity he was missing — like if he left right now, then he might never get the chance to actually see her again.

Fathom ran his talons through the sand, hesitantly. Do it, his conscience told him. Whether she’ll listen or not, she needs to hear you.

“Wait,” he finally said to them. “You guys go on ahead. I want to talk to her.”

Clearsight looked at Fathom like he’d just pointed a crossbow at himself. “Absolutely not!” she said.

“I’ll be safe,” he argued. “She’d never kill me.”

“You’re the one she wants, Fathom,” she argued back. “She may not kill you, but she’ll take you away.”

“We won’t let her do that,” Fathom said. “I promise you we won’t.”

“Why do you even want to talk to her?” Darkstalker asked, his head craned back and his eyebrow raised. “She just proved to everyone here that she’s not interested in negotiating.”

“She’s my sister,” Fathom said. “I just want to actually see her again. I want her to see my face when I tell her that I’m happier here. Check the futures if you want to make sure, but I swear, I won’t go back to the Sea Kingdom with her. The moment she tries to take us by force, we’ll fight back. Right, Indigo?”

“With pleasure,” Indigo said, smiling confidently. “I could take two SeaWing lackeys with my arms tied together. I think Fathom and I owe Queen Pearl a visit anyway.”

Darkstalker looked at Clearsight, who appeared to be checking the futures. Her eyes were closed and her head was lowered. When she finally lifted her eyelids again, she gave him a fearful look that he hadn’t seen on her since she’d become queen. “Be careful, Fathom,” she said. “Please don’t let them take you.”

“If they do, we will send a fully armed battalion their way to take you back,” Darkstalker said. “Now go and tell her who’s boss.”

Fathom smiled at him, and he smiled back. Then Clearsight took to the sky and the other two NightWings followed her back to the Night Kingdom.

Fathom brought his eyes back to Indigo, who was proudly standing beside him, looking as if she were prouder in that moment than she ever had been to be his wife. He gave a half-smile at her, and she raised her chin triumphantly. Their gestures were part of a whole language of unspoken words that the two of them had unconsciously developed with each other, but had come to understand just as well as they would understand Dragon. His half-smile meant something like, “I knew that you’d be okay with this crazy plan of mine.” And her chin-raise in reply meant something like, “Of course I’d be okay with it. What, did you think I was going to agree with those knuckleheads who didn’t want you seeing her?”

“I wish I’d brought more weapons,” Indigo said, using actual words this time. “I’d feel a lot safer with a whale tooth spear in my talons.”

Fathom took a deep breath and walked up to the door. He was only a dozen or so steps, but getting closer took eerily long.

“Queen Pearl, it’s Fathom,” he said loudly, once he was in front of the door. “Tell your guards to not kill me when I walk in.”

He counted about ten heartbeats before he heard the sound of shuffling and footsteps from within. The door swung open, and on the other side was a bright cyan dragon who looked like she’d just seen a ghost. She was definitely Pearl. She looked a lot older now (way more than three years older; being queen must have aged her quite a bit), and was decorated with the same necklaces and bracelets that she always used to wear.

Immediately, she grabbed Fathom by the shoulders and pulled him inside.

“Wait!” Fathom yelped, trying to pull himself from her grasp. He could feel Indigo’s scales brushing up against his, following him as if they were magnetized to his body.

“Pearl, let him —” Indigo started, before being interrupted by the sharp slam of the door behind them. Fathom looked behind him and saw two heavily armored sea-foam green SeaWings, each armed with a spear in one talon, and at least two other blades sheathed to their bodies. Fathom noticed a freshly bleeding wound on one guard’s neck, and he immediately brought his eyes forward, not wanting to remember that there were two dead NightWings somewhere in here.

Pearl let him go. She darted to one of the windows and looked outside, then looked back at Fathom. “Where is he?” she asked anxiously.

Fathom blinked. “Who, Darkstalker?”

“Yes! He was supposed to be here,” she said. “With Queen Clearsight too. It’s not like they’d just send you here alone. That wouldn’t make any sense.”

“They’re not here,” Fathom said.

Pearl blinked, looking like she was cautiously letting some of her fear turn into confusion.

“They figured out what you were planning to do to them,” he told her. “Clearsight had a vision. She saw everything.”

Indigo growled at the ground. “Just my luck. Of course she’d have a vision about the one thing I needed her to not find out about. What are you doing here, then? Are they actually giving in to my demands?”

“No,” he said. “I asked them if I could stay and talk to you.”

“And they agreed? Fathom, they can’t be that stupid.” She peered out the window again, her eyes darting from one spot to another. “Maybe they just told you that.”

“They’re not stupid. They just trust me.” He took a step closer to her and brushed his wing against hers to get her attention. “Pearl, you do realize I want to stay here, right?”

Pearl gave Fathom a look of wounded surprise. “What? Why?” she asked.

The look of surprise Fathom gave her had to have eclipsed her own. “How did you not know that? I thought you sent me here because you were expecting me to be happier here.”

“That was before Darkstalker turned tyrannical and murdered his queen!” Pearl shrieked, flailing her talons in the air. “And no, I sent you here because you needed to keep something like this from happening.”

“He’s not tyrannical, Pearl; he’s actually a really good king. You might have actually realized that if you decided to talk to him.”

“Talk to him? Fathom, I don’t even want to be near him. I’m risking everything trying to rescue you already.” She paced further into the building, and Fathom noticed that she really looked terrified. Her eyes were stressed and tired, and her tail flicked to and fro. “I don’t know what they could possibly want with you, but I know it can’t be good. You might be an animus, but you’re still my brother. What kind of a sister would I be if I didn’t try to protect you from them?”

Fathom cocked his head, feeling offended, touched, and confused all at once. “Pearl, I just told you —”

“I know what you just told me, Fathom,” Pearl interrupted, snapping her eyes back at him. “It doesn’t make sense, though. Look at what Darkstalker did to his queen! And don’t forget about Wharf and Lionfish either. There’s no doubt in my mind that they used his magic on …” Pearl’s eyes suddenly went wide. “Have you been using your magic again?”

Fathom felt like he just got hit in the head with a log of driftwood. Too dazed to give a reply, he ended up letting Indigo answer for him. “No, he has not,” she said. “Fathom hasn’t cast a single spell since he saved —” She caught herself suddenly, then corrected herself, saying, “since I saved him from Albatross.”

“Don’t lie to me,” Pearl said intensely. “I know Fathom. He’d never be okay with any of this happening — unless something happened to his soul.”

“Pearl, I want to stay here because —” Fathom started.

“What did you do, Fathom?” Pearl asked, ignoring Fathom’s words. “You can tell me: I’ll forgive you. I just need to know how bad it is.”

“I never used my magic!” Fathom said impatiently.

“Yes you did, don’t deny it,” Pearl said, equally impatiently. “Or maybe you’ve been brainwashed. Did he tamper with your thoughts?”

“No he didn’t! And I didn’t use my powers, Pearl!”

“Then why in Pyrrhia would you want to stay here with Darkstalker?”

“Because I’m wanted here!” he shouted back, ignoring the lump forming in his throat. He also ignored how the guards suddenly took their stances and pointed their spears at him. “Because here, I’m not caged up and locked away like some sort of deranged viper. Because maybe I don’t want to go back to waking up every morning feeling guilty and terrified and unwanted and alone.”

Pearl paused, and looked sadly at her brother. “Oh, Fathom,” she said, reaching a talon forward. She looked like she was about to hug him, and Fathom was secretly hoping she would. He already felt the sting of tears in his eyes, and he needed a gesture from her to let him know that she was on his side.

But she didn’t hug him. She brought her talon back to the ground, and said, “I needed everyone to feel safe,” she said. “Safe from you.”

“I was miserable,” Fathom said to her. “And you knew I was miserable. I had no friends, Pearl. Not until I came here, and Darkstalker helped me feel happy again.”

“I’ll be better this time,” Pearl said. “I’ll find you some friends. I’ll let them know you’re probably not dangerous yet.”

Fathom shook his head. “It’s too late, Pearl. I’m staying here.”

“But you can’t,” Pearl said. “You’re the SeaWing prince, and you’ve been gone for three years now. It’s time to come home.”

She placed a talon on his shoulder — too little too late. Fathom swatted it off and turned away from her. “This is my home now, Pearl,” he said. “The NightWings have treated me better than my own tribe ever will.” He blinked, noticing that he was parroting Darkstalker’s speech at his wedding. Which reminded him that he had a confession he needed to make.

He faced his sister, who was having a tough time looking back at him now. “Pearl,” he said, “Indigo and I are married now.”

Pearl actually scoffed at that, and a smile crept to her face. “Figures,” she said. “You two were smitten for each other. Indigo, I hope you know about the oath Fathom made to me.”

“I do,” Indigo said. She gave Fathom a subtle glance with a slight smile — another complex sentence in their unspoken language. This one meant something like, “I dare you to break it.”

“It was mostly for your sake that I had him make it,” Pearl said. “I think you’d make a good mother.”

“I would much rather be with Fathom for the rest of my life than take another dragon’s eggs,” Indigo said nobly.

“Even if that means never taking his eggs?”

“Of course.”

Pearl frowned. She appeared to be looking at something between the two of them, and Fathom noticed that Indigo had twined her tail around his.

“No,” the SeaWing queen said. “Fathom, I’m sorry, but none of this is okay. You can’t stay here. You can’t be with Indigo like this. We’re going back to the Sea Kingdom, and we’re going back now.”

“No!” Fathom said, digging his talons into the floorboards as if a giant eagle were about to try picking him up and flying him to its nest. “You can’t make me.”

“I’m your queen, and that was an order,” Pearl said definitively. “You’re not thinking straight, Fathom. Darkstalker manipulated you into thinking what he did was okay. Once you’ve spent some time back in the Sea Kingdom, you’ll realize how reckless and delusional you’re being right now.”

“You’re the one who’s being reckless and delusional,” Indigo retorted. “The NightWings have been nothing but cooperative, and you tried to stab them in the back the first opportunity you got.”

“I did what I needed to do to save my brother, Indigo,” Pearl said. “And that’s not changing.” With a louder voice, she commanded the guards, “Arrest them.”

An instant later, both guards were double-teaming Indigo, who had just tried to reach for her knife. One grabbed her arm and started twisting it, and the other gripped at her horn and locked his jaws into her neck.

“Get your dirty talons off of me!” Indigo shrieked as she began flailing about.

“Wait, don’t hurt her!” Fathom cried. He wedged himself between Indigo and the guard grabbing her arm, pressing his talons to the guard’s neck and pushing him away. The guard let go for a moment to whack him across the snout with the backside of his gauntlet, and Fathom stumbled to the ground, disoriented.

Indigo used her free talon to strike the other guard in the throat with the heel of her palm. He loosened his bite, and Indigo whirled her head around to get him to let go of her horn.

For an instant, she was free, and bolted for the door. But the door was closed, and by the time Indigo was reaching to open it, her tail had been grabbed and she was being dragged back in the direction of the guards.

Fathom got up and ran after the struggling dragons again, but got pinned to the ground by Pearl. “This is for your own good, Fathom,” she said through grit teeth as Fathom tried to wrestle himself free from her.

“Please, just let us go!” Fathom begged. He watched as the two guards got back to work at attempting to detain Indigo again. Indigo twisted around so her back was on the floor, and scratched at the dragon who was pulling her tail. The second guard spun around and bludgeoned her head with his tail, and immediately afterwards the first guard let go of her tail and threw all of his weight on her shoulders. “Get the rope,” he said to the second guard, before biting into Indigo’s neck again to pin her down.

“No, stop!” Fathom wailed.

Beneath the second guard’s wing was a circle of rope, tied in a lasso. He unhooked it from his armor and wrapped it around Indigo’s neck before tightening it. Indigo let out a choking sound that made Fathom’s stomach twist.

“Let her go!”

The guards didn’t let her go. Indigo flailed with her arms and used her head to try to break free from the hold against her. The dragon on top of her bit harder into her neck, and Indigo yelped in pain. A second later, he saw blood in the dragon’s mouth.

“Let her go!” Fathom wailed again.

“Stop struggling, Indigo!” Pearl demanded. “You’re going to get yourself killed!”

This wasn’t how things were supposed to go. They were supposed to be able to avoid this situation. Clearsight saw that, right? She checked the futures: she saw them avoiding capture, right? Did he do something wrong? Was there something he could do to get out of this?

He tried struggling again, but to no avail. Pearl was bigger and stronger than him, and kept him pressed against the floorboards with ease.

He couldn’t let this happen. He couldn’t. He wasn’t going back to the Sea Kingdom, and he wasn’t being separated from Indigo. But he didn’t know what to do. There had to be something he could do.

“Let her go!” he said desperately, a third time.

The guard holding the lasso pulled the rope, forcing Indigo’s neck to extend. He turned around and lifted his tail, preparing for a strike to her head that would certainly knock her unconscious.

“I enchant you to let her go!”

The words escaped his mouth before he completely registered them. At once, the guard holding the rope dropped it, and the guard on top of Indigo was propelled back, as if an invisible dragon shoved him away. He landed lopsidedly on the ground. Indigo twisted around and stood up, loosening the lasso around her neck and sucking in a breath of air.

There was a moment — right after when Pearl became so startled that she scrambled off of Fathom — where everyone went still and silent. The look his sister gave him in that moment, and the feeling that was starting to well up in his chest — that was exactly why he never wanted to go back to the Sea Kingdom.

They think you’re a monster, he thought.

Maybe because you really are becoming one.

The moment of stillness was brief, though. Soon, Indigo ran for the door and swung it open. “Fathom, let’s go!” she shouted. And Fathom followed her outside.

Neither Pearl nor her guards tried stopping them as they fled. Within less than a minute, he was high in the sky, flying back to the Talon Peninsula as quickly as his wings could take him. And all the while, his mind was rushing a million miles a second.

He’d just broken his vow. The important vow, the one that he knew he would have to make after what had happened to Albatross. The oath he sealed with an X in his palm. He used his magic again, just like he’d always feared he would.

Was he supposed to feel more monstrous? Was there supposed to be an aura of corruption and anger pulsating through his veins? Because he didn’t feel that. He felt nervous and anxious, wondering if that was the spell that brought him over the edge. But other than that, everything was the same.

And for the first time, something pushed back against the anxiety and guilt. For the first time, he started to wonder if he was being paranoid about animus magic. He knew, rationally, that Darkstalker would be willing to use his magic to protect him, or to make something for him that would make his life better. And while he always considered it his mission to get Darkstalker to ease up on his use of that magic, there was a part of him that was deeply comforted by that fact.

The oath that he’d made had been broken, but that didn’t matter. He renounced his ties to the Sea Kingdom, and to his sister, and in doing so he renounced the vows that he made to her. The question he found himself asking now was whether that vow was worth renewing. If Darkstalker could use his magic to improve the lives of those around him … maybe he could do the same.
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  CLEARSIGHT


Clearsight was sitting on the beach, meditating.

It was sunset. She was starting to really grow fond of sunset. She could feel the lingering warmth of the sun rays beneath her talons in the bed of sand. She could breath in the emptiness, as most of the dragons in the kingdom were either still sleeping or having breakfast. And she could hear the silence, as the chirping birds were starting to go to bed and the nocturnal chittering insects were just shy of waking up. All she could hear was the gentle ebb and flow of the ocean waves.

It had been two months since the war started. After the rest of the Night Kingdom found out about the murder of the two NightWing guards, an incredible display of sorrowful fury erupted from her tribe. Memorials were held in their honor all around the kingdom, and the SeaWing Queen’s name was cursed for weeks.

Clearsight had actually found herself in a position where she could be the one declaring war on the SeaWings, rather than the other way around. Her subjects were frenzied enough that she knew it would have had a lot of support.

Not that it would have mattered, but she decided against this option. Instead, she sent a letter to Pearl demanding reparations for killing the two guards. And as expected, Pearl responded by declaring war on the NightWings.

War was stressful. She’d stepped into her role as queen knowing nothing more about it than the fact that dragons fought. As it turned out, there was a whole sea of military intelligence that she needed to learn about, and a family of questions that she needed to answer. Where should troops be deployed? How should resources be distributed? What footholds would need to be established in order to initiate an invasion plan?

Darkstalker never pressed for her to approve of the use of animus magic to aid in them the war effort — something which really surprised her. They talked about it, of course. The idea was on the table from the very start. But Darkstalker was tentatively opposed to using it, at least for the time being.

“I never used my magic when we were fighting against the IceWings, and they never used their magic against us,” he’d argued when they discussed the idea in the council room. “As long as we’re winning the war with the SeaWings, we may as well treat them the same.”

She was rubbing off on Darkstalker, she could tell. He was keeping an eye on his magic, and trying to restrain himself, despite him being king. It was true that the futures she saw still had some threads of darkness woven in them, but it was hard to worry about those futures when Darkstalker was acting more sensibly now than she ever could have hoped. For all the fears she’d had when Darkstalker first suggested taking the throne, he’d proven himself to be extremely responsible with it so far.

Perhaps that was why she was starting to let herself relax a little bit more — to give herself permission to be happy, to ask herself what it was that she wanted, and to start making decisions that were going to lead to her happiness, not just to a safer world.

But right now, she had no decisions to make. Right now, what made her happy was simply sitting and listening to the crashing waves as the setting sun warmed her scales.

The sound of dragon wings snuck up behind her. Clearsight opened her eyes and turned her head to find that Darkstalker had landed on the beach and was approaching her. Clearsight let him sit by her side and wrap a wing around her. They leaned into each other.

“My mother sent me a letter yesterday,” he said. “Arctic has been writing to her. Apparently his spirits haven’t lifted too much since he returned to the Ice Kingdom.”

“That’s too bad,” Clearsight said. “I was hoping he’d be happier there.”

“Well, I’m happier with him there; that’s for sure,” Darkstalker laughed. “But it’s the fact that he’s there that’s the problem. Apparently the IceWings aren’t letting him out of their palace, meaning he’s not allowed to come down here to visit Foeslayer or Whiteout.”

Clearsight frowned, feeling conflicted about that. “That sounds an awful lot like the SeaWings and their relationship with Fathom,” she said.

“It does, doesn’t it? I’d feel sorry for him if he didn’t spend every waking minute of his life acting like he hated this place while he was here.” He turned towards his right, facing the north. “He’s probably better off staying there anyway. He could be an unwitting spy for us.”

“A spy?” Clearsight questioned. “Why would we need to spy on the IceWings?”

“Because it turns out they may be supporting the SeaWings. Arctic accidentally revealed in his letter that their ‘Gift of Sustenance’ has started being put to use for exports.”

“‘Gift of Sustenance’?”

“A lake on the edge of the kingdom that has been enchanted to supply IceWings with free seals,” he said. “Nobody in the Ice Kingdom uses it themselves unless they want to be dishonored for life.”

“Hmm…” Clearsight shot a frown at Darkstalker. “Why didn’t you tell me about this yesterday?”

“We were busy,” he said with a smirk. “And you were in such a good mood. I didn’t want to ruin that by giving you another thing to worry about.” He looked out into the ocean and watched as the sun painted the sky red. “What got you into such a good mood yesterday, anyway?”

Clearsight felt flutters in her stomach. Yes, she’d wanted to make sure her joy was particularly apparent to Darkstalker the other day, and she made sure she kept quiet about anything that might have given away why. She took a bit of joy in knowing something that Darkstalker didn’t. She wanted to let his mind hypothesize for a bit — to tease him for just a few minutes longer.

She lifted her chin, letting a gentle breeze stroke the scales along her neck. “Do you know where we are right now?” she asked.

Darkstalker smiled proudly. “I do, actually. This is where we were when I gave you that watch.”

Clearsight nodded. “You have no idea how long ago that was for me,” she said.

“I try not to think about it,” Darkstalker said. “It bothers me more than you realize — remembering that you had to start over.”

“Don’t feel guilty,” Clearsight said. “You’re a different dragon now. A better one.”

“You still worry though, don’t you?” Darkstalker asked. “About the future.”

“I’m never going to stop worrying about the future, Darkstalker,” Clearsight said. “That’s something I’ve come to accept lately. I know you want me to live a life where I’ll never have to worry, but my powers are always going to be here. And as long as I can see the future, I’ll be stressing over the things I need to avoid.” Clearsight looked solemnly at her talons, though she felt some relief admitting that.

“I just wish I could be perfect. I wish it was impossible for me to do any wrong, so that it’d be impossible for you to see any darkness.” Darkstalker tilted his head so that it rested against Clearsight’s. “I hope I’m at least making you happy. Because you still make me happy every single day.”

“Oh, Darkstalker, of course you make me happy,” she whispered. “You were the reason I was so happy today. I want to stay this happy for the rest of my life, and that’s exactly why I’m always going to keep worrying.”

The last beam of sun buried itself beneath the blackened horizon. The clouds in the distance became a deep purple. The cicadas in the forest behind them began to sing their long night-time chorales.

“I’m pregnant.”

Darkstalker straightened up. “You—you are?”

Clearsight nodded, beaming happily. “There’s a boy and a girl cooking in me right now.”

“There’s two?” Darkstalker rose to his feet, his eyes brighter than the stars. “Clearsight, don’t lie to me.”

Clearsight giggled. “I’m not lying.”

“No.” A small smile crept into his features. “No, be real with me, Clearsight.”

Clearsight stood up and brushed her head against the bottom of Darkstalker’s chin. “Darkstalker’s going to be a daddy,” she said in a singsong voice.

“Shut up!” His tail began to flick excitedly. “Tell me the truth, Clearsight. You’re not really pregnant.”

“I am,” she insisted. “They’re in all of my visions, Darkstalker. They both look so much like you. They’ve got your deep black eyes, and your handsome smile—”

“—Stop messing with me, Clearsight!” He gathered her talons into his grasp, looking like he was on the verge of ears. “You can’t be serious. Am I really going to be a father?”

He gave Darkstalker a loving smile, which she hoped answered his question because words were obviously not working.

With her talons still in his claws, Darkstalker walked closer to her. And closer, and closer, until he’d forced her to lean back so much that she fell over and landed on her back. Soon, a large and very affectionate NightWing was on top of her, pressing his body against hers. Their legs and tails interlocked, and he nuzzled her furiously. “Clearsight,” he murmured, wrapping his arms around her. “Oh Clearsight, I love you so much.”

“I love you too,” she murmured back, holding onto his neck as they embraced.

How could this dragon possibly be the same one I see in my visions? she wondered as he squeezed her tightly. He’s so sweet — so caring. How could anything possibly cause him to become the twisted tyrant that’s in some of the timelines?

She didn’t know. And right now, she didn’t care. Soon, she was going to become a mother. A whole world of joys and sorrows and adventures were in store for them. Between the continuing war with the SeaWings and the prospect of motherhood, all of her energy would need to be directed towards keeping her world afloat. As certain as she was that the future would continue to be on her mind, she also knew that the present was going to be needing almost all of her attention.

But she didn’t mind. Right now, the present was a wonderful place to be in.
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  FATHOM


Fathom was envious of Darkstalker and Clearsight. Their powers enabled them to be better parents than Fathom could ever dream of being.

On the one talon, Darkstalker was a natural dad with natural charm, and he was the one spending most of his time with the kids. He’d parade them about the palace, take them on flights around the Night Kingdom, and play with them for hours on end. Fathom was sure that they got to see plenty of Clearsight as well, but while she was busy being queen and fighting an ever-worsening war with the SeaWings, Darkstalker was the one teaching them everything they needed to know.

Clearsight, on the other talon, seemed to be something of an invisible guardian to them. Fathom learned from Darkstalker that she got up early every day just to take an hour to study her dragonets’ futures. She looked through all the things Darkstalker wanted to do with them for the day, and found which options were the safest, the most fun, and the most educational.

And then when she’d searched through the futures, she gave Darkstalker some seer advice before letting him have his fun. So, before Fathom and Darkstalker flew out to their secret spot in the woods that night, with one dragonet on each of their backs, Clearsight gave them a warning: “Make sure Solstice is careful around the ravine. If he falls, he can get pretty badly hurt.”

It was dark out in the woods. Fathom touched down before the clearing and extended a wing to let Remedy off of his back.

Darkstalker stood before his two dragonets, both of whom very much took after their father. Remedy had gentle curls on her horns and little specks of white along the back of her wings. Her brother Solstice had deep black scales all throughout his body, just like Darkstalker did.

They were both three months from turning one, which meant they were tiny balls of unstoppable energy that were graced with the misfortune of not being able to fly yet. It also meant that there was a lot that they still needed to learn about the world.

“Before you become hunters,” Darkstalker told them as they sat and listened, “you must first learn to understand what it is like to be prey. You must know where your targets will hide, how they will try to run, and what will be going through their minds when you get close to them.”

“Why can’t we just learn how to kill them?” Remedy asked, tilting her head at her father’s explanation.

“Yeah, why can’t we just learn how to KILL them?” Solstice asked. “I wanna learn how to RIP apart rabbits and tear off their FACES!”

“There are two reasons,” Darkstalker explained. “Firstly, rabbits are smarter and faster than you think they are. If you underestimate them, you’ll never be able to capture them, and one sure-fire way to underestimate rabbits is to not learn about how they think. Secondly,: both of you are too small to fly, which means you’re also too small to hunt. You are, however, the perfect size to be rabbits for me and uncle Fathom to snack on before dinner.”

“WHAT?!” Solstice squeaked. “I don’t wanna be a RABBIT. That’s dumb!”

“Quiet now,” Darkstalker said, smirking. “If a rabbit is too loud, then the dragons will hear him, and then they’ll snatch him up and eat him. Now, listen carefully: you and Remedy are going to go out into the woods and hide from me and Fathom. Then, we’re going to try and find you. If we capture you, then you get eaten and you lose the game. If you manage to run away after we find you, then you win.”

“What if you can’t find us?” Remedy asked.

“Then you super win,” Darkstalker told them. “If Fathom and I give up because you’re too hard to find, we’ll call your name and tell you to come back. Which means no going too far away, alright? You’ll need to be able to still hear our voices.”

“I’m totally going to super win!” Solstice announced. “I’m the BEST at finding hiding spots!”

“Oh are you? Remind me again how many times the guards didn’t find you when you were hiding from me in the palace to avoid bath time?” Darkstalker said.

Solstice tilted his head. “But why did you need the guards to find me, though? Wasn’t it because you couldn’t find me all by yourself?”

Darkstalker frowned, then flicked his ear in an irritated manner. “Go out and hide, you clever little bunny. And remember what mommy told you: stay away from the ravine.”

Solstice giggled and ventured off into the woods, hopping like a rabbit.

“You too, Remedy,” Darkstalker said. “You’re only going to get thirty seconds to hide before we start looking for you.”

Remedy squealed and ran away.

“I can’t remember the last time I played Hunter and Prey,” Fathom mused as he listened to the disappearing footsteps.

“Really? There’s a fun variation of the game for adults; you and Indigo should try it out some time,” Darkstalker said to him. “How’s she doing, by the way?”

“Indigo’s doing great,” Fathom said. “She’s due to lay next week, and she cannot wait to get those eggs out of her.”

Darkstalker gave Fathom a gentle smile. “Your life is going to get so different so quickly,” he warned.

“I can tell.” If it wasn’t already an obvious logical conclusion that routinely looking after dragonets made one’s life noticeably different, Darkstalker had made the fact abundantly clear when he became a father himself. He was practically always with his two dragonets in his free time. When Fathom and Darkstalker hung out together, it had become a given that there would be a pair of hatchlings attached to him.

Which Fathom didn’t mind. He’d known he was going to be a father before Remedy and Solstice had hatched from their shells, and being with Darkstalker as he took care of them was a good learning experience.

“Alright, I think we’ve given them enough time,” Darkstalker said, taking his first steps deeper into the woods.

Fathom followed beside him. “Did it feel like a special moment?” he asked. “The day Clearsight laid her eggs?”

“Not nearly as special as the moment they hatched,” Darkstalker answered. “Though part of the reason was because when she was laying, we were dealing with that terrible siege at Whelk’s Atoll. We didn’t have time to celebrate.”

Fathom winced. That siege lasted for months, and cost both the NightWings and SeaWings hundreds of lives. It seemed to mark something of a turning point in the war as well. After the NightWings successfully breached the fortifications on the atoll and raided their supplies, the SeaWings started playing dirtier out of desperation. NightWing civilians began to get assassinated regardless of whether they were soldiers or not. Villages along the northern crags of the Talon Peninsula started getting torched and the inhabitants slain. Caravans guiding wounded soldiers home began to get intercepted and destroyed.

Fathom knew that it would only be a matter of time before the assanination attempts against Clearsight and Darkstalker started to reappear. Clearsight was already seeing them in her futures.

He tried to take his mind off of the war, and began listening more closely for the hiding dragonets.

“When they hatched, however …” Darkstalker closed his eyes and let out a longing smile. “Reality really hit me, I guess. There was something whimsical about flying to the nesting site alone with nobody but Clearsight, and flying back to the palace with two brand new dragons in our care.”

“Clearsight told me you cried your eyes out when they hatched,” he teased, brushing his wing.

“If that’s true, then Clearsight is a massive liar,” Darkstalker said, puffing out his chest proudly. With a mumble, he followed it up saying, “It wasn’t until after they hatched that I cried.”

Fathom rolled his eyes, then heard a rustle in the nearby foliage. At once he stopped, and drew his ears up tightly.

As his night vision kicked in and he looked about the forest, Darkstalker slowed to a halt as well.

Unfortunately for Fathom, SeaWing night vision wasn’t terribly effective for when it came to detecting NightWings. Fathom may have been able to see the foliage around him, but NightWings were known for their ability to camouflage into the night. Their colors washed in with all the other tones around them.

After a few seconds, Fathom heard a high-pitched scream. He looked to his side to find that Darkstalker had his head in a bush. When Fathom came closer, he saw that he was playfully munching on Remedy’s head as he pinned her with his front talons. Remedy was giggling uncontrollably now and flailing her arms and legs about. “Daddy, cut it out!” she cried. “That tickles! And your breath really stinks.”

Darkstalker did as requested, but not before licking her face a few times to annoy her. “Good hiding spot,” he told her. “If you hadn’t made any noise, I might not have found you.”

“But I didn’t! I didn’t even make any noise!” she pouted.

“You moved ever so slightly enough for us to hear you shaking in the bush,” Darkstalker said. “Don’t forget that there are more ways to make a sound than stomping your feet and using your voice. Now, hop up on my back: you can help me find your brother.”

Remedy climbed up Darkstalker’s wing and wrapped her arms around his neck. “Can we play again, daddy?” she asked.

“After we find Solstice,” he said. “Fathom, let’s split up. I’ll check the area up north. You can head west and see if he’s near the rocky outcroppings.”

“Alright,” Fathom said, making his way towards the ravine to the west. “I’ll meet up with you back at the clearing.”

He split with Darkstalker and began creeping through the forest. The ground was covered in moss, which muted the sound of his steps. However, the terrain was rougher only a few steps outward: tree trunks, nurse logs, and large rocks replaced the flat detritus closer to the clearing. Fathom had to watch his step to keep himself from slipping.

He tried looking for footprints, but there weren’t any soft patches of ground which would allow visible tracks to form. He tried catching the dragonet’s scent, but the dew of the moss was all that he could smell.

Nonetheless, he diligently inspected the area to the best of his ability, checking every potential hiding spot for the hidden NightWing. He checked the squirrel holes in the trees for any curled up dragonets, and conspicuously large lumps in the ground that might have been tykes disguising themselves as moss-covered rocks. He checked bushes and crevices and cavities carved out by the roots of older trees. He checked hollowed out logs and shadowy patches of bracken, and even flew into the branches to check if Solstice might have climbed up one of the trees.

After searching for about ten minutes, he started to get bored. As he batted through a bush that was close to the wide, canyon-sized ravine, he found himself tempted to enchant something to point him in the right direction.

Obviously, it was just a temptation. He wouldn’t actually use his magic for something so frivolous. He’d only been using his magic so far for the bigger things that made life significantly more convenient.

Like the sleep mask that he’d enchanted for Indigo, which made her more tired when she wore it. She never totally got used to the NightWing sleep schedule, and had always been a lot more tired than she needed to be.

Fathom never totally got used to the NightWing sleep schedule either, but he found that he slept much more soundly after he and Indigo started sharing the same bed.

He still had a soul that was worth worrying about, and he checked himself with the soul reader every day to make sure he wasn’t getting too evil. And even though his reading never changed as far as he could tell, he still had worries in his conscience that he couldn’t silence. He had voices in his head telling him that he was betraying himself with every new spell he cast. He had nightmares where he pointed the reader at himself one day only to find it suddenly filled with the brightest, whitest sand.

It was for that reason that he still kept himself from making too many enchantments. He made sure Darkstalker didn’t know that he was using it again too. He didn’t want his friend coming up with really clever ideas that he’d be too tempted to try out for himself.

After giving up on his search, Fathom made his way back to the clearing, where Darkstalker was waiting for him. Remedy was still sitting comfortably on his back, her curious black eyes just barely catching the starlight as she looked at him. Darkstalker sighed dejectedly when he saw him. “Did that little runt seriously end up beating us?”

“I think him being a little runt puts him at an advantage,” Fathom said. “Should we tell him to come out?”

“I suppose so,” Darkstalker said. “I’d keep looking, but I get nervous when I don’t know where he is for too long.” He lifted his head and shouted, “Solstice, come out! You win! We give up!”

Fathom raised his ears and listened. Solstice wasn’t coming out.

“Solstice! Come back here!” Darkstalker shouted again. But still, there was no sign of Solstice.

“He must’ve gone too far out,” Darkstalker grumbled, sounding a little worried. “Fathom, help me find him.”

The two of them soon split up again, and in different parts of the forest they started calling Solstice’s name. Fathom went back to the area by the ravine and Darkstalker went further south. All Fathom could hear in response to his shouting was Darkstalker calling for the same dragon.

A minute passed, and Solstice didn’t reappear. And then another minute passed.

It didn’t take long at all for Fathom to start growing nervous. Solstice should have heard them by now; why wasn’t he responding? Did he fall asleep? Did he get distracted and start ignoring them? Did he fall down the cliffside and break something? Did he get carried off by bears? Was he okay? Where was he?

What was worse, however, was the sound of Darkstalker starting to panic. His shouts quickly got more and more urgent. “Solstice!” he cried frantically. “Solstice, where are you? Speak to me!”

Fathom’s stomach began to twist. He’d never heard Darkstalker sound this troubled — not once. Every time Darkstalker shouted for his son, the terror in his voice stabbed into Fathom’s chest like a stingray.

He picked up a stick and began to fidget with it. Solstice was … probably okay, right? Clearsight would have known if it was possible that he’d be in serious trouble. He was just being scatterbrained and ignoring his father. He did that a lot. He liked running off and doing his own thing, and he liked to pretend that he couldn’t hear Darkstalker’s voice so that he could give himself an excuse for staying distracted.

But … maybe he wasn’t okay. Maybe they needed to find him right now. For Darkstalker’s sake, he would much rather play things safe.

“I enchant this stick to always point towards Solstice, son of Darkstalker,” he whispered to the stick in his talons. Instantly, the stick oriented itself in a new direction, and stayed fixed in that direction. When Fathom subconsciously tried rotating it, it refused to budge.

The weird thing was that the stick was pointing slightly upwards, suggesting that he was in the air, or in the trees.

Fathom cocked his head. Was Solstice flying? Was that why they couldn’t find him?

But no, he and Remedy were still many months away from the time most dragons started to fly. Something wasn’t right.

Fathom took to the sky and followed the stick. He broke through the treetops and looked around the night sky.

This is hopeless, he realized as he stared into the starry void where the stick was pointed. He’s gonna be impossible to spot.

But oddly enough, after just a couple of seconds, he did see something. There was a silhouette blocking the stars as it flew away.

Fathom flew closer to the figure, now thoroughly confused. NightWings didn’t block the stars like that. They had no silhouettes when they flew. That couldn’t be Solstice, could it? But then, who was it? And why was the stick pointing at it?

The silhouette tilted its wings and changed directions. Its scales were ever-so slightly illuminated by the starlight, and Fathom immediately was able to tell that the colors were way off. The wings on that dragon weren’t black, like a NightWing’s. They were deep bluish, like a SeaWing’s.


  Like a SeaWing’s.


Fathom nearly fell out of the sky in shock. He just barely managed to right himself before turning around and getting just close enough back to the ground so that Darkstalker could hear him.

“Darkstalker!” he shouted. “Darkstalker, there’s a SeaWing in the sky: Solstice is being kidnapped!”

“WHAT!” Darkstalker roared. A heartbeat later, he crashed out of the trees and pumped his wings towards Fathom. He must have set Remedy down, because she wasn’t on his back anymore.

Fathom began flying towards the SeaWing, who by now was perhaps a mile away. The dragon would have been tough to spot if Fathom didn’t know where to look for them, but Darkstalker quickly saw where the silhouette was, and he quickly accelerated towards it when he did. Fathom felt an odd combination of terror and relief when he glimpsed at the raw fury in his best friend’s eyes.

They quickly closed in on the SeaWing as they passed over the massive ravine below. Fathom tentatively decided to fall behind: the kidnapper didn’t seem to notice that they were being followed, and Fathom might alert them if he got too close.

He was close enough to realize, however, that there was a black smudge that the SeaWing was tightly clinging to. It appeared to be squirming, and there appeared to be a thick piece of white cloth covering its snout.

Darkstalker bolted ahead and flew directly under the SeaWing. Soon afterwards, the SeaWing must have noticed a dragon was near them, because they started to pick up speed and height.

Fathom began to fly closer, but Darkstalker was already beginning his assault. Although he was practically invisible, Fathom was able to spot a remarkably dextrous maneuver he performed where he flipped his body around and latched onto the underside of the SeaWing, where Solstice was being carried. He heard a pair of dragon roars from the two of them, and soon their forms morphed into a pair of tangled wings that began plummeting from the sky.

Several heartbeats later, the SeaWing pried Darkstalker away and righted themselves. Fathom could see Darkstalker swerve back to go after the kidnapper again, and the SeaWing twisted their body around and clubbed Darkstalker in the head with their tail.

Then, suddenly, the stick that Fathom was holding started rotating downwards, pointing away from the SeaWing, and towards a plummeting dragonet that had just gotten thrown into the ravine.

Fathom let out a terrified yelp and dropped his enchanted stick. In an instant, he dove after Solstice, pumping his wings as fast as he could.

He wouldn’t make it. He was way too far, and Solstice was falling too fast. Darkstalker, though — he was closer. When he recovered from the blow to his head, he instantly noticed that his son was falling. As he sped down into the ravine to catch him, the kidnapper flew off into the distant sky, quickly disappearing.

Fathom continued descending after Solstice, but the shadows of the ravine drowned out his vision. He knew that if he flew into the deep chasm at the speed he was going, he ran the risk of colliding with an invisible stalagmite or cliffside. He landed on a butte near the top of the crevice and leaned forward, listening carefully as Solstice and Darkstalker disappeared into the shadows.

A second later, there was a sickening thwack that echoed from the depths, followed by an agonized cry from Darkstalker.

Fathom blanched. I need to use my magic again, he thought. I need to find something to enchant — anything! He looked around for a rock or a pebble that could carry his magic. What should my enchantment be? How can I save them? What even happened?!

He began to carefully fly down into the ravine, continuing to search for some sort of enchantable item. His heart thrummed in his ears, and urgency overwhelmed every last one of his scales.

He grabbed onto a flower that was growing in one of the cracks and yanked it from its roots. As he was doing that, however, Darkstalker rose up from the depths, holding his child. He shot past Fathom and landed on the grass next to the surface of the ravine.

Fathom flew up and landed beside Darkstalker as he set Solstice down on the grass and pulled the cloth muzzle off of him. The dragonet’s head fell back.

Both of the Solstice’s wings were dislocated, broken, and severely shredded along the membranes. There was an evident skull fracture that was causing blood to pool on the ground where his horns were. A pair of cracked ribs poked out of his chest, and his neck appeared to be twisted to the side in a way that it really shouldn’t be.

And he wasn’t breathing.

Darkstalker shook his head. “No … No, Solstice, wake up,” he said. “Solstice, please.”

Fathom took Solstice’s wrist and felt for a pulse. Nothing. Solstice was gone.

“He has to be okay,” Darkstalker muttered. “Clearsight would have known. How could she not have seen this?”

Fathom looked up at Darkstalker and pinned his ears sadly. “Darkstalker —”

“— Shut up,” he said, his voice nearly a whisper. “And get your talons off of him.”

Fathom withdrew his talon and averted his gaze from Solstice’s body. Darkstalker hunched over it, looking almost as numb and lifeless as the child he just lost.

He lifted the flower he’d picked and studied its tiny white petals. He felt like he was being shaken from a dream that he couldn’t wake up from — like reality was slipping away from him, but never completely fading away.

He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He had to try and save him. He couldn’t let this happen without at least trying to fix it. It was going to be a big spell, one that could destroy his soul if it worked, but he had to at least try casting it.

“Bring this dragon back to life,” he whispered to the flower. “Bring him back to life and heal him completely.” Then he placed the flower on Solstice’s body.

Deep down, he knew that it wasn’t going to work. Animus magic couldn’t bring back the dead. Albatross had told him so. It was one of its only limitations to animus magic known to dragonkind.

And yet … something was happening.

The flower began to glow faintly, and its petals hugged the dragonet’s scales.

And then the broken bones began to recede back into Solstice’s body and fuse back together. The tears in his skin flattened up as new scales covered the fresh wounds. The holes in his wings zipped themselves shut, and breathing peacefully returned to his chest. Gradually, color returned to his face once again.

When the flower had done its job and Solstice was completely healed, he muttered quietly, then curled up into a ball with his wings and tail covering his body, sleeping soundly.

Darkstalker placed a talon on Solstice’s body, and curled his claws gently around him. Then he looked up at Fathom, relief and surprise flooding into his eyes. “You … you saved him,” he whispered. “I …” He glanced back at his son, as if afraid that he’d disappear again if he took his eyes off of him for too long. “He’s okay. Thank you, Fathom.”

Darkstalker put Solstice on his back, and both of them went back to find Remedy. At first, Fathom feared that another SeaWing might have tried to take her while they were dealing with Solstice, but she was safe and sound, waiting by the clearing for her father to come back. He scooped her up on his back as well, and together the four of them started their flight back to the palace.

It felt like a long flight as they soared on, and even in the wide open air, Fathom found himself feeling claustrophobic as he passed over the ravines and promontories below. Darkstalker stayed deathly quiet, scarcely making a sound when he beat his wings or cut into the wind. Though he couldn’t make heads or tails of the expression on his friend’s face, Fathom could tell that there were heavy thoughts brooding through his mind. He must be thinking about how I used my powers, he thought. That was the first time I ever cast a spell in front of him.

And that was a serious spell — a spell that wasn’t supposed to work.

Was he just a more powerful animus than his grandfather? Or maybe he lied about animus magic not being able to bring back the dead. Or maybe he was told that lie by someone, and never bothered to test it himself.

Were there any limitations to animus magic? He figured that a spell like that had to have eaten a hole in his soul at the very least.

And yet …

As a crescent moon began to lift its way up over the horizon, Fathom found himself reminded of the time when he saved Indigo from Albatross, and how torn he’d become between the recognition that he was dangerous and the reality that he’d just saved someone’s life.

I’d rather be dangerous than harmless if it means I can keep saving other dragons, he thought. That wasn’t something he believed once upon a time, but that simply meant that once upon a time he was a dragon that would have let his best friend’s son die.

“I hope you’re not worried about what I let myself do,” he said to Darkstalker. “I made up my mind a long time ago about using my magic.”

Darkstalker looked over at Fathom for a second, then brought his gaze ahead again. He couldn’t tell what that look meant. Was it relief? Exhaustion? Frustration? Pity?

“I’m grateful you did,” Darkstalker said, sounding troubled. “You’re a good dragon, Fathom. That’s never going to change.”
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  DARKSTALKER


It was hard to concentrate.

If Darkstalker stared at any spot in the sky, he’d start looking for silhouettes that would try to take his dragonet away from him. There might be more SeaWings hiding in his kingdom. If nobody had spotted that one then there could be others, hiding, waiting, staying clear of even the futures that Clearsight saw, and three moons, was Solstice still sitting there on his back? WHAT HAPPENED TO HIM? Where did he—?

Oh, wait, he was still there. Yes, those were definitely his talons digging into his left shoulder. And that was definitely Remedy sitting next to him.

This wasn’t a feeling that Darkstalker was used to. Usually, the world was as he saw it. His powers, coupled with Clearsight’s, made sure that any lurking, unpleasant surprises would be detected and nipped in the bud before they materialized. But one of those surprises made it through, and it almost cost him his son’s life. And the worst part was that he had no idea how or why it made it through in the first place.

All of a sudden, the world wasn’t so simple anymore. Things could happen without him knowing. Danger could be lurking in the shadows. Danger would be lurking in the shadows. The SeaWings weren’t going to give up on their trickery: it will only be a matter of time before something like this happened again.

He felt dizzy when he touched down in front of the palace. His eyes kept darting back and forth looking for anything out of the ordinary. When the guards let him and Fathom enter, he wanted to scold them for not looking alive, but they actually looked quite fearsome and dedicated, so he gave them a pass.

“I’m going back to my chamber,” Fathom said once they were inside. “I need to find Indigo.”

“We’ll talk about this more tomorrow,” Darkstalker told him. “You can tell Indigo, but make sure nobody else knows what happened, okay?”

Fathom nodded before trotting off to the nearest staircase and disappearing behind the palace walls.

Darkstalker prostrated himself and extended his wings to let his dragonets off of his back. Solstice had woken up by now, but neither he nor Remedy had spoken a word during their flight. “Keep your wings brushed against mine, okay?” he told them.

“Yes, daddy,” they both said. Darkstalker lowered his wingtips so that they arced over both of them, and they each extended their wings to connect with Darkstalker’s.

He led them to their chamber near the throne room, where he knew Clearsight was right now. He walked as if he were crossing through a pit of venomous dragonbite vipers, aware of each step he took and every movement he saw. He eyed down any dark spots on the ceiling and in the reflections of the mirrors for hiding assassins or traps. When he found an armor-clad guard walking the opposite way, he called her over.

“Yes, my king?” she asked, bowing her head before him.

“Scout the area between here and my chamber. Make sure it’s a hundred percent safe.”

“Yes, my king.” Promptly, the guard flew ahead, lurking close to the ceiling as she studied the palace corridors. Darkstalker continued to walk ahead, feeling slightly safer.

When he made it to the door to his suite, the door guards opened it up and let him in. Darkstalker had ordered the layout of the suite to be modified so that all of the homely accessories were behind a single, heavy, well-guarded, sound-proof door.

The queens before Clearsight had mostly lived all throughout the palace, but Clearsight and Darkstalker were both used to a more non-royal living style, where all of their necessities could be made a private matter if they so wished. Behind the door to the suite was a carpeted hall, with the three bedrooms on one side and the bathroom door on the other. At the end of the hall was a bend, which led into the lounge and the kitchen.

He could hear Listener and Clearsight talking with each other in the lounge, though he couldn’t care less what they were discussing. He lifted his wings and knelt down next to his dragonets. “Now go to your rooms, you two. Try and get some sleep.”

“But I’m not tired yet,” Remedy told him, sounding innocent as ever. Darkstalker didn’t tell her what had happened yet. He wasn’t sure if he would, or if she’d even understand.

“Go to your room anyway. Why don’t you make some paintings? You can paint and paint until you get tired, and then you can show me what you made tomorrow.”

Remedy nodded, though she looked a little worried, like she could tell something wasn’t right.

When she went off to her room, Darkstalker looked down at Solstice. “You too, buddy. To your room, alright?”

Solstice shook his head. He extended his talons and clung to Darkstalker’s leg.

Which was a remarkably convincing argument. Darkstalker was persuaded enough to return the gesture, and brought himself down to scoop Solstice up into a tight hug.

“Listen,” he said. “Your mommy and I need to talk alone right now, but we’ll be right there for you as soon as we’re done. If you go to your room now, we’ll let you sleep in our bed for the next week, okay?”

A total bluff. Solstice and Remedy were going to be sleeping beneath Darkstalker’s wing for the next month at least, whether they were obedient or not.

It worked, though. Solstice quietly traipsed into his room and shut the door behind him. The moment his eyes left his child, he felt a tug of fear tug at his heart. What if a SeaWing snuck into the palace and was waiting in Solstice’s room?

He closed his eyes and studied the near futures as carefully as he could. It looked like Solstice and Remedy were safe: he’d see them again soon. It didn’t ease his tensions, but it convinced him that it was okay to walk into the lounge instead of Solstice’s room at that moment.

He found it tough to look at either Clearsight or Listener when he walked into the lounge. He found it tough to lift his head at all, and instead kept his eyes to various corners of the room.

His mind was too scrambled by this lingering question of how? How did this happen? How was something this monumental able to elude the future sight of both him and Clearsight? And how was he going to keep himself from being eluded again?

“Hello? Darkstalker, are you there?”

Darkstalker finally lifted his head and faced Listener. “What?”

“I said, aren’t you here a little early?” Listener asked. “You weren’t supposed to be back at the palace for another hour, right?”

Was it just him, or did that sound accusatory? That crooked frown on her face wasn’t the friendliest looking thing in the world. “What’s wrong with me being early? Should I leave?” he asked, folding his brow at her.

“What? No, of course not!” Listener said, looking a little startled. “Clearsight saw you returning early in her visions. We were worried that something might’ve happened.”

“Right, and that’s suddenly a concern of yours,” he said dryly as he started towards the kitchen to get some water.

“Um, yes, it is,” Listener said. “Last I checked, you were my king, and I was your friend. Of course it matters to me if something happened to you.”

Darkstalker clenched his talon and twisted his head around. “Well, last I checked, you were the sorriest excuse for a spymaster I’ve ever seen,” he snarled. “You’re supposed to be keeping an eye on the SeaWings, but you’ve been loafing around doing nothing while they’re crawling around under our noses. Are any of those scale-brained idiots under your command actually doing anything?”

“What?” Listener said, looking at him as if he’d just grown a hideous second head. “What on earth are you talking about?”

“You see, that’s exactly the problem,” Darkstalker said as he marched towards her. “You should know what I’m talking about. You should have told me what I’m talking about.”

“Listener, you should probably leave us,” Clearsight said with alarming urgency. She extended a wing and started pushing Listener towards the door with it.

“Whoa, hold on!” Listener said as she scrambled away from Clearsight. “I can’t just walk away without him telling me what happened.”

“I’ll talk to you about it later, I promise.” For just a second, Clearsight glanced over at Darkstalker, and there was a wide-eyed panic in her eyes that he hadn’t seen from her in over a year. Then she returned her gaze to Listener and said, “I have the feeling Darkstalker and I need to discuss things privately first.”

Listener scrunched her snout and let out a pout. “Fine. I’ll talk to you later tonight.”

Clearsight led her to the door as Darkstalker stayed in the lounge. By the time Listener was gone and Clearsight had made her way back, Darkstalker was pacing in circles around the cushions and very seriously considering finding something to break.

“Did you have to torture her like that?” she asked him, still looking nervous. “She’s overworked enough already with this war.”

“I’m well within my rights to be angry, Clearsight,” Darkstalker said with a snort. “Do you have any idea what happened to us?”

“Obviously something bad, but — Darkstalker, by all the moons, calm down! You look like you’re about to explode.”

Oh, he very nearly was. “Our dragonets’ lives are in danger, Clearsight,” he said, completely ignoring her advice to calm down. “We were attacked by a SeaWing in the middle of the woods. Why didn’t you tell me that this was going to happen?”

“What?” Clearsight said with a stutter. “I didn’t know that was going to happen.”

“You told me he would be safe!” Darkstalker roared, glaring angrily down at her. “You said that Solstice would be alright — that all he needed to do was be careful around the ravine.”

Clearsight looked confused. “Are you sure you’re not overreacting to this? I-I mean, yes, this is a problem and we need to talk to the council about this immediately, but Solstice was alive and well in every single vision that I saw, and you’re acting like he almost died.”

It took a lot of restraint to keep himself from lashing out at her for saying something so wrong — so neglectful. “He didn’t almost die, Clearsight: he did die! He was kidnapped, and I chased after the guy, but he threw Solstice into the ravine, a-and I couldn’t save him in time.” He paused to take a deep breath. “If Fathom didn’t use his magic to bring him back to life, I would have his corpse on my back right now.”

It looked like reality finally set in for her. Clearsight’s eyes went wide as he explained what had happened, and she sat herself down, pinning her ears to the side of her head. “Oh, Solstice … Is he okay?”

“He’s shaken,” Darkstalker told her. “He doesn’t seem to remember everything, but I’m sure he remembers being grabbed and carried away.”

“Oh, my poor baby,” Clearsight said, her voice practically a whimper. “I’m sorry. I had no idea.”

A bit of Darkstalker’s anger finally began to dissipate. It was hard to stay mad at her when she got all sad and genuinely understanding like that. He let out a strong exhale, which did nothing to quell the anxious buzzing inside his chest and brain. “You should have known this, Clearsight,” he said, kind of trying to not sound accusatory, but knowing he probably wasn’t doing a very good job. “Why didn’t you know this?”

Clearsight thought silently for long enough that Darkstalker started to notice the sounds of Solstice playing with his blocks in his room.

“Well?” Darkstalker pressed.

“I … I think it’s because I wasn’t with you,” Clearsight finally said. “I never would have been there to see what happened, so my visions never would have shown it to me.”

Darkstalker tilted his head. “But … your visions have shown you things that you never saw, right?”

“No, they haven’t,” Clearsight said. “My visions are always about my life, not anyone else’s. The only way my visions could tell me about Solstice dying is if Solstice permanently died.”

“But what if he did permanently die? What if Fathom decided not to use his powers to save him?”

Clearsight looked into Darkstalker’s eyes in a way that communicated without words. ‘You know the answer to that already, Darksalker,’ they said.

“That never would have happened,” she said to him. “Fathom wouldn’t have let Solstice die. No matter what, he would have tried to save him. And no matter what, he would have succeeded.”

Darkstalker didn’t have a response to that. He did know that, yes: it had crossed his mind far too many times when he was flying back to the palace with Fathom. But it felt like it was too scandalous of an observation. Darkstalker was supposed to be tempering the use of his own magic, and it was largely because of Fathom that he’d decided to practically stop using his scroll altogether. He remembered Fathom being so full of fear and self-loathing over his animus powers. He remembered Fathom repeating in his mind that promise he’d made to never use magic again.

But somewhere, somehow, that part of Fathom vanished. Now, Fathom was a dragon who was willing to use his powers for good: to use his magic to save someone else.

But not only that: he was a dragon who would always have been willing to use his magic. If Clearsight were right, then Fathom was so committed to using his magic to save Solstice’s life in that moment that in no timeline would he have decided otherwise.

But not only that: he was a dragon who was confidently willing to cast a spell that brought the dead back to life. Darkstalker didn’t even know that was possible. He never expected animus magic to be that powerful. His powers were supposed to have at least some limitations. He never truly tested where those limitations were, but he always figured that some spells would simply be too costly. Maybe they weren’t after all.

But perhaps the most frustrating and scandalous part of this observation was that Fathom was still good. He checked the futures as intensely as he could. He checked to see if there were any signs of Fathom slipping or becoming more sinister in any way in the future. He even tried to find a future where he pointed the soul reader at Fathom and read the hourglass, though the visions he summoned were too fuzzy.

Even so, there was nothing. Fathom didn’t corrupt his soul with that last spell. And if a spell that powerful didn’t destroy Fathom, or even change him a little bit, then he didn’t know if any spell out there actually would.

And just like that, Darkstalker was out of reasons to not use magic himself anymore. He wanted to show his friend that he was showing restraint and following his example, but his friend had just cast the most powerful and important spell that Darkstalker had ever seen in his life.

He wanted to accept that there were limits to his magic, and that he had to be careful because there were some things that his powers simply wouldn’t be able to fix or undo. But Darkstalker suddenly found it hard to believe that those limits really did exist.

And he wanted to make sure that he wasn’t destroying his soul — that he would never become anything like his father because he used up too much of his inner spirit to cast powerful spells. But it seemed that powerful spells didn’t drain the good in his soul after all.

He turned around and started towards his bedroom.

“Wait, Darkstalker hold on; I know what you’re thinking about doing,” Clearsight called after him as she quickly caught up to his side.

“Don’t try and stop me,” he said with a cold softness.

“Do you really think your head is in the right place to be using magic again?” she asked. “Just stop and think for a second: you’re angry and afraid, and you have every right to be, but —”

“Don’t try and stop me,” Darkstalker repeated, stopping only to look Clearsight in the eye. “I am going to do whatever it takes to keep our dragonets and our tribe safe. If you’re too afraid to do the same thing, then stay out of our room until I’m done. If you’re not, then help me come up with ideas.”

Clearsight gave Darkstalker that look she had when she was fretting over the threads in her mind instead of actually paying attention to him. Which he normally didn’t mind, but this time it was seriously starting to get on his nerves. Why did she have to be timid and restrained now? What was wrong with her? Why wasn’t she furious? Did she not understand that she almost just lost her own son?

“Okay,” she said, though not without a rather sour-sounding tone of defeat. She took Darkstalker’s side. “I’ll help you.”

Darkstalker felt himself relax a little. All of a sudden, he found himself missing the old times, when she smiled at the gifts he made for her, when he wasn’t leashed from his magical powers by her and Fathom. With Clearsight by his side like this, Darkstalker suddenly felt hopeful that those times might be coming back again.

Except this time, it’d be better. This time, he’d have both his magic and Fathom. This time, he’d have a kingdom. This time, he wouldn’t just be having fun as a curious teenager: he’d be casting spells that changed lives, and made everyone happier.

He and Clearsight slid into their bedroom, and Darkstalker made his way towards the dark closet where they kept their more personal treasures. Along the far wall was a mirror, and below that mirror was a chest of drawers that contained pieces of jewelry and other meaningful mementos. In one drawer was Clearsight’s enchanted watch, and in another was the pair of goblets that he’d enchanted a long time ago for Listener’s scavenger shenanigans. It had been so long since he last looked at them that he’d forgotten which drawer actually held them. Silken robes hung against the other walls, and boxes full of old paintings and other keepsakes from when he and Clearsight were kids lay stacked along the edge of the room.

At one corner of the closet there was a long wooden chest encased in black leather. Darkstalker grabbed it and opened it up, and inside, right where he’d left it, was his scroll. It was still tucked in his leather scroll bag, and sitting in its own cubby hole beside it was a tub of black ink, with a dirty rag wrapped around it.

He took all of the contents of the chest out and transported them outside of the closet. He brought them over to the desk where Clearsight went to write down her dreams, and got everything organized atop the surface.

He unscrewed the inkwell and set it down in the hole in the desk. Then he unfurled his scroll and flattened it out.

“So, what are you thinking?” Clearsight asked, her head looming over his shoulder and looking at the blank roll of scroll.

“We need more protection,” Darkstalker said, tapping at the table. “That should be our priority.”

“Maybe we could enchant a map of the Night Kingdom that reveals the location of the SeaWings inside of it,” Clearsight suggested.

Darkstalker shook his head. “That’ll just remind us that we’re vulnerable. We need a way to keep the SeaWings out — to keep them from hurting us.”

“We can’t keep all the SeaWings out,” Clearsight reminded him. “What about Fathom and Indigo? What about their soon-to-be hatchlings?”

“Obviously we’ll make an exception for them,” Darkstalker grumbled impatiently.

“And what about the SeaWings we may want to invite for negotiations after the war ends?”

“Quit worrying; I haven’t even suggested anything yet.” He was finding it unusually difficult to come up with ideas too. He must just be rusty with the use of his magic.

“I know where your thoughts were going,” she said. “In the last timeline, when we were still at war with the IceWings, you enchanted the mountains to our north to kill any IceWing that tried crossing it.”

Darkstalker straightened up at that. “I enchanted the entire mountain range?” he asked. He felt a little stupid for not considering something like that. His mind had been stuck on the idea of enchanting trinkets and blankets and other day-to-day objects, but it seemed perfectly logical that larger things like mountains could be enchanted too.

Clearsight shut her mouth and looked innocently off to the side, which for some reason put Darkstalker in quite a good mood.

“Oh, what, was I not supposed to know that?” Darkstalker asked, teasing a smile at her.

“I just don’t want you getting any bad ideas,” Clearsight said.

“Don’t worry, Clearsight. You know how terrible I am at getting bad ideas. Now, back to the scroll.” He grimaced at the blank paper, then said, “Do you think I should enchant the mountains?”

“Of course not!”

“Obviously not with that enchantment, but with something else,” Darkstalker quickly clarified. Although now that I think about it, is that enchantment any different from the IceWing wall that kills anyone that even approaches it? If they can get away with making something like that, why can’t I?

“I — I still don’t think so,” Clearsight said. “We don’t want to make it obvious that we’re using magic, or else using magic will become fair game for both sides. You were the one who argued that in the first place, remember?”

“Right, but that was before Solstice and Remedy existed,” Darkstalker said. “And besides, we know they’ve been using magic themselves. The IceWings have been using their seal pool to give the SeaWings free food.”

“I’m just saying we shouldn’t make anything too powerful,” Clearsight told him. “I can see futures where the IceWings officially ally themselves against us, and it won’t be pretty if we convince them that using more powerful magic is a fair option.”

Darkstalker let out a long sigh. “Fine. But we can’t let them get away with what they did to Solstice.” Almost immediately after he said that, an idea jumped into his mind. “Can I enchant other dragons too?”

That question made Clearsight instantly grow pale, and Darkstalker remembered why only a heartbeat thereafter.

“Right, my father,” he said abashedly. “You told me about what I did to him. I remember that.” He tried to give Clearsight a look of assurance and added, “I wasn’t thinking anything like that, don’t worry.”

“Then what are you thinking?” she asked, her ears flat against her head.

“I was thinking about teleporting the kidnapper into a dungeon cell. He’s probably still flying back to his outpost, so nobody would know if we used our magic on him.”

Clearsight unpinned her ears a bit, looking both relieved and tentative about the idea.

“He belongs in our dungeons, Clearsight,” Darkstalker said. “Besides, he could be helpful. He could tell us what he knows. Think about how much they need to be spying on us for them to know where I was going to be today.”

“I … alright. You’re right.” Clearsight took a step back from Darkstalker. “Let’s go to the prison cells.”

“I’ll go to the prison cells. You can stay here.” When he saw how Clearsight raised a brow at him accusatively, he quickly added, “One of us should be here to look after the hatchlings. I told Solstice that we’d be here for him once we’re done talking. But I promise I won’t do anything evil. I’ll even show you the scroll when I get back.”

That seemed to persuade her. “Don’t take too long,” she said before handing him the scroll bag and sealing the ink well for him. Soon, Darkstalker’s scroll was attached to his body and he was out the door.

It was a laborious task actually getting to the dungeons. They were deep below the palace, where the pressure of the mountains above would make even MudWings squirm with discomfort. It was accessible only by a slow screw drive elevator that was large enough to fit no more than four dragons at a time. It was tucked away in a corner of the palace that most dragons had never even seen before, and the steady mechanical clucks of the winch that descended him to the depths was just about the most ignoble sound that was regularly produced within the palace walls.

When the elevator came to a halt at the bottom and the doors opened, Darkstalker was met with the smell of rust and mold festering in the cool, damp corridor ahead carved out of the mountains. On both sides of the corridor were several heavy metal doors, black as charcoal.

A young female guard was at the head of the corridor, readied for whoever would be on the elevator. She jumped to attention when she saw that it was Darkstalker. When he read her thoughts, she turned out to be expecting another prison guard who had the shift after her.

“Your Majesty,” she said, bowing low. “Are you looking for someone here in the dungeons?”

“Take me to the closest unoccupied prison cell, and make sure you have the key to lock it,” Darkstalker told her.

Though she looked curious, the guard promptly nodded and turned around to lead him further into the dungeon walls.

It wasn’t long before she stopped in front of a cell door that looked no different from the others along the corridor. The guard produced a key from her armor and unlocked the door. When it swung open, Darkstalker stepped inside and examined the cell. It was actually quite spacious, supplying enough room for him to fully extend his wings. One side of the floor had a loose pile of moldy hay, and the other had a moist wooden bucket from which Darkstalker instinctively kept his distance.

He turned his head and faced the prison guard again. “I’m going to use my magic to bring a SeaWing into this chamber,” he said to her. “Keep him locked in here and make sure he isn’t given any water until I come down to see him again.”

“Shall the guards give him food, my king?” she asked, which Darkstalker appreciated. She didn’t wonder about whom the SeaWing was or why Darkstalker was using magic suddenly: she simply wanted to know what her duties were.

“Only dry bread,” he said. “Or whatever else you feed to the prisoners that happens to be dry. He’ll probably stop eating after a couple of days either way. Now, if you would please close the door …”

When Darkstalker heard the click of the door behind him, he pulled out his scroll and inkwell and placed both on the cleanest part of the ground he could find.

He brought his talon to the paper and slowly scrawled out the words, “Enchant the SeaWing who dropped Solstice the NightWing into a ravine earlier this night to teleport into this prison cell.”

Before he could even wipe the ink off of his claw, the spell did its work. A SeaWing with his wings extended materialized within the prison cell, facing one of the corners of the room.

The SeaWing yelped, and his body flailed about as if it were falling from the sky before his limbs secured themselves to the ground and he pushed himself to a standing position. “What happened?! Where am I?!” he sputtered.

He frantically looked around until his eyes locked with Darkstalker’s. That’s him, Darkstalker’s memory roared. That’s the one who stole away your boy.

There was only a split second of fear in the SeaWing’s eyes before Darkstalker lunged at him and grabbed him by the neck.

The SeaWing, somewhat surprisingly, didn’t put up much resistance. He pulled against Darkstalker’s talons, which were digging into his scales, but made no effort to squirm or break free.

“You made a mistake trying to pull off what you did to my son,” Darkstalker growled, feeling the weight of his eyes piercing into the terrified SeaWing. “You’re lucky he’s still alive, or else I doubt I’d have enough restraint to keep myself from tearing you limb from limb right now.” He squeezed his grip on the SeaWing tighter, until he could feel his claws penetrating through the SeaWing’s scales and drawing his blood. His biolights started to light up the cell.

“You are going to die here: I can promise you that,” Darkstalker continued. “But before that happens, I’m going to get some answers from you. And before that happens, you’re going to get a taste of what your last moments are going to be like if you try and hide anything from me. I hope we’re clear.”

“How did I get here?” the SeaWing asked with a croak.

“I have been holding back the use of my magic as a courtesy,” Darkstalker hissed. “But because of you, that has changed. I may not need animus powers to defeat your kingdom in this war. But now I’d be happy to use them to make sure your kingdom never recovers after it’s obliterated.”

He threw the SeaWing to the ground and gathered his enchanted scroll. “Open the door,” he said to the guard as he slid the scroll back in its case. “I’m done here.”

The prison guard swung open the cell door and let Darkstalker slide out. Turning to the guard, Darkstalker said, “Don’t tell anyone about how this prisoner got here for now. If anyone asks, say that he was a spy that I captured near the palace that I brought in myself.”

The guard shut and locked the door and said, “Yes, Your Majesty. Shall I escort you to the elevator?”

“Please do. This dungeon is starting to make my stomach turn.”

After he walked down the corridor and loaded himself onto the elevator, Darkstalker felt himself bubble with satisfaction. It felt like the world was starting to put itself into place. Justice had been served against one dragon, and all it took was a simple teleportation spell.

And soon, justice would be served to the rest of the Sea Kingdom too.
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  FATHOM


The past few days were quite the change of pace.

For starters, Indigo laid her eggs. She was overjoyed to be freed from the burden of carrying them around with her all the time and dealing with the cramps and bloat that came with it. And Fathom was overjoyed at how beautiful the eggs looked. There were two eggs: one had vibrant green spirals on its shell, while the other was a cool blue, dotted with indigo speckles. After being laid, they were placed in a nest of cushions and blankets in their room in the palace, and he felt as though he could spend all day doing nothing but staring at them.

It made Fathom uncomfortable whenever he had to leave their sight. He wanted to stay and keep watch over them — to make sure they never got hurt. And Indigo usually went wherever he went, so whenever he had to leave, the eggs had to be guarded by NightWings. And while Fathom had grown to trust all of the guards employed in the palace, he couldn’t help but feel a newfound sense of worry over leaving them to protect his dragonets-to-be.

Then there was Darkstalker. One day he came to Fathom with a startling proposition. He wanted to start employing some secret enchantments to covertly give the NightWings an edge in the war, and he asked Fathom for ideas. The spells needed to be discreet enough that not even the other NightWings would know about them, but powerful enough to still have a noticeable impact.

Fathom was flattered. Usually, Darkstalker was the one with all the brilliant ideas, especially when it came to animus spells. He never would have expected him to come to Fathom of all dragons for help, but he was eager to offer it. Of course, he still had concerns about Darkstalker’s soul. But they were fighting a war against dragons who wanted to take him away, and who didn’t believe the eggs that Indigo had just laid ought to exist. He was okay with using a bit of magic to make sure his side was winning against them.

Darkstalker had already enchanted a map of the Night Kingdom to mark the current locations of SeaWings that were within the borders. The map activated by his command, so other dragons wouldn’t know about it if they looked upon it on their own.

Fathom offered another suggestion: a way to accelerate the healing process for wounded soldiers. Once again, it would be a subtle enchantment: a cloth rag, for instance, that would activate the enchantment on the dragons it touched. It wouldn’t cause limbs to grow back or broken bones to mend instantaneously, but it would get soldiers back on their feet faster, and it would probably save a lot of lives. Darkstalker approved of the idea, much to Fathom’s delight, and implemented the enchantment the very same day.

It was sort of exciting, being a part of this underground plan to give an edge to the NightWings. He was one of only four dragons who knew about these secret enchantments — the other three being Clearsight, Darkstalker, and Indigo. The rest of the kingdom didn’t need to know, and neither did the SeaWings.

A couple weeks later, a SeaWing ambassador was scheduled to meet with Darkstalker in the palace for peace negotiations. Fathom and Indigo, of course, were asked to join in on these negotiations, since they were the reason the war was started in the first place.

“What should we expect, Clearsight?” Darkstalker asked, only a few minutes before the ambassador was expected to arrive. They were all in the throne room, with Darkstalker and Clearsight sitting on matching side-by-side thrones while Fathom and Indigo sat to Darkstalker’s right. It was an hour till midnight, which Fathom had nearly forgotten was very late by SeaWing standards. He’d only woken up about three hours ago.

“Well … the war’s not going to end from this discussion; I can promise that much,” she said. “In fact, despite the fact that it was advertised to us as a peace negotiation, I don’t think the ambassador was actually instructed to try and make peace.”

“Well then, I take it she won’t be accepting my demands for compensation for the damage the Sea Kingdom has caused?” Darkstalker said.

“I don’t even think she’ll hear them,” she said. “I think she believes she has a diplomatic edge over us: should things go awry in this discussion, she expects other tribes to join the war on her side.”

“Will they?”

“It’s hard to say,” Clearsight said, scrunching her nose a little. “But I wouldn’t be optimistic if I were you. As far as I can tell, something isn’t going to go well for us in the future. It’s just not entirely clear what.”

Another minute passed, and the throne room doors opened to allow the ambassador in. Fathom recognized the dragon: she was a military captain by the name of Mola. Behind her bronze armor was a tall and wiry figure, colored in kelp green scales.

Mola had a lot of experience as a diplomat, Fathom recalled. She was there during the negotiations between the SkyWings regarding the SeaWing settlements that had been made on the northern shores of the Sky Kingdom. Whenever the queen was away, the royal family entrusted Mola with the duty of representing the Sea Kingdom’s best interests to foreign parties. It figured that she’d be the one negotiating peace on Queen Pearl’s behalf.

“Captain Mola, is it?” Darkstalker asked once the SeaWing was close enough.

“Admiral Mola, actually,” Mola corrected. “But for our purposes, you may call me Ambassador Mola, King Darkstalker.” She gave a polite bow of her head.

“I think we shall call you ‘Mola,’ if it’s all the same. Now, we understand that Queen Pearl wishes to make peace with us. Has she issued her terms?”

Mola nodded her head. “Yes, King Darkstalker. But before discussing these terms, we need to discuss the matters surrounding Fathom.”

“Prince Fathom, actually,” Darkstalker corrected. “And for our purposes, you may call him that and only that, Mola.” He gave a polite bow of his head in turn at Fathom, which caused some heat to rise to his ears. Even though he was recognized as a prince here in the Night Kingdom, he was very rarely ever bowed to, except by the guards when they accepted his orders.

Mola appeared to be struck off-guard by Darkstalker’s command, and froze for a moment. And though it was a small thing, Fathom took a bit of joy in seeing her fumble over the irony of being told by a NightWing to use formal titles on a fellow SeaWing. “Of course, King Darkstalker,” she eventually said. With another bow, this one facing towards Fathom, she addressed him directly. “Prince Fathom, may I ask if you ever intend to return to the Sea Kingdom?”

“You may,” he answered. “And I don’t.”

“We would like to know why,” she said. “We believe that as a SeaWing, your home is there, and not here. You were never supposed to make the Night Kingdom your permanent home.”

“I like the Night Kingdom more,” Fathom said, feeling annoyed that he even had to answer this question. “I’ve told Queen Pearl as much: I was treated like a monster in the Sea Kingdom and was forced to live in isolation for over a year. Here, I have friends. Dragons who actually like having me around. Dragons who will let me do what I want.”

“Queen Pearl recognizes that she was rash and treated you unfairly. She was marred by the massacre as we all were, and imposed an unfair burden on your autonomy. Should you return, you will be granted the same rights and privileges that you had prior to Queen Pearl’s coronation. You will be absolved of your treason, and your union with Indigo will be recognized and celebrated. You will even be relieved of your oath to not have dragonets.”

Fathom let out a scoff-chuckle, and shared a knowing glance with Indigo. Yeah, we’d better be relieved of that oath, they wordlessly said to each other.

“Your offers are charming,” Fathom told her, though his tone of voice betrayed his annoyance. “But I already have all of the freedoms you are offering here in the Night Kingdom. Here, I also have my friends.” He extended a wing in the direction of Darkstalker and Clearsight, and gave a smile to the two of them that he made sure Mola could see. “I would never wish to say goodbye to them.”

“A return to the Sea Kingdom need not entail a permanent departure from the Night Kingdom,” Mola said. “You would be free to visit the king and queen at your leisure, provided we maintain peace between our kingdoms. Do you truly miss nothing about the Sea Kingdom, Fathom—”

Darkstalker cleared his throat.

“—Prince Fathom?” Mola corrected in the same breath.

Fathom shrugged, but decided to give the question a bit of thought. “I can’t say I do,” he started. “If there’s anything I miss, it’s the warm water and the coral reefs. And the driftwood. And the coconuts. And the hot sandy beaches….” He continued the list in his head. And the museum that Indigo’s father curated. And all the carefree days that Indigo and I spent together. And pretty much everything about my life before Albatross murdered everyone.

“I can see your smile, Prince Fathom,” Mola said, and Fathom promptly erased it from his face. “You do miss the Sea Kingdom; don’t deny it. We will not force you to return if, in your heart, you know that you want to stay here. But the whole Sea Kingdom wants things to return to normalcy, and if you do too, then you should come back.”

Fathom frowned pensively. Maybe she has a point. I probably should return to the Sea Kingdom at some point, he admitted to himself. But….

He looked at Darkstalker and Clearsight, both of whom he’d now known for more than half of his life. He couldn’t make the decision to leave them without fully thinking it through. And he would never leave them simply to appease the Sea Kingdom regardless.

He turned back to Mola and said, “I will come back to the Sea Kingdom on my own terms and on my own time, if I decide to return at all.” There was a ring of finality in his voice. “Once we are at peace, I will consider it. But right now, I am happy here. I don’t want to leave.”

“Wait, back up a second,” Darkstalker said, frowning. “Mola, this reckless war that your queen started was over Prince Fathom in the first place. Queen Pearl wanted to force him to return to the Sea Kingdom against his will, and now she has been sending SeaWing blood to get spilled for the past year because we won’t let her kidnap him.” He tilted his head. “And now you are saying that you will not be forcing him to return?”

“We would certainly like Prince Fathom to return to the Sea Kingdom, King Darkstalker,” Mola said. “But we would not demand that he return against his will. Queen Pearl has been fighting your tribe because she does not believe that he is here by his own will.”

“Well, I could not imagine a more perfidious and idiotic mistake for your queen to make. I’m glad we’ve straightened this out, though; be sure to let Queen Pearl know of her error when we’re done here. Now, let’s talk about what your kingdom owes to the NightWings if we are to accept a peace deal.”

“We are not done discussing Prince Fathom, King Darkstalker,” Mola interrupted. “I am not convinced that he is speaking with his own tongue.”

Fathom’s eyes folded into a seething scowl.

Darkstalker, meanwhile, tilted his head. “Do you … doubt somehow that this is him sitting in front of you?”

“No, King Darkstalker,” Fathom answered for her. “She believes that I’m under some form of possession by your animus magic. Queen Pearl thought the same thing before she tried to kidnap me.”

“What! That’s completely absurd. On what grounds would she have to believe such a thing?”

“Good question,” Fathom said, facing Mola. “I assume I’m right, Mola?”

“Yes, Prince Fathom,” Mola said calmly. “You are not acting like you used to when you were in the Sea Kingdom. Your task upon coming here was to convince Darkstalker to give up his magic. But instead, he has convinced you to start using yours.”

“I have done no such thing,” Darkstalker asserted. “Prince Fathom has not used his magic once during his time here, and I’m insulted that you think you could get away with saying otherwise.”

“Queen Pearl witnessed Prince Fathom using his magic,” Mola retorted. “During their meeting before the war. He used it against her guards.”

Darkstalker’s ears perked up. “Did he, now?” He turned to face Fathom. “This would be the first time I’m hearing about that.”

Fathom didn’t flinch. “I used my magic to protect myself and Indigo. I would do it again.”

And there it was - the fear in Mola’s eyes that gave her all the justification she needed. She took a step away from Fathom and composed herself. “I rest my case,” she said.

“Wait, you’re concluding that I brainwashed Prince Fathom because he used his magic once in order to protect himself and Indigo?” Darkstalker said.

“I can’t think of any other explanation,” Mola said. “The Fathom I knew was far too afraid of his magic to even consider such an act. Now he’s endorsing it.”

“By all the shining stars!” Darkstalker roared. “Your arrogance would be laughable if it weren’t so terribly insulting. Have you considered the possibility that maybe Prince Fathom simply grew out of his fear of animus magic on his own?”

There was a flicker of hurt in Mola’s eyes before she responded. “I have,” she said coldly. “But it wouldn’t be possible. King Darkstalker, I was there at the party when Albatross murdered the royal family. If you knew the things that Fathom saw, then you wouldn’t expect him to ever live another day without being terrified of the powers he’s been cursed with.”

And just like that, Fathom started to think that maybe he was being brainwashed after all. The memories of that fateful night came thundering back to him in a furious blitzkrieg. The screams, the blood, the panic, the way the knife flew from dragon to dragon, impaling anyone who tried to flee. The overwhelming fear of knowing he was being stalked by Albatross when he tried hiding in the boat with Indigo. The glassy look on the dead dragons’ faces, and the look Indigo gave him before he used his magic to save her….

He looked down at the palm of his talon, where he’d drawn an X with a sword to seal his oath. And he tried to remember how he overcame that fear. How did he become willing, once again, to use his magic? It would have been one thing if it were just the spells that he’d used to save himself and Indigo, but it wasn’t. He’d cast other spells too. Frivolous ones, even. Just the other week, he was encouraging Darkstalker with his own ideas for spells! What had gotten into him?

Indigo extended a wing, draping it over Fathom’s back. They shared a glance of mutual support — reminding each other that they each went through the same thing, and that they helped each other move past it.

He realized that the throne room had been silent for more than a few heartbeats at this point. Darkstalker’s eyes were much softer than they were just a moment ago, and his ears were flattened the way they usually were when he was listening in on someone’s thoughts.

Ack, now Fathom felt guilty for suspecting Darkstalker of tampering with his mind. Darkstalker had been nothing but kind to him, and he knew that Clearsight kept a check on the spells he made. Of course he was innocent. Please don’t be mad, Darkstalker.

“I see your point,” Darkstalker said to Mola. “But Prince Fathom has proven himself to have great strength of character. It doesn’t surprise me that he found the willpower to use his magic when he needed to.”

“I wouldn’t call it ‘willpower;’ I would call it ‘foolishness’,” Mola said. “And I know that Fathom isn’t foolish enough to use his powers when he’s already on the verge of becoming a monster.”

Immediately, the fire returned to Darkstalker’s eyes. He rose to his feet. “You are done showing abject disrespect to my friend! He is no closer to a monster now than he was the day he showed up in my kingdom, and you will not offend him by suggesting otherwise. Do you understand?”

Startled, Mola backed away from Darkstalker’s throne. She bowed her head. “I understand, King Darkstalker,” she said. “I meant no offense to our great prince.”

“Yes you did,” Darkstalker said sourly. “You think he’s hypnotized when he’s actually free. You see him speaking his mind before you, and to your ears his words sound coerced and brainwashed. I can think of nothing more insulting to his current character. And just to prove to you that I’m not bluffing with this:” He turned to face Fathom and cleared his throat. “Prince Fathom, I enchant you to be cleared of any enchantments I might have put on your mind in the past, so that all of your thoughts and beliefs are solely of your own will. Now … do you feel any different?”

Fathom, obviously, didn’t feel any different, and he knew that he wouldn’t have even if Darkstalker had brainwashed him somehow. “Not in the slightest,” he said calmly. “I feel completely normal.”

Mola blinked. It was hard to tell through her helmet if she was genuinely surprised or still suspicious.

“Don’t tell me that’s not enough to convince you,” Darkstalker said, seating himself down on his throne again. “I don’t know how else you can possibly be satisfied.”

Mola looked between Fathom and Darkstalker. “I just … don’t see how—”

“—Mola, I wasn’t there at the massacre; you’re right,” Darkstalker interrupted. “But you weren’t here in the Night Kingdom. If you knew how supportive we’ve been towards Prince Fathom this whole time, you would understand why he’d be willing to use his magic to keep Queen Pearl from forcing him to leave. Have some humility for your kingdom and accept your mistake. You treated him so badly that he was willing to risk his soul to stay away from you. If you find that too hard to believe then get out of my palace. There’s no point in negotiating with a dragon who isn’t self-aware of her own kingdom.”

Several heartbeats passed before another dragon spoke. Fathom wished that he had Darkstalker’s mind reading powers during those heartbeats. What was Mola thinking? Was she feeling guilty? Defeated? Did she want to talk back? Did she change her mind?

Unless Fathom consulted Darkstalker about it later, he’d never know. “I will have to discuss this with Queen Pearl when I return,” Mola said. “For now, let us move on.”

“Yes, let’s,” Darkstalker said, grinning. “As I stated before, we need to discuss reparations for your kingdom’s affront to the NightWings.”

“Not yet,” Mola said, raising her voice. “There is a more important matter still that I need to address.”

Darkstalker sighed. “Very well, so be it.”

“Queen Pearl has spoken with the other queens of Pyrrhia,” Mola said. “They all agree that the spread of animus magic beyond the frozen Ice Kingdom over this past century is an existential threat to our species. All of the world’s animuses and leaders have agreed to meet in the Sky Palace on the night of the next double moon to discuss how we should address this threat. You are expected to participate as well.”

Darkstalker frowned. “We’re here to talk about the war. This sounds completely unrelated.”

“I assure you that it’s not,” Mola said. “The war will be a subject of discussion during the conference, and peace negotiations will continue there, should you choose to attend. Will you be attending, King Darkstalker?”

“I can’t be so sure,” he said. “It doesn’t sound very safe to be brought into a room filled with animus dragons — especially when one of whom has a history of wanting me and my family dead. Plus, the last time I was invited into the same room as your queen, there was an assassin waiting for me and Queen Clearsight on the inside.”

“If you do not attend, we will have no choice but to treat you as a critical threat to all of our kingdoms,” Mola said.

“You could choose not to treat me that way, actually—” Darkstalker started.

“—We will attend,” Clearsight interrupted. “On the condition that we both agree to an armistice until this meeting happens.” She spoke with a loud, formal tone, but there was still a ring of hesitation in it. It was the same ring that he’d heard in his sister’s voice when the throne was first forced upon her.

Out of the corner of his eye, Fathom saw Darkstalker frown at Clearsight. He didn’t say anything, though. In the presence of Darkstalker, it was easy to forget that it was the queen who technically ruled over the NightWings, and not the king. When Clearsight made a decision on behalf of the kingdom, not even Darkstalker had the power to undo it.

“Granted,” Mola said, appearing delighted by the offer. “It would be nice to have the soldiers home during this time of year. We expect that you will retreat the NightWings from the eastern coast while the armistice is in effect.”

“It—” Darkstalker started.

Clearsight spoke above him. “Our soldiers will still occupy some of the eastern coast. We won’t be returning the territory we conquered until the war ends. Obviously, it would be foolish of us to completely retreat from the Sea Kingdom until a treaty is signed.”

A smile crept into the corners of Darkstalker’s mouth as he looked at Clearsight.

“Of course, Your Majesty,” Mola said with a long nod. “If we are done, may I have your leave?”

Clearsight looked over to Darkstalker. Darkstalker gave Clearsight only a cursory glance before saying to Mola, “I will probably have more inquiries about this upcoming parley between the queens and the animus dragons, but I will leave those to the messengers. You have our leave.”

Mola bowed low one last time, then turned away and started for the door. A pair of NightWing guards escorted her out, and when the doors to the throne room closed, Darkstalker rose to his feet and stretched his wings. “Well, that wasn’t so terrible. I do feel like I’ve been tricked into participating in this meeting against my will, though.”

“We had no choice,” Clearsight said, rising to her feet as well. “We may be beating Queen Pearl on the battlefield, but she is beating us at diplomacy.”

“We did have a choice. You could have said no, or at least negotiated the terms of the meeting rather than blindly accepting.”

“Darkstalker, I don’t think you realize how serious this is,” Clearsight said. “Queen Pearl has all the rest of the tribes convinced that you’re extremely dangerous. If we’re not at that meeting to defend ourselves, they’re going to team up against us. That means we’d be at war with the rest of the world.”

Darkstalker let out a troubled growl. “I see….”

“I think I see what the point of this so-called peace negotiation was now,” Clearsight continued. “Queen Pearl was ready to change the purpose of this war if Fathom proved to be a lost cause. And she did. It’s not about rescuing him anymore. It’s about stopping you.”

“So what should I expect from this conference?”

“I can’t say for sure,” Clearsight said, her eyes glassy and holding a shallow gaze. “They’ll try to neuter your powers, and you’ll try to preserve them. I’ll need to search for a path to compromise, but it’s not going to be easy to find.”

Darkstalker folded his wings tight into his body. “The next double moon isn’t for another two months. We’ll have time to figure this out. We’ll be ready.”

“I hope you’re right,” Clearsight said, closing her eyes. “But we can’t let our guard down. I think they can work around my powers if we’re not careful. I think they know something we don’t.”
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  CLEARSIGHT


The two months that followed should have been calm. The war was being put on hold. NightWing troops retreated to occupied lands, infiltrating SeaWings left the Night Kingdom, and fighting was put to a halt. For a time, the Night Kingdom returned to simply dealing with domestic issues.

And to everyone but Clearsight, Darkstalker, Fathom, and Indigo, that was the case. But between the four of them, the upcoming animus congress weighed heavily on their minds. They were afraid. They were uncertain. It had been a long time since they were uncertain like this: Clearsight’s powers usually helped clear away the mists of the future.

But Clearsight’s powers didn’t solve everything this time. The congress was still two months away, and there were still so many threads and so many branches that she needed to explore.

And she needed to be prepared. So much rested on them walking into that meeting informed and aware of what would be happening. Dark, dismal paths were opening up. Virtually every possible disaster could result from the wrong steps being taken.

She saw futures where the NightWings got wiped out entirely, where the Great Diamond crumbled to ruins and the Talon Peninsula fell to desolation. She saw futures where NightWings were beset with the curse of powerlessness, stripped of their mindreading and their future sight, where Darkstalker and Fathom were stripped of their animus powers, and where Clearsight was stripped of her crown.

She saw futures where war cursed Pyrrhia for the rest of their lives — where blood and destruction was so in use and the shower of dragonfire so familiar that mothers didn’t even mourn when they beheld their hatchlings quartered by the talons of war. She saw futures where Darkstalker’s tyranny returned with a vengeance, where all of Pyrrhia fell into a sea of endless night, where all other tribes were vanquished from the world.

Clearsight dedicated herself to resolving their uncertainty. In her free time, she boarded herself in her study room, and combed through the paths ahead of them.

It was hard to find a place to start, so she just began to chase the first ideas that came to mind. What if they decided not to show up? Then war would break out, the other animus dragons would feel the need to use magic against them, and either the NightWings would be driven to extinction or Darkstalker would eradicate the other animus threats first before they got the chance to do so.

If the latter happened, the rest of the tribes would be terrified and rebellious, and the war would continue. Without the threat of other animus dragons, Darkstalker could easily seize more and more power, becoming dictatorial over the continent. And even if he didn’t …

…

… Clearsight was having a very hard time finding a thread where he didn’t. He’d be paranoid of the other tribes, afraid that they might do something to his dragonets, or to Fathom, or to Clearsight, or to himself. And the other tribes would be paranoid of Darkstalker, driving them to act in defiance. There didn’t seem to be any way of resolving that tension that didn’t involve unstoppable tyranny.

So, they should probably attend the meeting. Clearsight spent a few hours considering different excuses that they could give for not being present, but none of them worked. They all led to the same outcomes, or simply delayed the meeting by a few more days.

What would be discussed in the meeting, then? What would they have to be prepared for?

It was hard to figure this out. Her future sight didn’t want to cooperate with her on the details. When she looked ahead, examining the day of the meeting, everything grew fuzzy. She only managed to catch wind of a few hazy snapshots, like one future where they left the meeting feeling rattled and defeated, and another future where they were instructed by SkyWing palace guards to remove all of their personal belongings, including jewelry, before stepping into the meeting room.

Clearsight shared all this with the others the following day. They discussed matters in the king and queen’s private chambers, where they were protected on all sides by soundproof walls. Their dragonets, Solstice and Remedy, were busy painting with Whiteout, so nobody was around to listen in on them talking.

“Under normal circumstances, I’d be offended that you’re worried about me going tyrannical,” Darkstalker said after Clearsight reported her findings. “But this time, I actually agree with you. I don’t want to be faced with the choice of either witnessing my tribe’s extinction or beating the remaining tribes into submission. I know the choice I would make.”

“Yeah, it looks like we really do have no choice but to go,” Fathom said, frowning. “If the other tribes really are that afraid of our animus powers, we need to be there to try and calm them down.”

“It looks like that is the best course of action, yes,” Darkstalker said, laying down on the carpeted floor and grumbling. “But I’m still very wary. I don’t want to be in that meeting room without my scroll.”

“To be fair, it’s obvious that they’d ask us to take off our jewelry,” Indigo remarked. She was sitting opposite to Darkstalker, mirroring his distressed, thoughtful look. “If I wanted to negotiate with an animus, the first thing I would do is make sure they don’t have any animus items to use against me.”

“Fortunately,” Darkstalker said, “There’s a workaround for that. How many of you are willing to enchant your own scales?”

Clearsight tensed up at the proposition. No, no, no. That was how it started last time. “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Darkstalker.”

“Why not? The enchantments could be reversed after the meeting,” Darkstalker said calmly. “And besides, we haven’t even decided what enchantments we would want to be equipped with when we arrive.”

“It’s not a path you want to go down,” she warned. “One moment, you’re enchanting your scales to be impenetrable, but then the next, you’re enchanting yourself to be completely immortal. And before you know it, you’re enchanting the entire world to do your bidding.”

The other three stared at her in befuddled silence for a few heartbeats.

Darkstalker broke the silence by saying, “Why don’t we just … do the first enchantment, but not the other two?”

Clearsight closed her eyes to keep anyone from seeing them rolling. “My point is that the first enchantment leads to the second one, Darkstalker.”

“No it doesn’t; you can just not do the second one. ‘Enchant my scales to be impenetrable’ can be followed by nothing.”

“But when you justify enchanting—”

“—Actually,” Darkstalker interrupted, “why don’t we enchant ourselves to be immortal? Just until the meeting is over. I’d be quite comfortable knowing that none of us will be killed by the other dragons there.”

“I’ve gotta agree with Darkstalker here,” Fathom said, half smiling. “I don’t see any harm in making sure none of us die.”

Clearsight felt her patience faltering. “I’m the one with future seeing powers here,” she said firmly. “And trust me when I say that Darkstalker being immortal is just one of those things that always leads to disaster.”

Darkstalker was silent for a moment, pondering. “I could believe that if I enchanted myself to be permanently immortal,” he said, rising to his feet. “But we’re talking about a temporary set of enchantments here. Is it really the same story if the enchantment goes away?”

Clearsight had no answer to that. She wasn’t sure.

“At any rate,” Darkstalker continued, “let’s make a working list of enchantments that we’ll put on ourselves. We can all agree to defend our commitment to only applying those enchantments, and we’ll agree to remove all of them the moment we return from the meeting.”

He made his way over to the blackboard on the far wall, which they’d installed in the room a few months ago to help teach Solstice and Remedy to write. Darkstalker picked up a piece of chalk from the metal tray on the floor, and began to write the word ‘Enchantments’ on the top of the board. “I suppose we can save putting down immortality for later,” Darkstalker said. “Any other suggestions?”

“How about an escape plan?” Indigo suggested. “If they try to trap us, we should have a guaranteed way out.”

“Like an enchantment where when you cover your head and say, ‘Get me out of here,’ you teleport back to this room?” Fathom suggested.

Darkstalker beamed at Fathom. “Now where have I heard that one before?” He nodded. “I like it. Clearsight, what do you think?”

Clearsight frowned. “If we do end up using something like that, the outcome would probably be the same as if we never showed up in the first place.”

“Not if we don’t use it until we have no other choice,” Darkstalker said. “We could stay and negotiate with them for as long as we can. If they threaten our lives, or forbid us from leaving, then when we escape from them, they’ll know it will have been for the sake of self-preservation, not a desire to avoid talking with them. We could even offer a follow-up meeting to continue discussions.”

Clearsight still wasn’t so optimistic, but she had to admit that a backup escape plan would be useful if the negotiations went terribly south. “Alright, but we need to make sure not to use it unless it’s absolutely necessary,” she insisted.

Darkstalker nodded, and wrote down ‘emergency teleport’ on the list. “How about impenetrable scales, like Clearsight suggested?”

“It wasn’t a suggestion!” Clearsight quickly said.

“Either way, I see no harm in it,” he said. “It’s not as severe as immortality, but it will protect us from hidden assassins with crossbows or spears.”

“Well…” Clearsight sighed. “I guess you’re right. We can put that down too.”

After Darkstalker wrote in ‘impenetrable scales,’ he pondered for a moment. “What about something to make the other leaders more … amicable when we enter the room? Kind of like my enchanted snake earring that made everyone think I’m super handsome and charming, except more … direct.”

“I’m not comfortable with that,” Clearsight said. “Think about how it’d look when the others realize that we used an enchantment that alters their minds.”

“Then let’s just add an enchantment that makes them not realize that their mind was being altered,” Darkstalker suggested in a tone that made Clearsight question whether he was joking. After frowning at him for long enough, he buckled. “Okay, fine. No mind-altering enchantments. Do we have any other ideas? I don’t want to go in with just these two.”

“I think we’ll have a better idea of what spells we’ll want after we know what to expect in the meeting,” Indigo said. “Right now, Clearsight’s future sight just isn’t giving us enough to work with.”

“I suppose you’re right,” Darkstalker said, putting the chalk down. “The meeting is probably just too far away for there to be a clear image of it. We’ll meet again later, when the futures are less turbulent.”

Fathom and Indigo left soon after, leaving Clearsight and Darkstalker by themselves. Darkstalker went to copy the enchantment list down on a piece of scroll, while Clearsight collapsed on a cushion and let out a heavy sigh.

“Something bothering you?” Darkstalker asked, pausing his copying to glance over at her. “Aside from the future depending on us doing this right, that is.”

“I’m a little ashamed, I guess,” Clearsight admitted. “I should have been able to figure out more by now. Maybe my powers are getting weaker.”

“Nah, that’s not it,” he said, smiling at her. “I think the reason you’re having trouble is very simple: they haven’t figured anything out yet.”

Clearsight tilted her head at him. “What do you mean?”

“I mean that all the other queens and animuses — they have no idea what they’re doing. They have no plan, no course of action. The details of the meeting are still up in the air, to be figured out at a later date. And until they have it figured out, a lot of things can happen.” He then grabbed an eraser from the floor and began clearing the blackboard. “Give it time. They’ll figure it out. And when they do, you will too.”

That morning, Clearsight continued delving into the futures, trying to find her way into the meeting that lay ahead of them. They were still as foggy as they were the night before, and she couldn’t penetrate them no matter how hard she tried.

She tried again the following postmidnight, again to no avail. No matter how much she focused, no matter how tightly she followed the threads, they still dissolved into an unclear haze on the night of the meeting.

She continued into the following weeks, examining and reexamining the threads of time. It became like a puzzle to her — a code she needed to crack. She couldn’t remember the last time she became this obsessive over the paths that she saw. It had to have been back when she was tiny, before she’d even met Darkstalker. Now that she was older and wielded a more sophisticated mind, she found that there was more to it than reading all the paths as quickly as she could. There was deduction to it: patterns she needed to recognize in order to make it easier to find the right threads.

Every now and again, she found herself observing a future where she stood before the SkyWing palace with Darkstalker and the others beside her. She could see the details clearly enough: the palace spires, the great peaks of the Claws of the Clouds in the distance, even the golden shine of the chest plates on the palace guards. She could hear the words of warning from Darkstalker as they were being escorted into the palace and down the long, echoing halls to the meeting room. She could see them shedding their jewelry and allowing their personal belongings to be confiscated for the time being. She could see Darkstalker’s reluctance as he surrendered the case containing his enchanted scroll.

But she couldn’t see more. The vision fuzzed away, and her focus broke. The part of her brain that controlled her seer powers would simply stop working.

The first time this happened, she figured it was just because she was too worn out from the hours of studying she’d done prior. The second time it happened, she figured the details were too chaotic, and isolating a single path required too much effort.

The third time it happened, she started to grow wary. Then it happened a fourth time, and a fifth time.

It didn’t make sense. Why would she be able to follow those threads so closely, but lose grasp on them at the same moment every single time? She should have been able to see further into the future during at least some of those instances.

Moreover, she was still able to catch glimpses of the future that followed in the wake of the meeting. She still saw the futures where the NightWings fell, and the futures where the NightWings rose above and took over the rest of the continent. She even saw solitary moments where the four of them were flying back from the Sky Kingdom, where Darkstalker was seething with rage.

In other words, she was able to clearly see the possible futures that came before the meeting, and the possible futures that came after the meeting … but not the possible futures that came during the meeting.

If Darkstalker had been right, and the reason for her inability to catch wind of the details of the meeting was because the details of the meeting hadn’t yet been finalized, then she would have expected the details to become clearer at some point. She would have been able to see what would be happening within the walls of the meeting room more and more clearly as they grew closer and closer to the date.

Instead, the opposite happened. As the days passed, her visions grew hazier and hazier. The futures surrounding the meeting became harder to breach.

It finally dawned on her what was happening. This was calculated sabotage. Clearsight’s powers weren’t getting weaker. They were getting manipulated.

They were using animus magic to keep her from seeing their plans.
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  DARKSTALKER


How dare she?

How dare that rotten queen try and do this?

That wretched little thief! When Darkstalker the Menace got his talons on her, he was going to rip her to shreds. And when he did so, he was going to take great delight in hearing her begging for mercy.

She was hiding from him. Silly little dragonet: she couldn’t hide forever. He’d find her, and when he did, she was going to pay.

“Mwahahahahaha,” he laughed, letting the echoes bounce up and down the corridor. “Where oh where could she possibly be?” He knew she was close. He knew she could hear him. How she managed to get away from him the first time was a mystery, but she couldn’t have gotten far.

He stomped down the palace hall, letting out a growl. Then he spotted the door to the custodial closet. It was open. It wasn’t usually open.

He walked in, prowling, listening, smelling the fear in the air. “Is she in here?” he asked, listening for a response.

A rattling in the darkness — the sound of a mop falling over. Then he saw it: just for a second, there was a dragon tail slipping into the shadows of the closet.

Swiftly, he pounced at her. “There you are!” he roared as he pinned her wings to the ground.

The hiding dragonet screamed, struggling futilely from beneath Darkstalker’s grasp.

The queen was tiny. So tiny, in fact, that Darkstalker had no trouble picking her up and throwing her out of the closet. Her back hit the wall of the hallway before she landed on the ground.

Darkstalker galloped over to her and picked her up again, squeezing her wings to her chest. By now, her screams were interspersed with excited giggles, and she was struggling against him with a wide smile on her face.

“Queen Remedy, you conniving little rascal!” Darkstalker boomed. “Where did you hide my treasure?”

“I will never tell you!” she said heroically. “You’re an evil dragon, Darkstalker the Menace. The treasure will never be yours!”

“Is that so? Well then, I guess I’m just going to have to TORTURE THE ANSWER OUT OF YOU!”

At that, he started ruthlessly tickling her.

“Nooo!” she cried, squealing and squirming and laughing. “Stop it, daddy!” she begged.

“Not until you tell me where the treasure is!”

“I don’t know where it is!” she admitted. “Solstice hid the treasure, not me!”

Darkstalker stopped. “Did he, now?” he said. “Well, then: in that case, you’re going to help me find where he’s hiding. Come: let’s check the playroom.”

Knowing that she had no say in the matter, Remedy rose to her feet and followed Darkstalker as he went looking for Solstice. She stayed beneath his wing as she trotted along to keep pace.

He saw Clearsight on the way there, returning from her study. She looked so tired and distressed, the poor dragon. He knew it couldn’t be easy combing through the futures during these heavy times.

Seeing this as a good opportunity to get her mind off of the subject, he approached her with a devilish smile. “Ah, the lovely Clearsight approaches us,” he said. “We are searching for King Solstice, who has hidden our stolen treasure from us. Do you know where he might be?”

Ah, there was that lovely smile of hers. “Have you checked the closet?” she asked.

“I have. It is where I found this mischievous hero,” he said, patting Remedy with his wing.

Clearsight hummed. “Well then, have you checked the cellar?”

“The cellar! He could be hiding in the cellar! We will check there at once. Come Remedy, we must hurry! Would you like to follow us, Clearsight?”

Clearsight shook her head. “I need to go get Fathom and Indigo right now. We need to talk about the meeting again.”

“Oh,” he said. That was actually a bit relieving to hear. They’d gone so long now without discussing it. If Clearsight was ready to call them all together, it had to mean she’d made a breakthrough. “Alright, then. I’ll talk to Whiteout about keeping an eye on the kids again. Remedy, would you like to spend some time with Aunt Whiteout again?”

“Okay,” she said, though not very enthusiastically. It sounded more like she only agreed because she figured Darkstalker would want her to.

“I’ll see you in about half an hour,” Clearsight said before heading off to Fathom and Indigo’s chamber.

“Now, let’s make our way to the cellar,” Darkstalker said to Remedy as he started towards the stairs.

Remedy was quiet as they went down into the cellar. Unusually quiet. When he looked down at her, he could tell by the look on her eyes that she was bothered by something.

“What’s on your mind, Remedy?” he asked.

She looked sheepishly down at Darkstalker’s talons. “Mommy’s been worried a lot lately. And she doesn’t play with us much anymore.”

“She’s just been busy, starling,” he assured her. “Don’t you worry about her.”

“Is something bad gonna happen?”

Darkstalker felt his ears stand right up. “No, dear, of course not! Why would you think that?”

“Because Mommy can see the future.” Remedy brought her eyes back to her father, looking for assurance. “Why would she be worried, unless something bad is gonna happen?”

“Ah, the future isn’t set in stone, my little dragonsprout,” Darkstalker said, stopping for a second to stroke her neck. “Mommy sees a few bad futures ahead of her. But she’s not worrying because they’re going to happen. She’s worrying to make sure that they don’t.” He gave her an assuring smile. “Mommy and I are always working hard to make sure the future stays good and safe. She’s been worried like this before, but things have always turned out alright, haven’t they?”

“I guess,” she said, looking down at the floor again.

“Hey, I’m still talking to you. Keep your eyes on me,” he said, bringing a talon beneath her chin to guide her head upwards.

She gazed up at his eyes, listening closely.

“I am your dad,” Darkstalker said. “And what do dads do?”

“Protect their dragonets,” Remedy said, echoing words that he’d imprinted in her mind long ago.

“That’s right,” he said. “What else am I?”

“You’re the king,” she said.

“And what do kings do?”

“Protect their tribe.”

“Very good. So if Clearsight saw any future where you or the NightWing tribe was threatened, do you think I’d ever let that future happen?”

“No.”

“What do you think I would do to a dragon who threatened to make bad things happen to us?”

A little smile blossomed on Remedy’s face. “You’d tickle them to death.”

Darkstalker let out a half-playful, half-maniacal laugh. “That’s right. They would face the true wrath of Darkstalker the Menace!” He then picked up Remedy and placed her on his back. She was growing so fast. Pretty soon, he wouldn’t be able to carry her like this anymore. “Now, let’s go find your troublemaking little brother and get that stolen treasure back.”

Darkstalker, of course, was more worried than he was willing to admit. He wished that Remedy would have simply remained ignorant of all the treacherous things that were going on in the background of the Night Kingdom. But alas, she inherited her mother’s keen eye and her father’s intelligence. He couldn’t hide even the most secretive of tribe secrets from her, it seemed.

Still, the promise he made to Remedy was one he intended to keep. As long as Darkstalker and Clearsight stood at the head of the NightWing tribe, he would make sure they stayed safe from harm. And as long as he remained Solstice and Remedy’s father, he would make sure no harm would ever befall them — except in calculated and appropriate doses.

After he found Solstice (who, as it turned out, was hiding in the cellar), he took his dragonets to see Whiteout, who was busy working on a gigantic painting. She’d fallen into something of an abstract phase lately. This canvas was mostly black, with deep purple smears radiating from the center, blue cracks painted along the edge, and white web-like threads overlaying the entire picture.

“Whiteout,” Darkstalker said as he entered her chamber. “Might you be able to keep an eye on the dragonets for a bit? Clearsight and I need to have a talk with Fathom and Indigo, and I don’t think it can wait.”

“I’d love to,” Whiteout said, staring at her painting. “But you worry me with your suspicious cloaking, big brother.”

“Hey, Clearsight is the one who’s arranging this talk, not me,” Darkstalker said. “And we need to keep these discussions to ourselves for political purposes. You know how cloak-and-dagger diplomacy can be.”

“I do,” she said. “But there’s another cloak. Drawn by you with the tiniest dagger. I only ask that you be careful with how you put it on.”

“I will be, I promise,” he said, not really knowing how else to respond. He couldn’t imagine what other ‘cloak’ she could be referring to with her cryptic words. He wasn’t keeping any secrets from Clearsight or Fathom, was he?

“Now, where are the little waterlilies?” Whiteout asked before beaming down at Solstice and Remedy. “Ah, there they are! You two must be seeing daydreams. Shall we wind down with a few cups of chocolate nectar and a journey into the jungles of silk and poison?”

“Yay, story time with Whiteout!” Solstice cheered, his wings enthusiastically spread wide as he galloped up to her side with Remedy right behind him.

“Thank you, Whiteout,” Darkstalker said. “They can stay the morning here if we’re not back by the time they fall asleep.”

With the little ones now taken care of, Darkstalker made his way back to his own room. Clearsight, Fathom, and Indigo were there waiting for him, and they wasted no time getting started on discussions.

“So, what have you discovered, Clearsight?” he asked, taking his seat beside her in the same room they’d spoken in before.

Clearsight took a deep breath. “My powers are being compromised,” she said. “They’re using animus magic on me.”

A cold numbness poured over Darkstalker’s back. That couldn’t be right. Didn’t they fear animus magic more than anything? “Tell us everything,” he said, as suspicious as he was concerned.

And she did. She told them about the futures that she saw leading up to the meeting. She told them about the futures that she saw that directly followed the meeting. And she told them about how it was becoming more and more challenging to read the futures surrounding the meeting as they grew closer to it — how there was a cloud of haze surrounding that point in time that she couldn’t penetrate no matter how hard she tried.

That was more than enough evidence that she was right. They were barring her out; there was no question about it.

This was an honest surprise. He knew there would be treachery afoot. This was a game of politics; treachery and secrecy were the weapons of choice. The other queens were organizing secret plans, and he was trying to figure out what those plans were.

But he wasn’t expecting them to use magic. Magic! What hypocrisy! What complete and utter hypocrisy! Were they not specifically concerned about the misuse of animus magic? Wouldn’t a spell that neutered the powers of another dragon be precisely the type of misuse that would drive them to paranoia?

Darkstalker had intended to play by their rules. He’d been playing by their rules for the duration of this entire war — at least, as far as they knew. And even those other spells were defensive in nature. They didn’t hurt the SeaWings; they only protected the NightWings from further harm.

And this was how they responded? By robbing the NightWing queen of her future sight? If Darkstalker had suggested an equally destructive spell against them, Clearsight would have shot it down, and rightfully so!

“This shouldn’t be a problem, should it?” Fathom asked. “We know that they’re using magic to stop Clearsight from seeing the future. Let’s just enchant something to protect her future sight from being influenced by animus magic.”

“We can’t,” Darkstalker said. “Earlier enchantments take priority over newer ones. If Clearsight’s powers are being influenced by an animus spell, there’s nothing we can do to override it. We would have had to protect her future sight before they tampered with it.”

“How do you know?” Fathom asked.

“Something similar happened to my mother. We discovered a while ago that she has two conflicting enchantments cast on her. The first is a protection from harm spell that Arctic cast on an earring she wears, and the second is some sort of brainwashing spell that possesses her to fly to the Ice Kingdom. She’s immune to the second spell as long as she’s under the effects of the first.”

Fathom’s eyes went wide. “Three moons. That’s scary.”

“Well, at least she was lucky enough to get protection before another animus tried tampering with her,” Darkstalker said. “I didn’t want to do this, but I think we’ll need to use animus magic in place of Clearsight’s powers here. I can write up an enchantment that tells us what they have planned, and we can proceed from there.”

“Sounds reasonable,” Fathom said with a nod.

“Agreed,” Indigo said.

Clearsight nodded as well. “We can’t walk into this unprepared. This is our only option.”

Darkstalker pulled his scroll and ink out from his case, and began to unroll it. “Someone grab me a piece of parchment.”

As he found the next open spot, he noticed that he didn’t have much space left in the scroll. It was never terribly long to begin with, and his claw writing was so large and sloppy when he was younger. Depending on how many spells he planned on using, he might need to consider transferring the spell over to a new scroll soon.

Clearsight handed him a small scroll, meant for writing brief messages or notes. Darkstalker flattened the paper in front of him and wrote on his enchanted scroll:

‘Enchant this piece of paper to have written on it a full description of the plans and intentions of the queens and animuses — excluding Darkstalker, Clearsight, and Fathom — with regards to the meeting scheduled to take place in the SkyWing palace on the next night with two full moons.’

After he finished his enchantment, Darkstalker examined the scroll.

Nothing was happening.

Darkstalker blinked. “That’s … strange. Did I make the wording too ambiguous?”

He tried again, writing in the space below. First, he wrote ‘Enchant this piece of paper to be three times longer.’ He did this to make sure that the scroll understood what ‘this piece of paper’ was, and also to make sure that there would be enough room on it for the spell to work.

The paper grew in length, as Darkstalker was expecting. So that wasn’t the issue. He pondered for a second, then wrote a more elaborate spell:

‘Enchant this piece of paper to contain, in legible claw writing and black ink, a message in the Dragon language that describes what the Pyrrhian queens and animuses — excluding Darkstalker, Clearsight, and Fathom — intend to do during the meeting between the Pyrrhian queens and animuses, scheduled to take place on the next night with two full moons; if the intentions of the Pyrrhian queens and animuses have not yet been finalized, then instead write what their intentions will most likely be.’

Darkstalker waited for the message to show up. It didn’t.

His talon curled into a fist. “Falling stars, they’ve compromised our animus powers too!”

“What!” Indigo shouted. “Are you sure?”

“Yes, yes, it’s obvious,” he said, flicking the blank paper away with his talon. “An enchantment like this should have worked. They’re blocking the spell. They have to be.”

They stayed quiet and angry for a few heartbeats while Darkstalker let his seething mind ponder. Now what? Could they still take the upper hand without knowing their plans?

“Let’s send a message to Queen Pearl,” Indigo said. “Tell her that we found out she’s been interfering with our powers, and that we’re not cooperating until she lifts the spells on us.”

“I don’t think that’s so good an idea,” Darkstalker said, pondering. “If we do that, it might just provoke them into casting even more spells on us.”

“Then what do you propose?” she challenged. “You know we can’t just walk in at the mercy of whatever they have planned.”

“We can’t rely on future sight this time, but that doesn’t mean we can’t be in control,” Darkstalker said. “The problem right now is that they have a plan and we don’t. We’re treating this as if they’re throwing a strike at us, and we need to dodge. Instead, we need to prepare something for them.”

“Like what?” Fathom asked.

Darkstalker paused. “I … don’t know yet,” he said. “But it can’t be something they’re prepared for.”

“It also can’t be something that antagonizes them too much,” Clearsight added. “Don’t forget that we want to make peace, not enemies.”

“They are our enemies. They made themselves our enemy when they decided to use their powers against us and threaten us with war.” Darkstalker sighed thoughtfully. “But you’re right. We need a plan that surprises them, but doesn’t terrify them when we reveal it.”

He looked pensively at the previous spells in his scroll, searching for inspiration. They didn’t offer much. His spells really were mostly harmless and non-deceptive in nature. He was no stranger to deceit, but when he was deceptive, he and Clearsight were careful to make sure he didn’t lean on animus magic too much.

Which gave him a crazy idea. One that he hated.

He started to scan through all of the spells he’d written down in the past. Were there any that were particularly malicious-looking or scandalous? There was the tail band that killed other dragons. But that was cast for self-defense purposes. And besides, he’d only actually ever used it one time.

What about — ooh. Darkstalker winced at a rather embarrassing spell that he’d cast several years ago. But it wasn’t a bad spell. Just one that was obviously written while he was still going through puberty.

“What are you thinking, Darkstalker?” Clearsight asked.

“Nothing,” Darkstalker murmured as he looked through the other spells he’d written down.

“No, you’re definitely not thinking nothing,” she said, leaning in closer to him. “You’ve got that glimmer in your eye that you always have when you get an idea.”

Darkstalker paused his reading and sighed. It sometimes frustrated him that Clearsight understood him so well. “It’s a backup plan more than anything,” he started. “I was thinking, maybe I could … show them my scroll.”

Clearsight’s eyes widened. “You mean … tell them about it?”

“Yes. Maybe. I don’t know.” He returned to scanning his past spells. “Maybe I won’t tell them everything. But if I show them the spells that I’d cast, maybe it’d prove that I’m not a dragon with malicious intent.”

“What about the spells you cast during the war?” Clearsight asked. “Like the one you cast on the SeaWing that tried to take away Solstice? And the enchanted map?”

“Those aren’t so bad,” Darkstalker said. At least I didn’t use animus magic on that SeaWing when I arranged for his torture, he thought. “If they choose to question those enchantments, we could remind them that they were using IceWing enchantments to aid themselves in the war. We could also remind them that they were trying to take Fathom away from us against his will.”

“Don’t you think it’s a little dangerous to give this information away to the queens like that?” Fathom asked. “You’d be letting them know that you don’t actually have any animus powers. What if they try to take the scroll away from you?”

“Yes, that’s a good point,” Darkstalker admitted. “Can I point out that just because I was the one who had this idea doesn’t mean that I actually like it?”

“It isn’t one of your best ideas, I’ll say that,” Indigo agreed half-heartedly.

“I’m sure there’s a way around them trying to take it from you,” Clearsight said. “You could enchant something to make it return to you when you want it. A bell, perhaps. It’ll fall back into your talons when rung.”

Darkstalker slumped. “I suppose it’s possible. Can we go back to finding problems with this plan, though? I really don’t want to reveal all my spells to the rest of the world.”

Clearsight laughed a little. “Well, there is a problem with it,” she said. “It probably won’t be enough. The issue isn’t whether or not you’ve done anything bad; it’s whether or not you will do anything bad. They’d probably rather the scroll be destroyed, and your animus powers with it.”

Suddenly, it clicked.

Darkstalker stood up, eyes shining bright. “Clearsight, you’re a genius!” he shouted.

Clearsight raised her chin proudly. “You’re welcome,” she said. “Now, let’s try and think of an actual plan.”

“No Clearsight, don’t you see? This will be the actual plan!” Darkstalker grinned shrewdly. “At least, that’s what we’ll have them think.”

Clearsight tilted her head. “Weren’t you hating this idea just a few seconds ago?”

“Yes, but that was because it’s basically a surrender,” Darkstalker said. “If all we did was show them my scroll, then we’d basically be admitting that we’re afraid of them, and that we’re willing to give away all our secrets to appease them. But if we make the slightest change, then this could work tremendously in our favor. All we need to do … is get them to destroy the scroll.”

“What!” Clearsight said, standing up so that she was level with him. “But if you destroy the scroll, you’ll get your powers back. Why on earth would they do that?”

“Well,” Darkstalker started, “what if they didn’t know that my animus powers would return to me when they destroyed the scroll?”

There was a silence as the implications started to dawn on them.

“They would think that they took away your powers,” Fathom said, still pondering. “You wouldn’t be seen as a threat anymore.”

“You’d still have animus magic, but nobody would know,” Indigo continued.

“And everyone is happy,” Darkstalker concluded.

Indigo nodded. “It’s a nice idea, but how are we supposed to pull it off?”

“Well, Clearsight herself said that they would probably rather the scroll be destroyed, if it destroyed my powers with it,” Darkstalker said. “All we really need to do is let them get their talons on it, and convince them that destroying it will render me powerless.”

“Which is easier said than done,” Indigo said. “What are you hoping to do? Hand them the scroll and say, ‘Here’s all of my powers; destroy that and I lose all of my animus magic’? They’d see through that lie in a heartbeat.”

“Yes, you’re right,” he said. “We have to coax them into it. Make them believe the lie.”

Fathom placed a talon on his chin. “We should start by imagining how we’d act if the lie were true. Darkstalker, what do you think you would do if the scroll really didn’t give you your powers back when it got destroyed?”

“I’d probably add some protections to the scroll,” he said. “Make it impervious to fire, for example. I’d also probably be a lot more reluctant to give it up at the palace. Perhaps I’d try and hide it, so that they didn’t know I had it until I showed it to them.”

Darkstalker felt the gears turning in his head now. It was all starting to come together. “Here’s what we can do: we’ll step into the meeting acting as though we’re going with our initial plan to show the other queens my scroll. My pretend plan will be to make sure that I am in control of the scroll at all times during the meeting. Clearsight, can you tell if the guards will be able to find my scroll if I cast an invisibility spell on it?”

Clearsight closed her eyes tightly, straining herself to look at the edges of the futures that she was being blocked from seeing. “I think so,” she said. “They’ll pat us down, checking for any hidden accessories. You won’t be able to hide your scroll from them.”

“Perfect,” Darkstalker said. “When the guards do that, I can act all sheepish and pretend I wasn’t expecting this. And when I reveal the scroll, I can try to convince them to let me hold onto it. When that inevitably fails, I’ll reluctantly hand it over, and when we enter the meeting, it will become the subject of discussion. I can admit that the scroll contains all of my powers, and that I have no animus magic without it. That ought to be enough to get the idea in their mind to destroy the scroll.”

“What if, again, they try to keep the scroll for themselves?” Fathom asked.

“In that case, we could go back to our old plan of escaping the meeting early, with Clearsight’s idea to enchant something to return the scroll to me.” Darkstalker tapped his talons on the floor. “Though, I might be able to convince them that I’d rather they destroy the scroll than keep it for themselves. I kind of like the irony in the idea that I don’t trust them with that sort of power.”

Indigo hummed. “This could actually work,” she said. “But what if the pretend plan actually works? What if they decide to give the scroll back to you instead of destroying it?”

“Where’s the harm in that?” Darkstalker asked. “That just means that they actually do trust me with my powers, so we have nothing to worry about.”

“What I’m wondering is what we do if the actual plan works,” Clearsight said. “Will you remain a true animus, or will you put your powers into a new scroll?”

“I’d put my powers in a new scroll, obviously,” he said. “It’ll keep my soul protected, which will keep bad futures from happening, which I know will make you happy.”

She cast a golden smile at him, and for a second Darkstalker remembered the long honeymoon phase he’d had with her before they became king and queen.

A yawn suddenly crept into Darkstalker’s mouth. “It’s much too late to discuss this plan thoroughly,” he said. “Let’s talk about this more tomorrow, when we all have fresh minds and ideas. In the meantime, try to find out any holes in this plan that need to be filled. This needs to be fool-proof.”

With the meeting adjourned, they all returned to their chambers and got some rest for the rest of the day.

There were a couple of vulnerabilities that were brought up over the following days, but none of them proved to be in any way problematic. Fathom noted that if they were going to write the necessary preparation spells in Darkstalker’s scroll, then the other queens and animuses would see those spells when the scroll was given to them to read.

But Darkstalker wasn’t so bothered by the idea that they would be made aware of those preparations. He could comfortably admit to them that they were temporarily invincible, and that they had a way of escaping the meeting if they felt threatened. If they thought that this was an irresponsible use of magic, then they would be more inclined to destroy the scroll.

Another problem that Fathom and Indigo brought up was the possibility that the other queens would be skeptical of Darkstalker’s claim of what the scroll did. What if they wanted him to prove that he was telling the truth?

There wasn’t a feasible way to prove this, since he wouldn’t be telling the truth. But there was a feasible way to make it appear that he was. With the help of Fathom’s magic, a new enchantment was added to the scroll — one that ensured that the consequences of the scroll being destroyed would be kept a secret. If anyone wrote down a spell in the scroll that asked it to recite the enchantments cast upon it, it would omit the enchantment Darkstalker had cast that made it so that his powers would be returned if the scroll were destroyed. They tested this by enchanting a piece of paper to write out these enchantments, and the paper obediently refrained from revealing everything. (The enchantment was written between two previously written enchantments, so that if the queens asked about it, Darkstalker could say that he’d cast that spell when he first showed Fathom the scroll.)

Darkstalker felt more and more confident by the day. But there was still something that worried him if he thought about it for too long.

His opposition had animus dragons. Three animus dragons, to be precise. Two of them were IceWings, both of whom proved that they were willing to use magic outside of the limitations of IceWing social law. And the third was a SandWing named Jerboa, who was a wild-card at this point that Darkstalker knew nothing about.

The other animuses have already used magic against them in order to keep their plans hidden. Who was to say that they weren’t using other magic spells? Dangerous spells that they didn’t know about? Without knowing exactly what other enchantments they might be using to sabotage him, Darkstalker wouldn’t have any way of directly combating them.

It was good that he and his friends had their own plan. He didn’t want to give the queens the opportunity to control him, and this new plan of theirs helped give them power.

But what if it wasn’t enough? What if they had something bigger prepared — something that kept him from even attempting his own plan? The thought made him feel far too vulnerable.

He wondered if there was a way he could cast spells in secret. He remembered Clearsight telling him about how he’d used invisible ink to hide spells from her in the last timeline. It seemed like something he could replicate in this timeline as well, though he doubted Clearsight would like the idea very much.

What about his enchanted goblet? The one that he’d made for Listener, that he used to help him kill Queen Vigilance? He could use it to make himself smaller. Much smaller. So small that he could write words in the scroll that no ordinary dragon would be able to see.

As for what spells he ought to cast … he wasn’t so sure. There were some he came up with off the top of his head that he thought would have helped — like secretly granting himself temporary animus powers in addition to his invincibility. But the futures indicated that Clearsight wouldn’t approve of them.

He was in his bedroom as he pondered this, using Clearsight’s desk as he stared at the scroll with the light of the enchanted candle that he’d given to Clearsight back when they were dragonets. It had been getting late, and he was starting to grow too tired to think about this any longer. He wanted to figure this out. He wanted to guarantee that he had control. And he was running out of time to do so. The meeting was only a few days away, and the chilling numbness of the anti-future-seeing spell was starting to mess with his ability to think straight more and more.

He rolled up his scroll and crawled into bed next to Clearsight, and the candle magically snuffed itself out. He’d talk about this with the others tomorrow.
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  CLEARSIGHT


“I’m a little confused,” Fathom said. “If you want more spells to be cast in secret, why don’t you just ask me to cast them? There’s no need to write them down in your scroll.”

“I don’t want to abuse your soul, Fathom,” Darkstalker answered. “If we can use my scroll instead of your magic, I’d rather we do that.”

“Darkstalker, it’s okay. I’ve been checking myself every day with the soul reader, and I’m still mostly good.”

Oh right, the soul reader. Fathom had been holding onto it this whole time, and with how little they’d all been using magic until recently, it slipped Clearsight’s mind that he still had it. “Do you know what the soul reader says for us?” she asked him. She wanted to say ‘for Darkstalker,’ but she didn’t feel comfortable singling him out. And besides, she was interested in whether or not her own soul was still almost completely good as well.

Fathom shuffled a bit on his seat cushion, glancing nervously off to the side. “Uh … I do,” he said. “I’d tell you, but with everything that’s going on right now, I don’t want to give you something else to worry about.”

Clearsight felt something cold settle into her chest. “Fathom, tell us. What did it say?”

“Well …” Fathom lifted his eyes to meet Clearsight’s. “You’ve both gotten worse. Clearsight, about a third of your soul reads white. And a little more than half of Darkstalker’s does.”

Darkstalker and Clearsight exchanged mirroring looks of concern.

“I wouldn’t think too much of it,” Fathom quickly added. “You’ve become king and queen, right? You should expect it to be harder to stay perfectly good.”

“I don’t feel any different,” Darkstalker said tentatively. “Do you?”

Clearsight shook her head. “I might have gotten more … assertive since I became queen, but I’m still after the same future. I still want to keep the same bad things from happening.”

This was definitely a problem. She couldn’t let her soul get even remotely tainted. She was supposed to be Darkstalker’s guide. If her soul was populated with even a little bit of evil, she would no longer be so sure that the paths she was trying to go down were actually the brighter paths.

“Guys, can we worry about this later?” Fathom said, breaking her out of those thoughts. “The meeting is in two days. We don’t have time to get sidetracked with anything else.”

Darkstalker nodded. “Right, sorry.”

“Anyway,” Fathom continued, “my point is that you should leave the secret spells to me. It’ll be safer this way.”

“Fine,” Darkstalker said. “I’ll do that.”

“So, what sort of spell did you have in mind?” he asked.

“I’m … not sure,” he said. “I was hoping we could figure something out together.”

Fathom blinked. “Oh. Well … I’ve got nothing.”

“Yeah, I thought the plan was pretty good already,” Indigo said. “Do we really need anything more?”

“Maybe as a safety measure,” Darkstalker said. “As a way to make sure we’re still in control.”

“But we have a safety measure already,” Fathom said. “If anything goes wrong, we can leave the meeting and take the scroll with us. We’re going to make enchantments for that, remember?”

“I do,” Darkstalker said. “But the problem is that I still see futures where I don’t have my scroll or my powers anymore after the meeting. Clearsight, you see them too, right?”

Clearsight nodded. She’d still been seeing a lot of different futures, actually. Not very many fell out of the realm of possibility, although the ones where they kept their powers and protected their tribe were becoming more likely.

At least, she thought they were. It was very hard to tell when the meeting itself was still inaccessible to her. She might have just been feeling more optimistic as of late, and so focused more on the brighter futures.

“I’m not sure how, but there’s still a way for them to win,” Darkstalker said, pondering. “I just want to be absolutely sure that we erase those paths.”

Clearsight was feeling things tangle themselves up further in the fabric of time. She didn’t like this. “Casting secret spells can be a dangerous choice as well,” she tried to argue. “If the other queens grow suspicious that we’re deceiving them, we might not be able to make peace.”

“I have to take Clearsight’s side on this,” Indigo said. “If we start using more animus magic on them, then we’re giving them a reason to believe we’re evil. The only way I can see our current plan failing is if they never wanted to be on our side in the first place.”

“If worse comes to worst and the queens decide to keep the scroll for themselves, and they somehow keep us from taking it back, then I’ll enchant the scroll to turn into dust,” Fathom said. “If they believe by that point that we’re the power-hungry ones, then they’re delusional and we wouldn’t have been able to reason with them anyway.”

Darkstalker still looked unsure. His eyes were pointed at his talons, scowling.

“I know you’re not used to taking risks with the future, Darkstalker,” Clearsight said, extending a wing to brush against his back. “But I’ve taken dozens of risks with the future by trusting you, and I have no regrets.” Almost no regrets, she corrected in her mind, remembering the previous timeline that she reset. “As far as I can tell, we’re a lot more likely to come out on top here. You just need to trust yourself.”

Darkstalker lifted his head, and his eyes brightened a little bit. He looked over at Clearsight and nodded. “You’re right,” he said quietly. “We’ll win this.”

Clearsight couldn’t help but grin with pride. Darkstalker was usually so confident all on his own. It was nice to know that in the rare moment when he was feeling unsure of himself, she was able to set him straight again.

The next day, Clearsight and the others made arrangements for their departure. Darkstalker wrote in the spells that granted the four of them impenetrable scales and invincibility. Per Clearsight’s request, he also wrote the expiration into the spells themselves, so that none of them could violate their precommitment to shedding their vulnerabilities after the meeting was over. Once the two full moons set, the spells would expire and they would become mortal again.

Clearsight rummaged through the palace treasure room and found a golden bell which produced a high chime that nearly sounded like a scavenger squeak. She brought it back to her private chamber with Darkstalker, and they agreed to equip this with the failsafe teleportation enchantments. When the bell was rung, Darkstalker’s scroll would immediately teleport behind it. And when Fathom, Clearsight, Indigo, or Darkstalker covered their heads and said, ‘take me to the bell,’ they would be brought into the same room as the bell.

Seeing the animus enchantments in writing made Clearsight realize just how ambiguous the Dragon language could be sometimes. Darkstalker had originally worded the spell so that once one of them covered their heads and said the right words, ‘they’ would be teleported to the bell. Fathom pointed out that this ‘they’ could be interpreted to mean all four of them rather than just the individual who’d activated the spell. Indigo, more alarmingly, pointed out that this ‘they’ could also be interpreted to mean just their heads. The spell was promptly adjusted to make it clearer.

They had to wake up early tomorrow for the long flight to the Sky Kingdom. In the hours before they retired to their beds, Darkstalker, Fathom, and Indigo decided to have some fun testing their invulnerability while they still had it. Clearsight watched in disgruntled amusement as they played a game of chicken, where they fell from the cloud layer to the ground to see who would let up first. It ended up being a tie, with all three of them crashing belly-first into the valley and putting dragon-shaped dents into the ground. They were all fine, of course — the sudden deceleration merely made them dizzy upon standing back up. But it was still difficult to see and hear the impact without her heart jumping out of her chest.

Clearsight wasn’t nearly as daring. The most ambitious she was willing to get with her temporary powers was a particularly rough cuddling session with Darkstalker before they fell asleep that morning.

An hour before sunset, they all woke up, gathered their belongings, and met up at the front of the palace.

While waiting for Fathom and Indigo, Darkstalker enchanted his scroll case to be invisible until he unstrapped it from his back. He normally wrote enchantments with his claws, but since he didn’t have the cloth that he used to clean the ink off of his talons, he instead used a black feather quill. When he put his things away, the scroll vanished into the now-invisible leather case, and the quill vanished into a slick black quill holder that blended into the starry void under his wing.

Indigo and Fathom soon arrived, covered in luxurious apparel. Indigo had armed herself, equipping her concealed dagger and whale tooth spear as she usually did when acting as Fathom’s bodyguard. She also wore a pearl necklace — the same one, apparently, that Fathom had enchanted to save her life after she had saved his during the SeaWing massacre. It was technically a gift from Pearl, so it made sense that she’d choose to wear it to a meeting with her.

Fathom wore old jewelry, including some emerald earrings that he used to always wear at the royal parties. He also wore a pear of gold armbands, carved with the symbols of SeaWing royalty.

Clearsight and Darkstalker wore a humble supply of jewels as well, wearing earrings and bracelets that came in a matching set. They knew that they’d be asked to remove all of their jewelry upon entering the meeting room, so they didn’t spend too much effort on ornamenting themselves. The only reason they went through any effort in the first place was because there was a dress code associated with attending meetings that had royalty present, and violating that dress code might have come off as a bit suspicious.

“Is everyone ready?” Darkstalker asked, looking to the mountains in the north-east.

Fathom took a deep breath. “Yes. Let’s get this settled.”

“We’ve been preparing for this for two months now,” Indigo said. “We’re ready.”

“You two lead the way, then,” Darkstalker said as he extended his wings. “We’ll be able to keep our eyes on you once twilight hits.”

Fathom and Indigo took to the sky, and Darkstalker and Clearsight followed after. Before long, the warmth of the sunlight fled from their scales, and as they ascended above the clouds, the air grew cool as autumn.

The flight was leisurely and quiet. It was a still evening, with hardly a gust of wind to blow them off course. Sun rays scattered in the atmosphere, coloring the clouds a pastel orange and the band of sky above the horizon a soft pink.

Clearsight still struggled against the futures that she couldn’t see. The barrier of mist in her visions made it so challenging to use her powers at all, now that the futures were so close.

The possibility dawned on her that the meeting ahead of them might not be the be-all-end-all moment that she thought it was. There were still numerous futures ahead of them — so many different paths they could end up taking. Would this meeting really be the thing that decided which of those paths they would take, or would all of the futures still be there by the end of the day? Now that her powers were so overtly compromised, it was hard to know for sure.

But she knew the meeting would set forth a course of action that would define the years to come. It had to, simply by its very nature. This would be a congress between the most powerful dragons in the world, and they would be making decisions that would dictate the future use of animus magic. She didn’t need future sight to acknowledge how far the ramifications would take them.

She flapped her wings a few times, picking up height. As the sun began to set, the shadows grew within the curves and contours of the clouds beneath her. Fathom and Indigo remained ahead of them, green and purple outlines against the reddening horizon.

They flew past the mountains that bordered the Night Kingdom, their stiff black peaks breaching the cloud layer and casting long shadows. To their east was the snowy peaks of the mighty Jade Mountain, now the tallest mountain on the continent. A vast sea of desert sand lay ahead of them, belonging to the southern lands of the SandWings, whose queen was surely winging her way to the Sky Palace at this very moment, if she weren’t already there.

Sunset turned to twilight, and twilight turned to dusk. The stars in the sky began to brighten, and a pair of full moons rose up from the east. The foothills that buffered the land between the desert and the Claws of the Clouds Mountains came into view, and before long they passed over them, crossing the border into the Sky Kingdom.

As the skies cleared, Clearsight came to appreciate the true vastness of the continent. The mountain range, as it was drawn on maps, resembled a cluster of closely knit mountain peaks that ran north to south. But in actuality, it was more like a vast field. Even as she flew high above the tallest peaks, where the sparse trees in the valleys looked no bigger than grains of sand, mountainous terrain spanned the entire landscape below. It was impossible to say when one mountain ended and another began. Rather, the peaks and valleys wove together, each carving its own network of river-like formations into the earth.

They stopped only once in the mountains, finding a lake in the valleys where they could drink some water and hunt some animals. After eating, drinking, and stretching their wings, they headed north to the heart of the Sky Kingdom, where it would be nothing but more mountains until they reached Queen Carmine’s palace.

They continued to fly for another hour. Or perhaps two: Clearsight was beginning to lose track of the time. It was a good thing that the other queens were generous enough to schedule the meeting for midnight, or else she would have started to worry that they’d show up late. Her wings burned. The four of them were flying in a V formation to save energy, but it was painful just to keep her wings extended.

When the palace finally came into view, all four of them let out a tired cheer. The building had a footprint the size of a small village, and was nearly as tall as it was wide. It boasted walls of pale golden limestone, faintly illuminated by the moonlight. Turrets and bridges and flying buttresses adorned the building, visible even from miles away. Over a dozen spires jutted from the fortress, and hundreds of narrow windows spanned the grand walls, many of which were aglow from the lamps burning inside.

When they reached the palace, they spent some time circling around it to find a place to land. It was so chaotically designed, as though someone had taken several smaller palaces and glued them together.

Soon, however, they were greeted by a SkyWing guard standing at the top of a turret. With a bright torch, the guard waved them over to get their attention, then pointed the torch towards a taller part of the palace, a little further north.

They followed the guard’s directions, flying over the bordering walls towards the taller spire. Soon they found a landing site of smooth flat stone that bordered a small iron gate, surrounded on all other sides by crags. They touched down gracefully, relieved to finally be able to give their wings a break.

The gate opened moments after they landed, and a pair of guards emerged from the other side. They both bore cardinal red scales beneath their bronze helmets and chest plates, and both stood taller than all of them. “Queen Clearsight, it is an honor to have your presence here,” one guard said with a bow, his voice crisp and direct. “Shall we show you to the conference room? The others are awaiting your arrival.”

“You may,” Clearsight said, nodding. “It was considerate of the queens to work with our nocturnal schedules. The least we can do is be as punctual with them as we can.”

As the guards led them into the palace, Clearsight enjoyed the feeling of using her legs again. Her body felt so light when it was being supported by four walking limbs, especially after it had been supported for so long by nothing but the wind.

The palace interior looked the same as it had in her visions of it in the past, but Clearsight hadn’t paid extremely close attention to the details at the time. The NightWing palace decorators liked to cover empty space with mirrors and tapestries (and, as of late, Whiteout’s paintings). Meanwhile, the empty space in the halls of the SkyWing palace were mostly filled with statues. Busts of proud, long-horned SkyWings stood between the windows, and sculptures of phoenixes, mountains, or royal emblems of the sun stood at every corner.

Darkstalker walked with a brisk gait, his head high and his face rapt with focus. Fathom and Indigo stayed behind them. They stood straight as well, but Clearsight could see in their eyes that they were nervous and very much in the mood to find somewhere soft and secluded to curl up and take a long nap.

They reached the end of the hall and stopped in front of a large door that was guarded by another palace guard. She stood beside a stone shelf, which she gestured to with the broad end of her spear. “Please remove all jewelry and other personal belongings before stepping inside,” she said.

Clearsight was about to unclip her earrings when Darkstalker interrupted. “I beg your pardon?” he asked. “In the Night Kingdom, it’s considered bad manners to be in the presence of royalty without at least a little bit of formal attire. Is it not the same here in the Sky Kingdom?”

“This is a safety measure by the request of the other queens,” the guard said. “In case any of your jewelry is animus-touched.”

Darkstalker rolled his eyes and started unclipping his earrings. “Fine, then,” he murmured.

They proceeded to shed their jewels and other items, placing them on the shelf beside the guard. Indigo also placed her spear and her dagger there as well. Within minutes, none of them had anything visible on them.

“There,” Darkstalker said. “May we step in now?”

“We’ll also need to check for concealed items,” she said. “If you may let us pat you down. It’ll only take a few seconds.”

Clearsight pretended to look worried, while Darkstalker threw a scowl at the guard. “Will I let you run your talons up and down me and my wife to make sure we’re not hiding anything? No, I don’t think I will.”

“Searching guests for concealed items or contraband is standard security procedure here in the palace,” the guard said. “We’re under strict orders not to let you proceed until we’ve done so. Would you rather we tell the others that you will not be participating in the meeting?”

Darkstalker hissed out a sigh. “No,” he conceded. “Fine, then. Go ahead and search us.”

The three guards checked them rather gently, and looked as though they tried to be quick about it. Of course, they eventually touched Darkstalker’s invisible scroll, and were quick to bring it to his attention.

“There appears to be something on your back, King Darkstalker,” the guard said in the middle of his search. One of his talons was over Darkstalker’s back, resting right where the scroll would be. “Some sort of invisible case. Would you happen to know what it is?”

Darkstalker closed his eyes and emitted a long sigh. “…Yes. Let me take it off.”

Once he unstrapped the scroll case from his back, it immediately reappeared. “I need to bring this into the meeting,” he said. “Trust me, it’s important.”

“We will hold onto it for now,” the guard said. “Once you need it back, speak to the others. We will return it to you on Queen Carmine’s orders.”

Darkstalker held the scroll closer to him. “No. I must keep hold of this myself. I can’t let it into anyone else’s talons.”

“Your scroll will be safe as long as it remains with us,” the guard assured. “But we cannot let you in until you hand it to us.”

There was a long silence. Clearsight pretended to look nervous as Darkstalker pretended to look torn. Finally, he followed through with the act and threw his scroll case at the guard. “There, happy? I’ll be back for it soon. And don’t even think about opening it up. Trust me, I’ll know.”

The guard caught the scroll and nodded, setting it down on the shelf with the rest of their belongings. “You may proceed now,” he said as the other guard opened the door for them.

Clearsight swallowed. From this point forward, she wouldn’t have her future sight to help her. She was blind now.

The first sight of the meeting room gave her a bit of relief. Nine dragons sat around a wooden table, and that was it. There weren’t any secret weapons or flashy looking devices. There weren’t any signs of a complicated plan that would completely ruin them. Just the queens, the table, some lamps to brighten the room, some doors, a rack of scrolls against the far wall, some statues of peregrines in the corners, and themselves.

The only concerning thing was that there were nine dragons, not eight. If she was recalling the list of known living animuses correctly, there should have been five in the room: Fathom, Darkstalker, Arctic, Diamond, and Jerboa. Since Diamond was already a queen, that meant that there should have been eight dragons waiting for them: the six queens, plus Arctic and Jerboa. But there was an extra SandWing. A daughter of Jerboa’s, perhaps? Another animus?

“Ah, the guests from the Night Kingdom arrive at last!” the SkyWing queen said, bowing shallowly to the four of them. “We’ve been waiting for you for some time now. Did you get lost in the palace? I had instructed my guards to help direct you this way once you arrived.”

“The guards were very courteous and of great help, Queen Carmine,” Clearsight said politely. “Were it not for them, we might have spent another hour wandering your halls.” Not that that’s very impressive, she thought. What else would you have instructed them to do? Open the doors for us and let us prance around in your palace to our heart’s content?

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Darkstalker hold back a chuckle as he smiled at her. It suddenly dawned on her that he could read her thoughts now. She’d taken off the bracelet that kept her mind from getting read.

She thought that after all these years, she’d be okay with him entering her mind. She did trust him. Or at least, she thought she did. Did that buzz of nervousness that she still felt at the thought of him listening to her thoughts prove otherwise?

“I think introductions are in order, as for many of us, this will be our first time meeting any of you,” Queen Carmine said. “I am Carmine, queen of the Sky Kingdom, and I welcome you to my palace, Queen Clearsight and King Darkstalker of the NightWings. I welcome you as well, Prince Fathom and Indigo of the SeaWings.”

“It is an honor,” Prince Fathom said, bowing in a manner that appeared as though it were rehearsed dozens of times. Indigo followed, mimicking Fathom’s movements.

The MudWing queen rose to her feet. She was easily the largest queen among them, which came as no surprise. She was in her nineties, and had been ruling over the Mud Kingdom for over fifty years now. “I’m Crane, ruler of the MudWings,” she said before sitting back down.

The RainWing queen then stood up, her scales a neutral swirl of lavender and gold. “Queen Anaconda of the RainWings,” she said, sounding a tiny bit bored. “It is a pleasure to finally meet with you.”

Queen Diamond was next. She stood and lowered her head gently. “Blessings to you, my grandchildren,” she said, frowning. “I’m Queen Diamond, and this is my son, Prince Arctic.”

“We’re already well-acquainted,” Darkstalker said with a cold eye towards his father.

“As are we,” Queen Pearl said, standing up herself. “Though I don’t believe we have met face-to-face, Darkstalker and Clearsight. I am Queen Pearl. It is good to finally meet you.”

Darkstalker responded with a short snarl.

“And I’m Queen Scorpion,” the large SandWing said with a sly smile and a bow. “The SandWings to my right are Jerboa and Jerboa Junior. They were both quite the challenge to find.”

“It is an honor,” Clearsight said, bowing back to the three SandWings. “As I’m sure you’re all aware by now, I’m Queen Clearsight and this is my husband, King Darkstalker.” She then pointed her wing at the SeaWings, adding, “The SeaWings here are Prince Fathom and Princess Indigo.”

“So,” Darkstalker said, “shall we get started?”

“I think so,” Pearl said, starting towards the far end of the table. “The sooner we begin, the sooner we can all return home.”

“May I have my scroll first?” Darkstalker asked. “The guards outside had me take it off, but I have a proposition to make and I need it back in order to make it.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Pearl said, her back still turned to him. “We have a plan for what we’ll be negotiating already.”

“I seriously think that you would like to hear my proposition,” Darkstalker said with a bit more force. “Let me have my scroll. I promise it’s important.”

Pearl ignored him. “When the rest of the queens and I convened to discuss how we could safely mitigate the threat of animus magic, we knew that we wouldn’t be able to contain it without using some of it ourselves,” she said as she gathered a pair of scrolls from the rack on the far wall.

She turned around and continued, “So when I called forth the rest of the animus dragons, they each agreed to cast one spell in order to help. The first spell, cast by Queen Diamond, was a shrouding spell. As I’m sure you’ve figured out by now, this room has been enchanted to be hidden from any futures that would otherwise be detectable by seer powers or animus magic. We wouldn’t be able to maintain any control if we allowed you to learn about our plans potentially before we even made them.”

“Doesn’t it seem a bit malicious of you to be using animus magic to suppress the natural powers of another dragon?” Darkstalker asked. “I thought you were supposed to be against this sort of thing.”

“Not when so much is at stake,” Pearl said. “We also needed to make sure that this room remained safe. So many animuses in one place would pose an obvious risk, so Prince Arctic enchanted the room to keep all current animus dragons from casting new spells while they remained inside of it.”

Clearsight looked behind her and noticed that the door that they had entered was now shut. She suddenly didn’t feel so good about this.

Pearl placed one of the scrolls on the table. “The next enchantment we decided to make was perhaps the most enlightening of them all. It was Jerboa’s idea, and she was the one who cast it. See, the only way to keep Pyrrhia safe from dangerous animus spells is to know what those animus spells are. So, she enchanted this scroll to make a list of every spell that has ever been cast, along with who cast it, and when.”

Cold numbness washed over Clearsight as Pearl opened the scroll.

“I was surprised when I found out that it was actually Fathom who’d killed Albatross, and not Indigo,” Pearl said, pointing at one of the lines written down in the scroll. “Don’t worry, Fathom. No one needs to know.”

“She still saved my life,” Fathom said in her defense, sounding as nervous as Clearsight felt. “I would have been dead before I cast the spell if it weren’t for her.”

“And you saved her life in return,” she said, pointing at the spell below. “But that was the last spell you cast for many years. Good on you for holding to your promise for so long.” She slid her talon against the scroll. “But look at this next spell. It was the very last one that Darkstalker had cast. ‘Enchant this scroll to absorb all of my animus powers, so that every spell written in it will act as an animus enchantment; furthermore, if this scroll ever gets destroyed, enchant it to return all of its powers back to me’.”

Darkstalker swallowed.

There goes our entire plan, Clearsight thought, feeling herself grow pale. Darkstalker: if you’re listening, I think we might want to leave.

He glanced over at Clearsight, quickly shook his head, then turned to face Pearl again. “Congratulations, you figured out my secret,” he said. “I enchanted a scroll to take on the burden of my animus magic. Which means that since I’m technically no longer an animus, my soul is no longer being corrupted by those powers.”

“Yes, but it also meant that we couldn’t see any of the spells you cast,” Pearl said. “Which, annoyingly, meant that we had to use our last spell to make this.” She opened the second scroll, which had Darkstalker’s claw writing scrawled on it. “A copy of your scroll — which, might I add, updates in real time.”

Darkstalker rose to his feet, furious and panicked. “If you even think about taking my scroll away from me —”

“— You’ll what, teleport back home and ring that bell you enchanted?” Pearl asked, casting a smirk at Darkstalker that even made Clearsight want to claw her in the face. “But look! That guard who took your scroll seems to have written down a new spell,” she said, pointing at the copy of Darkstalker’s scroll. “It says, ‘Enchant the bell from the above enchantment to teleport in front of Queen Pearl once she finishes reading this sentence’.”

At once, a little golden bell appeared in front of Pearl, before dropping to the table. It let out a ring, which summoned Darkstalker’s actual scroll, along with its black leather case.

“I guess you’re not gonna be teleporting back home, are you?” Pearl said calmly.

Darkstalker exhaled a plume of smoke through his nostrils.

Pearl rolled her eyes. “Oh, don’t try and act all intimidating on me, Darkstalker. We both know that you’re out of plans. I know every spell that both you and Fathom cast, and none of them are going to help you.” She reached up and grabbed Darkstalker’s scroll, slowly rolling it up in her talons. “You NightWings aren’t the ones in charge anymore. You won’t be able to use magic to get your way this time. This time, you’re going to sit down, and listen.”

She glowered across the table at Darkstalker, waiting for him to sit back down. It took several heartbeats, but eventually he did, though his eyes only grew more bitter as he did so.

“Good,” she said. “Now, let’s start some peace negotiations.”

  



27. Chapter 26


    
    
  DARKSTALKER


I didn’t have to comply with you, you know, Darkstalker thought as he soured his grimace at Pearl. I could have won this war. I could have won a war against the rest of Pyrrhia. I only tried cooperating with you because I wanted to be polite. Because I had faith that we could resolve things peacefully.


  So why are you trying so hard to make me regret the restraint I’ve been showing all this time?


“To be completely honest with you, Darkstalker,” Pearl said, “that enchanted scroll was a good idea.”

“It’s a little too late for flattery, Pearl,” Darkstalker growled.

Pearl gave an airy chuckle. “I was only giving a compliment; no need to assume I’m trying to be malicious with it. And besides, it’s true. All the queens agree.”

“In fact, we think this scroll of yours is how all animus magic should be conducted moving forward,” Queen Carmine injected.

“Then make your own scrolls; that’d be fine with me,” Darkstalker said. Though, he realized as he said so that that wasn’t completely true. He wasn’t too comfortable with other dragons making their own scrolls and casting spells whenever they wanted. He’d been able to restrain himself despite being unburdened by the stress animus magic induced on his soul. He wasn’t so sure if other animus dragons would be able to do the same.

Carmine shook her head. “You misunderstand, King Darkstalker. We think this scroll of yours is how all animus magic should be conducted moving forward.”

Darkstalker felt his heart burst with rage. “So you wish to steal my scroll and use it for yourselves, is that it?”

“We wish to make animus magic a power that no individual dragon can harness by themselves,” Queen Crane said, her voice overpowering Darkstalker’s with ease. “Nobody can be trusted with that much power.”

“You’ve seen the spells I wrote down already, have you not?” Darkstalker asked. “When have I ever cast a spell that was alarmingly malicious? Where have I shown that I can’t be trusted with the powers I’ve had all these years?”

“I could point to a few spells that I don’t particularly like,” Pearl said. “But even if I couldn’t, these matters go beyond us at this present moment. I’ve seen gentler dragons than you turn into monsters. We can’t be sure that the same won’t happen to you. And that’s saying nothing about the animus dragons that have yet to hatch. How can we be sure they will all be responsible with their magic?”

That … was actually a good point. If the wrong dragon ever ended up with animus powers, they could do worse than murder a royal family. They could destroy the entire world.

He refused to dignify Pearl with any sort of admission to this, though. Not after she played that stunt with his scroll.

After Darkstalker had been silent for a few heartbeats, Pearl spoke up again. “What we’d like to do is take the powers of all animus dragons and put them into this scroll, just like you did with your own powers. That way, we can maintain collective control over animus spells. No one dragon will be able to cast a spell all on their own.”

“How will animus spells be cast, then?” Darkstalker asked.

“By vote, or by agreement,” Queen Carmine answered. “If any of us have a spell we wish to cast, we would gather everyone here together and discuss whether or not we ought to cast it. If we all agree, we will then take out the scroll and write the spell.”

“The scroll would be kept in a secret location, guarded by a vetted and trusted dragon,” Queen Anaconda said. “And I suspect we wouldn’t use it except in very specific circumstances.”

“If a new animus dragon is ever hatched, we will know the moment they cast their first spell, thanks to our other enchanted scroll,” added Queen Scorpion. “We can find them and have them give their animus powers to us. Once they turn seven, they’ll be granted a seat on the council and be given a vote on which spells to cast.”

Darkstalker clenched his teeth. “So not only are you robbing me of my animus powers, but you also intend to rob everyone else who hatches with the same gift?”

Pearl shook her head. “That’s not the right way to look at it, Darkstalker.”

“You’re thieves!” Darkstalker shouted, climbing on the table and scrambling towards Pearl. “Give me back my scroll!”

He was just about to wrestle Pearl for control over the scroll, when another dragon blindsided him. The next thing he knew, he was on the ground, with the heavy arms of Queen Crane pinning him down, threatening to crush his ribs. It was a good thing he was invulnerable, as otherwise some of his bones would already be broken.

“Stay put, you petulant child!” the MudWing boomed. “You’re an embarrassment to your tribe.”

“That’s my scroll!” Darkstalker flailed his arms, trying to claw at her, but only reaching the air beneath her snout.

“Not anymore,” she said, slamming her palm against the bottom of his chin to keep him from breathing out a plume of fire at her. “Stop trying to fight your way out of this, you conceited fruit bat! You’re not going to overpower any of us.”

“I’m invinthible,” Darkstalker hissed, his jaw pressed shut against his head by her talon.

“But not inexorable. We don’t need to keep you in this room, Darkstalker. We have your scroll already. So are you going to put up a fight and force Queen Carmine to send you to the dungeons, where you’ll be locked up until your invincibility spell expires and you’re put on trial for assaulting royal guests? Or are you going to behave yourself like a civilized dragon?”

Tempted as he was to let them try to take him away, he knew it would be a stupid idea. He wanted to be here for this. Queen Crane was right. As his current inability to breathe was proving, he wouldn’t be able to take any of them on, even with the help of his friends. His best bet at getting his scroll back was to either talk them into giving it back, or to get Fathom out of this room so he could use his magic again.

He relaxed. Crane got off of him, and he timidly rolled over and stood back on his feet. He could hear the feelings of tense resentment his friends held towards the queens as he walked around the table. He especially heard Clearsight’s fury at Crane, a sour rage at how she’d made her husband become so submissive in front of everyone else.

I am not submitting, Clearsight, he wanted to say to her. They think they’ve figured everything out, but they haven’t. They will not get away with this.

At some moment while Darkstalker had been pinned to the ground by Queen Crane, Pearl must have gotten a bottle of ink out from somewhere. She was already using an inky claw to write something. In his scroll. His eyes stayed fixed on the words she was scrawling. If that spell even begins to look malicious, you will regret it, Pearl.

“As we were saying,” Pearl said once Darkstalker had taken his seat, “our plan is to domesticate the use of animus magic. To put a fence around it, so that it won’t be free to run wild and endanger the rest of us.”

“Animus magic isn’t some wild boar that runs around in the rainforest,” Darkstalker said. “It already is domesticated: by the dragons who harness its powers.”

“Dragons are corruptible,” Pearl said. “And animus magic can and will corrupt a dragon who uses it too much.”

She finished writing the new spell, and to Darkstalker’s relief, it wasn’t anything that would disable him any more than he was now. Pearl’s claw writing was neat and straight, and the words were clear: ‘Enchant this scroll to absorb the animus powers of any animus dragon who touches it.’ Fine. If any other animus dragon in the room wanted to touch the scroll now, Darkstalker would be more than thrilled. As long as it wasn’t Fathom.

As for Pearl’s remark about dragons being corruptible … “Why would you expect animus magic to be any different for the kings and queens as a whole?” he asked. “Why should you all be trusted with the ability to use other dragons’ magic if you don’t trust the animuses to use it themselves?”

“Darkstalker, do you honestly believe that it’d be safer for us to let all animus dragons have access to their powers without restriction? Do you know what the limits of animus magic are? If one animus dragon has a bad day, and impulsively enchants the world to explode, would that be the end of dragonkind? I don’t want to find out.”

“But you don’t need to steal everyone’s magic to keep that from happening.”

“Yes, we do. We don’t know who the next Albatross is going to be. If we take a risk on anyone, we allow for the possibility of our existence being erased.”

“But we can’t—”

“Darkstalker, that’s enough.” Pearl tapped on the scroll with a clean claw. “We already have what we need from you, and we’re not giving it back. All we need right now is Fathom’s cooperation.”

“He’s not going to give up his animus powers,” Darkstalker said.

“Let Fathom speak for himself,” Pearl told him.

“I’m not going to give up my animus powers,” Fathom said in a similar tone.

A sigh came from Pearl’s nostrils. “Fathom, would you think for a moment about this?”

“I have the power to save lives with my magic,” Fathom said. “That’s not something I’m willing to give up.”

“And how many lives did Albatross end for each life you saved, Fathom?” Pearl asked, her mind suddenly swimming with emotion. “Have you forgotten that our parents were cut down in a matter of seconds because of what his magic did to him? Don’t you want to keep anything like that from ever happening again?”

“Yes, which is why I’m not giving my powers away! If I’m in the middle of another royal massacre, I won’t have time to call up a meeting and ask to use the scroll.”

“Another royal massacre won’t happen if nobody can wield the power of animus magic at their clawtips.”

“Animus magic isn’t the only way dragons can kill each other.”

“Nor is it the only way dragons can save each other’s lives, Fathom. My point isn’t that animus magic can only bring harm. It’s that the world would be safer if animus magic was controlled.”

“Whose world? Not Darkstalker’s. If animus magic was controlled, his son would be dead. And what about Indigo? If animus magic was controlled, your guards would have killed her when they tried to take us away.”

“Fathom, please,” Pearl said, her voice softening. “You’re smart enough to know that we can’t let animus magic go by completely unchecked. You know how dangerous it can get. Arctic, Diamond, and the Jerboas know it too, and they’re willing to act on those convictions by giving up their powers. I’m hoping that you’ll willingly do the same, Fathom. I’m hoping I won’t have to force your talons, but if you refuse to hear the voice of reason, I’m not going to have any choice.”

“You can’t make me surrender my powers,” Fathom said firmly.

“Yes I can,” Pearl said. “As long as you’re in this room, you’re powerless. But with this scroll in my possession, I’m not. Say the word and I’ll hand this scroll to you. Once you touch it, it will absorb your powers. You can choose to do so on your own free will, without any hard feelings between us. Or we can hold you down and make you touch the scroll. It’s your choice.”

“That’s not a choice!” Darkstalker said, slamming a talon against the table. “The only decision you’re giving Fathom is how easy he wants to make it for you to take his powers away.”

“I’m giving him the choice to realize that this is for the best,” Pearl said.

Fathom looked behind him at the locked doors. Darkstalker could feel the last flares of hope dying in his heart. His spirits were resigning.

“Let’s get started,” Pearl said. “Once all of our powers are absorbed into the scroll, we can spend the rest of the meeting discussing further safety measures.” She picked up the scroll and rolled it up before handing it to Arctic. “Arctic, would you like to go first?”

Arctic accepted the scroll without hesitation, gripping it firmly in his talons. “This magic is a curse. It would be an honor to relinquish it for this cause.”

He handed the scroll back to Pearl, who then passed it to Queen Diamond.

“Don’t you realize how dangerous this is?” Darkstalker asked as Diamond surrendered her animus powers by taking the scroll. “Putting all of the magic in the world into one scroll like this? What if someone steals it? Or what if it gets destroyed somehow after I’ve died? You’re taking the most powerful magic in the world and bundling it up into one vulnerable object. How is that safe?”

“It’s safe because we have the scroll. We can put measures in place to make sure it stays in our control,” Pearl said calmly. “We can make the scroll indestructible, or make it so that spells only work when written by a select group of dragons. If you’d like, you can stay and help us address other concerns you may have with our plan. You don’t need to be our enemy, Darkstalker.”

Darkstalker bared his teeth. Unlike Fathom, he did have a choice here — even if he was the only one who knew that he did.

And it wasn’t a choice he wanted to make. He wanted to be on good terms with the rest of the tribes, he really did. He wanted to stay on equal footing with them, and to see them as trusted allies rather than adversaries. All he wanted to do was secure the wellbeing of the NightWings. He wanted to be helpful and benevolent. He didn’t want to be remembered as the cruel and coldhearted king of which Clearsight had grown so afraid.

But how could he be allied with this? How could he be allied with dragons who’d just cornered and humiliated him, who refused to hear his calls for negotiation? How could he take the side of dragons who harbored such disrespect for animus magic?

They made themselves Darkstalker’s enemy. They shut down the offer he made for peace. They imposed their will on him, and assumed that he’d have no choice but to accept it.

They assumed wrong.

The two Jerboas passed the scroll to each other, then handed it back to Pearl. She turned to face Fathom and said, “It’s your turn, Fathom. Give up peacefully.”

Fathom backed up, still wanting to fight, but the lamentations of defeat sang loud in his mind. There was no more hope left in him.

Darkstalker put a wing in front of the SeaWing, shielding him from his approaching sister. “No,” he said.

“Darkstalker, it’s over,” Pearl said, stopping and frowning at him. “If you can’t accept that and move on, then grab your things and go.”

“I can’t accept that, no. I can’t accept a world where you take our magic and turn it into some…” Darkstalker waved his talon. “Some public commodity.”

“Animus magic is at its most dangerous when it is in the talons of singular dragons; it should be a public commodity,” Queen Anaconda said.

“No!” Darkstalker pointed at the scroll in Pearl’s talons. “That is my scroll! It is endowed with my magic!”

“Quiet, you disrespectful, selfish dragonet!” Queen Crane sneered, stomping her foot with enough force to cause the floor to vibrate. “You should be honored to have your scroll be the bedrock of our new way of doing magic, but instead you sit and whine about how your toys are being taken from you.”

“I could never take honor in this,” Darkstalker said. “I was gifted with that magic, and I intend to use it for my family and my tribe. I will not give it away, and force myself to have to negotiate its use with dragons that I don’t trust: dragons who might want to see me and my tribe fail.”

“It’s not up to you anymore, Darkstalker,” Pearl said. “This magic isn’t yours to give away anymore.” There was a little smile on her face. She liked watching Darkstalker resist her. She liked seeing him put up a fight, even though she was certain he was helpless.

Now it was time to wipe that smile off of her face.

Darkstalker reached for the quill holder that he had strapped to his wing — one that he’d enchanted to be undetectable by anyone aside from himself, with a spell that he’d cast while he was shrunken by the enchanted goblet.

And from it, he pulled out an enchanted black feather quill.

Pearl’s eyes grew wide. “Wait, how did you—?”

With an effortless folding of his thumb, Darkstalker bent the feather at its base, cracking the shaft and spilling leftover ink on his claws.

The scroll, still in the clutches of Pearl’s talons, immediately turned to dust.

Intense tingles flitted through Darkstalker’s veins. The buzz of his magic: it had been so, so many years since he last felt it.

“Now remind me of how you worded the spell that suppressed animus magic in this room,” he said, drinking in the terror in Pearl’s eyes. “Did you say that it prevented all ‘current’ animus dragons from being able to cast new spells?”

“Guards!” Queen Carmine shouted.

“Enchant Queen Carmine to stop talking,” Darkstalker said.

A heartbeat later, a trio of SkyWing guards opened the doors and stepped inside, spears drawn and teeth bared. “What is it, Your Majesty?”

Queen Carmine tried uttering a command, but she spoke with no voice.

Darkstalker grinned wide. “Enchant everyone in this room who is not my friend to sit down and be quiet.”

At once, everyone except for Clearsight, Fathom, and Indigo had their rumps forced to the floor, as though someone had tied an invisible chain to the base of their tails and pulled them to the ground.

Darkstalker sighed through his nostrils. That felt good.

“Now that I know you won’t be interrupting me,” he said, stalking towards Pearl, “Let me tell you what I really think of you and your little plot.”

Pearl’s eyes stayed on Darkstalker. Her head shrank into her body, fearful and submissive. Oh how wonderful it felt to have the tables turned now.

“You declared me an illegitimate ruler when you learned of my ascension to the throne, and threatened to declare war on my tribe if I didn’t send Fathom to the Sea Kingdom against his will. When we agreed to meet together for peace negotiations, you tried to have me and Clearsight assassinated. You failed, but Fathom had the grace to try and speak with you anyway. You repaid his patience with you by trying to kidnap him. But you failed at that too. And then, after you’d exposed yourself as the underhanded miscreant that you were, you followed through on your threat and declared war against me.

“Your war cost me thousands of NightWing lives, Pearl,” he continued, snarling. “Dragons who had friends and families. Dragons who had hatchlings that they’ll never get to raise, and wives that won’t know how to continue living without them.” He advanced to her, holding his glower until they were face-to-face. “But if that wasn’t enough, you also sent spies into my kingdom to kidnap my dragonets. The tiniest of hatchlings, too young to even fly, and you would have had them carried away from me.” He narrowed his eyes. “You know, you should be grateful to Fathom for being willing to use his magic again. Because if he wasn’t there to save my son’s life, you would be dead where you stand.”

Listening in on the thoughts of everyone around him, Darkstalker heard nothing but raw terror. Even his friends were shaken by his display of power and ferocity. Clearsight in particular was displaying some ‘Oh no, this is the beginning of his descent into tyranny, isn’t it?’ thoughts.

So he backed up a little bit. Just a little bit, though. “When I came into this meeting, I was genuinely hoping to make peace with you. I was willing to be the better dragon. To forget all of your egregious disrespect and aggression, and to become your ally — assuming you didn’t propose anything too preposterous.” He shook his head. “But your proposition was not only preposterous: it was offensive. You tried to steal my magic and Fathom’s, not caring if we complied with you or not. And it made me realize that I could never be your ally. You’re just too evil.”

He circled back around the table and took his seat next to Clearsight. Her wings tightly tucked themselves against her sides when he approached her. He tried to reassure her by brushing his tail with hers, but her thoughts remained unsettled. Calm down, my love: I am the least evil dragon in this room.

He lifted his head, glancing around at all the silenced queens and former animus dragons. “You do not deserve it, Pearl,” he said, exhaling a puff of smoke in her direction, “but I will spare you. You will return home and remain queen of the SeaWings, and our tribes will make peace. In exchange, you will owe us a substantial amount of reparations. We will send our specific demands to you shortly after we return to the Night Kingdom, and we will not accept any refusal to comply.”

He raised his voice and continued, “As for the rest of you, I expect us to remain on good terms from now on. Don’t forget that thanks to Pearl, Fathom and I are now the only animus dragons in existence. If you try plotting against us, we will find out. And we will make you pay. And there will be nothing you can do about it.”


A/N: At the time of uploading this story onto AO3, this is the latest chapter I have written.  From this point forth, I’ll be uploading new chapters both here and on FFN as they come out, which means that you can expect to hear the occasional author’s note.

I’m always eager to hear feedback from you guys, so please, let me know what you think about the story so far in the comments! And to those of you who have decided to start following this story, I hope to see you in the next chapter.
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  CLEARSIGHT


It got cloudier on the flight back. An overcast snuck in from the south, blanketing the sky in a murky haze that they couldn’t avoid. As they flew over the mountains, rainwater patted their wings, and the silvery lining of the clouds illuminated by the moonlight soon vanished as they breached into the desert.

A chill ran through her scales. The wind swept over her wet skin, summoning phantom shivers from her tail to her clawtips.

The meeting, evidently, did not go as planned. And how it did go … she wasn’t entirely sure how to feel about it. On the one talon, it was hard to imagine how Queen Pearl and the others could have made themselves more unlikable. If she were strong enough, she very well might have ran over and strangled Pearl herself at some point during the meeting. She wasn’t a violent dragon, but after being cornered and coerced like that — it was terrifying, but also so infuriating.

On the other talon, Queen Pearl’s proposal, at face value, was actually quite reasonable. None of the futures that she saw during the meeting gave her any objective insight, but placing animus magic in the control of multiple dragons seemed as though it would keep a lot of bad things from happening. And now that Darkstalker and Fathom were the only dragons with animus powers, there were lots of frighteningly straightforward paths to the more onerous futures.

On the third talon, it was hard to believe that the NightWings would have benefitted from Darkstalker and Fathom surrendering their powers. Maybe instead, she could convince Darkstalker to organize a congress of NightWings that would help him decide on what animus spells to cast, after he transferred his powers back into a new scroll. It was actually a little bit comforting to know that they didn’t have to worry about magic from other tribes anymore. The only source of existential danger in this world would now be Darkstalker and Fathom, and they were right here with her.

On the fourth talon, she couldn’t trust Darkstalker to keep himself from becoming an existential danger. And the stunt he pulled at the meeting to get them out of trouble didn’t help. It felt as though a small tower inside of her heart that represented her trust in Darkstalker had suddenly crumbled. She was afraid of him again.

They landed by an oasis to take a drink and give their wings a rest. Clearsight made a splash in the sand when she landed, sending little particles into the oasis and causing Indigo to reflexively shield her face with her wing.

They hadn’t spoken to each other about the aftermath of the meeting yet. Having long conversations in the sky while flying was much too physically taxing, as they’d have to shout over the wind to communicate, all while using their wings to stay aloft.

Everyone seemed inclined to talk about it now, though: behind the tiredness in everyone’s eyes, there was a lingering uncertainty. It was as though they all collectively knew that there were some important words that were being unsaid.

After taking his drink in the oasis, Darkstalker started. “I know that you’re all a little concerned. So let me assure you that life is going to get a lot easier for us now.”

“Darkstalker, how come none of us knew about that enchantment?” Clearsight asked.

His eye glistened, and he gave Clearsight a smile that made him look very proud of himself. “Well, remember that idea that I had last night about shrinking myself with the goblet to write in a spell that would be too small for anyone to read?”

“No, I mean how come none of us knew about that enchantment?” she asked. “Why didn’t you tell us about it?”

“Ah.” Darkstalker sat down and swung his tail around to cover his claws. “I wanted the meeting to feel natural. I never wanted to use the enchantment in the first place; it was supposed to be a last resort if I had no other choice.”

“But you still could have told us,” Clearsight said, her eyes softening at him. “Darkstalker, you had me really worried.”

“That was kind of the point,” he explained. “You looked really worried — like we’d been bested and there was nothing that we could do.”

“We could have acted the part. We were acting the other parts too, remember?”

“Yes, but this one was different. I tried to forget about the quill. I tried to do everything I could before I fell back to using it. I kept it a secret because I didn’t want it to be on anyone’s mind.”

Nope, Clearsight wasn’t buying it. “Or maybe you kept it a secret so that you’d be the one in control, and not us.”

Darkstalker looked horrified. “Clearsight, no!”

“What was so bad about using that quill?” Clearsight asked. “Isn’t this exactly what you want? You and Fathom are the only dragons with animus magic now. What’s so bad about that?”

“My goal wasn’t to end up being the one with all the power, Clearsight,” he said. “My goal was to get everyone to leave us alone and stop sending soldiers over to try and kill our dragons.”

“Well, you definitely got what you wanted, haven’t you?”

“Of course, but only because they have no choice now,” Darkstalker said. “If they’d still had their magic, the backup plan could have led to a full-blown animus war. It’s a good thing that the other animus dragons were stupid enough to forfeit their powers like that.”

Without a decent response to that, Clearsight answered with a slump in her posture. It must have soured Darkstalker to see her look like that, because he followed with a slump of his own. “Okay, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you,” he said. “I should have. Maybe I was afraid you would have talked me out of it, and I just didn’t want to be convinced that it was a stupid idea.”

It was hard for Clearsight to stay mad at that. She let out a sigh and smiled gently at him. “Well, sometimes you need someone to knock some humility into you from time to time. But I don’t think I would have called this a stupid idea.”

Fathom took a step towards them. “If you’d told me about it, I probably would have cast the enchantment myself,” he said. “Then they would have found out about it, and we probably wouldn’t be here. So who knows? Maybe it was a good thing that you kept it a secret.”

Clearsight shook her head. “For goodness sake, Fathom, don’t encourage him.”

Darkstalker chuckled. “Come on, let’s get going. I want to make it back home before morning.”

Clearsight nodded, and started to spread her wings. She was looking forward to getting home as well. She was exhausted in both mind and body, and she hadn’t had a good night’s rest in weeks with all the stress that had been looming over her shoulders.

The four of them flew south again, past the southern desert and over the mountains that bordered the Sand and Night Kingdoms. She flew over the villages and canals that lined the outskirts of the Night Kingdom, catching tiny silhouettes of NightWings wisping over the roads and fields below. Before long, the Great Diamond loomed into the horizon.

It was well before dawn once they made it back to the palace. After entering the halls, she and Darkstalker wished Fathom and Indigo a good day’s rest, and proceeded to their own chambers.

As they crossed through the courtyard, they ran into Listener, who was briskly walking down an adjacent corridor. She sprung to attention when she spotted them, looking like she usually did when she had important news to report. “Clearsight, Darkstalker! I heard you returned,” she said, trotting over to them. “How did the meeting go?”

“Better than expected,” Darkstalker answered, raising his head proudly. “We’ve settled matters with the SeaWings, and it appears as though the other tribes will be leaving us alone for quite some time. Has anything important happened since we left?”

“Yes,” Listener said, nodding. “But I’m unsure of what to make of it. I’ve picked up rumors that Princess Acuity is planning on challenging you to the throne, Clearsight.”

“You have?” Clearsight asked, tilting her head in surprise. She’d hardly heard a word from Vigilance’s daughters since she and Darkstalker ascended to the throne. She’d nearly forgotten that she gave the princesses the right to challenge her when she became queen. “Who told you this?”

“One of my spiderlings, Ironscales,” she said. “He’d been lurking around the princesses’ chambers in the palace and overheard one of the guards mentioning that Acuity was preparing for a challenge to the NightWing throne. However, I spoke with Acuity afterwards, and she denied the allegations. I wasn’t able to tell whether or not she was lying by reading her thoughts.”

Clearsight hummed, and took a moment to examine the futures ahead of her. Her powers were definitely no longer being tampered with, which was a relief. She could see the futures just as clearly now as she’d been able to before.

She honestly didn’t know what she’d do if she were challenged to the throne. She didn’t want to choose between forfeiting the crown and risking her life. Although, Darkstalker would probably happily use magic to rig the fight in Clearsight’s favor, and Clearsight honestly would be okay with that.

Fortunately, she didn’t see any futures where she was challenged to the throne any time soon. Acuity and her sisters appeared to remain wholly disinterested in ruling over the NightWings, especially with how popular Clearsight had become as queen.

She looked back at Listener and said, “From what I can see in the future, those rumors were nothing more than hot air. I should be safe from Acuity for at least the next few months.”

“Still, it is something we will be sure to keep an eye on,” Darkstalker said. “Now if you’ll excuse me, Clearsight and I are exhausted from a day of flying and would like to get to bed.”

“Okay,” Listener said, nodding. “I’ll see you at tomorrow’s council meeting.”

Clearsight sighed and leaned her head tiredly on Darkstalker’s neck before proceeding back to their chamber. It was good to be back home.

After returning to their corner of the palace, they stepped into Whiteout’s room and eagerly gathered Solstice and Remedy in their arms. The four of them then retired to their private chamber. Solstice really wanted to play with his daddy, but Darkstalker didn’t have the energy. “I promise I’ll play with you extra long tomorrow, little fireball,” he said with a yawn. “But only if you get ready for bed right now.”

Solstice stomped his feet to express his disapproval, but after a loud sigh, he nodded and wandered off to clean his scales.

Darkstalker then gathered the dragonets and brought them to bed with him and Clearsight, and they slept together in a warm pile of wings and tails.

A council meeting was summoned early the next evening, as a message from the Sea Kingdom arrived some time in the afternoon. It was from Queen Pearl, who, as expected, issued a surrender. In gracious prose, she stated that she was willing to offer any reparations that the Night Kingdom felt that they were owed.

Whiteout, Thoughtful, Fathom, and Indigo were already in the council room when Darkstalker and Clearsight arrived. Listener arrived late and groggy, as she had been asleep when the message arrived. There was still sleep in her eyes as she stepped in, and she struggled to address the king and queen with the proper formalities before taking her seat at the council table.

“I take it the meeting went well?” Thoughtful asked, nodding his head at the scroll that Queen Pearl had sent them.

“It was a stressful meeting to say the least,” Clearsight said, sighing at the already-distant-feeling memory. “But things turned out alright for us in the end.”

“I’d say so,” Thoughtful said. “Queen Pearl sounds utterly terrified of us now. I hope you didn’t make any threats that could come back to bite us.”

“None at all,” Darkstalker said confidently. “Things just happened to turn out unexpectedly in our favor. We aren’t under threat by any of the other kingdoms anymore. We’re the ones in charge, and it’s going to remain that way for a long time.”

“Magic has been vanquished from the land, hasn’t it?” Whiteout inquired. “Animuses no longer roam, except in the confines of this palace.”

“Astute as ever, Whiteout,” Darkstalker said, beaming at his sister. “You are correct. The other animus dragons surrendered their magic, hoping to domesticate animus powers into one central entity. They nearly forced Fathom and I to do the same thing, but we managed to outsmart them. Now we have nothing to fear from them.”

There was a look of concern shared between Thoughtful and Whiteout, as if they were unsure whether or not this news would actually mark the beginning of a new era of prosperity.

Listener’s ears raised in surprise at the news. “So Darkstalker and Fathom are the only dragons alive with animus powers? How did that happen?”

“It’s complicated,” Darkstalker said, “but I implore you to not worry about it. If you must know, they didn’t lose their powers because I took them away. Like I said, they surrendered their magic voluntarily.”

“It’s not that that I’m worried about,” Thoughtful said, frowning at Whiteout before looking back at Darkstalker. “I’m just worried about … how do I put it? The balance of things?”

“How do you mean?” Darkstalker asked.

“Well, before, there were animus dragons all over the continent. It felt more balanced, you know?”

“I’d say it felt more volatile,” Darkstalker said. “Before we hatched, the only animus dragons were those in the Ice Kingdom. Nothing bad happened then, did it?”

“No, but the IceWings …” Thoughtful shook his head. “Never mind. Let’s get this meeting started. The sooner we’re done here, the sooner Listener can take her nap.”

Listener gave Thoughtful a grumble that probably signalled appreciation, then let out a long yawn.

Darkstalker nodded, then turned to Clearsight. She rose to her feet and cleared her throat. “We are here to determine the demands we shall issue to the Kingdom of the Sea. As usual, the floor is open for discussion.”

“Well, we’re in a bit of a strange position,” Thoughtful said. “Usually there are negotiations of surrender in decisive war victories such as this one. But Queen Pearl has basically told us that she’ll comply with anything we demand of them.”

“Indeed,” Darkstalker said, smiling confidently at Pearl’s scroll, which was sitting half-curled on the council table atop a map of Pyrrhia. “How much do you think we can get out of them? Prior to the war, we traded quite extensively.”

“Well, their main exports to us were fish, salt, and palmwood,” Thoughtful said. “I’d have to go get the log books to see how much of each they gave us.”

“Let’s have them start giving us twice as much,” Darkstalker said. “Also, let’s stop exporting timber to them.”

“Twice as much?” Thoughtful shook his head. “Your Majesty, I must caution against that. I’m not sure of the exact numbers, but we were the Sea Kingdom’s biggest trading partner before the war.”

“What’s your point?” Darkstalker asked. “We’re everyone’s biggest trading partner.”

“My point is that doubling their exports to us might not be something they can reasonably do,” Listener explained. “A lot of their goods were already traded to us. You’d be asking a lot from them.”

“Well, maybe they should have thought about that before threatening our tribe for the past several years. They can do it, can they? Fathom, Indigo, what do you think? You’re from the Sea Kingdom.”

“Uh … I’m not sure,” Fathom said, flattening his ears. “I haven’t been to the Sea Kingdom in years. And I never learned about our trade economy. That would have been something Pearl was taught, not me.”

“They might be able to do it, but we should think about the long-term consequences of issuing harsh demands,” Listener said. “If our demands are too strenuous, we may remain on bad terms with the Sea Kingdom for a much longer time. I think it would be better for us to try resolving tensions now that the war is over.”

Darkstalker barked out a laugh. “I’ll consider resolving tensions with the Sea Kingdom when Pearl is dead.”

Out of the corner of her eye, Clearsight saw Fathom give a small wince.

“Pearl has proven herself to be far too terrible to be capable of establishing a friendship with the Night Kingdom,” Darkstalker continued. “She has abused me and Queen Clearsight too much and for too long. The last of my patience with her burned away yesterday when she tried to take away my magic. I want to make sure she’s remembered as the terrible queen that she is. If that means that she becomes responsible for a SeaWing economic collapse, then I’d say that’s a good thing.”

“Makes sense, actually,” Listener said, nodding to Darkstalker’s words. “What’s the point of demanding reparations if it doesn’t effectively punish the dragons giving them?”

“Well, some would argue that the purpose of reparations is to compensate for incurred losses, not to punish dragons for wrongdoing,” Thoughtful said.

“Personally, I don’t really see the difference,” Darkstalker said, shrugging. “I want to make sure Pearl knows that she can’t get away with treating me and Fathom the way she did. Nor can she get away with treating the entire Night Kingdom as a collection of disposable bats that she can kidnap and murder.” He sighed. “This talk of trade and economics is starting to bore me, so let’s try and wrap this up. I believe the Sea Kingdom is perfectly capable of meeting my suggested demands. If it turns out they aren’t, we can renegotiate in the future.”

Thoughtful muttered something under his breath, then said, “Very well.”

“Sounds reasonable to me as well,” Listener added.

“If renegotiations need to occur, would it be alright if Indigo and I go to the Sea Kingdom to serve as diplomats?” Fathom asked. “It’ll be safe for us to go there now, and I think we would be better received. Plus, there are places in the Sea Kingdom that only SeaWings can access.”

“Of course,” Darkstalker said, smiling to his friend. “I know that you’ve wanted to revisit the Sea Kingdom for a long time now.”

“How long will we demand reparations for?” Clearsight asked. “I propose we begin by issuing demands for the rest of the year, and then renegotiate them every year from that point forward.”

“I think our first issued demands should remain in place for longer,” Darkstalker said. “Five years at least.”

“A lot can change in five years,” Thoughtful said. “Why not three?”

“Three is a magic number,” Whiteout said with an agreeable nod.

“Fine. Three years to start with,” Darkstalker said. “I still think we’re being too nice, though. How about this: in addition to the demands, we could also set up new settlements in the territories we conquered.”

“Ooh, little black peppercorns in the north!” Whiteout said, delighted.

“But the Sea Kingdom is so far away from the Night Kingdom,” Clearsight said. “It doesn’t make sense to set up NightWing settlements so far from home.”

“Why not?” Darkstalker asked. “The islands we conquered are actually quite rich in resources. If we get some dragons over there to occupy the islands and work the land, it’ll make us that much richer.”

Clearsight frowned, and took a moment to examine the futures. She had a feeling that the main reason Darkstalker was suggesting this was as a power play. By sending NightWings over to occupy and settle down in what was previously undisputed Sea Kingdom territory, he was conveying the idea that the Night Kingdom could impose its will on the other kingdoms whether they liked it or not.

Darkstalker interrupted her thoughts before she could delve too far into the futures, though. “Clearsight, can’t you see this could be a great opportunity for our tribe?” he asked. “We have the smallest kingdom in all of Pyrrhia, and yet our tribe is more prosperous than all the others. Our population is growing: why shouldn’t our borders grow with it?”

“He speaks in uniform rhymes, my queen,” Whiteout said with a nod. “Our nightcaps are replete with meadows, and our meadows are replete with nightcaps. We should not let our new spores flutter into the wind when we still have ground for them to cling to”

Clearsight raised an eyebrow, then looked over at Thoughtful for his translation.

“She’s saying that we’re already overpopulated,” he explained. “Since we have conquered land in the Sea Kingdom, we should settle new villages there while we still have a claim to it. We’re running out of room here, after all.”

It still wasn’t an idea she was very comfortable with, but it was hard to argue with that logic. “Wouldn’t the distance still pose a problem?” she asked. “How can we expect to rule over these potential settlements when they’re on the other side of Pyrrhia?”

“If it becomes an issue, we do have the option of using magic,” Darkstalker remarked. “I could drop a portal connecting the Night Kingdom to the conquered territories up north. But I don’t think they’ll be needed. The settlements will already be within the scope of our previous trade routes with the Sea Kingdom. We can communicate along the same path.”

Clearsight nodded after a bit of hesitation. “I suppose you’re right,” she said. “We can issue an announcement throughout the kingdom in a few days, after we have completely settled matters with Queen Pearl. Fathom, Indigo: once we have established a group of settlers, would you be okay with overseeing them while they settle the new villages?”

“I think so,” Fathom said. “It depends on how long it will take, though. We have a pair of eggs that are due to hatch in a few months.”

“Play it by ear,” Clearsight said. “Do you plan on taking the eggs with you?”

Fathom blinked. “Well, I wasn’t really planning on anything,” he said. “I mean, I guess they’d probably be safer here.”

“Oh, no no no, we’ll definitely be taking the eggs with us,” Indigo quickly said.

“We’ll definitely be taking the eggs with us,” Fathom said with an agreeable nod.

“Just make sure you don’t stay there too long,” Darkstalker said with a bright smile that he only ever gave to his best friends. “It gets lonely in the palace without you around.”

“In the meantime,” Clearsight continued, “I’ll put our demands to Queen Pearl into writing and have it sent to the messengers.” She rose to her feet. “With that being said, I think we can call a close to this meeting.”

“Finally!” Listener said, stepping away from the table. “Next time you decide to wake me up before sundown for one of these meetings, please let me know like, a week ahead of time.” She started for the door. “If you need me, I’ll be snoring on my chamber bed. Please don’t need me.”

The rest of the day went by at a dull-but-quick pace. Clearsight and Darkstalker received about a dozen greetings from dragons happy to see them return after their day of absence. They spent a few hours addressing various concerns from the kingdom’s denizens, and Darkstalker finished the day with a speech to the NightWings announcing that Queen Pearl had surrendered, putting an end to this long and bloody war.

After writing, sealing, and mailing off her letter to Queen Pearl, Clearsight made her way back to their private chambers. Darkstalker was waiting for her at the head of the main corridor, his tail swishing eagerly.

That was a familiar posture, and Clearsight knew exactly what it meant. Darkstalker had made something, and he wanted to show it to her.

“What have you done now?” she asked, softening her eyes and smiling at him. She loved how adorable he looked when he was like this.

“Follow me to the western tower,” he said as he began to trot away.

Clearsight tilted her head before running forward to catch up to him. “Why? What are you up to?”

“I have to show you something! And no using your future sight to peek.”

“You know I don’t do that anymore,” Clearsight said, lightly shoving him with her wing.

As they started up a flight of stairs, Darkstalker let out an excited giggle.

“Darkstalker, what is it?” she asked. “You haven’t been this excited to show me something since we were dragonets.”

“Just wait and see!” he answered, speeding up to a gallop.

Clearsight wished she had his dexterity. Despite how big of a dragon Darkstalker was, he still was capable of weaving up the set of spiral stairs like it was open terrain. Clearsight had to call on him to slow down, flapping her wings in frustration as she struggled to keep up.

When she finally made it to the top of the tower, Darkstalker opened one of the six great windows surrounding the circular room, and threw himself out into the rain.

When Clearsight followed behind him, she caught him changing his flight course to land on the roof of the palace. Clearsight accidentally slipped on the tiles when she tried landing next to him, but Darkstalker caught her before she could fall off the roof.

“Thanks,” she said as she pulled on Darkstalker’s talon to lift herself up. After finding purchase on the rooftop, she shook the water off her wings and gave a sideways look at him. “So what did you drag me up here for?”

Darkstalker lifted a claw and pointed at one of the two nearly full moons in the sky. “Look closely at that moon,” he said.

Clearsight leaned forward and squinted. At first it looked like the same moon that she’d seen thousands of times. It was white and blotchy and certainly pretty, especially with how bright it was glowing tonight, but not something worth being dragged into the rain to see.

But then she noticed something that she hadn’t noticed before. Something that nearly caused her to lose her footing a second time and fall off the rooftop.

Near the bottom of the moon, there was a dark crescent shape outlined inside a circle, with four diamonds surrounding it. It was the symbol of the Great Diamond.

Pyrrhia’s largest moon had been branded with the royal NightWing insignia.


A/N: I don’t know how war reparations or diplomatic peacetime negotiations work, so please forgive me if it seemed like that council meeting was written by someone who didn’t know how war reparations or diplomatic peacetime negotiations worked.

Whiteout holds the position of High Stewardess, which I’m interpreting in this world to mean something along the lines of “the dragon that’s in charge of domestic affairs.” This is why she in particular would be the dragon who’s most concerned with regional overpopulation. Thoughtful, meanwhile, is the treasurer, so he was the one who was most aware of the economic situation of both the Night Kingdom and the Sea Kingdom.

By the way, thank you everyone for your support! You all made quite a bit of noise with the last chapter I uploaded, and this story has gotten a lot of new followers since then. It’s an honor to have so many of you take a liking in my work. I hope I won’t let you down as this story continues!

  



29. Chapter 28


    
    
  DARKSTALKER


The look on Clearsight’s face wasn’t the most promising.

“What? What’s the matter?” he asked.

“You branded the moon!” she said, flailing her arms at him.

“Yes, I know!” Darkstalker couldn’t help but smile at the fact, even though Clearsight was for some reason obviously not into it.

“This is insane, Darkstalker. Everyone can see that mark!”

“Yeah, that’s kind of the point,” he said pointedly. “It’s like I’m telling the world that the night sky is ours. Plus, isn’t it kind of funny to have a little symbol of a moon on a moon?”

“Can you take it off?” Clearsight asked.

“No,” Darkstalker said. Then he noticed the shock-confusion in Clearsight’s eyes, and promptly corrected himself. “I mean, yes, I can. But I’m not going to.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s cool!” Darkstalker spread his wings and lifted an arm to gesture at the moon. “Look at it, Clearsight! It’s the royal NightWing insignia branded on the moon! Did you know that animus magic was capable of travelling that far?”

Clearsight was still having none of it. “Put it back the way it was.”

“No! It’s just a little mark; why is it a problem? I’m not hurting anyone, am I?”

Clearsight shook her head. “How do you not realize how insane this looks?”

“Because it’s not insane?” Darkstalker said, raising an eyebrow at her. “Clearsight, seriously, you’re overblowing this. You’re acting like I just gave Remedy a tattoo.”

“This is a little bit more serious than a tattoo, Darkstalker!” Clearsight rose to her feet, stepping closer to him. “Can you please put it back to the way it was? This is important.”

Darkstalker blinked, and tilted his head her way. “Important how? Are you getting visions?”

“Yes,” she said. “I know this doesn’t seem like a big deal to you, but keeping that symbol up there could decide whether or not you’ll turn evil and go mad with power.”

Darkstalker froze. “It could?” he asked, glancing over his shoulder back at her.

She simply nodded.

Darkstalker soured his face. The symbol of the Great Diamond wore itself proudly on the moon, like a badge that Darkstalker himself had put on it. He didn’t want to take it off. He still didn’t see why he should.

Maybe Clearsight was wrong. She’d been wrong before. This didn’t seem like the type of thing that would have any long standing consequences. It was just a little mark! How could a little mark do anything like that?

“How about this?” Darkstalker said. “We’ll keep the moon as it is for the rest of the moon’s cycle. Once it becomes a new moon, check the futures again and see if there are good paths out there where I still keep the symbol on it. If there aren’t, I promise you I’ll remove it.”

Clearsight pinned her ears to her head. “I really would rather you just removed the symbol now.”

“And I really would rather you just agree with me about how awesome it is,” he said. “It looks like we’re going to need to compromise on this one.”

Clearsight’s face fell. “Fine,” she said in a defeated voice. “But I’m telling you right now, my answer isn’t going to change. I’m just going to stay upset with you until you turn it back.”

Darkstalker huffed. “Oh, you don’t know that,” he said as he started back towards the window.

“Um, actually, I do,” she retorted as she followed behind him.

“No, you don’t,” he said with a smarmy grin.

“Future sight, Darkstalker,” she said. “Yes. I do.”

“Not all futures come true, Clearsight!” he said, leaping through the window before turning around and offering Clearsight a talon. “I have faith you’ll warm up to the idea.”

Clearsight took his talon and climbed into the tower herself. “I guess I can’t stop you from having faith,” she told him, now wearing a tiny smile that immediately made Darkstalker feel like everything would be okay.

As they walked down the tower stairs, Clearsight spoke again. “By the way, didn’t you say that you would put your powers into a new scroll if the old one got destroyed?”

Darkstalker hid a wince. “I did, didn’t I?” he said.

“Why haven’t you?”

“Well … I mean, that was before the meeting,” Darkstalker told her. “I wasn’t expecting my powers to nearly get taken away from me like that. Putting all my powers in a scroll … it makes the magic kind of vulnerable, don’t you think?”

“Maybe, but it also protects your soul,” Clearsight said, giving him those big cute eyes that made it hard for him to keep his heart from melting. “Have you checked yourself with the soul reader yet?”

“Do I seem more evil now than I was before my scroll was destroyed?”

“A little,” Clearsight said softly.

Darkstalker frowned. “Oh. Well … that’s probably just because I’m a little angrier than usual,” he said. “Can you really blame me, after what Pearl tried doing to me and Fathom?”

“Well, no,” she said. “But that doesn’t mean I can’t worry.”

“I don’t think my soul is in a sorrier state, Clearsight,” he assured her. “I think I’d know if it started turning bad.”

“No, you wouldn’t,” she quickly corrected. “That’s the whole point of the soul reader.”

Darkstalker paused. “Well—whatever,” he then said with a flick of his wing. “The point is, I don’t think I need to transfer my powers back into a new scroll right this instant.”

“Darkstalker—”

“—I almost got it taken away!” he said before she could say anything to convince him. “They used my scroll against me, Clearsight. I don’t want to give anyone that opportunity again.”

“Then this time, enchant it so that only certain dragons can use it,” Clearsight told him. “Please, Darkstalker. That scroll was one of the best enchantments you’ve ever made. You’ll make the futures a lot brighter if you make it again. Right now.”

Darkstalker stepped to the bottom of the stairs, his mind batting between the two options. Eventually, his trust in Clearsight won out, and he nodded. “Okay,” he said with a nod. “Let’s go find a scroll.”

With a beam, Clearsight trotted up beside Darkstalker and nuzzled her snout against his neck. “I’ve got a fresh one on my desk.”

“You mean the one that has flower petals painted on the scroll holder?” he said with a scoff. “I don’t think that’d be the right style for the container of all of my animus magic.”

Clearsight snorted. “How old are you, five? Look, after you put your magic into the scroll, you can enchant the holder to have skulls and fireballs painted on it instead.”

They made their way back to their chamber. Solstice and Remedy were laying side-by-side on a cushion in the living room, sound asleep.

Darkstalker grinned at them. Just how I left you two. He’d spent nearly all of his free time today playing with them — partly because he missed them and hadn’t been able to spend time with them since the meeting in the Sky Kingdom, and partly because he wanted to make sure they were out cold by the time he and Clearsight were ready to go to sleep.

They went to their room and Clearsight opened a drawer on her desk which contained the blank scroll. She pulled it out of its holder and handed it to Darkstalker. This one was quite a bit wider than his old scroll; it would have a lot more room in it for him to write his spells.

“You ready?” Clearsight asked.

Darkstalker’s brain started to whir as he thought more deliberately about the spell. He needed to make sure he got it perfect this time. What else would the scroll need? What could be added to it to make sure he couldn’t be made powerless like he almost was at the meeting?

“Not yet,” Darkstalker said. “I need to think carefully about how I want to enchant it. Can you get me a smaller piece of paper? I’d like to draft up the spell before I say it.”

Clearsight found a smaller roll of scroll and tore off a piece of it for Darkstalker to write on. She then pulled out the vial of ink that she had stowed away in the far compartment of her desk, and produced a long quill from the tray beneath the writing space. “What else are you thinking of adding to the spell?” she asked, looking at his talons as he took the quill from her claws.

“It needs an enchantment that lets me summon it when I need it,” Darkstalker said. “When we were at the meeting, I didn’t have control of the scroll. I can’t let anyone have the power to take it away from me.”

“Alternatively,” Clearsight started, “you could keep it in one place where no one else can get to it.”

Darkstalker shook his head. “What if I need to use it in a pinch?”

“But you haven’t needed to use it in a pinch,” Clearsight said. “We’ve gone years without using magic, and that was while we were at war, and while we had to deal with other animus dragons.”

“We could still be surprised,” Darkstalker said. “We’ve been caught off-guard before, and each time we only just barely managed to avoid calamity because of either my magic or Fathom’s.”

“Darkstalker, be reasonable,” Clearsight said, softening her voice.

“I am reasonable! What am I saying that’s unreasonable?”

“You’re trying too hard to cling to your powers. If you keep your scroll beside you at all times, that’ll just make you more likely to cast an impulsive spell without thinking of the consequences.”

“Oh, now you’re just sounding like Pearl,” he said, rolling his eyes.

“Who had some good points. Her proposition wasn’t all that ridiculous.”

Darkstalker tilted his head, scrunching his face lopsidedly. “What are you talking about? Yes it was.”

“Her idea was to put boundaries in place that can filter out bad spells,” Clearsight said. “That seems like a good idea to me. Animus magic can be really dangerous.”

“And it can also be really helpful,” Darkstalker said. “Pearl’s plan was to let its use fall into the talons of dragons that I didn’t trust. They would have kept us from casting the spells that would help our tribe.”

“But we won’t have that problem here, Darkstalker. Do you trust our council?”

“Not as much as I trust myself.”

“They should still have a say in which spells we cast for the betterment of our tribe,” Clearsight said. “They were put on our council to help us make better decisions as king and queen.”

“I agree, but I might not always have the luxury of being able to wait for word from the council.” He wrote down the first part of the spell on the torn piece of paper that Clearsight had given him: Enchant this scroll to teleport to me whenever I utter the words, ‘Bring me my scroll.’ “I’ll only use it in case of an emergency. Or maybe, every now and again, when I want to surprise you with something cute. For all other spells, we can run things through the others.”

Clearsight nodded. “That sounds fair,” she said, looking pensive. “But, in that case, maybe I should be able to summon the scroll as well.”

Darkstalker pondered that for a moment. Did he really want to grant Clearsight access to his scroll like that? He could very easily see her undoing all of his brilliant spells for silly reasons. As much as he loved her, he still felt that she didn’t have enough faith in him most of the time. And it was a wonder why: the world was a great place right now, all thanks to him.

“I’m not sure,” Darkstalker finally said, though it was painful to say so.

“I’m the queen,” she said. “I could easily end up facing an emergency that you won’t be around to help me resolve. You trust me with your scroll, don’t you?”

“Of course,” Darkstalker said. Do I? It wasn’t just her erasing his spells, now that he thought about it. He started worrying about the ways in which Clearsight could accidentally cast a spell that did something inadvertently terrible. Clearsight, I think I’m starting to understand why you’re so concerned about my powers all the time.

At the end of the day, though, he had to trust his soulmate that had future-seeing powers that were even stronger than his own. “Yes, of course I do. You’re right; let me write that in.” On the paper, he wrote, Enchant this scroll to teleport to Clearsight whenever she utters the words, ‘Bring me Darkstalker’s scroll.’ “But only use it this way in case of emergencies,” he said. “Don’t go around undoing all of my spells the moment you see them.”

“I shouldn’t need to do that if you’re not going to cast any serious spells without permission from the council first, right?” Clearsight asked. “And besides, I think we should only cast spells that we both agree to. Don’t you?”

“If we did, then the moon wouldn’t have the royal NightWing symbol on it,” Darkstalker retorted. “And soon you’ll realize how great that idea was.”

“Yeah, sure I will,” Clearsight grumbled. “But fine; I’ll only use it on special occasions, as long as you only use it on special occasions too.” She glanced back at the paper. “So what else does the enchantment need?”

Darkstalker tapped the quill to his chin. When another idea came to him, he wrote it down: Enchant the spells cast on this scroll to recognize claw strokes without ink as written word. “I might need to modify the wording to make it more precise,” he murmured, “but I want to make it so that I can write down spells without needing to use ink. I may not always have ink with me, after all.”

“But the way it’s worded means that I won’t be able to see the spells you write down,” Clearsight said. “How about instead you say something like, ‘Enchant this scroll to make the words written in it visible, regardless of whether or not they are written in ink’?”

Darkstalker felt some weird grumblings in his heart at what Clearsight was implying. “Why would it be a problem if you couldn’t see the spells? Obviously I’d tell you about them if they weren’t visible. You know I’d do that, right Clearsight?”

Clearsight winced a little and looked away. “You didn’t last time,” she said softly.

It took a second to understand what she meant, but once he did, he softened. “Oh. Right.” He sighed, and crossed the last sentence out, replacing it with, Enchant this scroll to make any word written in it visible to dragons as though it were written in ink, regardless of whether or not it actually is. “This does mean that we’ll have a harder time hiding our spells from other dragons, if there are ever any spells that we don’t want them to know about.”

“I think it’s worth the trade-off,” Clearsight said. “We won’t have any trouble with other animus dragons until a new one is hatched, meaning nobody else will be able to discover the spells in this scroll unless they actually look inside of it.”

Darkstalker soured his face, not really wanting to agree with that. “Anyway, let’s write in the main spell now.” He dipped the quill into the inkwell and continued writing.


  Enchant this scroll to absorb all of my animus powers and act as my spellcasting device, subject to the following conditions:



  Firstly, when a spell is written in the scroll by a dragon that I, Darkstalker, trust, the spell will come true as though it were an animus enchantment;



  Secondly, when a spell is crossed out by a dragon that I, Darkstalker, trust, the enchantment associated with that spell gets removed;



  Thirdly, if the scroll ever gets destroyed, it will return all of its powers back to me.


“I think that’s everything,” Darkstalker said. “Teleport to us when we need it, let us write in it without needing to use ink, and make it cast spells. The only issue is that if I ever come to not trust myself, then I won’t be able to use my scroll.”

“Somehow, I doubt that that’ll ever be a problem,” Clearsight said with a flat smile. “Ready to cast the spell?”

Darkstalker nodded, reading through the spell once more to commit the words to memory. He took a deep breath and put his talons on the scroll.

But when he was about to utter the words, something stopped him.

It was a feeling. A doubt. Something that was difficult to put to words when it first took hold of him, but silenced him nonetheless.

He tried to utter the spell multiple times, but the first words kept getting caught in his throat. There was some powerful instinct in his mind that told him that this spell would be a bad idea. That he was throwing away innumerable opportunities by putting his powers back into the scroll.

Clearsight picked up on his hesitation and nudged him with her snout. “Darkstalker? What’s keeping you?”

Darkstalker slowly retracted his talon from the scroll. “I’m not sure,” he said slowly. “But now that I think about it, I don’t think I’m ready to part with my magic just yet.”

Clearsight folded her brow at him. “Darkstalker—”

“—Well why should I?” he interrupted. “Fathom still has his powers and he’s doing just fine. I was hatched with animus magic; it belongs to me! What if someone I trust ends up betraying me? I don’t want anyone to use my powers against me anymore.”

“Darkstalker, quiet down; you’ll wake the dragonets,” Clearsight said, urging his silence by nuzzling him under his mouth. It was an annoyingly soothing gesture. “Everything will be okay. You don’t have to be afraid of the dragons you trust. And you won’t be giving up your magic. It will still be yours to use.”

Darkstalker sighed, twining his tail around Clearsight’s. Immediately, he felt his doubts starting to vanish. “I know. You’re right,” he said. “I’m sorry, Clearsight. I just … I don’t want to be powerless again.”

“You won’t be, Darkstalker,” she said. “You never were.”

Of course Clearsight was right. The spell was designed to keep Darkstalker from being powerless, wasn’t it? Why did he have anything to worry about?

He didn’t. This whole thing was just him being irrational and defensive, and he knew that.

He placed a talon on the scroll again and took a deep breath. He readied himself to cast the spell …

… but then the doubts resurfaced. They popped right back into his mind, as though they’d completely ignored the past ten seconds where he snuffed them out.

Ignoring them didn’t work. Rationalizing them away obviously wasn’t working either. It was like a wall in his mind, barring him from committing to the spell.

There wasn’t any way to shake it. Now that he had his powers again, he wasn’t ready to give them up. He wanted to keep them. He needed to keep them, at least for now.

An idea struck.

It wasn’t an idea that he adored, because it involved keeping a secret from Clearsight. But it wasn’t a bad secret by any means either. If everything went well, then he wouldn’t have to keep the secret for very long. And if anything went wrong, then Clearsight would be thankful that he kept this secret from her anyway.

Flattening out the paper with the enchantment written on it, Darkstalker silently said, I enchant this paper to give me animus powers after my magic executes the enchantments written on it.

There. Now, after his animus powers gets absorbed into the scroll, he will be given animus powers once again. He won’t be losing anything; he would, in effect, just be copying his animus powers into the scroll.

This time, Clearsight responded to Darkstalker’s hesitation by elbowing him in the arm. “Any day now,” she said.

“Be patient with me!” he said, whipping the tip of his tail at her. “This is an important spell; I need to get it right.” He took another deep breath and gripped the scroll. “Okay, here we go. Enchant this scroll to teleport to me whenever I utter the words, ‘Bring me my scroll’….”

One by one he cast each enchantment, testing each one after it was cast. The spells, as usual, worked exactly as they were supposed to, and after the last spell was cast, his scroll was imbued with animus magic.

And after making a quick enchantment in his mind where he made Clearsight’s eyes turn yellow for half a second, he confirmed that he still had animus powers.

He would get rid of them soon enough. His powers would only stay there until his doubts vanished. And he would never actually use his animus powers except via the scroll, unless he absolutely had to. Which he wouldn’t have to do. And if he did, then it was a good thing that he enchanted himself this way.

Holding onto his animus powers for the time being was just to let him make the scroll without being stopped by this irrational mental block of his. In a few weeks, he’d surely be ready to get rid of his powers for good, and he wouldn’t have to keep any more secrets from Clearsight.

  



30. Chapter 29


    
    
  FATHOM


It was good to be back in the Sea Kingdom.

Or, rather, it was good to be back in the Bay of a Thousand Scales. Technically he was on land conquered by NightWings, so he was still in the Night Kingdom. But the cresting ocean waves called to him like some old lullaby deep in his memory, and the whirling breeze cresting from hither to horizon felt like home enough to him.

The NightWings that came along to settle new villages in the archipelago were remarkably fast workers. They figured out how to fell trees, build walls and roofs, and lay foundations all on their own in a matter of days. And they did all of that without Fathom’s help.

Which was a good thing, because Fathom didn’t know how to do any of that. More often than not, he found himself standing on the beach like a lame seagull watching the NightWings as they started from scratch. The group of settlers were about a hundred strong, and when one of them found a technique that worked, word quickly spread to the rest of the NightWings. They learned fast and they worked hard, and before long, they had an island village to call their own.

The one thing they needed regular help with, even after a couple of weeks of settlement, was fishing. The NightWings managed to hunt the wild boars that inhabited the larger islands just fine, but they still hadn’t figured out how to hunt for the fish in the sea. It was the main thing that made Fathom and Indigo actually useful to them, and before long, it became their full-time jobs.

At first, they were a bit annoyed by this. They were supposed to be island managers, ensuring that operations ran smoothly while the new villagers got things running. But the NightWings were so versatile and robust that they were capable of getting things to run smoothly all on their own, without relying on the guidance of natives to the area. Now they were reduced to mere fishermen.

But being reduced to mere fishermen actually proved to be a lot of fun. In some way, it actually felt more empowering than being a prince back in the Night Kingdom. The NightWings had grown to favor the taste of fresh fish, and Fathom and Indigo were the only dragons who could reliably bring it to them. They had a very real purpose here on the island, but in the Night Kingdom, they didn’t really have much of a purpose at all, except for being Darkstalker’s friend.

And besides, just because the NightWings here were capable of sustaining themselves on their own didn’t mean that Fathom and Indigo weren’t capable of teaching them anything.

“So, you want to learn to swim?” Indigo announced to a group of five young NightWings, all of them standing on the beach. Her trusty wooden octopus pet Blob was perched on her head, trying to make himself as tall as possible so as to make Indigo look more imposing. “Then congratulations! You’ll soon be your tribe’s first explorers of the deep blue. There’s a whole ocean beneath these waves, and if you want to have any part of it, then you’ll need to know how to move through it. Now, Fathom and I are SeaWings, which means we have webs on our talons and you do not.” She demonstrated this fact by spreading her claws in front of the students. “But this actually doesn’t give us as much of an advantage as you might think. We can swim a bit faster, but all of the techniques we learn as SeaWings can be used by NightWings too, and with a bit of practice, you’ll be zipping through the water as though it were air. So, before we all get some shut-eye, let’s get our feet wet.”

It was morning on the island. They were further up north here in the Bay of a Thousand Scales than they were down in the Talon Peninsula, and the nights were consequently much shorter during the summer, which it was now. The NightWings’ nocturnal rhythm was at first disturbed by this, but they soon acclimated to falling asleep and waking up when it was bright out. Back in the mainland, the morning light that they were feeling right now would have indicated to Fathom that he’d stayed up far too late. But here, it was merely a gentle reminder that bed time would be coming in a few hours.

“The first lesson is floating,” Indigo continued. “Floating means keeping your head above the water. This is actually so easy that you can do it without even moving. Just tuck in your legs, spread your wings, and keep your head up. You should have just enough buoyancy to move your head around above the water. Fathom, would you care to demonstrate?”

“Sure thing, Indigo,” Fathom said, trotting into the water. He waded through the waves until his shoulders were submerged. Then, he spread his wings wide and flat, tucked in his legs, and raised his head as he sank lower in the water. “You should be able to comfortably look forward, but if your head ever goes under and startles you, then just point your nose to the sky.” He demonstrated by closing his eyes and looking straight up. “You should always be able to breathe from this position.”

“So,” Indigo said, “Who’s first?”

Fathom opened his eyes to see who was eager to volunteer. All five of the NightWings were eyeing the water with nervous excitement, but none of them raised their voice to offer to be the first.

He made his way out of the water and looked at one of the five dragons with them — Drifter, a bright-eyed five-year-old dragonet with a hint of blue in the scales that ran down his neck. He was just about to call on him when a voice stopped him.

“Fathom! Indigo!”

The call came from a NightWing named Eigengrau, whom Indigo had put in charge of keeping an eye on their eggs while they were teaching the swimming lessons. She flew in from the western half of the island and landed on the beach, her eyes bright as the sun.

Indigo soon replicated her gaze. “They’re hatching?”

Eigengrau nodded, smiling bright.

“They’re hatching!” Indigo quickly glanced behind her at the NightWing students. “Lesson cancelled, everyone; we’ll start again tomorrow. C’mon, Fathom, let’s go!”

Indigo had to tug on Fathom’s arm a couple of times before the words actually registered in his brain. His eggs were hatching? His eggs were hatching.

His eggs were hatching! He was minutes away from being a father!

He leapt into the sky, letting Indigo take the lead as they flew to their house on the island. Blob was just barely able to stay on Indigo by gripping at her shoulder with one of his tentacles.

Given that Fathom and Indigo had eggs that they needed to protect, their house was the very first one that the villagers made. It was clumsily constructed and lopsided in its design, but still sturdy. It had a scaffolding of palm wood, walls made from reeds, and a roof made from several layers of palm fronds. Inside the house lay two SeaWing eggs, each lined with freshly made cracks on their shells, resting upon a nest of grass and sticks.

They huddled in close, watching closely as the eggs began to shake.

And then someone approached from behind them. “Fathom, Indigo,” the NightWing called with officiality in his voice. Paradox — a NightWing who used to be a mayor in the village he left behind, and one of the most physically capable dragons in the new settlement. Fathom wasn’t in the mood to listen to him right now.

Evidently, neither was Indigo: she soured her voice, saying, “We’re kind of busy right now Paradox, can’t you see?”

“I know,” he said. “But this is kind of urgent.”

“What could possibly be urgent enough that it warrants distracting us from watching our eggs hatch?” Fathom said impatiently, turning his head for just a moment to look at him.

“Er … Queen Pearl is approaching us,” he said. “We only just spotted her. She’ll probably be here in a couple of minutes.”

Fathom’s eyes grew wider. What could Queen Pearl want with them? She already knew that this village was being built. Was she trying to intimidate them? Was she going to threaten them to leave? He looked from the NightWing to their eggs a few times, considering what to do.

But then he heard another crack from his eggs, and nothing else mattered. “Nope, not urgent enough,” he said.

Paradox paused. “What?”

“You and the NightWings can deal with her yourself,” he said. “Feel free to let her know we’re here, but Indigo and I aren’t leaving this house. Now get out and leave us alone.”

Paradox sounded like he was about to murmur something, but after a few heartbeats he did as he was asked and slipped out of their house.

“I’ve noticed a lot of the dragons here with us don’t seem to know how to be properly courteous to a prince and princess,” Indigo mused. “Wasn’t there supposed to be a ‘Yes, Prince Fathom’ or something along those lines before he left?”

“I actually like that about them,” he said. “It feels nice not to be groveled on by everyone for a change.”

“I guess I’m not totally used to it yet,” Indigo said, leaning on his shoulder. “But at least we’re still respected. I mean, look at this house. They made it for us in a heartbeat, and nobody complained.”

A knocking came from the green egg, and it made a noticeable rocking motion. Whatever was inside of it was fighting to come out. Indigo reached forward, preparing to help their hatchling come out, but Fathom grabbed her talon and shook his head. “They’ll make it out,” he said. “You don’t want to rob them of the reward of breaking out of their shell all on their own, do you?”

Indigo smiled at him, and nodded, before bringing her talon back to her side and watching the eggs closely. “C’mon little guys! You can make it! Come and see the world!”

For a while, the two of them watched in eager silence as their hatchlings fought against their shells. The cracks on the shells grew larger and more numerous, and pieces were starting to come loose. The dragonets were struggling, but they were supposed to struggle. They’d break through soon enough.

Footsteps came from behind. Fathom somehow knew, just by the way they sounded, that they came from Pearl. “Mind if I come in?” she asked.

Fathom scowled. Why is everyone trying to ruin the mood for us today? “What makes you think that we wouldn’t mind?” he asked, turning to face Queen Pearl. He knew that he should probably have a little bit more respect, or at the very least be a bit surprised that Pearl had decided to show up to see them, since it had been a while since they had properly spoken to one another.

But his eggs were hatching! At any other time, he’d care a little bit more about her existence, but right now his eggs were hatching!

“Because I’m your sister?” Pearl said, her voice softer than he was expecting. “I hope you haven’t forgotten that in the time we’ve been apart.”

“I haven’t,” Fathom said, turning back to face his eggs. “But I also haven’t forgotten that if it were up to you, these eggs wouldn’t exist.”

“Yep, you were right and I was wrong,” Pearl said. “I’m glad you broke your oath. You and Indigo deserve to be happy.” She took a couple of steps forward. “Can I stay for a little bit? Please? I’d like to meet my new nieces or nephews.”

Fathom would have turned her away, but there was something in her voice that sounded very familiar. It sounded like Pearl his sister, not Pearl the queen. That was a voice that he hadn’t heard since she took the crown. And it was the voice of a dragon that he really did love, very very much.

“You can stay,” he said. “But keep your distance … for now. I’ll let you know when you can come closer.”

The first piece of the shell broke loose on the purple egg, and Fathom caught his first glimpse of the dragon hidden inside. He saw its eye, wide open and ready to see the world. His heart nearly exploded with joy.

“Come on out, little guy!” he encouraged, leaning forward. “You can do it!”

A heartbeat later, the dragonet’s head crashed through the shell. It squirmed its arms out too, but the hole that it had made with its head was too small for it to fit the rest of its body.

It was definitely a male. And judging by how he had already gotten stuck, Fathom guessed that this little one had inherited his own sense of foresight. He’s going to get in a lot of trouble, isn’t he? Luckily for him, Fathom and Indigo were already experts at getting into trouble, so they’d be able to teach him how to do it properly.

The shell shattered under the pressure of the little hatchling’s efforts, and he fell back into the nest, hitting his head on his sibling’s egg. Just then, an arm crashed through the shell, right next to his head, and he immediately scrambled back to his feet, startled.

In a more grandiose display, the second hatchling shattered the entire egg at once. One moment the egg was there, and the next there were a million shell fragments, which after having fallen revealed a sea-green female hatchling with her wings spread. She shook her head, blinked a few times, and looked around.

Her sibling looked at her funny. He leaned in and sniffed her, then scrunched his nose and sneezed in her face — which Fathom and Indigo both found so adorable that they started nuzzling each other at the same time to siphon out their affection.

“You remember what we were going to name them if we got one male and one female, right?” Indigo asked.

“Clearpool and Ripple, I remember,” Fathom said, nodding. He picked up Clearpool, the female hatchling who’d just gotten sneezed on, and started giving her a tongue bath. At first, she chirped in protest, but after a few seconds, there was a reluctant purr coming from her throat.

Fathom giggled. “I think she’s got your eyes,” he said, nudging Indigo with his wing.

Indigo craned her head closer to Clearpool’s eyes. “Uh, look again, fish-brain. Do I have bright blue eyes?”

Fathom paused his tongue bath to look at Clearpool again, and found that Indigo was totally right. Her eyes were a bright blue, like the sky on a summer’s day on the beach.

Indigo yoinked Ripple from the nest and started showering him with licks as well. “Maaaaaa!” he complained, smacking his mother’s snout with his tiny talons as she cleaned him.

Fathom grinned at Ripple’s pouty face. Just like his sister, he had the brightest sky-blue eyes. They looked so big and intense on his coat of purple-blue scales.

“They could have chosen a better time to hatch,” Fathom said as he let out a yawn. “We’re gonna have to stay up late, aren’t we? Who’s gonna be the first to go hunting for food for them?”

“I don’t see why we both can’t,” Indigo said as she flipped Ripple over on his stomach to clean his back. “I don’t know if you noticed, but our babies are SeaWings, just like us. There’s no reason we can’t take them swimming while we get them food.”

“Well, sharks would be one reason,” Pearl interjected. “They’re out in higher numbers in the morning, and they’ll happily eat an unsupervised baby hatchling.”

Indigo looked back at Pearl, frowning at her. But then she shrugged, facing Fathom again. “Alright, then. How’s about you go fishing while I give the little ones their first swimming lesson?”

“Okay,” Fathom said. “But first, I think we can let Pearl meet her new niece and nephew.”

He looked over at Pearl, who was sitting quietly in the corner of the room. When he called her name and beckoned her over, she smiled at Fathom and rose to her feet. Indigo narrowed her eyes at her, but still gave her some space to let her sit down between them.

“Clearpool and Ripple,” Pearl said, beaming down at the two dragonets. “Aww, you’ve both got the royal pattern on your wings from Fathom. That means you’re royalty!” She bowed her head low until her chin was touching the ground. “It is an honor to meet you, noble Prince Ripple and Princess Clearpool.”

“I thought I’d been exiled,” Fathom remarked.

Pearl straightened up. “What? No you haven’t. Who told you that?”

“Well, after I broke both of my vows and refused to return to the Sea Kingdom when you commanded me to, I thought it would have been clear by this point that I don’t consider you my queen anymore,” he said, souring a frown at her.

“Oh, yeah, of course,” Pearl said, pinning her ears and making herself look a little smaller. “But that doesn’t mean I’ve exiled you. You can come back to the Sea Kingdom whenever you want. Everyone misses you. And a lot has changed since you left.”

Fathom couldn’t tell if she was trying to make it impossible for Fathom to stay mad at her, but either way, she was doing an annoyingly good job at it.

“Like what?” he asked.

“Well, for starters, we lost the war,” she said, sagging. “Queen Clearsight and King Darkstalker have been driving us to the brink of starvation with all the reparations they’re demanding. Not to mention that the NightWings carved out pieces of our land and started colonizing it for themselves, which is completely humiliating.”

“Don’t expect us to feel sorry for you,” Indigo interjected as Fathom started feeling sorry for her. “You were the one who started the war in the first place.”

“I know,” Pearl said. “It’s my fault. I’m a rotten queen.”

“You can say that again,” Indigo said, looking thoroughly unamused.

“Indigo,” Fathom scolded.

“Well she is!” she protested, picking up Clearpool as she squirmed free of Fathom and dropping her between her own talons. She tilted her head, and Blob slid down to greet the two newly hatched dragonets. “She tried to drag us back to the Sea Kingdom, tried to keep us separated from each other, tried to kill our friends and their dragonets — have you forgotten that she’s kind of been our enemy this entire time?”

Pearl looked as though she was on the verge of tears. Fathom extended a wing and covered her back with it. “No, I haven’t,” he said. “But she’s still my sister, Indigo. And I don’t want the Sea Kingdom to suffer.”

“Well if they’re suffering, then it’s her fault,” Indigo remarked, her voice completely unapologetic. “I’m not even sure if she actually feels bad. And if she does, then it’s definitely for the wrong reasons.”

“No, I messed up; I really did,” Pearl said. “I should have believed you when you said that Darkstalker really was your friend, and that you really wanted to stay in the Night Kingdom. I was afraid that he’d done something to you, and that I was going to lose you forever if I didn’t try to bring you back.”

“How could you not realize that you were the reason that Fathom didn’t want to come back here?” Indigo asked as Clearpool started pawing at her barbels.

“I guess I didn’t want to admit it to myself.” Ripple climbed over Indigo’s talon and waddled up to Pearl’s face. Pearl smiled at him and tapped her nose against his. “I knew that Fathom was sad back at the Sea Kingdom. But I also knew that I still loved him, and that I wanted him to be happy. I couldn’t be sure that Darkstalker felt the same way.”

“In Pearl’s defense, I never really made Darkstalker sound like a model citizen when I was writing back to her,” Fathom admitted. “I didn’t want her thinking that my job at the Night Kingdom was done, and that I was ready to come back.”

Pearl patted little Ripple on the head, and he squeaked at her. She picked him up and handed him to Fathom, where he started to climb up his arm. “So, are you going to be staying here in this new village from now on?” Pearl asked him.

“I’m not sure,” he answered, pressing his chest to the floor as his hatchling made his way onto his back. “I’m not gonna lie; I miss the beaches and the sun.”

“And Fathom’s driftwood carvings,” Indigo added.

“And the water,” Fathom continued. “Three moons, I missed the water.”

“Then stay,” Pearl said. “Or better yet, come back to the Sea Kingdom if you don’t want to stay here. The Night Kingdom is no place to raise a pair of SeaWings anyway.”

Fathom folded his ears. “I know, but Darkstalker’s my best friend, and staying here means not having him around.”

“Well, can’t say I don’t know the feeling,” Pearl said. “You and Indigo were my best friends too, before you left for the Night Kingdom.”

“Either way, we’re definitely going to be staying here for a little while longer,” Fathom said. “These NightWings still need to learn how to swim before they can sustain themselves.”

“Speaking of which,” Indigo said, rising to her feet with Clearpool in her talon, “I think it’s about time we introduce these two to the ocean.”

Fathom nodded, slowly standing up so that Ripple wouldn’t fall over startled. “Oh, by the way,” he said, turning to face Pearl. “I forgot to ask: why are you here anyway?”

“I heard a rumor that you were here in the new NightWing colony,” she said, standing up. “I know coming here probably violates some sort of clause in Clearsight’s treaty, but I had to come down and see you. If only to let you know that you don’t have to worry about me imposing on you anymore, now that the war is over.” She brushed her tail with his.

He saw Indigo rolling her eyes out of the corner of his eye.

They made their way outside and headed down to the beach. Blob flopped out of the house behind Fathom and slithered up to Indigo’s side, climbing on her tail as it brushed along the sand.

“Alright, you two little fishies,” Indigo said as she took Ripple from Fathom’s back. “Ready to use your gills?”

Clearpool and Ripple made eager squeals as they reached for the ocean.

“Okay, then let’s go!” And at that, she trotted right into the water and disappeared beneath the waves.

Fathom inhaled the fresh ocean breeze, and noticed that he’d picked up a whiff of Pearl’s scent. There was such a strong nostalgia that he got from it. That specific combination of the briny vapors of the beach with that very distinct odor that naturally came from her brought back old memories from when he was a young and innocent dragonet. He was so happy back then, when she was just Princess Pearl. Back when she was always busy preparing to be queen, but still found time to be his sister.

Pearl gave him a sisterly smile. Which wasn’t a smile that said, ‘I love you, bro,’ but a smile that said, ‘I think I’m in the mood to annoy you right now.’ “Hey Fathom, remember when you accidentally enchanted the moons to turn pink?” she asked.

Fathom immediately looked away, turning pink himself. “I have no idea what you’re talking about and that never happened.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Pearl said, her smirk widening. “What I meant to ask was, ‘Remember when you very intentionally enchanted the moons to turn pink but then freaked out when they actually did, and then turned them back, pretending it was an accident?’”

“Nope, never happened!” Fathom said. “You must be remembering incorrectly, because we definitely both agreed that that never happened after I undid that enchantment.”

“Undid what enchantment?” Pearl asked, cocking her head playfully at him.

“The enchantment that did nothing because it never happened!” Fathom said, smacking her upside the head with his tail.

“Ow!” Pearl said, ducking down and rubbing her head.

The next thing Fathom knew, Pearl latching onto his shoulders, trying to tackle him to the ground. He stood his ground for a moment, trying to adjust his weight and levy his sister’s strength against her. But it wasn’t long before Fathom toppled over and Pearl had him pinned against the wet sand.

When Fathom looked up at Pearl, she grabbed onto his chin with one talon and pressed his head down into the ground. Glancing upside-down at the ocean, he watched as a wave started to approach him. “Ah! No, Pearl, wait—!”

The wave crashed into him, cutting his pleas for mercy short. He struggled against Pearl’s grasp, the rushing water just barely covering his gills enough for him to breathe it in.

He honestly had this coming to him. He used to do this exact same thing to Pearl back when they were kids, and he was the bigger sibling.

When the wave finally receded, he heard Pearl laughing overtop him. He shoved her aside, and she let up, allowing him back to his feet as her giggles continued. He shook his head to expel the sand and water droplets from his scales and scowled at his sister. But by the time she was done laughing, he was smiling too.

“Glad you’re not scared of me anymore, at least,” he said to her.

“I don’t think I was ever scared of you, just of what you could become,” Pearl said. “Animus magic still terrifies me. Now more than ever.”

“You know, it does have the power to do a lot of good.”

“I know. Honestly, a bit of magic would take us a long way here in the Sea Kingdom with how bad things have gotten. But when there’s a mark of the NightWings on the moon staring back at you every night, it’s a pretty harsh reminder that animus magic is some scary stuff.”

Fathom glanced at a corner of the island, where he saw a NightWing cracking a coconut with the sharp end of a rock. He’d been a bit concerned about the new mark on the moon as well when he first noticed it. But it was very popular with the NightWings. It made them so proud. It was hard to stay worried about it when all the dragons around him loved it so much.

But Pearl’s other remark caught his attention once he realized what it was she said. “Do you … want me to use my magic to help the SeaWings, Pearl?”

Pearl shook her head. “No, no,” she started. Then, after a pause, she added, “Would you, though? If I asked?”

“I … I think so,” he said. “I mean, I’d need to think about it, and it’d depend on what spells you would want me to cast. But I mean, I don’t want the SeaWings to starve.”

“Hopefully it won’t come to that,” Pearl said. “But it’d be nice if the Night Kingdom weren’t the only Kingdom with animus magic right now. Especially when Darkstalker is at the head of it.”

Fathom sighed. “You know, Darkstalker really isn’t so bad. You know he’s still my best friend, right?”

“It’s hard to see him that way right now. I mean, look at this colony. He’s building new cities right in the Sea Kingdom’s backyard.”

“For the sake of his own tribe,” Fathom explained. “These dragons are moving here from overpopulated cities where they were struggling to survive. He’s not building these colonies just to intimidate you.”

Indigo popped her head out of the water and looked at Fathom. “Fathom, you need to take a look at our babies. They’re learning so fast!”

“I’ll be right there!” Fathom called back. He gave one last look at Pearl and said, “Trust me, I think you can eventually come to be on good terms with him too. He isn’t building any colonies on land he didn’t fairly conquer, and he’s never attacked anyone unprovoked.”

“What makes you so sure that that isn’t going to change?” Pearl asked. “I mean, there’s a first time for everything. How do you know he isn’t going to expand the Night Kingdom any further?”

“Because I know Darkstalker,” Fathom said. “He and Clearsight might be unapologetic, but they’re not aggressive. Expanding any further would require war and conquer, and neither of them want that.”

And at that, he galloped into the water, eager to see what good swimmers his hatchlings naturally were.
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  CLEARSIGHT


“We should expand more,” Darkstalker said.

The suggestion sent shivers down Clearsight’s spine and awful visions through her head. In an instant, she was met with a continent blanketed by a sky of endless night, in a war room with a map of Pyrrhia covered with conquered territory. She saw the cold, calculating eyes of Darkstalker as he planned his next invasion, pushing for a continental takeover.

It wasn’t a vision attack — she didn’t get struck with a flurry of different possible futures without any way of stopping them. But her powers gripped her for a moment, warning her of what might soon follow from this.

There was a quiet that befell the advising room. Listener, Thoughtful, and Whiteout all kept their eyes on Darkstalker, looking curious.

“Elaborate, please,” Clearsight said.

“Look at our current borders,” he said, flattening the large map of Pyrrhia on the table and pointing at the border lines along the Talon Peninsula. “Directly north of our borders is SandWing territory, but the area over here is unoccupied.” He pointed at the southern foothills of the Claws of the Clouds Mountains.

“That’s the Agate Mountain Range,” Clearsight said. “It’s under the control of the SkyWings.”

“Yes, but it’s unoccupied SkyWing territory. There’s valuable resources here that we could use for building. Instead of having to trade with the SkyWings, we could set up our own mines and quarries and get all of those resources for free.”

“But it’s still owned by the Sky Kingdom,” Clearsight said, shaking her head. “We can’t just go in and do that.”

“Exactly, which is why we should expand more,” Darkstalker said. “We’ll take the Agate Mountain Range for ourselves, widen our borders, and set up the mines and quarries once the new borders have been drawn.”

Thoughtful tilted his head. “With all due respect, Your Majesty, you can’t seriously be considering war with the SkyWings when we’ve only been at peace for a few months.”

“No, no, no, of course not!” Darkstalker said. “We just need to ask the Sky Kingdom for that land and they’ll give it to us. They would never say no.”

Thoughtful looked as though his brain flipped upside-down for a couple of seconds. “What? Of course they will! Why wouldn’t they?”

“Because they’d be afraid of what might happen if they do say no.”

“But … but … if we’re not planning on going to war with them, what do they have to be afraid of?”

“They don’t know that we’re not planning on going to war with them.” Darkstalker adjusted his crown. “Look, think about this from Queen Carmine’s perspective. The last time she interacted with me and Clearsight was when we were in her palace, where I overpowered her and rendered her unable to speak until I got my way and left. She is terrified of me, and she’s perfectly aware that the Night Kingdom is infinitely more powerful than her kingdom. If we send her a letter politely encouraging her to give us Agate Mountain and the surrounding lands, do you really think she would actually say no and risk starting a conflict with us? Maybe if the land actually mattered to her, but they’ve hardly touched Agate Mountain; they’re not going to think that hill is worth dying over.”

Clearsight winced. “This really sounds like bullying,” she said.

“How is it bullying?” Darkstalker asked, raising his voice. “We wouldn’t even be threatening her. She’d just be thinking that we’re threatening her, when in actuality, if she says no, we’re not going to do anything. It would be a completely voluntary transfer of land. We send her a passive-aggressively worded letter asking for the mountains, and they say, ‘yes, you can have them, please don’t hurt us.’”

“So you are suggesting we threaten her?” Clearsight said.

“No, Clearsight, you don’t understand. There would be no threat at all; just an implication of a threat. Our letter would be worded very kindly, and not aggressively at all. But in between the lines would be some implicit suggestions that should make Queen Carmine think that something bad will happen to her if she refuses our request.”

“Okay, okay,” Thoughtful said with an uncomfortable nod. “Uh, but that sounds kind of manipulative.”

“Well, so does everything that’s actually persuasive,” Darkstalker rebutted. “It’s called diplomacy: peaceful negotiations between rational leaders that help us get what we want.”

“You know, we don’t really need any extra stone for anything right now anyway,” Clearsight said. “As queen, I’m going to officially table this for now. Perhaps we can bring it back up when we’re actually in need of more resources from the Sky Kingdom.”

“But we could always use more resources!” Darkstalker let out a huff. “You know what? Fine, we’ll drop it. But there are other viable places we can extend to. Like the peninsula on the east coast, just to the east of our colony in the Bay of a Thousand Scales. The SeaWings don’t even claim to own that territory. And it’s heavily forested, which makes it a perfect option for new settlements.”

“It’s notoriously dense with scavengers, though,” Listener said. “And the scavengers there are really aggressive. They’ve driven off the SeaWings around half-a-dozen times in the past.”

“SeaWings don’t have fire,” Darkstalker remarked. “We shouldn’t have a problem with the scavengers after a few of them get fried. They’ll learn to respect the sparkly black dragons more — hey, stop thinking those angry thoughts at me, Listener! It’s not like we’re going to order anyone to go out and burn the scavengers alive. I’m just saying that the new settlers will defend themselves and eventually the scavengers will learn to avoid them. Whiteout, are there any more NightWings who signed the colonization draft?”

“More than a few,” Whiteout said. “There are many sheaves fully grown in our home, eager to bundle more starlight into the fibers of Pyrrhia.”

“And who would we be to deny them?” Darkstalker interrupted. “What say you, Clearsight? Should we give the other eager settlers an opportunity to scope out the eastern peninsula?”

“I suppose that’d be okay,” Clearsight said. “But can we wait until tomorrow before we start thinking about how to organize it? I’m starting to grow a little weary.”

“Tomorrow, then,” Darkstalker said with a nod. “Whiteout, you can let the volunteers know that they’ll be speaking with us soon. In the meantime, let’s call this meeting adjourned.”

Upon dismissal, they all rose to their feet and headed for the door. Clearsight made her way out into the courtyard while Darkstalker stayed behind to speak a bit more with Whiteout and Thoughtful.

She closed her eyes and examined the futures more thoroughly. It didn’t take long before what she was seeing started to make her feel ill. These propositions that Darkstalker was making with the advising committee were only going to get more and more aggressive, unless she could somehow find a way to stop it. She wished that she had the authority to shut down all of his ideas as queen, but her authority was slipping. Ever since Darkstalker had branded the moon, the tribe started to see him as the true ruler of the Night Kingdom, not her.

Even now, Darkstalker was starting to take control where he didn’t have authority before. It was a small thing, but the fact that he was the one who adjourned the meeting while that was technically Clearsight’s duty was a harrowing sign.

She was losing control. Not just of this timeline, but of this reality.

“Ah, there she is,” Darkstalker said, creeping up behind her and nudging her haunches with his snout. “Someone’s got their head in the clouds without taking flight. What’s on your mind?”

Clearsight turned around and sat on the grass. She considered keeping her worries to herself, but her instincts told her that the way to save the future was to be direct with him. “Darkstalker, I don’t like the direction you’re taking our tribe,” she said.

“Then I guess I haven’t done my job of convincing you yet,” he said. “I think we do have a shortage of stone; we just don’t realize that we do because we’re not thinking about all of the things we could be doing with it. I had a conversation with some engineers the other day, and asked them—”

“—No, Darkstalker, listen to me,” Clearsight interrupted. “You’re pushing to take over other tribes right now, don’t you realize that? You’ve already taken parts of the Sea Kingdom, and you’re already pushing our borders there further than we’d intended them to be.”

“To land that neither the MudWings nor the SeaWings want; there’s nothing wrong with us taking it. You agreed to that just a few minutes ago.”

“But it’s not going to stop there, Darkstalker,” Clearsight said. “Listen to me. These ideas of yours aren’t just leading to bad futures. They are the bad futures. I don’t want the NightWings to be imposing their will on all of the other tribes. I don’t want the other six kingdoms to slowly crumble away until you rule them all. But if you don’t hold back now and listen to me, I don’t know how I’m going to keep that from happening.”

“I’m not—” Darkstalker huffed out a puff of smoke through his nostrils and looked away from her with a glare. “Why do you have to be so dramatic all the time, Clearsight? It’s always the end of the world with you.”

“I’m not being dramatic; this is what the future’s telling me.” Clearsight blinked, and she swore she could feel a pair of tears fall from her eyes. She was starting to panic; she could feel it. This wasn’t the way Darkstalker needed to be reacting to her. He couldn’t be angry with her; he couldn’t be dismissive. He had to be listening, and he wasn’t.

“Well I don’t want to hear your future,” he said with a growl. “That’s your problem; you’ve always got too much ‘future’ on your mind. Maybe you should stop listening to your powers and look around you, for once.”

“Oh yeah, because that’s been going great for us, hasn’t it?”

“Yes, it has! We’ve got crowns on our heads and an entire kingdom at our clawtips. We’re the most powerful dragons in the world right now, Clearsight.”

“Have you never realized that none of that really mattered to me? I never wanted to be queen, Darkstalker. I took this crown to save Fathom and Indigo. That’s it.”

Darkstalker looked back at Clearsight, and Clearsight looked away from him, taking a deep breath to steady the shake forming in her voice. She heard him let out a huff. “You know, if you want me to know how you’re feeling, you could always take that bracelet off,” he said.

Clearsight clutched the bracelet Darkstalker had made for her all those years ago. Moonstones, woven in copper wire, enchanted to keep any mindreader from hearing her thoughts. It was the only enchantment Clearsight had ever asked Darkstalker for.

“Is it really too much to ask?” he pressed. “I can read the minds of every dragon I meet except my beloved wife. How ridiculous is that?”

Clearsight felt her face fall. “But you promised me that you’d never read my mind, even before you gave me that bracelet.”

“Well if I did, it was a promise I never should have made,” he said. “I was hoping that at some point you would have had a change of heart. That you would have wanted me to be able to look into your mind again. But this whole time you’ve kept your thoughts locked away.”

That actually made Clearsight feel guilty. It was pretty selfish of her to keep her thoughts from Darkstalker, wasn’t it? She knew that they would always struggle with each other when it came to maintaining trust in their relationship, but tying up all her thoughts and keeping Darkstalker from seeing them certainly wasn’t helping.

Perhaps this was what she needed to do in order to save the future from despair. Perhaps this was her last chance at redeeming this timeline.

She remembered a moment all those years ago, right when she’d slipped off her bracelet in the last timeline and placed it on Darkstalker’s wrist. There was a look in his eyes right before he fell asleep — a painful clarity that lasted no longer than a heartbeat. Clearsight wondered if he’d seen all of those terrible futures that she was protecting Pyrrhia from, and if that had changed him.

It might have been too late back then, but perhaps it wasn’t too late now. Maybe if she gave him the chance to see those terrible futures for himself — to see how close she was to pushing the button on that watch and turning back time — he’d start to change for the better.

She slipped the bracelet off of her wrist, and held her breath.

For a few heartbeats, Darkstalker just stared at her, listening. She could feel him probing her mind for the first time in nearly a decade, making her feel so vulnerable.

Then he gave her an angry scowl that broke her heart. “You can’t seriously be considering using that watch again, Clearsight.”

Clearsight was stunned, and stuttered for a few moments while she tried to find the words to respond with. “M-maybe I am,” she eventually said. “You see the futures that I’m seeing too, right?”

“Have you even thought about what turning back time would do?” he asked. “Think about everything that’s happened. Our marriage, the war, the kingdom — all of that’s going to get erased. And what about our kids? Are you okay with killing Solstice and Remedy? If you turn back time, they’ll never even get the chance to exist.”

Clearsight’s mind went numb. She was prepared to redo her marriage with Darkstalker. She was prepared to redo ending the war with the IceWings. But Solstice and Remedy were different, because she couldn’t redo them. Even if she went back in time and they had dragonets again, the new dragonets wouldn’t be Solstice and Remedy. They’d be different. They always were. If she turned back time, she’d have to say goodbye to the kids she had right now. Forever.

“It’s too late to redo this, Clearsight,” Darkstalker said. “This is our timeline, whether you like it or not.”

At that, he started walking off into the palace.

“Where are you going?” Clearsight asked.

“To find that watch of yours,” he said, not turning back. “I’m going to hide it, in case you ever decide to change your mind.”

Clearsight didn’t try to stop him. In that moment, she too feared the possibility that she’d change her mind in the future. Doomed or not, she was trapped in this timeline. She couldn’t let the temptation of starting everything over convince her otherwise.
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  FATHOM


Clearpool and Ripple grew as fast as any other SeaWing hatchlings, but it still surprised Fathom and Indigo just how fast that was. It only took three months for them to start forming complete sentences and swimming all on their own with ease. They were more than twice their original size, and — as Fathom predicted — they became troublemakers at an early age.

“Did you get into the fruit basket?” he asked Ripple, while he was in the house. Behind him was the fruit basket, which was knocked over.

“No,” Ripple said, while his face was covered in mango pulp.

“Then who did?”

Ripple pointed to Clearpool, who was sitting next to him with a face also covered in mango pulp. Clearpool shook her head.

Fathom held his breath to try and keep himself from laughing. “Why is the ground all sticky, then?”

Ripple and Clearpool shrugged.

“And why do you have mango all over your faces?”

Ripple and Clearpool slowly looked at each other, looking as though they had no idea what he was talking about.

Fathom sighed. “So how did the fruit basket fall on the floor?”

“Ripple climbed on the table,” Clearpool said.

“Ah, so Ripple’s big enough to climb on the table now?”

Silence.

“How many mangoes did you take?”

More silence.

“Just one?”

Clearpool said, “No,” and Ripple said, “Yes.” Then Clearpool said, “Yes.”

“Uh huh,” Fathom said, trying very, very hard to frown at them. “Did you throw away the pits like you’re supposed to?”

“Yes, Daddy,” they said, in a more confident tone of voice that sounded a lot more honest.

Fathom walked past the spilled fruit basket and into their pantry, which was a small, dark room whose entrance was covered with a curtain of jute fabric. In the corner of the room was a waste basket covered in a fiber-woven lid. When Fathom opened the lid, he spotted five fresh mango cores resting on top of the small pile of other older fruit remains.

“You guys really need to learn to cover your tracks better,” Fathom murmured so that the kids couldn’t actually hear him. He picked up the basket and took it out of the pantry.

“Okay, listen up,” he said, looking at his dragonets. “Mommy said that I was supposed to keep an eye on you two while she was out doing swimming lessons, and she’s gonna be mad at me if she finds out that I let you get into the fruit. So we’re gonna need to clean everything up before she gets back. Clearpool, go get the rags. Ripple, go get the bucket and fill it up with water. And wash your face off before you get back.”

Ripple pouted. “But daddy, I hate getting the water. It’s so heavy.”

“It makes you stronger, Ripple. Now go; I don’t want to hear any more complaining.”

Ripple continued to whine, but slowly made his way to the bucket against the far wall of the room.

Fathom fought a grin. “You’ll need to go faster than that, Ripple. C’mon, I want that bucket filled with water and back here in one minute.”

Ripple panicked at that and darted for the bucket. “No fair, I can’t do it that fast!”

“If you’re big enough to reach the fruit basket, then you’re big enough to clean up your mess after getting into it. Now go; I’ll be counting.”

As Ripple scrammed outside with the bucket handle in his mouth, Clearpool gathered some coarse rags which were kept in another small basket against the wall.

When she returned to Fathom, he took one of the rags from her talons and started wiping her face down. Clearpool closed her eyes and started pulling her face away.

“Hold still, sweetheart. The more you squirm, the longer I’ll take.”

Clearpool whimpered, but held herself still, letting Fathom wipe her scales down more thoroughly.

Fathom couldn’t remember what he was like when he was their age. Most of his memories began after his discovery that he was an animus. Prior to that, he just remembered being a quiet, reserved little prince who spent all day with Indigo. He wasn’t even sure if he got into trouble all that much before then.

If I did, I hope I was better at it than these two idiots, he thought affectionately.

When Clearpool was all clean, Fathom rose to his feet and turned around, starting towards the fruit basket. But at the doorway leading outside, he spotted a larger, female SeaWing looking straight at him.

His reflex to jump in surprise seized him before he could process that it was Pearl and not Indigo. “Oh, Pearl,” he said, calming himself down a bit. “Uh, it’s good to see you again. You haven’t run into Indigo yet, I assume? She’d probably give you a hard time if she saw you.”

Pearl had been visiting about once every other week ever since Clearpool and Ripple hatched. Fathom got the impression that she came here mostly to get her mind off of being queen, even though she never outright said so. She complained a lot about how stressful being queen was, and kept Fathom up-to-date with a lot of the affairs going on in the Sea Kingdom.

But normally when she came to visit, she didn’t have this dark, serious look on her face that she did right now.

“Fathom, I need to speak with you,” Pearl said. There was a harsh confidence in her voice that Fathom hadn’t heard in a long time. It made him a little bit frazzled.

“Um … okay, but I need to clean up this house right now and go shopping for some mangoes,” he said as he trotted to the fruit basket and picked it up. “Can it wait until Indigo gets back?”

“No, it can’t.” Pearl followed Fathom inside as he placed the basket on the table in the pantry. “Fathom, listen. I don’t know how else to say this, but you were wrong about Darkstalker.”

“Why, because he started occupying the Tail Peninsula? I don’t see anything wrong with that; it’s unowned land.” As he spoke, Ripple returned soaking wet, carrying a bucket half filled with water. “Great job, Ripple; you got back so fast! And you’re nice and clean now too. Now, you and Clearpool start wiping down the floor, okay? Make sure to scrub extra hard anywhere that’s all sticky. If you finish early, I’ll take you two for another swim when you’re done, and you’ll get to choose what fish you want to have for dinner.”

“Yes, Daddy,” Ripple said, grabbing a rag. “C’mon, Clearpool.”

Fathom beamed at them as they got to work. They both paused for a moment to look at Pearl, but were too shy to say anything.

Fathom turned to Pearl and said, “Were we that obedient when we were their age?”

“Don’t change the subject, Fathom,” Pearl said sourly, which completely killed Fathom’s good mood. “This isn’t about the Tail Peninsula. Just a few hours ago, I received a letter from the Rainforest Kingdom. Queen Anaconda is dead.”

Fathom straightened up. He looked over to his hatchlings, and decided that he didn’t want them hearing any of this. So he gestured for Pearl to follow him outside. They stepped down onto the grass and he lowered his voice. “How did she die?” he asked.

“The letter says that it was a heart attack, but I do not think this was naturally caused.” Pearl curled her head in towards Fathom, and she continued in a whisper. “Just after my last visit here, Queen Anaconda came to my court. She told me that Darkstalker had sent her a message, asking her to allow the NightWings to set up encampments along the southern coast of the rainforest.”

Fathom tilted his head, confused. “That sounds like a very strange request.”

“It was to establish a physical connection between the colonies and the Talon Peninsula,” Pearl explained. “He wants to occupy the entire coastline.”

That … actually did sound a little bit like something Darkstalker would want. But it surprised Fathom that he would actively seek it out; there was no way the RainWings would be willing to just give the Night Kingdom their coastline. “What did Queen Anaconda say?”

“Obviously she said no, but she believed Darkstalker was threatening her. That’s why she came to me: she was afraid for her life.”

“You think Darkstalker killed her?”

“Queen Anaconda’s oldest daughter is Fantasia, who by all accounts is a lazy idiot with no backbone and the social skills of a baby sea turtle. Anaconda knew this, and she suspected Darkstalker did too. She figured that he’d be able to use his future sight to find out that if he killed Anaconda, then Fantasia would take the throne, and he’d have a much easier time manipulating her.”

Fathom didn’t believe it. There was no way. Darkstalker wouldn’t do that. And even if he would, Clearsight definitely wouldn’t.

“This was probably just a coincidence,” he said, trying to sound dismissive. “Her heart attack was probably just a result of stress, or a bad diet, or something.”

“No, it wasn’t. Queen Anaconda was healthy; she wasn’t the sort of dragon that would suddenly drop dead like this.”

“And Darkstalker isn’t the sort of dragon that would suddenly decide to kill her for his own convenience,” he said. “I’ve checked his soul with the soul reader plenty of times; he still has plenty of good in him.”

Pearl placed a talon on Fathom’s shoulder. “Fathom, I know you want to believe that Darkstalker is still the same dragon, but dragons change. We’ve seen it with Albatross. Now we’re seeing it with Darkstalker.”

Fathom swatted Pearl’s talon off of his shoulder. “I’ll prove to you that you’re wrong,” he said, starting towards the beach. “I’ll use my animus magic to find the truth.”

“No, Fathom!” Pearl shouted, running after him. “You can’t just use your powers for small things like this. You’re the only good animus dragon left. You need to protect your soul.”

“I’ll be fine,” Fathom said. “And this isn’t a small thing. You’re accusing my best friend of murder.”

“But you need to—”

“—Pearl, the last time you accused Darkstalker of doing something terrible without proof, you were wrong. Have you learned nothing from the war you just lost?”

Instantly, the intensity in Pearl’s eyes vanished, and for the first time, Fathom finally saw some doubt in them. That was good. He couldn’t afford to let her be confident right now. He had to be the one who knew he was right.

“Let me prove it to you, just this once,” he said. “If you’re right, and Darkstalker really did do this, then I’ll turn my back on him and return to the Sea Kingdom. If you’re wrong, then I don’t want to hear another word from you about Darkstalker again.”

Fathom picked a pebble off the ground and stopped in front of the ocean, where the sand was wetted by the receding waves. He looked back at Pearl to see if she would try and stop him, but she simply nodded at him.

What if she’s right? he wondered as he looked back at the pebble. What if this was Darkstalker’s doing? Would I be able to trust anyone anymore?

No, Pearl couldn’t be right. She had to be mistaken. It was a fair mistake to make, but it had to be a coincidence. Darkstalker would never do that. He wouldn’t.

But even as he started thinking that, tendrils of doubt swam through his brain. He remembered the way Darkstalker acted in front of all of the queens when he got his powers back. He remembered how he used his powers to brand the moon with the insignia of the Night Kingdom. He remembered how the soul reader was showing that he was getting more evil. Could he really be slipping?

A part of him didn’t want to know. Suddenly, he was afraid of using his powers to find the answer. He believed Darkstalker was a good dragon, and he wanted to keep believing that. He didn’t want to be proven wrong.

“Fathom,” Pearl said, breaking him from his thoughts. “Go on ahead. It’s okay.”

Fathom took a deep breath. Don’t worry, Fathom. You have to be right about this. You know you’re right. You have nothing to be afraid of.

“Pebble, I enchant you to write the truthful answer to the following question in the sand: Did Darkstalker kill Queen Anaconda?”

Despite everything, Fathom knew what the answer was going to be before seeing it. When the pebble hopped from his talons onto the sand, he knew in his gut that it would trace the word ‘YES’ in the sand. And it came as no surprise when it did.

But he still didn’t believe it.

“W-wait,” Fathom said, stepping forward. “Maybe I wasn’t specific enough. What does it even mean to ‘kill’ something? Maybe the heart-attack was still naturally caused, and it was caused by Darkstalker stressing her out. That would probably still count as Darkstalker killing her, right?”

He grabbed the pebble again, and erased the word ‘YES’ from the sand with the palm of his talon.

“Fathom—” Pearl started.

“I enchant this pebble to write the truthful answer to the following question in the sand: Was Queen Anaconda’s heart attack naturally caused?”

The pebble hopped off of Fathom’s talon and wrote down the word ‘NO’ in the sand.

“Well — maybe it’s unclear what ‘naturally caused’ means. Maybe being stressed out by a magical dragon isn’t a natural cause of a heart attack.” Fathom picked up the pebble again.

“Fathom, stop!”

“I enchant this pebble to write the answer to the following question in the sand: Did Darkstalker use his magic to intentionally cause Queen Anaconda to die?”

Onto the sand the pebble went, and beneath the word ‘NO,’ it wrote the word ‘YES.’

Fathom felt like his brain was melting. “But — but, maybe Queen Anaconda was threatening him,” he suggested. “Maybe he just killed her in self-defence. It wouldn’t be the first time another queen has threatened him.”

He started reaching for the pebble again, but Pearl tackled him before he could pick it up. “That’s enough, Fathom!”

Fathom squirmed and clawed at the sand. “Let me go! Don’t you want to find out too?”

“You can’t keep wasting your magic like this,” Pearl said, struggling to keep Fathom at bay. “You can’t let yourself turn evil too.”

“Darkstalker’s not evil!” Fathom said with a whimper. “We just need to find out why he did this.”

“Don’t run from this, Fathom,” Pearl said. “Queen Anaconda was no threat to Darkstalker. You know that.”

Fathom’s heart still protested. He wasn’t ready to lose his best friend. He wanted so badly to believe that there was something he was missing — that Darkstalker really did have a good reason for doing this.

But this wasn’t something he could deny. He knew Pearl was right. He knew that the only explanation for this was Darkstalker’s soul turning bad. He hoped that there was something he could do to pull Darkstalker back, but right now, he was gone.

“Can you let me go?” Fathom asked. “I feel like every time we meet, you find an excuse to pin my face in the sand.”

“Promise me you won’t make any enchantments when I let go of you,” Pearl said.

“If I wanted to make an enchantment I could make one right now,” he said. “No magic. I promise.”

Pearl let go of him, and Fathom slowly sat back up. The warm ocean waves crashed beside him — a sound that was still whimsical to him even after hearing it every day for the past four months.

“I might need some time to digest this,” Fathom said. “It’s still hard to believe.”

“I understand.” Pearl took one of his talons and grasped it tight. “But I need you in the Sea Kingdom, Fathom. If Darkstalker is willing to kill Anaconda, then he’s willing to kill me too. I need your protection. We all do.”

“Or maybe I should go back to the Night Kingdom,” Fathom suggested. “I bet I could talk some sense into Darkstalker. He’ll listen to me.”

Pearl squeezed his talons tighter. “No. I’m not going to risk you being with Darkstalker again. I don’t trust him to not do something to you. You need to be safe, and away from him.”

Fathom would have protested. He would have complained that that sounded exactly like what the old Pearl would have said, and that he didn’t want to be trapped in the Sea Kingdom against his will.

But he also cared too much about Pearl to risk not being with her right now, when he was no longer entirely certain that Darkstalker wouldn’t kill her.

“I think we should find a way to contact Clearsight in secret,” Pearl said. “Since this was Darkstalker’s doing and not hers, she might still be in favor of peace.”

“No,” Fathom said, shaking his head. “Darkstalker put his animus powers back into a new scroll, and Clearsight has access to it just as much as he does. He wouldn’t have been able to kill Queen Anaconda without Clearsight knowing. She has to be in on this too.”

Pearl lowered her eyes. “Then I guess we’ll just need to inform the rest of the queens,” she said. “Let them know that Darkstalker is getting more dangerous, but Fathom is on our side.”

“I’ll try and figure out something to say to Darkstalker,” Fathom said. “I’m also going to need to come up with some spells to cast. And a way to make sure my soul doesn’t get destroyed in the process.”

“Don’t cast any spells without running them by me first,” Pearl said. “Promise?”

“I promise,” he said. “Look, I need to go find Indigo. We’ve got a lot to talk about. You should get back to the palace before it gets too late.”

“I’ll be back tomorrow,” Pearl said. “Stay safe until then.”

They wrapped their arms around each other, and then Pearl took to the sky. Fathom let out a sigh and started back to the house, wondering if he’d ever come back to it again after today.

  



33. Chapter 32


    
    
  DARKSTALKER


The throne room doors opened.

Listener stepped in, alone and unannounced. Her thoughts skittered and bounced in her brain like a swarm of panicking mayflies. He could almost audibly hear her nerves, no mind reading necessary.

“Listener!” Darkstalker said cheerfully from atop his throne. “What brings you here?”

He tried to ease her anxiety by sounding pleased to see her. There was no reason she should be afraid of him. There was no reason anyone should be afraid of him, unless they crossed him. But he didn’t do bad things to his friends. Only evil dragons would do that, and Darkstalker was not evil by any stretch of the imagination.

“Hail, King Darkstalker,” Listener said, bowing. “Er … where is Queen Clearsight?”

“Taking the dragonets out on their first hunting lesson,” Darkstalker said. “I would have done it myself, but Clearsight tends to get caught up on the worst possible futures. She insisted on taking them herself, so that she could make sure they stayed safe.”

“Oh — okay,” Listener said, her eyes darting to the empty throne beside Darkstalker. “When will she return?”

“Not until we’ve both retired for the night,” he said. “Is there something important you have to report? By all means, do let me know. Clearsight and I rule the kingdom together, after all.”

Part of his attitude was an act. Clearsight had told Darkstalker that Listener would probably show up while he was on the throne, and she asked that he be gentle with her. Darkstalker found that a little ominous, but he obviously promised that he would. It was Listener, after all.

He expected her to bring him some bad news. Perhaps another so-called ally showed signs of treachery and betrayal, and had to be exiled from the Night Kingdom. Or perhaps she caught wind of a conspiracy against him. Or perhaps those dastardly freeloading daughters of Queen Vigilance were considering exercising their right to challenge Clearsight once-and-for-all. He should have taken away that right a long time ago. Clearsight was a fool to let them have it for so long.

“I would very much like to speak with both you and Queen Clearsight about this,” Listener said, her voice stuttering slightly.

Darkstalker frowned. “There’s no need for that, Listener,” he said. “If you come bearing bad news, I can handle it. And if the matter is relevant to both Clearsight and myself, then I promise I will run it by her.”

Listener’s thoughts slowed, but she remained nervous as ever. In fact, right now it seemed as though she were trying to find a way out of this room.

“Listener, out with it; I insist,” Darkstalker said. “And no lying: I’ll know if you’re lying.”

Ah, there was the resolve that broke her shell. He heard Listener’s inner thoughts let out a long sigh, and from it, there came a confrontational spark. She clenched her fists and looked up at him. “I received word that you banished Shadowhunter yesterday,” she said.

Darkstalker blinked. “Oh, that’s what this is about?” he asked. “Yes, I did. He was going to betray me. The future was littered with his treachery.”

“He was my head informant,” Listener said. “I don’t know how I’m going to be able to do my job without him.”

“You can find other informants,” Darkstalker told her. “I thought it was a good idea to have multiple sources of intel.”

“But Shadowhunter had connections,” Listener explained. “Without him, I’m deaf to half of the organizations in this kingdom that are most likely to actually form a coalition against you.”

“Yes, I know the connections he had,” Darkstalker said. “Those connections can corrupt a dragon, Listener. He was moments away from double-crossing me and being at the head of one of those coalitions. You need to be careful with dragons like that. Their loyalty needs to be unquestioning.”

“I’m a mind reader too, Darkstalker, and I’ve been in his mind more than you have. He wasn’t going to betray you.”

“Well I have future seeing powers, and I can promise you that he was.” Darkstalker let out a huff. “What would you like for me to do, anyway? Track him down, unbanish him, and hire him back as your informant?”

“Well — yes, ideally,” she said. “It wouldn’t be hard to do. We could use the Obsidian Map you enchanted a few months ago find his exact location, and—”

“—Listener, I don’t make the decision to banish dragons lightly,” Darkstalker told her. “This was a carefully-thought-out decision that I made with my best judgment.”

“That’s a lie, Darkstalker!” Listener shouted, spreading her wings. “If you used your best judgment, you would have at least talked to me before you banished him! I worked with Shadowhunter every day. I was constantly listening to his thoughts. If you wanted to make an informed decision, you would have let me be a part of it.”

Darkstalker narrowed his eyes. He was starting to read another emotion in Listener’s head now — one that she’d been trying to hide. It wasn’t the sudden anger; that had been there the moment she decided to talk to him about this.

It was the fact that she had feelings for Shadowhunter. They revealed themselves in the form of resentment towards Darkstalker for taking him away from her.

Listener was always more on the emotional side. She’d outgrown some of her more childish proclivities, like falling in love with the first dragon she ran into every other day, but she was probably still a passionate romantic at heart.

Which was worrisome, because that meant her loyalty could be swayed. He could already feel his future sight warning him that she might go looking for Shadowhunter on her own. Perhaps she was no longer trustworthy.

So this was why Clearsight wanted him to be gentle with her. It wasn’t because she came bearing bad news, but because she came bearing a reason for him to question her allegiance.


  Oh Clearsight, how can you be so concerned about how I treat other dragons now when you can see what can happen in the future if I risk being compassionate and merciful?


“Listener, you’re in love with this dragon, aren’t you?” he asked, getting straight to the point.

Listener winced, scolding her mind for being so readable. “I am, yes,” she said. “But I swear, that has nothing to do with this. He was not an untrustworthy dragon; of that I’m certain.”

“I’m sure you believe that,” Darkstalker said, “but he’s going to be someone you’ll need to let go if you want to move forward.”

That answer didn’t seem to do much. The anger in her head continued to stew.

Darkstalker sighed. “Okay, okay,” he said. “Look, I understand how much love can matter to a dragon, and I don’t want to be the one who gets in the way. Would you like to go and find him? If I gave you the chance to be with him, would you take it?”

She looked up at Darkstalker, her eyes a little bit brighter. “Yes,” she said. “Yes, of course I would.”

“Very well, then,” he said. “In that case, you are hereby banished from the Night Kingdom.”

His words snuffed out all of the hope in her eyes. “W-what?!” she stuttered, wide-eyed. “Wait, no, that’s not what I meant at all!”

“You can use the Obsidian Map to find Shadowhunter’s location before you leave, but after that, you are to immediately leave the Night Kingdom.”

“You can’t do this!” Listener shouted. “Darkstalker, my entire life is here in the Night Kingdom. I didn’t do anything; please let me stay here.”

Ah, she was good at making him doubt himself. She looked so devastated; Darkstalker actually felt bad for her. Was he being evil right now?

No. No, he had to think about the wellbeing of the kingdom. Listener was obviously at risk of becoming a threat to him. And besides, he knew Listener. He was sure she’d find happiness with Shadowhunter once they found each other. They’d be so cute, living in exile together.

“Listener, I’m not going to be negotiating this,” he said. “You are banished. Now get ready to leave this kingdom before I ask the guards to force you out.”

Listener looked back at the pair of guards standing by the throne room door. When she faced Darkstalker again, tears were filling her eyes. “Darkstalker, I’m begging you; let me stay. I’m your friend. I’ve always been on your side, haven’t I?” She prostrated herself, face falling to the ground. “I will always be loyal to you and the Night Kingdom. I would never betray this tribe.”

Before Darkstalker could summon the air to speak out a response, the throne room doors swung open. Clearsight marched in, her brow flattened into a blazing scowl. “Listener, you are not banished,” she said. “You may stay here in the Night Kingdom, and you will remain our spymaster for as long as you wish.”

Listener ran over to Clearsight and hugged her fiercely, sobbing into her shoulder. Darkstalker said nothing; he simply looked at Clearsight, quietly fuming.

He didn’t like being undermined like this, and Clearsight knew it. It wasn’t very good optics to have the king and the queen at odds with each other, especially when they were supposed to rule side-by-side. And yet Clearsight still did this sometimes: she directly opposed Darkstalker’s decisions right in front of their subjects, seemingly not caring how bad it made them look.

Not to mention that whenever she did that, Darkstalker couldn’t get his way. But he tried not to be petty about that. After all, it was still her kingdom just as much as his. It would be evil of him to get too petty over not getting his way from time to time.

“Head back to your room,” Clearsight said. “I need to have a private word with Darkstalker.”

Listener let go of Clearsight. “But — but I still—”

“—I’ll talk with you about Shadowhunter later, I promise,” she said. “Now run off. That’s an order.”

Listener nodded, and promptly left the throne room. Before the doors closed, Clearsight addressed the two door guards. “You two, stand watch outside of the throne room and don’t let anyone in.”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” they both said, before breaking formation and leaving. The doors shut behind them with a loud, murmuring echo that took far too long to totally fade.

Now that the room was empty, Darkstalker rose to his feet and Clearsight looked back at him, her eyes still ripe with anger.

“What do you think you’re doing?” she asked.

“Same thing I do every day,” he said, making his way down the steps. “Trying to keep our kingdom alive and thriving. What do you think you’re doing? You’re supposed to be with the dragonets.”

“I was, but then my powers told me that you were about to expel Listener from the entire Night Kingdom, and I found that a little bit more important!”

“Ah, glad to know that you find undermining my authority as king more important than looking after our own kids,” Darkstalker said with a huff of smoke.

“If undermining your authority keeps my best friend from being exiled, then yes, that’s more important than doing a hunting lesson with Solstice and Remedy that we could do at any time.”

“Oh, don’t take this personally, Clearsight. She’s my friend too.”

“That makes it worse!” she shouted, her scales bristling. “She’s your friend. How could you do that to her?”

“Because we can’t trust our friends anymore. Any of them could betray us. Just like Fathom did.” He looked away, scowling at the marble seat of his throne.

He would always resent Fathom for leaving him like that. The day he received that letter from the Sea Kingdom was one of the worst days of his life in recent memory. The words hurt so much. They’d stabbed into his chest like a ghostly knife that carved out pieces of his soul. And he was left with hollow wounds that couldn’t heal or clot or bleed, just fester.

He remembered studying the futures, just like Clearsight usually did, searching for a way to convince Fathom to come back. He knew he wasn’t as good at it as Clearsight, but he still spent days trying. Every path he did manage to trace led nowhere. He’d never see his friend again.

Why couldn’t Fathom have just talked to him? He could have come back to the Night Kingdom and discussed Queen Anaconda’s death with him, the way mature adults did when they disagreed with each other. But instead he retreated to the Sea Kingdom, leaving Darkstalker behind without even the chance to say goodbye.

And it was all over the death of a single dragon, who was getting directly in the way of all of his plans. Why was that such a problem to him? Did he forget about the other time he killed a queen to get his way? Why was Fathom suddenly so upset when it was Queen Anaconda, but not when it was Queen Vigilance?

He never knew being an ambitious ruler would turn out to be such a lonely and isolating endeavor. If he ever pushed to provide the best for his tribe, he’d be labelled an evil tyrant by even his closest friends.

A part of him wondered why he even bothered showing restraint. If he was going to be betrayed by his friends and allies either way, what was the point? If he was going to be considered an evil king no matter what, why shouldn’t he actually become one?

The futures where he did succumb to that temptation were probably the ones that Clearsight saw and feared. He saw them too, and he agreed that he didn’t like what he saw in them. He had to be the better dragon.

“Darkstalker, I’m sorry Fathom turned on us,” Clearsight said. “But you can’t let that affect how you treat all your other subjects. I think it’d probably be best if you take some time off from being king.”

“I can’t take a break now,” Darkstalker said. “Not while all this is going on.”

“What do you mean?”

“This whole trust crisis,” Darkstalker said, waving his arms in the air. “We don’t know who we can trust and who we can’t. First Fathom, now Listener — I don’t know who’s next.”

“Darkstalker, I can handle that,” Clearsight said. “I have powers, remember? And right now, the dragon I’m most worried about is you. You can trust me.”

If he were being completely honest, Darkstalker couldn’t trust Clearsight. He knew her heart was in the right place, but they were seeing eye-to-eye less and less often when it came to ruling the kingdom. He wasn’t sure if she would undo all of the decisions he made if she got the chance.

Then again, she could technically undo his decisions whenever she wanted, so Darkstalker did have some faith in her.

“I’m not going to be taking any time off from being king,” he said. “But maybe I have been a little too impulsive lately. If I want to exile anyone else, I’ll run it by you first.”

Clearsight sighed. “Fine, but I’ll hold you to that. No executions or imprisonments or any serious decisions either. You need to have a bit of humility when I tell you that you’re starting to sound just a little bit too much like a malevolent tyrant sometimes.”

Darkstalker wished he could see into Clearsight’s mind to make sure she was joking when she said that, but she started wearing her mind-blocking bracelet again. Apparently she was starting to see some darker futures, and because a lot of those dark futures arose from things Darkstalker did, she wanted to analyze them herself before sharing them with him.

Which was a little offensive, if Darkstalker were being honest. He wanted to help Clearsight by avoiding the futures where he was evil, and it was hard to do that when he couldn’t see the sorts of things he did that led to those futures. He couldn’t think of any good reasons for why she insisted on hiding her thoughts from him, unless she believed that they would disagree on what an ‘evil’ Darkstalker actually looked like. And if that were the case, then they really ought to have that conversation at some point.

“Oh, come now, Clearsight. I’m sure you’ll warm up to me being a malevolent tyrant soon enough,” he said sarcastically.

Clearsight shot a frown at him, and Darkstalker pinned his ears back. “Er, sorry. Probably wasn’t in good taste for me to joke about that.” He placed a talon on her shoulder and said, “Hey, why don’t we both take the rest of the night off? I wouldn’t mind finishing that hunting lesson with you and the kids.”

Slowly, her frown slid up into a smile. “Now that is something we can agree on,” she said, starting towards the throne room door. “Solstice is so excited to show you his masterful technique where he kills his prey by belly-flopping on them.”

Darkstalker let out a fake shudder. “Those rabbits must cower in fear before him.”

“Oh, you should see how they tremble,” she said with a chuckle.

Darkstalker left the throne room with some comfort in his heart. He had no reason to doubt himself: just look at how he still made Clearsight smile! She still had faith in him, which meant that he was still far from an evil dragon.

Which was good, because he still had so much more planned for his kingdom.


A/N: Oooh, that was a fun chapter to write. I hope you enjoyed it just as much as I did!

Next chapter is gonna be fun too. We’re going to be saying hi to an old friend. See you then!

  



34. Chapter 33


    
    
  CLEARSIGHT


About a month after Queen Anaconda’s death, Darkstalker called for a meeting with the new RainWing queen to discuss foreign relations between the Night Kingdom and the Rainforest Kingdom, as was customary when tribes got new rulers.

Darkstalker had made no secret in the past of his desire to annex the coastline of the Rainforest Kingdom, and it was well-known between both tribes that Queen Anaconda had given him a hard time in achieving this goal. The wiry RainWing had either been too naive to realize the threat that Darkstalker carried when he sent her his message asking for the southern coast of the Rainforest, or she’d had nerves of steel and was ready to brace her kingdom for any potential consequences of her refusal.

Whatever the case, she refused all of Darkstalker’s requests, and died not long afterwards. Roused to suspicion, Clearsight asked Darkstalker about any role he might have played in the RainWing queen’s death. He ‘proved’ his innocence to her by allowing her to read his scroll. Indeed, there were no spells in it that targeted Anaconda, or any other dragon for that matter, in any way. Queen Anaconda’s death, he’d insisted, was merely a coincidence.

Clearsight had pretended to be convinced, but in actuality all it did was feed her suspicions that Darkstalker was hiding something from her.

She suspected that he still had animus powers, and that he was casting spells without her knowledge.

This wasn’t a suspicion that she held on a whim either. She had an entire future’s worth of evidence in her arsenal to back them up. There were too many convenient coincidences she saw with her powers, much like the one with Queen Anaconda.

There were also too many futures she could see where Darkstalker messed with her mind if she ever confronted him about his animus powers. She saw futures where she was brainwashed into compliance or enchanted to not think so much about how evil Darkstalker was becoming.

When she first realized what was happening in these futures, she clutched the moonstone bracelet that she wore, and made a point to never take it off. Given how little faith she had left in Darkstalker at this point, she worried that if he ever got the chance to read her mind again, he’d be so startled by her hopelessness that he’d throw a mind-altering spell on her without second thought.

At any rate, whether by homicide or by freak accident, Queen Anaconda had died, and her daughter, Fantasia, took her place.

Fantasia was not a popular queen, according to reports. She was small and fat — the latter of which was considered an insult to the RainWing image of dexterity, and the former of which was an unfortunate trait for her as queen. She also had a reputation among the RainWing nobility for being dimwitted and gullible, which Clearsight found a little worrying.

On the other talon, the futures seemed to suggest that she was well-prepared for this meeting with her and Darkstalker. She wasn’t going to easily capitulate to the NightWing king’s will. It appeared that she was willing to prove — both to her tribe and to the NightWings — that she was not going to be the spineless queen that everyone was expecting her to be.

“Fantasia is more defiant than you’ve been led to believe,” Clearsight warned Darkstalker the other night, in hopes that he might not be so ambitious when he tried to have his way with her. “She’ll shut down if you try to make an empty threat against her. If I were you, I would try being friendly. We could probably arrange an open borders treaty between our tribes if you could convince her that we’re not enemies. Such a treaty would obviously benefit us more than them, given their geography.”

Darkstalker, who had been lightly pacing in their bedroom at the time and who looked as though he were only half-listening to her, let out a hum. “More defiant, you say?” he echoed. “Very well, then. Let’s arrange for some welcoming RainWing decorations to be put up. I’ll have a word with the custodians.”

He followed through on this, and by the time he and Clearsight had awoken the next evening, there were colorful rainforest flowers and rainbow decorations adorning the main halls of the palace.

Darkstalker and Clearsight made their way to one of the chambers on the west wing of the palace, where they had arranged for the meeting to take place. Clearsight asked Darkstalker why he didn’t simply have them meet with the queen in the throne room, and he responded with a huff of smoke.

“I’m growing a little sick of the throne room,” he said. “Besides, I’d rather not be sitting on a giant chair while talking to Queen Fantasia. It doesn’t seem like the right atmosphere for a negotiation.”

To Darkstalker’s credit, Clearsight quite liked the room herself. It was a meeting room designed specifically for negotiations between foreign ambassadors. It was large enough to comfortably hold about a dozen dragons, and had looming windows on the western wall, showing the vast forests and mountains of the Talon Peninsula. The floor was carpeted, which was actually a rarity in the Night Kingdom palace, and a chandelier hung from above to illuminate the room.

Clearsight was actually a little optimistic. There were some squabbles between Darkstalker and Fantasia that she could hear in the future, but as with all conversations, it was too hard to predict exactly where those squabbles would lead to. What mattered was that Darkstalker actually seemed as though he were trying to be cordial, which was a welcoming change to say the least.

Fantasia arrived early, stepping into the meeting room with the accompaniment of two RainWing guards and three NightWing palace guards, all of whom took their leave once they’d finished escorting her.

Fantasia truly was a dwarvish figure, standing a head below Clearsight and a head-and-a-half below Darkstalker. Her scales were a deep purple, with twin strips of green running down her back and pale lavender on her underbelly. Every feature on her face was soft: she had bright blue eyes, a warm, childlike smile, and a pair of purple frills behind her ears that were pulled back in a comfortable but confident posture.

She bowed to both of them when she entered. “Your Majesties, King Darkstalker and Queen Clearsight,” she started. “You honor me with the welcome you arranged. Blessings to you from the Rainforest.”

“The honor is ours, Queen Fantasia,” Clearsight said, bowing in return. “How was your flight?”

“Slow, but it is hard to find fault in that when such gorgeous mountains and gorges keep rising up over the horizon,” she said. “I must confess, however, that flying into the sun did not come naturally to me.”

“Fantasia, we are not here to discuss such matters as the mountains or the gorges,” Darkstalker said, his voice suddenly taking an impatient tone. “We have business to attend to, and I think we ought to get started.”

Clearsight shot Darkstalker a disapproving frown for forgetting to address Fantasia with her royal title — and for the rather imposing tone of voice he was sporting. And while Fantasia herself responded gracefully with a smile, there was a glimmer of frustration in her eye that Clearsight couldn’t help but notice.

“Of course,” Fantasia said with a nod. “I was hoping we could arrange a treaty of non-aggression between our tribes before we—”

“—I’m going to stop you there,” Darkstalker said, taking a step towards the RainWing queen. His frown deepened into a scowl. “I’m not interested in any treaties or pacts you have to offer us. Why would I be? Your tribe has never done anything for the good of the NightWings — not once, in the entire history of its existence.”

Utterly horrified, Clearsight looked wide-eyed at Darkstalker. What the heck are you doing? We need her to like us!

Fantasia was speechless for a moment, and a few of the scales on her face grew paler. But before long she forced the color back and summoned a calm reply. “I must disagree, King Darkstalker. Our tribes have been on friendly terms for thousands of years. We’ve enjoyed a long period of peace and cultural intermixing. And, we are your most prominent trading partner, are we not?”

“Oh, yes, and it’s insulting how one-sided that trade has been throughout our histories!”

Clearsight interjected, “I wouldn’t say that—”

“—In exchange for some chocolate and papayas,” Darkstalker continued, ignoring Clearsight, “we give you feats of NightWing engineering: the fruits of our labors — innovations that you rely on to give yourselves any sort of relevance in our world.”

Fantasia scrunched her nose. “If you think our trade agreement is so one-sided, then why do you continue to abide by it?”

“That’s a question I’ve been asking myself for quite some time now,” Darkstalker said, stepping closer to the small RainWing queen. “Why have we been letting you rob us for all these years? I could only imagine the reason is because the previous queens never saw any problems with the status quo. They never needed to: their rule was assured by their security as a royal family. But such is not the case for me. I earned my position as king, and Clearsight her position as queen. We’re supported not by any royal lineage but solely by the love and support of our tribe — something which you cannot say for yourself.”

That caused her to falter. Fantasia pinned her ears back, and backed away from Darkstalker, The paleness returned to her scales, and this time it stayed. “I do not doubt that, Your Majesty,” she said.

“And I’ve earned that love and support by reigniting the fire in their hearts,” Darkstalker continued. “Clearsight and I — we saw what was wrong with our kingdom, and we set out to fix it. We made the NightWings once again proud to be NightWings. No king or queen has ever done more for the good of our tribe than we have!”

Fantasia now lowered her head. “Again, I do not doubt that, Your Majesty.”

“You’d better not! And don’t think for a second that I’m done fulfilling my ambitions for my tribe. You and your RainWings have gotten in our way for long enough, and I’m prepared to put an end to your connivery once and for all.”

Clearsight wanted to speak up, but for some reason she’d lost her voice now. She’d only ever seen Darkstalker like this in her visions: she didn’t realize how much it would frighten her when she actually saw him aggressing.

She wanted to interfere, just like how she had interfered when Darkstalker was banishing Listener. But it was different this time. She didn’t know how Darkstalker was going to react if she stood in his way. And she didn’t have time to check the futures to make sure it would even be safe for her to do so.

“Please, King Darkstalker, let me hear your complaints,” Queen Fantasia said. “I assure you that I will do whatever I can to reach an understanding between our tribes.”

“And why should I believe that?” Darkstalker pressed. “You have been mobilizing soldiers along the Rainforest border ever since we settled in the Tail Peninsula. How could I believe that you make your promises in good faith?”

“We have done no such thing!” Fantasia defended.

“Oh, please, do you really think you can hide it from me?” Darkstalker asked. “You can’t turn a single stone on the borders of the Rainforest without my knowing, so don’t play dumb. And don’t think either that you can get away with such a move. All I need to do is give the order, and my soldiers will march in and put an end to all of your petty defenses. Once my army has breached your borders, there’ll be nothing you or even I could do to stop them. So I’d advise you to stop acting in bad faith and actually work with me.”

Clearsight’s patience ran out. She had to speak up. “Darkstalker, that’s enough!” she said, stepping in between the two of them. “Queen Fantasia is our guest. I think we ought to speak a little more kindly to her.”

The scowl that Darkstalker shot at her sent shivers down her spine. But to her relief, it faded. He softened his features, and nodded. “You’re right, Clearsight. I apologize; the stress must be getting to me.” He looked over her shoulder at Fantasia and said, “You haven’t come here looking for trouble, have you, Queen Fantasia?”

Fantasia’s scales were now a pale blue, and she still cowered from Darkstalker when he looked at her. She shook her head. “Of course not,” she said. “I am committed to peace.”

“Then I’m willing to negotiate,” he said, circling around Clearsight. “Provided you promise to demobilize your soldiers at the border.”

“Consider it done,” Fantasia agreed.

“Excellent,” Darkstalker said, smiling. “Now, I’m sure you’re aware that I’m pushing a claim to the southern islands and peninsulas of your kingdom. I am going to resolve that claim, and I would like to do so without any aggression.”

Fantasia swallowed. “You said you were willing to negotiate, yes?” she asked.

“Yes, I would be, but let me first stipulate what I would like to have happen,” Darkstalker said. “If I got my way, I would begin a peaceful military occupation of the area forthwith, while my citizens begin settling new villages on the western peninsulas.”

“What about the hundreds of RainWings that already live there?” Fantasia asked.

“They would peacefully leave,” Darkstalker answered. “They don’t really belong there anyway, I don’t feel.”

Fantasia tilted her head. “They’re in the Rainforest Kingdom, and they have homes there. Why wouldn’t they belong there?”

“Because those peninsulas aren’t a part of the Rainforest,” Darkstalker said. “They’re more grassy and less dense with undergrowth. The terrain is quite like that on the Tail Peninsula, and given that our kingdom’s recent settlements there have been extremely successful, I think our tribe has proven that NightWings are much better suited than RainWings are for the disputed areas.”

Fantasia shook her head. “I’m sorry, but I can’t let you force my dragons to leave their homes, King Darkstalker,” she said.

“I am asking for but a tiny fragment of your kingdom,” Darkstalker said, raising his voice and scrunching his nose in a crooked frown. “Your least bountiful lands too, might I add. The RainWings living there would be better off elsewhere, I would think.”

“It’s not a matter of whether or not they’ll be better off elsewhere,” Fantasia responded. “I don’t know whether they’ll be better off elsewhere. The problem is that this would force them to leave their houses behind against their will — many of which might have strong sentimental value to the dragons living there. I can’t impose that burden on them.”

Darkstalker’s frown deepened. His eyes narrowed at the RainWing queen, whose regained confidence was already starting to falter once again. She took another step back and swallowed.

Finally Darkstalker gave his response. “I’d like to offer a compromise.”

Fantasia’s ears lifted. “I’m listening.”

Darkstalker now cracked a smile. “I can understand your concern, and I think there’s a way for us to avoid it. We can allow the RainWings currently in the peninsulas to stay if they wish. Should they do so, they will live alongside my NightWings and under the jurisdiction of the Night Kingdom.”

Fantasia looked down thoughtfully. “This would be the first time RainWing citizens would be under the rule of NightWings.”

“There’s a first for everything. We both get what we want this way, do we not?”

“What I want is what’s best for my tribe. Will I have your word that my RainWings will be treated justly under your rule?”

“They will be treated with the same amount of respect and fairness that I treat my fellow NightWings,” Darkstalker said. “On my honor as a king: they will be happier under my rule. In fact, don’t even take my word of honor.” Darkstalker now stood tall, trotting confidently towards the queen. “Have your RainWings hold a referendum after they have been under my rule for sixty days. If they decide that they are less happy under my rule, then I will surrender control over the peninsulas and let you reclaim the territory.” He extended a talon for the queen to shake. “Do we have a deal?”

Fantasia seized his talon and shook it without an ounce of hesitation. “We will have to get the agreements in written word, but as you lay it out, I would be happy to agree to your terms.”

They spent the next hour drafting up a binding document outlining the details of their agreement — down to the number of troops and civilians the NightWings would be introducing to the southern peninsulas, the conditions of the referendum, and the consequences of either party failing to uphold the agreement.

Meanwhile, Clearsight’s mind was turning like clockwork. She looked ahead to examine the futures, carefully checking to see the extent to which Darkstalker upheld their agreement.

She found, a little to her surprise, that he upheld it strictly. She found no violations looming over the horizon. It was hard to know the results of the referendum, but most of the futures she saw suggested a result where Darkstalker kept the lands he would soon be occupying.

It was only when the agreement was nearly completely written that Clearsight realized that this was almost exactly the sort of agreement that Fantasia had been intent on refusing at the start of the negotiation. She was giving Darkstalker full control over the very land that he was after. The only stipulation was a referendum that was to be held later to decide whether the occupation would be permanent. But given that Darkstalker was an animus, and an ambitious one at that, it wouldn’t be hard for him to persuade the RainWings that were soon to be under his rule that they ought to vote in his favor.

When the document was written up, all three of them signed it, and the meeting came to an end. Clearsight and Darkstalker dismissed the RainWing queen, and when she left, Clearsight couldn’t help but feel as though Darkstalker had duped her just as badly as he’d duped Fantasia.

He’d thrown those threats at the poor queen so fast that Clearsight could hardly throw up a word in her defense. By the time she did, it was too late: Darkstalker had stripped Fantasia’s confidence away, and left her as the weak and gullible queen he had expected her to be.

Clearsight didn’t know whether to be more upset with herself or with Darkstalker. Right now, it was a little easier to be mad at Darkstalker.

“You know,” she said crossly as she walked with him down the hall, “I would have preferred it if you’d told me about your intentions to attack Fantasia like that beforehand.”

Darkstalker sighed. “Yeah, I know. But you wouldn’t have agreed with it,” he said.

“Which is why I wanted you to tell me about it!” she said, resisting the urge to clench her teeth. “I told you to be friendly with her. You did the exact opposite.”

“Only at first,” Darkstalker said. “And besides, we got exactly what we wanted in the end. If we had been friendlier with her, she would have just peppered us with some lame non-aggression pacts.”

“We also would have been on friendlier terms,” Clearsight said. “And we wouldn’t be risking aggression from the other tribes. Have you thought of the sort of fallout that could result from this?”

“Firstly, no other tribe has the nerve to go to war with us on the RainWings’ behalf,” Darkstalker said. “The only other kingdom that poses a threat to us is the Sea Kingdom, and they’re still recovering from their last war. Secondly, I don’t think the other kingdoms would see the outcome of this meeting as a reason to intervene in the first place. Queen Fantasia left in fairly high spirits: she didn’t interpret this as an act of aggression, meaning the other queens have no reason to either. As for being on friendlier terms with the RainWings, I think we can easily arrange for that. Fantasia has demonstrated that she can be manipulated, just as I expected. I wager that we can eat away the rest of her kingdom bit by bit while still remaining on friendly terms with her the whole way through.”

Clearsight shivered. I can’t even believe what I’m hearing from you, Darkstalker, she thought. It almost made her feel sick, continuing to walk by his side as he spoke so casually about these plots. The bleak futures drumming through her mind didn’t make it any easier for her to keep her composure. She had to get out of here.

“I think I’m done being queen for today,” she said, stopping and turning the other way. “I’m going to the library.”

Darkstalker shot her a toothy grin, which — to Clearsight’s annoyance right now — she really loved. He looked so much more innocent when he smiled at her like that. It was as though a hard outer shell had suddenly shed from his exterior, and he turned into a brand new dragon. “Alright, then,” he said. “Don’t spend all night there, or else the kids are going to make me fly over and drag you back.”

Clearsight let out a chuckle. “I’ll be back before dinner time, I promise.”

She headed for the courtyard and took to the sky, her head buzzing with a thousand thoughts.

This timeline was out of control. She’d known it was out of control long before today, but turning back time was out of the question because doing so would force her to erase Solstice and Remedy.

All she was able to do was slow down Darkstalker’s reign of destruction — to delay his descent into tyranny for as long as she could.

She wished she could do more. As queen, she figured she’d have complete control over the direction the NightWing tribe went. But if she ever overwrote Darkstalker’s will too much, more futures popped up where she was brainwashed or manipulated in some other way. And solving that problem wasn’t as easy as just taking Darkstalker’s scroll and writing a spell to protect her mind: Darkstalker had long since enchanted his scroll holder to only be openable by himself, so she didn’t have easy access to it.

The ultimate futility of it all was difficult to swallow. There weren’t any bright futures, and there was so little that she had to look forward to anymore. She wished she had someone to talk to about what she had to deal with and how she actually felt about Darkstalker and the direction things were going, but there wasn’t anyone she could safely confide in. Listener would unintentionally reveal the truth to Darkstalker if Clearsight talked to her. And Fathom was buried in the Sea Kingdom, and didn’t seem to want anything to do with her anymore.

Nevertheless, there were some things in this timeline that she still could look forward to. One was Solstice, and another was Remedy. She could actually be herself around her dragonets, because her dragonets genuinely did distract her from the rest of the kingdom.

They distracted Darkstalker too. Despite all of his faults that manifested when he was on the throne, he always remained an amazing father. He encouraged Solstice and Remedy when they went hunting, and worked tirelessly to set up elaborate play dates with other dragonets in the palace. He organized their education, and did a lot of the teaching himself. He talked with them about their problems, and helped them find solutions. He fiercely loved those dragonets, and dedicated so much of his life to them.

If Clearsight could somehow convince Darkstalker to throw away his crown and simply be a father for the rest of his life, then she’d have a future worth fighting for. She’d have a husband that she could love unequivocally, without being held back by fear and doubt.

But that wouldn’t happen. Even now, Darkstalker was starting to spend more time on the throne and less time with the dragonets. Being king was simply too important to him.

The third thing that gave her something to look forward to was the library. She was able to forget about the goings-on in her life whenever she got the opportunity to sit down and read. It was a small joy, being able to turn off her powers and simply delve into the landscape on the pages. She quickly lost count of the number of scrolls and books she ended up reading in her corner of the library, and she was already on a first-name basis with most of the librarians.

When she reached the entrance to the library, she made her way to a reading space beneath one of the windows that she had started to grow fond of. She’d been reading through a collection of letters from hundreds of years ago, all written to or from the great NightWing seer Nocturne. The origins of this collection were unknown, as there wasn’t an attribution or a forward explaining who had made it.

But she found its mere existence a little alarming. Would somebody collect all of the letters that she’d written after she died and bundle them together? There were a couple of letters that she and Darkstalker had exchanged once while she was outside the Night Kingdom with Queen Vigilance, and she definitely didn’t want anyone else reading them, even long after she was dead.

On the other talon, Nocturne was a remarkable dragon, and Clearsight thoroughly enjoyed these letters. It felt like she was peering into the life of an ancient dragon — one that was just like her. Whenever Nocturne talked about her experiences as a seer, it felt like she’d found someone who finally understood her, and who knew what it was like to be able to see multiple threads, far into the future. They shared the same burdens, the same responsibilities — even though Clearsight clearly was given a more chaotic set of futures she needed to manage.

She took her seat and started reading the next letter in the collection.

“Dear Deepseeker,

“I write to you with a certain amount of trust in your perspective, as you have come to grow quite tolerant of me and my more ambitious philosophies as of late. I have recently concluded a difficult emotional correspondence with an old friend of mine, and from it emerged some sensitive ideas that have since been burdening my mind. My epistemic status on these ideas is currently a little lucid, and I do not trust that they will be fully resolved in my mind until I go through the trouble of communicating them. But due to their sensitive nature, I do not trust myself to do this in any public setting. Hence, I have decided first to address them privately to you. I hope to hear your feedback; perhaps your perspective can help straighten out the difficulties they have brought me.

“The friend I referred to earlier is a childhood friend named Oathmaker. Many months ago, she discovered that she was with egg. She laid it, nurtured it, and, not too long ago, discovered to her heartbreak that the hatchling inside of it had died.

“She is still grieving, and will continue to grieve for many months. But I must confess that her stillbirth has taken its toll on me too. As a seer, I had known that her egg would never survive — even during her days of elation when she’d been caring for it. It wasn’t her fault; there was nothing she could do. No possible future existed where her egg hatched. The fetus inside was simply not strong enough.

“I never had the heart to tell Oathmaker that this child of hers was doomed. It didn’t seem like my place to say so. So it was with bitter patience that I waited for her to discover the tragedy for herself.

“But these circumstances have gotten me to start thinking about the way we examine potential life, and a question has been floating in my mind ever since.

“Did Oathmaker’s egg have any value?”

Clearsight blinked, startled by the question. She raised her brow and skimmed through the paragraphs ahead, only to find that Nocturne actually was asking this question in earnest, and was making a long philosophical point about it. Suddenly, she started questioning whether or not she actually would have wanted to know this dragon in real life.

Curious but skeptical, she decided to continue reading.

“It would be an offensive question to ask out loud, of course, and I would never dream of asking such a thing in Oathmaker’s company. But I am a philosopher: it is my nature to take interest in the offensive, and to scrutinize it to my heart’s content.

“In order to answer this question, we might first wish to answer another: What makes a dragon egg valuable?

“My intuition guides me to only one answer. A dragon egg, and the life that it holds, is valuable because of its future.

“A dragon egg has, potentially, a long and fruitful future ahead of it. All throughout its life, it will have a multitude of wonderful experiences. After it hatches, it will make friends, it will find love, it will eat sushi, it will learn to fly — it will do dozens upon hundreds of things that make life worthwhile. These are the very things which give value to our own lives. Hence, they are also the things that give value to the egg itself.

“This conclusion would imply that the value of Oathmaker’s egg is quite low. After all, it did not have a wonderful future ahead of it. Its life experience was destined to end before it would ever hatch.

“Though this violates intuition at first glance, I think it’s still mostly correct. I did not see much value in the egg personally, since I knew it was destined for a premature death. And Oathmaker still had been hopeful that her egg would hatch — that the hatchling would have a prosperous future. The emotional burden of discovering that her egg was dead is because she’d felt that the egg lost its life and therefore its value — even though my foresight dictates that the egg never truly lost anything.”

Clearsight scrunched her nose at Nocturne’s conclusion. It was incomplete. Oathmaker’s egg never hatching was tragic not because that specific egg was doomed, but because it got in the way of eggs that weren’t doomed.

She thought back to her own dragonets, Solstice and Remedy, and when they were eggs. Had they instead been eggs that would grow to become stillborn, then that would have been terrible. She’d be heartbroken, because those eggs would have replaced Solstice and Remedy — or any other pair of healthy dragons that had valuable and meaningful futures.

She continued to read. “But just because the egg never had any value doesn’t mean that Oathmaker hadn’t suffered a terrible tragedy. Before she’d gotten pregnant, I saw futures where she’d have been raising a healthy young hatchling by now. Those futures are now gone, and the egg she’d gotten in this timeline is to blame.”

A tingle went down Clearsight’s spine. Nocturne was frighteningly good at that. She clearly understood the minds of her readers, and constantly managed to accurately predict their next thoughts.

Or perhaps she simply understood Clearsight’s mind in particular, since the two of them were such strong seers.

“There’s just one problem, though,” the letter continued. “Couldn’t I say the same thing about a normal dragon egg? If Oathmaker’s egg had hatched into a healthy dragon, the egg would have still taken the place of the other eggs that existed in the other futures I saw. There were many other possible hatchlings that Oathmaker could have raised: had one hatchling been selected, all the rest would never get to exist.

“Does this not make the creation of a healthy egg, in some sense, just as tragic? Perhaps not, because at least a healthy egg brings with it a new dragon that will bear witness to the joys of life. But by the same merit, so too does Oathmaker’s stillborn egg. She will try to have another hatchling again, and I’m optimistic that her second attempt will be successful. Those dragonets in Oathmaker’s future owe their existence to the fact that her first egg never hatched.

“I know, Deepseeker, that you are a fatalist, so I expect you to not be very impressed with my remarks here. Since you don’t believe in multiple futures, you may not be too concerned about those hatchlings that never got to exist, or any sort of problems they may pose.

“But one can still take different threads into consideration. Here’s a thought experiment for your ironclad mind to digest: suppose Oathmaker had the power to turn back time — meaning she could go back to the day before she got pregnant, knowing that her previous egg had died, and attempt to have a different egg.”

Clearsight straightened up.

“Would it be okay for Oathmaker to do this? After all, if she turned back time, she’d be denying one of her future dragonets the life that they were otherwise promised.

“The intuitive answer is yes, and there’s a simple justification for why it’d be permissible. If she doesn’t turn back time, she’d be denying her past dragonets the chance at life that they now once again have. So it doesn’t make a difference whether she stays or goes: either way, she’s denying some potential dragon the right to exist.

“Very well, then. What if instead, she tried to get the best of both worlds? Suppose she stayed in this timeline for seven years to raise the hatchlings in the future, then turned back time to raise her other hatchlings in the past? Would this be okay?

“Now, for me at least, the intuitive answer seems to be no. But I don’t know if my intuition is correct here. I want to say that there’s a difference between giving a child the privilege to exist before taking it away and never giving the child that privilege in the first place. But after Oathmaker turns back time, there is no difference. Whether Oathmaker turns back time now or in seven years would have the same effect. The future child would cease to exist, and in all likelihood never will.

“I delve into this train of thought because it is oftentimes how I feel when looking into the future — in particular when looking at future life. If I concentrate really hard on some timelines, I can feel as though I’m actually there. I’ve done it far too many times with Oathmaker’s kids, staying in those futures for hours on end. And when I wake up the next night only to find that the hatchling that I’d played with is no longer there in the web of futures that I see, it can sometimes feel as though someone took me back in time and took away my right to ever have that memory.

“I’m not entirely sure what my point is. For now, I’m taking from this the following lessons:

“1. Even the lives of dragons who don’t yet exist have value, because they still have valuable futures ahead of them.

“2. Some dragons will still never get to exist, and that’s okay.

“3. The morality of time travel is very complicated.

“I do think about all those potential dragons out there, floating about in that infinite ether of potentiality. Are the dragons of today doing them a disservice by denying them the right to exist? Do the fortunate ones truly become more valuable once they come into this world? Is this something that I should even be worried about, even if I had the power to turn back time and decide which reality comes true?

“I don’t know for sure. Perhaps if I think about it some more, I’ll find the right questions to ask, and come to the right answers. On the other talon, if I think about it more, I might start growing crazier than I already am.

“Do write back to me if you have any level-headed remarks. I think writing this letter has helped straighten out my thoughts, but it would help to hear your feedback as well.

“Sincerely Yours, Nocturne”

When she finished the letter, Clearsight immediately started pacing.

It was only a month ago that she’d convinced herself to abandon all hopes of ever turning back time. She’d be undoing her dragonets’ lives. Solstice and Remedy would be gone forever if she did that. Not only would she be killing them, she’d be erasing them. She couldn’t do that.

And yet …

This timeline was doomed. Unless Clearsight was okay with a world where all of Pyrrhia bowed to Darkstalker — where the seven tribes all fell under a sky of eternal night — there was no saving the future. Clearsight couldn’t stop Darkstalker anymore. By now, it was simply a matter of slowing him down as much as possible.

Would she be okay with Solstice and Remedy growing up in this world?

True, if she turned back time she’d be erasing them from existence. But just like Nocturne had said in the letter, if she turned back time and things worked out, she would have other dragonets, who would grow up in a better world. And by not turning back time, she’d be denying them the right to exist.

Maybe using her watch again was the right choice. Maybe this wasn’t just a matter of finding the best future for herself and Darkstalker. Maybe it was a matter of finding the best future for her kids — whichever ones they may be.

No, it wasn’t just about that. It was about all of Pyrrhia. She couldn’t let the whole continent burn just so she could preserve the existence of her two dragonets. This world deserved better.

She looked out the window and saw the full moon above the trees, sporting the NightWing insignia that Darkstalker had placed on it. For the first time in months, she felt something drum inside of her. She felt an ambition — a desire, a dedication to make the world whole again and protect it from evil.

And she was going to protect it.

She was going to deliver the seven tribes from a fate of destruction and bloodshed.

She was going to give her dragonets a future worth fighting for.

By the mark on the moon that never should have been there, she swore: I will find my watch. I will turn back time. This world deserves a brighter path, and I will not rest until I have found one.


A/N: Okay, I actually had this chapter uploaded for a while now on fanfiction.net, and I just forgot to upload it here.  Very sorry about that!  The good news is that the next chapter is also done, so you won’t need to wait at all for that one.  (Of course, if you’re reading this years in the future or something, then you won’t have to wait for any of them.)

  



35. Chapter 34


    
    
  CLEARSIGHT


The watch could be literally anywhere, so finding it wasn’t going to be easy. Darkstalker could have used his magic to teleport it wherever he wanted, and she had no clue regarding where it could possibly be.

Simply going out and checking every possible hiding place would be a fool’s errand. She didn’t need her future sight to know that she’d end up wasting far too much time trying this. Besides, she had no reason to believe that Darkstalker didn’t put the watch somewhere completely inaccessible, like at the bottom of the ocean or in outer space. She would almost certainly need to rely on magic to get it back.

There were only two animus dragons in the world: Fathom and Darkstalker. Obviously Darkstalker wasn’t going to help her, but he did still have his scroll, which Clearsight could still use if she got hold of it.

Which she thought she could. All she needed to do was utter the words, ‘Bring me Darkstalker’s scroll,’ and it would teleport to her. But when she tried to do that one night while Darkstalker was sleeping, she found that the case to Darkstalker’s scroll teleported with the scroll itself. And the case was enchanted to only be openable by Darkstalker.

Clearsight wasn’t sure if he intended the scroll case to teleport like that, since it defeated the entire purpose of her being able to summon it in the first place. But the futures that Clearsight saw didn’t indicate that she would have any luck in convincing Darkstalker to amend that feature. Trying to do so would just put her at risk of making Darkstalker suspicious of her.

Getting Fathom’s help wouldn’t be much easier. He was on the opposite corner of Pyrrhia, he had completely severed his ties with the Night Kingdom, and he almost certainly wouldn’t be supportive of her plan to turn back time and undo everything that has happened.

Despite the difficulty, there were three saving graces that gave Clearsight hope that she’d be able to pull this off.

The first saving grace was that the watch was definitely not destroyed. The enchantment on the watch kept anyone else from being able to break it besides Clearsight, so even if Darkstalker wanted to destroy it, he couldn’t. That meant that the watch was somewhere out there. She just needed to find it.

The second saving grace was that she didn’t need to worry about the consequences she brought forth in this timeline. As long as she was able to get to the watch and turn back time, it didn’t matter what she did to get to it. This meant that she had options available to her that she otherwise wouldn’t have. If some plan of hers involved giving away half of the entire NightWing treasury, or putting Darkstalker into a deep slumber like she did last time, so be it. She was going to be undoing her actions when she reset the timelines anyway, so it was okay if she got a little bit reckless if it guaranteed success.

The third saving grace was that the watch was enchanted not to have an impact on seer powers. This meant that as long as Clearsight kept Darkstalker from learning about her plans to find the watch, his powers wouldn’t tip him off to the fact that she was looking for it.

She spent over a month thinking of different ideas. Her seer powers were being astonishingly useless to her. It was so difficult to find plans that had a high chance of success, probably because the future she saw was cut short the moment she actually succeeded. All she could do was filter out plans that would prove catastrophic in the event of failure.

She counted her blessings, though. Having a reliable plan that didn’t carry as much risk was certainly desirable, and she made sure to avoid the more dangerous ideas she had as a result.

The plans surrounding Darkstalker’s magic involved stealing his scroll at some point when it was out of its case. Using his scroll meant leaving a trace of her actions. It also meant that terrible things could happen if Darkstalker caught her in the act.

On the other talon, the plans surrounding Fathom’s magic involved regaining Fathom’s trust and opening him up to using his magic once again. It would be a longer and slower approach, but there wasn’t any risk of being caught or found out. And it didn’t really matter that this approach was slow. All that mattered was that she found her watch. It didn’t matter when.

While her plans were brewing, the Night Kingdom was expanding. The occupied territory in the Rainforest Kingdom was ceded to the NightWings, and soon thereafter, new settlements started to emerge on the foothills of Jade Mountain, as well as the base of the Tail Peninsula. Darkstalker had achieved his goal of controlling the entirety of Pyrrhia’s southern coast.

More expansion was on the horizon. In a few months’ time, the Rainforest Kingdom would fall without a fight. They were not a militaristic tribe, despite their deadly powers. And despite the Night Kingdom’s aggression, Queen Fantasia still considered NightWings and RainWings to be close allies in intertribal affairs. Without the ties that the RainWings had with the trade centers of the Talon Peninsula, the Rainforest Kingdom would have no ties to the outside world and collapse into self-isolation. Fantasia, it seemed, would decide that surrendering to appease the Night Kingdom and stay relevant was preferable to fighting back and eroding the remaining goodwill she had with the NightWings.

Clearsight would have to speak with Fathom before the Rainforest Kingdom disappeared, or else relations between the Night Kingdom and the Sea Kingdom would become completely irreparable and a continental animus-fueled war would likely break out. So she made haste, and began with a letter to him.


  Dear Fathom,



  I understand that you may have mixed feelings about receiving this letter. I admit that I have mixed feelings about writing it. But I promise you that I wouldn’t be trying to reach out if it weren’t a matter of utmost urgency.



  I have not yet admitted this publicly, but I share your worries about the state of Darkstalker’s soul. He is growing more evil, and the futures ahead of me that I see are frightful for all of Pyrrhia because of the dragon he may become. It has gotten to the point where I cannot rescue the world from this fate by myself. I am going to need your help.



  Darkstalker’s aggression accelerated after you left the Night Kingdom to oversee the island colonies. Once he found out that you were returning to the Sea Kingdom and not coming back, he only got crueler and more bitter.



  I would never blame you for the deterioration of Darkstalker’s soul, Fathom, but there’s no denying that you helped keep him grounded while you were with him. You helped keep him good, and if you want to see him become good again, I think you have the power to bring him back.



  My hope is that you will not have to use your magic to do this. When we were younger, your friendship with him was all he needed. Maybe that’s still the case. Whether he’ll admit it or not, Darkstalker misses you more than anything. He valued your friendship, and I truly believe that if you give him the chance, he’ll fight to earn it back.



  You are always welcome in our kingdom, but if you would like to make your return one of official business, we have a growing need for an ambassador to the Sea Kingdom here in the royal palace, and I hope your sister would agree that you would be perfect for the job. I can have everything you need arranged the minute you reach the Talon Peninsula.



  I hope to see you again soon.



  Sincerely yours, Clearsight


If the contents of the letter had been sincere, Clearsight wouldn’t be trying to turn back time. Darkstalker wasn’t going to start turning good again because of Fathom. She simply wrote what she did in the hopes that it would convince Fathom to come back.

And she was pretty confident that it had a good chance, because even she was convinced for a bit. She so badly wanted it to be true. If all it took to bring Darkstalker back from the brink was Fathom’s friendship, then this world would be worth keeping.

But she had to ignore her thoughts. Fathom may have had the power to stop some of Darkstalker’s worst atrocities, but he couldn’t stop Darkstalker’s path to tyranny.

After handing the letter off to the royal messenger, Clearsight brought her kids to bed and went to her room to curl up next to Darkstalker. Despite everything, he was still able to lull her to sleep with the warmth of his wing and the rumbling of his breath while he slept.

When she woke up the next evening, Darkstalker was already out of bed. She found him out in the common room of their private chambers, filling a black leather bag with various items, including some jewelry, some towels, and a map of the continent. His scroll was sitting out of its case on the low table next to him.

“Are you going somewhere?” Clearsight asked, her eyes anxiously fixed to the scroll. This was the first time she’d seen it out of its case in weeks.

“Yes,” Darkstalker said. “I’m going to the Sea Kingdom.”

Clearsight felt her skeleton trying to leap out of her body. “What? Why?” she stammered.

“Because I’ve been getting visions about Fathom ever since I woke up,” he said. “I’m not sure why, but there are suddenly futures out there where he comes back. We can be friends again, Clearsight, I know we can.” He looked at her, his eyes bright and full of hope. “I can’t let this chance slip away from me. I’m going to try and talk to him. I bet I can convince him that I’m not as evil as he thinks I am.”

Clearsight winced. If Darkstalker made it to the Kingdom of the Sea before her letter did, it could completely undermine her plans. She had to convince him to stay. “We can’t leave on such short notice,” she said. “Who’s going to run the kingdom while we’re away?”

“You will,” he said. “I’m going by myself. You’ll stay here and look after the kids and run the kingdom while I’m gone. Fathom is upset with me specifically, so I think I need to do this alone.”

“But — but it’ll be dangerous,” she insisted. “What if you’re arrested and they confiscate your scroll?”

“I won’t be taking my scroll with me,” Darkstalker said. “I’m leaving it with you.”

And just like that, Clearsight’s mind came to a screeching halt. “W-with me? As in—”

“—If an emergency happens while I’m gone and you need to use the scroll, you have my permission,” Darkstalker said. “I’ve modified the scroll’s case to let you open it as well. Don’t ever let it out of your sight when it’s open, and don’t show it to anyone.”

Clearsight fidgeted with her talons, looking pensively at the scroll. This didn’t feel real. How could it be real? How could Darkstalker make this so easy for her?

“I know you’re still worried about the idea of me going to the Sea Kingdom without my magic,” Darkstalker said. “But … well, there’s something I haven’t told you.” He looked right at her, then looked away nervously. Then he closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and fixed his gaze upon her again. “I’m still an animus,” he admitted. “I never actually got rid of my powers.”

Clearsight threw a startled gaze at him. Are you being serious right now? Is this the same Darkstalker I went to bed with last morning?

Darkstalker folded his ears, his eyes softening. “Well?” he said, his voice shaking a little. “Aren’t you going to say something? I thought you’d be angry.”

“I already knew,” Clearsight said before even thinking about it. “I-I mean, I’ve suspected for a while. I didn’t know for sure.”

“What?” Darkstalker said, tilting his head at her. “Why didn’t you ever say anything?”

“Because I didn’t want to get into a big argument about it,” she said, trying to find half-truths that Darkstalker could believe. “I wanted to wait and see if it would be okay in the end if you kept your magic.”

“And, how do you think things turned out?” he asked.

“Well, I can’t say that I’m thrilled about everything that’s happened,” Clearsight said. “But it isn’t nearly as bad as I thought it might be.”

Darkstalker’s eyes brightened for a moment, and he threw his arms around her. He let out a long sigh. “That’s a relief,” he said. “You’re finally starting to trust me. I was so nervous about how you’d react.”

Clearsight forced herself to smile as Darkstalker let go of her. “I like to think that I’ve been fairly trusting of you, actually,” she said. “If you saw some of the futures I did, I think you’d be worried too.”

“Then consider this an act of reciprocity,” Darkstalker said, gesturing to his scroll. “You’ve trusted me this long with my powers, so I’ll trust you with them while I’m gone.”

The irony of that remark was not lost on her. And it did make her feel guilty, but there was a cold, nihilistic part of her mind that kept the guilt from hurting too much.

Darkstalker tightened the drawstring on his bag and used a pair of leather straps attached to it to secure it to his back. “I shouldn’t be gone long,” he said as he started for the door. “If I’m not back by tomorrow, then it probably means I’ve been arrested. Take that as a good sign. I’ll probably end up talking to Fathom if that happens.”

Clearsight couldn’t help but sigh at that. “Please, just stay safe. And don’t hurt anyone.”

“You have my word,” Darkstalker said. “Take care of the kids. And don’t let Remedy trick you into giving her any lemon drops before she’s finished her lessons for the day. She can be really sneaky when she doesn’t think anyone’s around to read her mind.”

“I’ll keep an eye on her,” she said with a chuckle.

“And Solstice’s wing is still recovering from when he twisted it a couple weeks ago, so don’t let him fly for too long.”

“Yes, I know.”

“And if I’m not back before bedtime, then don’t read a story to them until they’ve each read a chapter of their scrolls to you.”

“Darkstalker, they’re my kids too,” Clearsight said. “I think I should know how to take care of them.”

Darkstalker paused for a second, then shook his head, as though he’d accidentally confused himself. “Right, of course,” he said. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to sound like I don’t trust you. I just want to make sure you’re prepared.”

“The kids and the kingdom will be in good talons, Darkstalker. Now go and win Fathom’s friendship back.”

Darkstalker beamed. “I love you, Clearsight,” he said. “See you soon.”

And then he left. He walked out of the front door and left Clearsight all alone.

She reached for the enchanted scroll and pulled it closer to her. She almost felt her talons tingling as she thought about the power it bore. Her ticket to the past — it was right there in front of her now, and she hardly needed to do a thing.

She needed a quill. Gathering the scroll in her talons, she made her way to the desk in her room, where a worn quill was sitting on the table beside a half-empty inkwell. She flattened the scroll against the desk and wasted no time in writing the enchantment:

“Enchant the watch that Darkstalker had made for Clearsight to teleport on top of this scroll.”

She didn’t bother hiding the spell between the lines of previously written ones, or writing in small print to make it harder to read. The words were clear as the moons, and when she finished writing it down, the watch instantly appeared, exactly as expected.

Clearsight picked it up, gently, as though she were afraid that it would break if she weren’t careful. It was ice cold to the touch, as though it had been frozen in a block of ice.

But it was still working. When she opened the cover and looked inside, she saw the second hand ticking slowly around the clock’s axis.

Seeing it again filled her with a wave of nostalgia. She remembered the time when she first set the watch, all those years ago. Back when she was so much happier, and Darkstalker was such a perfect dragon. She could go back to that time, right now. All she had to do was press the button.

But there was a voice in her mind telling her to wait. The button was a one-way press. Once she rewound time, there would be no coming back. All of the progress she had made would be erased. All of those years that she’d spent with Darkstalker would vanish from reality. And of course, her kids — who were the reason she let Darkstalker take away her watch in the first place — would cease to exist.

She had her watch now, and it wasn’t going anywhere. There was no rush. She could stay here in this reality for a little bit longer, just to say one last goodbye to it.



  A/N: 
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36. Chapter 35


    
    
  DARKSTALKER


Things didn’t go as planned.

Darkstalker knew that he was going to have a difficult time getting through to Fathom. It would be an uphill battle convincing his old friend that he wasn’t evil. He flew to the Kingdom of the Sea expecting as much.

What he wasn’t expecting was for a patrol of SeaWing guards to stop him before he could even catch sight of the Island Palace.

They intercepted him as he was sinking below the clouds. There were five of them, flying towards him in V-formation. Once they were close enough, the dragon in front made a circular signal with a front talon while flashing all of his glowlights in bursts of three. It meant, “Turn around now, or we will attack.”

It was obviously a bluff. Darkstalker didn’t turn around.

The SeaWings maneuvered to a hovering position, cutting short the trajectory of Darkstalker’s flight path. Their talons were raised, as though they were prepared to absorb a tackle.

It was still obviously a bluff. They wouldn’t attack a known animus dragon, let alone a king. Darkstalker avoided the SeaWings by pitching himself upward. But a moment after he soared over their heads, Darkstalker felt a pair of talons grappling against his body, dragging him down from the sky.

Okay, maybe it wasn’t a bluff.

Darkstalker squirmed and writhed, trying to rip the SeaWing off of him. He had to admire their courage. Or perhaps it was just stupidity. Did they not realize that he could end all of their lives in a heartbeat?

He wouldn’t do that, of course. But it was possible, and they were giving him complete justification to do so. But he wanted to avoid hurting any SeaWings. It wouldn’t send a very good impression on Fathom, he figured.

The wind started to pick up. They were falling faster, and the SeaWing was still grappling against Darkstalker’s wings.

Enchant the water below me to absorb the impact of my fall when I hit it, he thought as he wrestled against the SeaWing. Even though his scales were impenetrable, hitting the water would hurt. He’d rather not get the wind knocked out of him when he plunged into the ocean.

The SeaWing who’d been pulling him down suddenly let go and flew upwards. Confused, Darkstalker looked up at the hovering SeaWing, then immediately got struck in the side with a mighty blow.

It turned out that in his haste to get the SeaWing off of him as he fell, he didn’t realize that he’d been above a beach, not the ocean. A mushroom cloud of sand flew into the air as he hit the ground, and more sand was kicked up when he skidded to an abrupt halt. The impact definitely broke some bones, and his head felt like it was on the verge of splitting open.

Darkstalker moaned in pain. His ears were ringing, and when he tried to open his eyes, he found his vision completely blurred. His consciousness began to fade, but before it completely slipped, he gripped the sand. Heal me completely, he commanded.

At once, the pain began to fade. His bones mended back together, his headache subsided, and he felt a mild tingling run over his body in place of where any bruising was occurring.

The SeaWings landed nearby. Darkstalker heard the sound of their footsteps as he lay there on the ground. When he opened his eyes, he saw the five of them communicating to each other in Aquatic.

Darkstalker rose to his feet, causing the SeaWings to jump. He flexed his wings to get the sand off of them.

“You’re okay,” said the SeaWing at the head of the patrol.

“I’m here to see Fathom,” Darkstalker told them.

“You just fell from—” The SeaWing paused, then sighed and shook his head. “King Darkstalker, you’re banned from entry into the Kingdom of the Sea. If you don’t turn around now, then we are ordered to remove you by force.”

“I’m not leaving until I talk to Fathom. If I’m not allowed in, then have him meet me out here.”

“Prince Fathom is not interested in talking to you. Now leave. This is your final warning.” The SeaWing patrol collectively took guard.

Darkstalker bared his teeth. “You can’t stop me, and you know it. Just step aside. This doesn’t need to get violent.”

Apparently they disagreed. They started toward him, wings slightly extended. Darkstalker started towards them, readying for a fight.

But before anyone could attack, he spread his wings and tried to fly over them. It was too little too late: he couldn’t get enough lift before one of the SeaWings threw themselves into the air and grabbed him. They fell to the ground, and Darkstalker was immediately overwhelmed by the four other dragons.

Darkstalker hissed and thrashed, resisting his adversaries’ efforts to restrain him. But without his magic, he wouldn’t be a match against them. He gripped the sand once again. Immobilize the SeaWings that are attacking me, he commanded.

A brief silence fell as all of the dragons ceased their movements, broken by the crashing waves against the shore. Darkstalker squirmed free of the five dragons pinning them down. One of them, stuck in her frozen state, toppled over to her side while she was winding up for a claw strike. They still were able to breathe and move their eyes, but their skeletons were rigid, petrified in their half animation.

Darkstalker reached over his shoulder to unfasten his bag in case anything fell out of it. But then, he heard a familiar voice from behind him.

“You’re still an animus!”

Darkstalker whirled his head around, beaming at Fathom. The clumsy SeaWing rushed his landing on the beach and nearly fell over, but he managed to keep his balance as he trotted to a halt. He looked livid.

“Fathom!” Darkstalker called. “It’s so good to see you again! How are your kids doing?” A little persuasion tactic: if he focused on things that he knew Fathom enjoyed talking about, then that would help establish some much needed goodwill between them.

It wasn’t effective. Instead, Fathom grabbed a talonful of sand, put an unpetrifying enchantment on it, and threw it over his SeaWing guards. They all stood up at once and bowed to their prince. “Just go,” Fathom said to them. “I’ll deal with him myself. Thank you for holding him back.”

“Very well, Prince Fathom,” the head of the patrol said. He beckoned his fellow guards to follow, and together they took to the sky, leaving Darkstalker alone with the SeaWing prince.

“So … how are the kids?” Darkstalker asked again.

But again, it wasn’t effective. “You’re still an animus!” he cried, flapping his wings in frustration. “You said that you put your magic into the scroll again! Argh, I should have known. This explains everything.”

“Why does that upset you so much?” Darkstalker asked. “You’re still an animus, clearly.”

“I’m not pretending not to be,” Fathom said.

“But you still are. Why haven’t you put your powers in a scroll yet, unless you realize the utility of having powers that you can use on-command?”

Fathom didn’t have a response to that. He just glowered harder. “Why are you here?”

Darkstalker smiled. “I’m here because—”

“—Actually, nevermind; I don’t want to hear it. Just go home.”

Darkstalker deflated. “No. Fathom, please, I just want to talk to you. Don’t you miss the time when we used to be friends?”

“I don’t care!” he said. “You have no right to just waltz into our kingdom like this. Queen Pearl told you not to come here. She warned you not to come here. I don’t want to restart the war over this, Darkstalker. So just go home now and we’ll forget that you ever tried to pull this off.”

“I’m not going until I’ve said what I wanted to say,” Darkstalker said adamantly. “Listen, if you think that I’m some terrible dragon because of what I did to Anaconda, then we can talk about that. But it isn’t fair to me if you just run away without even giving me a chance to explain myself.”

Fathom growled. Darkstalker heard him cast a spell in his mind. I enchant my talon to teleport Darkstalker back to his palace when I stomp it on the ground.

“Hey—!” An instant later, Darkstalker was back in the Night Kingdom, standing at the front gates of the palace. Darkstalker huffed, then touched a piece of sand that was still on his forearm. Teleport me back to the exact spot where I was before Fathom teleported me.

When he returned to the beach, Fathom was turning around, preparing to spread his wings. “Very mature of you,” he said before the SeaWing could take flight. “You’re not getting rid of me that easily. Just sit down, and let’s talk, just for a few minutes.”

Fathom threw a piercing glower at Darkstalker. I enchant my talon to teleport Darkstalker back to his palace when I stomp it on the ground, and to take away his animus powers.

Darkstalker leapt forward. “Wait, Fathom!” he shouted, but he was already back at the front gates of the palace when he uttered those words. The slight buzz that coursed through his body was suddenly gone.

He clenched his talons, seething. “That slimy little pile of rotten kelp!” he roared. He plucked another grain of sand, this time from the space between the digits on his talon. In the hopes that animus magic wasn’t actually powerful enough for that spell to work, he cast the same enchantment: Teleport me back to the island I was just at. As expected, he went nowhere.

There was a pair of palace guards at the gates. They were looking at him strangely. Darkstalker’s intense stare shifted from the grain of sand to the two of them, and they promptly straightened up.

“Is there … something wrong, Your Majesty?” asked the one to the left of the gate.

“No — no, there’s nothing wrong,” Darkstalker muttered. “Just … let me inside.”

By the guard’s orders, the gates opened, and Darkstalker stepped into the palace.

“Bring me my scroll,” Darkstalker said quietly to no one as he walked down the corridor. The scroll magically appeared in its case on the floor, and Darkstalker picked it up and opened the case.

Ah, the case. The other day, when he was amending its enchantment to allow Clearsight to use it, Darkstalker had actually realized that it was sort of pointless. The idea was to make the scroll unusable by others who happened to get their talons on it, but the scroll itself was already enchanted to only work for dragons that Darkstalker trusted. To Clearsight, it probably seemed like all he was trying to do was keep her from using it.

He felt kind of rotten looking at the case now. It was a little ironic, he mused. So much of the scroll’s functionality hinged on how much Darkstalker trusted other dragons, but he in turn was not practicing very trustworthy behavior, was he? The rest of the world was partly to blame for that, but Darkstalker couldn’t deny that he’d made a couple of mistakes.

He considered using the scroll to get his powers back, so that he could teleport to Fathom again and continue pestering him. But he felt his future sight pulling him away from that idea. He’d tested Fathom’s patience too much, and there wasn’t enough goodwill between them to push it any further. Fathom was just going to keep rejecting him. Darkstalker really messed this up. He was an idiot for even trying.

He put the scroll back in its case and headed for his chambers. He was exhausted. He needed to find Clearsight and snuggle up with her, and also thank her for being the best, most supportive mate he could have ever dreamed of having.

It was pretty late into the morning, so Darkstalker didn’t expect Clearsight to be awake right now. When he crept into their private chambers, there was complete silence, so he was prepared to open the door to their bedroom and slither into his bed before nuzzling Clearsight awake and showering her with affection.

But when he did open the door, their bed was completely empty. Darkstalker frowned, pondering. She must be with Listener, he figured. He put his scroll down and placed it on the desk in their bedroom, then unstrapped his bag and tossed it on the ground.

Before heading out to look for his mate, Darkstalker peeked into Solstice and Remedy’s bedroom to make sure they were there. When he looked inside, his soul lit up with warmth. Ah, there she is.

Clearsight was sleeping in the middle of the floor on a nest of pillows, blankets, and cushions. Her two hatchlings were snuggled up beside her.

Maybe I can wait until nightfall before bothering her, he decided.

He turned to shut the door, but something suddenly caught his eye. A small flicker of gold, reflecting the dim candlelight in the room.

Sitting on top of Remedy’s toy bin, right beside the door, was Clearsight’s watch.

Darkstalker picked the watch up and studied it closely. Yes, this was definitely the same watch that he’d gifted to her way back when they were dragonets. It was the same watch that served as a bitter reminder of the fact that he’d failed her in a different timeline.

But it was also the same watch that he’d hid in the bottom of the deepest, coldest, most desolate cave in the world, where no dragon would ever find it. So why was it here?

Maybe Clearsight summoned it to destroy it? If he recalled correctly, the enchantment on the watch would be erased when the glass on it broke. And the glass could only be broken by her, so if she wanted to prohibit any more time travel, she’d need to destroy the watch herself.

Except, the watch wasn’t broken. Darkstalker opened up the hourglass-etched shell and found that the glass was unbroken, and the second hand was still ticking.

“Darkstalker?”

Darkstalker looked up. Clearsight was awake now, though she looked as if it had been days since she last slept. She had this frantic look in her eyes, full of panic.

“Clearsight,” Darkstalker said, his voice hardly a whisper.

“I … wasn’t expecting you to come back so soon,” she said. Gently, she shifted herself away from the dragonets, and rose to her feet. Solstice muttered something unintelligible, but curled up into his own body without waking up.

“What is this watch doing here?” Darkstalker asked.

“Darkstalker, please, just give it to me,” Clearsight said as she approached him.

Darkstalker shook his head. He felt his entire body going cold. “You — you can’t be—”

“There’s no saving this timeline, Darkstalker,” she said. “I made up my mind a long time ago.”

“This has to be a mistake.” Darkstalker was struggling to keep his voice down. “I thought you were finally starting to trust me. I-I thought that you were starting to realize how good things were becoming.”

“Things aren’t getting better, Darkstalker,” Clearsight said, taking another step closer. “That’s the problem. You’re too far gone to realize that.”

Darkstalker was going to say something, but Solstice began to moan as he woke up. “Daddy?” he chirped. As he rubbed his eyes, Remedy started yawning as well. Darkstalker folded his ears downward. Clearsight was going to erase them. She was going to erase everything. If he hadn’t been here, this would all be completely gone.

Suddenly, Clearsight lunged, reaching for the watch. Reflexively, Darkstalker swung his arm so that it was out of her reach. She lurched forward again, but Darkstalker pushed her away.

“Clearsight, how could you!” Darkstalker said, gripping the watch tight. “I trusted you with my magic, and you were going to use it to destroy everything we built together?”

“I wouldn’t have made up my mind if I wasn’t absolutely certain that there would be no way to salvage this timeline,” Clearsight said. Her voice was hauntingly cold. “I’m sorry, Darkstalker.”

“No you’re not,” Darkstalker said as Clearsight dove after him again, reaching desperately for the watch. “I don’t even matter anymore to you, do I? None of us do!” He shoved her off of him. “You were going to undo everything that happened; what do you care how you treated us? Why are you even bothering to explain yourself?”

Clearsight panted out a couple deep breaths. “I still wanted to be able to say goodbye to you on my own terms. I guess trying to explain myself before I use the watch is the next best option.”

“You’re not going to—” Clearsight grabbed at Darkstalker’s head, and he felt her claws digging into his eyes. Darkstalker screamed, thrashing his arms forward. Clearsight caught his forearm and pulled the watch from his talons.

Clearsight turned around, but Darkstalker threw his body at her, sending both of them into the wall. Above them, a mirror fell, and it shattered into a million pieces on the floor beside them. Darkstalker grabbed the watch himself, but Clearsight refused to let it go.

Darkstalker grabbed Clearsight’s head and bashed it against the floor, and Clearasight loosened her grip just enough to let Darkstalker rip the watch from her talons. He threw it across the room.

Out of the corner of his eye, Darkstalker saw Remedy shuffling back, hiding under the pillows. She looked terrified, and so did Solstice. Why do we have to do this here, Clearsight? Darkstalker thought bitterly. If I need to fight you, can’t you make me do it somewhere where we can let our kids sleep?

Clearsight started to run for the watch, but Darkstalker grabbed at her tail and pulled her back. She slipped, falling on her stomach, and as Darkstalker yanked her closer to him, her chest dragged over the shards of mirror.

He stepped forward and mounted himself on top of her, and Clearsight reached forward to grab at a drawer against the wall. She pulled out one of the boxes and swung it at Darkstalker’s head. The wood shattered against Darkstalker’s temple, and wood carvings of various sea creatures that Fathom had made for the dragonets on their first hatching day flew out from the box and rolled under Solstice’s bed.

Darkstalker stayed focused, despite the blow to his head, and pressed his talons against Clearsight’s neck, pushing her against the floor. It was too bad he didn’t have his animus powers with him. If he did, he wouldn’t have to hurt her like this. He felt terrible doing this to Clearsight, but what other option did he have? This was self-defense. This was about protecting the entire world.

And yet, the last thing he wanted to do was kill Clearsight. He tried adjusting the position of his talons so that he wasn’t choking her, but in that one moment of letting up, Clearsight managed to squirm out from under him.

Darkstalker leaped at her again, and they tumbled over each other until Darkstalker had her pinned once more.

How was he supposed to win this? What was the plan? He couldn’t play keep-away like this forever. He’d have to immobilize Clearsight for long enough to let him get the watch, run away, and summon his scroll to hide it again once and for all. But that meant that he either had to beat her up so badly that she couldn’t move, or knock her unconscious. The thought of doing either of those put a huge lump in his throat.

Clearsight twisted around and swiped her claws at his neck. But since Darkstalker’s scales were impenetrable, they didn’t do anything. Darkstalker in turn swiped his claws at her face. Clearsight winced, crying out in pain as blood trickled down her cheek.

Darkstalker swallowed, trying to push away the blooming guilt in his stomach. A few more of those ought to do it. He raised his other talon and clawed at her again. Scales and droplets of blood flew from her cheek and snout, landing in a light splash around Solstice and Remedy.

The two dragonets started crying. This whole time, they’d been watching in silent horror as their parents abused each other, but it was finally too much for them to bear.

“Daddy, stop!” Solstice wailed. “Daddy, stop hurting Mommy, please stop!”

Darkstalker stopped. He didn’t know what to do or say. He wanted to explain himself — to tell them that he was trying to save their lives. But it wasn’t like they’d understand. And yet, he realized how terrible he must have looked to them right now. How could he keep traumatizing them like this?

With what had to have been the last of her strength, Clearsight broke free, one final time. She bolted for the watch, tucking her tail close to her body. Startled, Darkstalker tried running after her again, but she was already too far away.

She picked up the watch, opened it up, and in this timeline, that was the last thing Darkstalker ever saw.


A/N: Procrastination fun-fact: I wrote like 85% of this chapter on Friday, the day before this got uploaded. Deadlines are a wonderful thing, aren’t they? Hope it turned out alright in the end!

  



37. Chapter 36


    
    
  CLEARSIGHT


Seven twenty-two.

One second she was covered in blood, operating on the last throes of her adrenaline as Darkstalker tried to beat her into submission, and the next, it was seven twenty-two. She was four years old, there wasn’t a scratch on her, she was in her old room … and it was seven twenty-two.

Clearsight dropped the watch and collapsed on the floor. Her heart had been slowly thumping, but it was now starting to catch up to the state of the mind that had just invaded it. Hyperventilating, she clung to her chest as her vision began to blur.

Everything had happened so fast. It was only a couple minutes ago that she was sleeping peacefully with her babies.

Her breath hitched. Her babies! Her poor babies! Where were they?

She sprang to her feet and looked around, expecting Solstice and Remedy to still be there. But obviously, they were gone, and she was alone.

A livid chill snaked its way into her talons. She found one of her pillows and gripped it tight, tearing the fabric with her claws as she covered her face and cried.

Despite the commitment she’d knowingly made months ahead of time, she still couldn’t quite process what she’d just done. Her dragonets were gone. She was never going to see them again. How could she do this? What kind of a monster was she?

She still heard their voices, their cries, their terrified faces. Their last moments were so horrible. Why wasn’t she more careful? Why didn’t she remember to hide the watch before falling asleep? She knew that Darkstalker had the chance of returning home that morning, unlikely as it was. She got careless and stupid, and she almost lost the opportunity to use the watch because of it.

She spent the hours curled up on the floor, feeling sick to her stomach. It was impossible to sleep. All of the things that she had just undid kept replaying in her mind. Their ascension to the throne, the ending of the war with the IceWings, everyone getting married and having kids — all of those moments of triumph and joy now tormented her, and she was left wondering if she could ever relive any of them now that they were gone.

She didn’t regret going back. Having another chance really was a blessing. But it was so hard to think straight with all these second thoughts floundering around in her skull.

Someone knocked on her door. “Clearsight? It’s time to get up.”

It was her mother. She opened the door, poking her head in.

“Honey, what are you doing on the floor?” she asked, sounding concerned. “Are you feeling alright?”

Clearsight lifted her head from her pillow and looked up at her mother, her eyes gently gazing as she stepped closer. “What’s wrong, dear?”

Clearsight let out a small groan, exhaustion settling into her bones, and looked away, slowly rising to her feet.

“Clearsight, please don’t ignore me,” her mother said. “What’s the matter? You can tell me.”

Clearsight ignored her mother and slowly traipsed towards her bedside. Her watch was on the ground, sounding out its steady, lullabic ticking. She picked up.

“Clearsight,” her mother started.


  Click.


It was seven twenty-two once again. Clearsight heaved out a long sigh, set down her watch, and collapsed into her bed.

Her breath was still shaky from the initial shock of it all, but she was starting to calm down.

What did she want to do differently this time? What had she learned from the years that she’d lived and undone?

There were two big things. The first was that Darkstalker always had ambitions to become king. It wasn’t something that arose later on in his life from a more corrupted soul. Even right now, Darkstalker wanted the throne.

The second thing she learned was that Darkstalker could become king. All things considered, Clearsight thought she had done a pretty good job as queen. And Darkstalker was a sensible ruler for as long as the other animus powers were there to temper him. She hadn’t had faith in Darkstalker’s potential as a king. Maybe that was a mistake.

On the other talon, she wondered if anything would have gone any differently if she had given Darkstalker her full support from the start. He’d gotten corrupted by his power in the end either way. In fact, so did she. She remembered what Fathom had said about both Darkstalker’s and her soul.

On the third talon, she wanted to put her faith in Darkstalker this time. After living through two attempts that had failed when she was always at least a little bit wary of him and his intentions, she felt like she owed him an attempt where she lowered her guard from the very start.

Her head remained full of doubts as she closed her eyes and her bedside candle magically snuffed itself out, but exhaustion quickly got the best of her. She fell asleep before her mind could conjure another thought.

After her mother woke her up that evening, she had a breakfast of toast with scrambled grebe eggs made by her dad. They tasted so simple now, but she distinctly remembered them being her favorite thing to have for breakfast when she was a kid. There was actually a certain nostalgia to eating them again all these years. It had been so long since she last had her dad’s cooking.

Though, it would actually be a little bit overzealous to classify his meals as ‘cooking.’ He usually cooked things by setting them on fire, but eggs didn’t do that. So his “toast with scrambled grebe eggs” was more or less two pieces of charred bread floating on top of a lukewarm soup of raw, beaten eggs. And it was still Clearsight’s favorite breakfast.

She wondered if her sense of taste was different now that she was younger. Maybe she would like chicken sausages, which was the only thing that Remedy ever ate for breakfast.

Clearsight could already feel herself starting to tear up, so she pushed those thoughts away as soon as she started having them. She quickly finished the rest of her breakfast, gathered her belongings, said goodbye to her parents, and took to the sky after leaving the house.

Being four again was disorienting. Her body was so tiny, and none of her muscles were as strong as she was expecting them to be. On her way to school, she flew with the gait of her adult self, and was confused when she found that she wasn’t flapping her wings fast enough to lift herself up in the air. After adjusting by flapping faster, her muscles started to ache after only a couple minutes of flight.

It was a good thing that the school wasn’t far away, and that she remembered how to get there from her home. She approached the main clearing in front of the school grounds, where there was ample space for dragons to touch down from the sky and land.

She spotted Darkstalker there. He was with his sister, and the two of them were already watching her as she started to land. Darkstalker bounded towards her, accidentally running into another student along the way. “Watch where you’re going, you idiot!” the student shouted, shoving Darkstalker off of him before rising back to his feet.

Darkstalker stumbled from the shove. “Sorry! Sorry!” he said, flapping his wings to help stabilize himself. He then trotted up to Clearsight, who by this point was doing all that she could to hold back her laughter.

“Good evening, Darkstalker,” she said.

“Did you use it?” he asked her.

Her smile vanished. That’s right. Darkstalker knows that I set the watch yesterday, doesn’t he? What was she supposed to say? Obviously she couldn’t lie, but what was the best way to tell him without making him freak out?

His eyes welled up with concern. Clearsight opened her mouth to say something, but she couldn’t find any words to speak.

“Good evening, Clearsight,” Whiteout said, trotting up beside Darkstalker. Her snout was scrunched up, and she was studying Clearsight as though her scales had changed color for some inexplicable reason. “Don’t take offense to this, but you are covered in time snakes, and they are alarmingly venomous. Where did they come from?”

Clearsight couldn’t even focus on the question with the look Darkstalker was giving her. The way his face collapsed in horror and shame was enough to make her feel queasy. “Clearsight … don’t tell me that …”

Clearsight looked at him sadly. “We have a lot to talk about, Darkstalker,” she said. “But don’t worry.” She stepped closer to him and placed a talon on his cheek. “Most of it will be good, I promise.”

She leaned in and kissed him, mostly just to get that awful look off of his face. Darkstalker widened his eyes, and for a second, Clearsight thought that he was going to back away and break the kiss. But he didn’t. Instead it was Listener who interrupted them.

“Ewww! C’mon, wait till you’re alone to munch on his face, Clearsight!”

Clearsight broke the kiss and shot Listener a sideways glance. She was trotting up to them with this disgusted look plastered to her face.

“Good evening, Listener,” she said.

“Look, Clearsight, if I’m going to do my part and refrain from blabbering about how you two are dating, you’re gonna have to do your part by not kissing the guy in front of everyone.”

“Oh.” Clearsight looked over at Darkstalker, who now looked like he’d just eaten something extremely sweet. “Right. Sorry.”

Listener sighed. “Anyway, I need to have a word with you. Alone.” She cast a mistrustful gaze at Darkstalker and Whiteout.

Darkstalker snapped out of his brief daze and took a step towards Listener. “Sorry Listener, but we’re in the middle of something right now.”

“Your make-out session can wait,” Listener said, turning away from him and beckoning Clearsight to follow close to her. Whispering to Clearsight, she said, “I have a new idea for our ‘school project.’ Let’s go to the arboretum, where it’s quieter.”

Clearsight racked her brain, but she couldn’t recall what Listener was talking about here. “I’m sorry, I’ve had a lot on my mind lately. Which school project are you talking about?”

“The scavenger project, you moron, what else?” she hissed through grit teeth.

Clearsight’s eyes widened. “Oh, right! I’m so sorry, Listener. I’m really tired. I must not be thinking straight.”

“Clearly.” Listener gave her a bit of space. “But it’s alright. Sorry for snapping at you. Now let’s go. I don’t want to be late for class again.”

Clearsight started to follow along, but then she realized something was off. “Wait, shouldn’t we bring Darkstalker?” she asked. She definitely remembered him being a part of their plan to free the scavengers.

But then she remembered that he originally wasn’t a part of their plan. Listener raised a single brow at her. “Why would we do that?”

“I was … thinking it might be a good idea if we let him in on our project.”

Listener looked like she’d just been betrayed. She glanced at Darkstalker, then back at Clearsight. “Clearsight, you didn’t tell him about this, did you?”

“No,” Clearsight said, feeling pretty confident that that was the truthful answer. “But Darkstalker’s a really good mind reader. He might have already found out about our plans. Besides, I know that he’s sympathetic towards the scavengers. I’m sure he’d be willing to help if we ask.”

Listener let out an unsure hum. She glanced at Darkstalker, who was currently having a hushed conversation with Whiteout. “I don’t know, Clearsight. Do you really think we can trust him?”

Clearsight looked Listener square in the eyes and said, “Listener, I would trust Darkstalker with my life.”

“Uhh …” Listener flattened her ears and looked away. “Girl, you need to slow down with him a bit. You’ve only known him for a couple months, right?”

Clearsight laughed, both at the falseness of that statement and at the irony of it. “You’re one to talk, Listener. How many times have you insisted that you’ve found the boy that you’ll marry and spend the rest of your life with?”

“Which is exactly my point,” Listener said. “If I’m weirded out by how strongly you’re falling for this guy, then you know something’s gotta be up. Look, I’m sorry, but Darkstalker still kinda creeps me out. Can we please just keep this between you and me?”

Clearsight felt her stomach lurch a little bit. Should she say yes? That was probably what she would do. But that would also cause a divergence from the previous timeline.

It was a split-second decision. “Alright,” she said.

“And please don’t tell Darkstalker about it.”

Now that was definitely something Clearsight could not do. She wanted to say as much, but she could see the future: Listener would explode in her face if she did. “Fine, I won’t tell Darkstalker,” she said. “But I can’t promise he won’t find out.”

“Fine,” Listener said. “Now let’s go, for real this time.”

Before following Listener, Clearsight trotted up to Darkstalker. “Can we talk at your house after school?” she asked.

“Can we maybe talk now instead?” he asked. “I don’t want to be left hanging for the entire school day.”

“I’m sorry,” she said, meaning it. “Listener’s being persistent. And we should probably talk about everything somewhere private anyway.”

Darkstalker let out a pout through his nose. “Fine. I’ll meet you here after class.”

Listener had already disappeared around the side of the campus, so Clearsight followed after her. As expected, she found her in the arboretum, and together they talked in hushed voices about their plot to free the scavengers.

It was while they were talking that it dawned on Clearsight just how long it was going to take to redo everything. She knew she’d have to free the scavengers again. But that also meant that she’d have to meet with Listener several times again to arrange the exact same plans. It meant that once the scavengers were freed, she’d have to risk getting caught again.

And then she started to think about all the other small things she’d have to redo. She’d have to do all of her homework a second time over, and take all of her exams a second time over. She’d have to go through her annoying growth spurts all over again as she got older. She’d have to meet Fathom and Indigo all over again, and eventually help plan their marriages, not to mention her own marriage with Darkstalker.

Reliving the triumphs of the last timeline didn’t sound too bad. But reliving the minutiae of it was definitely not something she was looking forward to. It was a good thing this timeline was on track to diverge fairly quickly, just like the last one, otherwise the repetitiveness might drive her crazy.

The day went by at a snail’s pace. Clearsight couldn’t bring herself to care about anything that was being taught in any of her classes. She’d already sat through all the lectures twice now, and they were just as boring and forgettable as she remembered them being. Case in point: she didn’t actually remember learning about any of the subjects her teachers were talking about.

Once the school day was over, she flew to the landing area at the front of the school, where she found Darkstalker laying on the grass. When he saw her, he rose to his feet and stood up on his hind legs to catch her attention. She circled around him in the air, getting a little bit of extra flight practice in to get accustomed to her body, then landed a few feet away.

When he approached her, he wasted no time in asking his first question. “Look, before you say anything, I need to know: you only used it once, right?”

Clearsight shook her head. “Twice,” she said apologetically.

Darkstalker hung his head low. “I don’t know what to say. I’m really sorry.”

“You didn’t do anything, Darkstalker,” Clearsight said. “Listen, I don’t want you feeling bad about yourself, alright?”

“I feel bad for you, Clearsight,” Darkstalker said. “I can’t imagine turning back time is an easy decision. For you to have made it twice …” He reached a talon around and rubbed the back of his head. “I, er, I know it’s not polite to ask this, but I need to know: how old are you now?”

Clearsight couldn’t help but laugh at the question. “I’m four,” she said.

“You know what I mean, Clearsight.”

“I do, but it doesn’t matter.”

“I still want to know.”

She sighed. “Fine. If I added everything together, then … I think I’d be ten?”

Darkstalker covered his face. “Oh three moons.”

“Darkstalker,” Clearsight said, her voice firm. “I’m four. Don’t go around thinking you’re dating a ten-year-old, alright?”

“No, it’s not that, it’s just …” Darkstalker sighed. “Do you remember what I said to you yesterday, before you went home and activated the watch?”

Clearsight remembered. She might not have remembered earlier, but having living through the school day helped put her kind back into place. “You told me you were afraid that the Clearsight you’d meet today would be a different dragon from the Clearsight you knew yesterday,” she said.

“And she is. Clearsight, I feel like I’ve lost someone very close to me. You took over for the dragon I always knew, and it’s not going to be the same without her.”

“I know, Darkstalker,” she said. “But I promise it’s going to be better. Didn’t I tell you that you shouldn’t be afraid of the Clearsight that you meet today? I’m still Clearsight, and I still love you more than anything in the world. Remember?”

Darkstalker nodded. “I guess we still have a lot more to talk about,” he said. “Let’s get going. My parents will be home soon.”

It was a short flight to Darkstalker’s house, but it still brought an ache to Clearsight’s wings. When they touched down and made their way inside, Clearsight rotated her wing joints as she glanced around. She remembered being a little envious of this house, since it was so much bigger than hers. But after having lived in the palace for so many years, it now felt so cramped.

“My room’s over this way,” Darkstalker said, taking the lead.

“I remember where your room is, you big oaf,” Clearsight said, flicking her tongue at him playfully.

“Just making sure,” Darkstalker said, casting a smile back at her.

Darkstalker let Clearsight into his room, and he closed the door behind her. “Alright, I’m ready,” he said. “Lay it on me. Tell me everything that happened.”

“Actually, I have a better idea,” Clearsight said, reaching for her moonstone bracelet and taking it off. She extended her talons and offered the bracelet to him. “Here, take it.”

Darkstalker did, though not without a great deal of hesitation. “Why?”

“Because I want you to modify the enchantment, so that you can listen to my thoughts.”

Darkstalker handed the bracelet back to her. “No. I don’t know if you remember, Clearsight, but I promised you on the day we first met that I would never invade your thoughts. That’s a promise I intend to keep.”

“Well, it’s a promise I want you to break,” Clearsight said firmly. “If I’m going to be your soulmate, then I shouldn’t be the only dragon in the world that can keep secrets from you. Instead, you should be the only dragon in the world that I can trust with every secret that I’ll ever have.”

Darkstalker looked hesitantly at the bracelet. “I don’t understand,” he said. “You just came back from a future where I did something so terrible that you had to undo everything. Why would you trust me now?”

“Because you’re not terrible yet,” she said. “And I know that you don’t want to become terrible. If I keep all my thoughts, and visions, and worries open to you, then maybe they’ll help you make the decisions that keep you good.”

“I guess that makes sense,” Darkstalker said, tracing a claw around the central moonstone of her bracelet. “But are you sure about this? It doesn’t feel fair. I feel like I should enchant something to let you read my thoughts, so that it’s balanced.”

“I’d be okay with that,” Clearsight said, beaming at his proposal.

“I don’t know if I would, though,” Darkstalker admitted. “I kinda have some secrets that I don’t think I’m ready to share just yet.”

Clearsight snorted, holding back a laugh. “I already know all your secrets, Darkstalker.”

Darkstalker started to blush bright red. “Is … is that so?”

“Mm-hmm.”

“Does that include—?”

“—Yes, yes it does.”

Darkstalker flattened his ears. “Well … that’s embarrassing,” he murmured.

“It also includes the fact that you want to become king,” she said.

Darkstalker sprung back up. “Oh.” He gave her a guilty look.

“I’m not so sure what to make of that, to be honest,” Clearsight continued. “We became king and queen in the last timeline. And it actually went well for a couple years, before it all collapsed.”

“Really?” Darkstalker said. “I didn’t expect that to happen when we were so young.”

“We didn’t really have a choice,” Clearsight said. “Either way, if we got the opportunity to take the throne again in this timeline, I’m not sure if I’d want to take it. It’s so easy to be corrupted by power, Darkstalker. It even corrupted me.”

“Well,” Darkstalker started, “for what it’s worth, I think you would be the best queen the NightWings could possibly have.”

“You see, I kind of think that too,” Clearsight said, a little mischievously. “But I think the future is safer if we don’t chase after the crown. My favorite futures are the ones where we raise dozens of adorable little dragonets and live a long and happy life, staying happy together until we’re old and full of wrinkles.”

She leaned against Darkstalker’s shoulder and added, “We don’t need to rule a kingdom to make that happen.”

Darkstalker started to give Clearsight’s wings a massage. She wondered how he knew that her wings were sore, but then remembered that he could read her mind now. She sighed contentedly and extended her wings, giving him easier access.

“It’s a nice sounding future. But I think I’m a little too young to seriously be thinking about dragonets,” Darkstalker mused.

“I think you’re also too young to seriously be thinking about killing the queen and taking her throne too,” Clearsight added.

Darkstalker laughed. “Good point. Maybe for now, we’ll just live one day at a time. You can afford to do that this early in your new timeline, right Clearsight?”

Clearsight smirked. “For now, Darkstalker. For now.”


A/N: Uhhh, it’s still Saturday somewhere, right? … No? Not even in Australia?
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38. Chapter 37


    
    
  DARKSTALKER


When Clearsight had told him that most of what they were going to talk about would be good, Darkstalker had his doubts. She was just telling him that to make him feel better, right? How ‘good’ could any of the news be?

And the news did somewhat corroborate his doubts. Clearsight had spent years living a wonderful life, only to have it flushed away by a sudden turn for the worse. It was one of the most heartbreaking things he’d ever had to learn.

She had explained everything, both with her voice and her mind. It took hours to cover all the important things that had happened in the years she’d erased, and she ended up staying long after his parents had returned from work.

Darkstalker often probed Clearsight for more information during their discussion. He wanted to know about everything, so he didn’t hesitate to ask question after question. But he forced himself to hold his tongue whenever the dragonets were mentioned. Curious as he was to learn more about Solstice and Remedy, he realized how much Clearsight struggled to keep herself composed whenever she mentioned them.

She told him a few things about them. They hatched when Clearsight was only eight years old. They were adventurous and troublemaking, but still incredibly sweet. And according to her, Darkstalker was an amazing father.

That was all Darkstalker needed to know, but there was one question that he couldn’t hold back. “Do you think you’ll want to have any again?”

“Of course,” Clearsight said, her voice quiet and fragile. “What kind of a timeline would this be if I didn’t give some new dragonets the chance to live? But … not for a while. I don’t even want to think about new hatchlings right now.”

Neither did Darkstalker. He was still a dragonet himself, after all. The futures he saw where he was a father were nice to visit, but they also ever-so-slightly terrified him.

It wasn’t until dinner time that Clearsight had finally disclosed everything to Darkstalker. His mom knocked on his door and asked if Clearsight would be staying for dinner. Clearsight said yes, and Darkstalker would have loved to spend more time with her. But he had the feeling Clearsight didn’t actually mean that.

“You know, Clearsight, your mom and dad don’t know that I’m your boyfriend yet,” Darkstalker reminded her. “Do they know where you are?”

Clearsight’s wings sagged. “Oh moons, you’re right. I need to stop worrying them like this.” Ah, that compassionate fear in her voice — there was the Clearsight that Darkstalker had always known. It was nice to hear that Clearsight for a change.

That was perhaps the worst part of all this. The ill-fated life that Clearsight had recalled to him was hard to hear, but what was harder was the fact that Darkstalker had now missed a huge part of Clearsight’s life. Instead of being able to live that life with her, he now had to pick up where the previous version of Darkstalker had left off. The sweet, innocent Clearsight that he had known yesterday was still there, but she was buried under years of experience and trauma that Darkstalker himself had never gotten to witness with her.

And so, he remained doubtful of Clearsight’s promise that most of what they had talked about was good. He felt a little better knowing the truth, but he would have felt better still if it weren’t true.

That changed over the next few days, though. Clearsight giving him permission to look into her mind turned out to be an incredible gift. He found himself deeply immersed in her thoughts whenever she was around. He was absolutely fascinated by how effortlessly she was able to use her powers. Even with small things, like where in the forest they should go for their next date, she could simply pause for a second, look ahead, compare the various futures, and decide which option was best. It was absolutely amazing, and Darkstalker was able to see all of it!

He also discovered that Clearsight thought about him constantly. She was always thinking of ways to spend time with him, to make him smile. And when she wasn’t doing that, she was reflecting on pleasant memories from her past, like when she told her parents for the first time about all the different ways in which Darkstalker was just the most wonderful dragon.

He thought that he’d fallen in love with Clearsight the moment that he first saw her in his visions. But bearing witness to her inner thoughts for the first time had his heart swimming with those fresh new feelings all over again.

As the days passed, Clearsight started to settle into her old life once again. Her four-year-old self with all of its instincts and present-day problems began to take the place of the hardened dragon that had come back from an erased future. There were still moments where memories of Solstice and Remedy pulled her back to her past life and crippled her emotionally. But Darkstalker was always able to tell when those moments were happening, and he always pulled her back into the present when they did.

Perhaps the biggest advantage to learning about everything that Clearsight had gone through was that he learned about Fathom. Who would have guessed that he’d end up befriending an animus dragon from the Kingdom of the Sea? Now that he knew their destinies were intertwined, Darkstalker couldn’t wait to meet him.

And they’d be meeting each other tomorrow!

Clearsight wouldn’t be able to join Darkstalker at the welcoming party, since she’d be busy rescuing scavengers with Listener at the school. But this party was apparently of vital importance, so Clearsight insisted that he come over to her house to make preparations.

She suggested that Darkstalker enchant something to protect himself. Apparently Indigo had a decent chance of threatening him at knifepoint, and apparently in some of those futures, she actually killed him. Darkstalker spited Indigo in his head for trying to do something like that, but he agreed to the suggestion. Dying would not be on his agenda for a long time.

She also brought attention to the fact that Fathom and Indigo would want him to stop using his powers entirely, and that securing a friendship with them would take some time if they weren’t confident that he was being careful with his powers.

On the other talon, he couldn’t make Fathom and Indigo too confident. If he did, then they’d consider their job at the Night Kingdom finished and return to the Kingdom of the Sea.

Darkstalker had a lot to think about. For the first time in a while, he found himself trying to use his own future sight in order to assess his plan of action. As usual, he couldn’t isolate any details of the futures he saw, but his powers did give him one key piece of information that Clearsight hadn’t been able to glean: Fathom and Indigo were going to be terrified.

This made Indigo’s apparent attempt to kill him much more forgivable. It also gave Darkstalker an avenue to approach the two SeaWings — a way to make himself appear as an ally … and to make Queen Vigilance appear as an enemy.

He made sure he was ready for the party early. He equipped his protective earring that made his scales hard as diamond, and flew with his parents to the palace.

His stomach was bubbling with excitement when he stepped through the gates. Never before had he been so happy to be at the palace. Now all he needed to do was wait to be introduced to the SeaWings.

Queen Vigilance greeted them inside shortly after they arrived. The grand hall was decorated with SeaWing colors and ornamentations, and various kinds of sushi were being served as refreshments.

Darkstalker waited patiently as Vigilance made small talk with his parents. Fortunately for him, the queen liked to let everyone else do all the talking, and often let moments of silence in the conversation linger so that other dragons would fill them. One of those moments eventually came, and Darkstalker jumped at the opportunity.

“Your Majesty, I heard that I would be meeting someone here at this party,” he said. “Prince Fathom of the Kingdom of the Sea, I believe?”

“Yes, that’s right,” Vigilance answered, looking bored. “Follow me. They’re over this way.”

She followed Darkstalker to a roped off corner of the party where soft drinks were being served, and immediately saw the four SeaWing guests. They were having a conversation with a NightWing councilor, who appeared to be doing most of the talking. When Vigilance arrived, she cleared her throat loudly enough to catch the councilor’s attention and prompt her to distance herself from the SeaWings.

“Prince Fathom,” Vigilance said, nodding to green SeaWing, the only SeaWing of the four who wasn’t wielding some sort of weapon. “This is Darkstalker.”

Darkstalker stepped forward. Prince Fathom flinched, shaking like a leaf, and the dragon to his side gave him a menacing squint. “It’s wonderful to meet you, Prince Fathom,” Darkstalker said, giving them his warmest smile.

Fathom couldn’t immediately respond. Fear gripped at his neck, forcing him to hold his tongue. That’s him, he thought. That’s the other animus. “Pleased to meet you too,” he finally said, barely whispering. When he realized how he sounded, he cleared his throat and raised his voice. “This — these are my guards, Indigo, and … Wharf and Lionfish.”

Darkstalker would have loved to get them away from this party, but that was starting to seem like a bad idea. They were obviously afraid of him too, so it was doubtful that Darkstalker would be able to ease their fears by taking them somewhere where he’d be alone with them. Not to mention that Indigo would have an opportunity to try to kill him if he did: he could see that pretty clearly with his future sight.

Queen Vigilance left without another word, tending to the other guests at the party. Pleased to have her gone, Darkstalker looked over his shoulder to see if any other NightWings were within hearing range. It seemed safe.

Darkstalker faced Fathom once more and leaned forward a little. “I’m so sorry that the queen is torturing you like this,” he said quietly.

Fathom swallowed, only growing more nervous. “What do you mean?”

“I mean that this party is exactly like the party you faced when Albatross murdered your family,” Darkstalker said, snarling a little bit. “Either Queen Vigilance didn’t do her homework, or she is actively trying to traumatize you. Either way, I find this party deeply offensive. If you want to get out of here, let me know. I’ll whisk up some excuse to the queen and take you away from all this.”

Yes, please, get me out of here, Fathom thought.

“Thanks, but we’re staying here,” Indigo said.


  Or not.


Darkstalker shrugged. “Very well, but don’t hesitate if you change your mind at any point. You shouldn’t feel like the queen is suffocating you. You deserve to be happy while you’re here.”

That’s not true, Fathom thought. I’m not even sure if I deserve to be alive. Then he started thinking about what would happen to Indigo if his soul disintegrated, just like Albatross’ did.

It was at that moment where Darkstalker understood exactly why he was destined to become such good friends with Fathom. Here was a miserable dragon who had witnessed something so unspeakably terrible that it damaged him to his core. He was so afraid. Afraid that if he dared to be happy, even for a second, then he’d snap and destroy everyone and everything that still mattered to him.

Darkstalker wanted to help him so badly. He wanted to raise Fathom from the pits of despair, to show him that he didn’t have to spend every waking hour punishing himself for things he was never going to do.

“You don’t seem to like the queen very much,” Indigo said, leery-eyed.

“No, no, no, I have no anger towards the queen herself,” Darkstalker said, tasting the bitterness of that lie. “But I don’t like it when dragons act dishonorably to honorable dragons.”

As much as he wanted to actually tell them about how terrible Vigilance was, he knew that that wouldn’t do him any good. He didn’t want to give them the impression that he was on the verge of murdering Queen Vigilance. Not yet, at least.

“Listen,” he said, reaching for a glass of punch on a table beside him. “You should know that I’m a seer in addition to being an animus dragon. I’ve known about you for some time now. I’ve been anticipating your arrival, because I foresee us all becoming very good friends.”

“We’re not here to become friends with you,” Indigo said. “We’re here to make sure you don’t end up like Albatross.”

“W-we’ve been sent here to try and warn you,” Fathom added. “I know you might think that your soul is safe, but I promise you that it’s not. My great uncle was a really good dragon before his soul was destroyed by his magic. If it destroyed his soul, then it can destroy yours. You have to stop. Completely.”

Darkstalker sighed. “I’m aware of the damage that my magic can do to my soul,” he said. “Trust me, I’m painfully aware of it. My father is an animus, and I’ve seen with my own eyes the damage that his magic did to him. But I can’t just stop using my powers. Even if I stopped using it for myself, I may end up in a situation where I have to use magic to save the life of someone I love. Or I might be ordered by the queen to cast a spell for her.”

“We were told that the queen thinks you’re using your magic recklessly as well,” Indigo said.

“The queen isn’t paying as much attention to me as she would have you believe. And I wouldn’t call myself reckless. I take all necessary precautions with every spell I make.” Darkstalker took a drink from his glass of punch. “But I’ll admit that I may have gotten a little ambitious when I started exploring my powers. I understand how that could frighten you.”

He still doesn’t get it, Fathom thought, his chest collapsing with worry. He doesn’t realize what he could become.

This dragon is too dangerous, Indigo thought. I need to kill him before he hurts Fathom.

Darkstalker exhaled. Obviously Indigo didn’t realize that he was a mind-reader.

“Okay, okay. Look, I think we can help each other out. I need to learn how to make better use of my magic—”

“—You need to learn how to stop using your magic,” Indigo corrected.

“And you need to learn how to enjoy life again.” He made sure he was looking at both of them when he said that.

Indigo’s mind flared with suspicion. “What makes you say that? Don’t act like you know us.”

“I know you better than you think. Remember, I’m a seer. I can also read your minds. Any NightWing with silver scales next to their eyes has that power.”

As if summoning a defense mechanism, both Fathom and Indigo’s minds went blank. They looked at each other, quietly wondering now if they’d let slip any thoughts that they weren’t meant to share. Indigo was just now realizing that he probably heard what she’d thought about killing him.

“I didn’t hear anything from your minds that I wasn’t expecting to hear,” Darkstalker said. “But it has helped me understand the two of you a bit better. Prince Fathom, you went through something terrible. You’ve been damaged and hurt, and the Kingdom of the Sea didn’t help you when you needed it.”

“I don’t need help,” Fathom insisted. “The Kingdom of the Sea kept me alive, which is more than I deserve.”

Don’t say that, Fathom! Indigo screamed in her mind.

Darkstalker said it for her. “Don’t say that, Fathom. Of course you deserve to be alive. I know I’m not an expert with animus magic, but I can tell you with confidence that an animus who’s self-loathing and terrified is much more dangerous than an animus who loves his life and doesn’t want to change it.”

I can agree with that, Indigo thought, and for a short-lived moment Darkstalker caught from her mind a sense of companionship towards him.

“I’ll make you a proposition,” Darkstalker continued. “I can’t give you my word that I’ll give up magic entirely. But if you promise to stay here and be my friend, I’ll promise to avoid using my magic while you’re here.”

Fathom lifted his eyes. “Really?”

“Really.” Darkstalker beamed at him. “But be sure to uphold your end of the promise. I’ll be stopping by to see you from time to time.”

Darkstalker was just relieved to see Fathom stop being so nervous for a change. “As long as you’re not using your magic, I’m okay with that.”

This was going to be the beginning of a long and wonderful friendship, he just knew it. “Now,” Darkstalker said, “have you reconsidered my offer to get you away from this party? There are several parts of the Great Diamond around here that I’d like to show you.”

Another heap of Fathom’s nerves started to wash away. “I think I’d like that, thank you.”

Darkstalker brought the SeaWings out from the roped up area, then found the queen. He asked her permission to give them a tour of the area, and she reluctantly agreed, waving them to the exit.

As he led them out, he looked back and waited for Fathom to walk up beside him. He smiled, seeing already the futures where they spent long hours together having all sorts of fun. There was an adventurous spirit hiding deep within that jaded dragon. It just needed to be beckoned back out.

Fathom averted` his eyes from Darkstalker’s, but he smiled back. It was unclear what exactly he was thinking, but it was his first moment of true happiness in years, and that was all that mattered.


A/N: I hope this chapter didn’t feel too superfluous. It’s a pretty close match to the analogous chapter in the original book, and it’s also a little similar to what happened in chapter 8 of this story. But it didn’t feel right to skip this scene either. It seemed like a good opportunity to set the direction of Darkstalker’s ambitions, and to lay the foundations for what his mindset would be within this timeline.

Merry Christmas, everyone! And hopefully in the next chapter, I’ll be wishing you a happy new year in the author’s note as well.

  



39. Chapter 38


    
    
  CLEARSIGHT


The way in which Clearsight found herself living in the palace and working for the queen was mostly the same as the way it had happened in the first timeline. She had a vision of an IceWing invasion at North Beach on the night that she and Listener set the scavengers free, and set up a meeting with the queen the next day.

The only difference was that this time, she wanted to keep Darkstalker out of it. She wrote the message to Queen Vigilance herself, rather than having Darkstalker arrange the meeting on her behalf. When the meeting took place two days later, Darkstalker was off hunting for elk with Fathom in the Veteran Forest, just north of the Great Diamond.

There were a couple of reasons why she wanted to do this by herself. The first was that she wanted to keep her matters with the queen isolated from her matters with Darkstalker, at least until she figured out what she wanted to do with the Night Kingdom.

But she also wanted to let Darkstalker spend some more time with Fathom. There was something wonderful about watching him rediscover his friendship with the SeaWing prince, and she didn’t want to spoil that by taking up any of his time.

Despite this, the outcome of the meeting was the same. Clearsight became head seer and was invited to live in the palace. A couple months later, Darkstalker got his own living chambers in the palace too.

She and Darkstalker spent a lot of time together with Fathom and Indigo — much more than in the previous timeline. Before, Indigo tended to keep Fathom away from Darkstalker, and Clearsight tended to be occupied with writing her war reports to the queen. But this time, Clearsight didn’t care nearly as much about these reports, since she’d already done all of the same work in the previous timelines.

As for Indigo …

“There you are, Dorkstinker!”

Something definitely changed about her.

The SeaWing found her and Darkstalker walking down a corridor in the palace. “What are you up to right now?”

“I’m heading back to my chambers to grab my gift for Fathom,” Darkstalker said. “I know I’m a little late for the party, but I didn’t forget.”

“Okay, good.” Indigo trotted ahead of them. “By the way, you’re still down to do some crab scavenging with me down by the tide pools this afternoon, right?”

“Of course.”

“Great. I’ll meet you there after the party when it’s low tide. Bring a big basket. And don’t skimp on your work like you did when we went fishing.”

“I wasn’t skimping, I just don’t know how to fish!”

She turned a corner and trotted away.

Darkstalker sighed. “Sometimes it amazes me that she and Fathom are supposed to be childhood friends.”

“I don’t know what you did to her, Darkstalker,” Clearsight said, “but it’s honestly kinda creeping me out.”

Darkstalker gave her an innocent grin. “What are you talking about?”

“In the first timeline, you two hated each other. In the second timeline, you were a bit better, but she still never totally trusted you. Now you’re like, best buddies! What happened?”

“I’m sure I just said the right things this time,” Darkstalker said. “Though it’s a pity we never connected in the other timelines. We have quite a bit in common.”

They made it to Darkstalker’s chambers, and Darkstalker collected his scroll and his gift for Fathom. It was the soul reader — the same one he’d made in the previous timelines. Once Darkstalker had these things, the two of them made their way to see Fathom. Indigo had insisted on throwing a party for him, and she and Darkstalker had been spending the past few days preparing for it.

In Fathom’s room, all of the SeaWings — including Wharf and Lionfish — were there. There was a big poster hanging from the ceiling, and written on it in scraps of sea shells were the words, “Happy 7th Hatching Day!”

Fathom was in the middle of the room, looking a little bit trapped. “Hi, Darkstalker,” he said with a wave and a small smile.

“Hey, Fathom!” Darkstalker said as he walked in. He set his gift down on a low table and brushed his wings with Fathom. “Happy seventh.”

“Thanks,” he said. “I, er, appreciate all this, but don’t you think it’s a bit much to be throwing a big party like this?”

“I think it’s fair that we make this hatching day celebration a little bit special, since you didn’t get to celebrate your last one,” Indigo said.

“Besides, this is hardly a big party,” Darkstalker said. “There’s only the six of us here.”

“Actually, it may only be four of us,” Indigo said. “Wharf, Lionfish: we have an important announcement for you.”

The two SeaWings gave each other lopsided looks. “Did you do something?” Wharf murmured.

“No, did you?”

Wharf shook his head. He looked back at Indigo and said, “What happened?”

“Well, it’s looking like Fathom’s stay here in the Night Kingdom is going to be lasting longer than Queen Pearl or Queen Vigilance had anticipated,” Indigo told them.

“Yeah, we noticed,” Lionfish said. “Weren’t we supposed to be back by now?”

“The truth is, I’m starting to like it here,” Fathom told them. “I’m becoming good friends with Darkstalker, and I don’t want to go back home any time soon. But it wouldn’t be fair to keep you trapped here with me. So, I’ve been writing to Queen Pearl, explaining the situation, and she agrees that you two should be allowed to go back without us.”

Indigo produced a scroll with a broken wax seal. “This arrived from the Kingdom of the Sea just a few hours ago.” Clearing her throat, she unfurled the scroll and read it.

“To Fathom, Indigo, Wharf, and Lionfish. Fathom, it is good to hear that you and Darkstalker have become friends. Just make sure not to forget the reason you’re there. As long as you’re able to curb Darkstalker’s use of animus magic, I see your friendship as a welcome development in our endeavor to keep his powers at bay. Seeing as you have been incident-free for the past three months now, we agree with your assessment that Wharf and Lionfish are no longer needed as your bodyguards. Let this letter thus serve as a formal command by me. Wharf and Lionfish are to return to the Deep Palace, where they will await further instruction. This is to be done within one week of your receiving this letter.”

Indigo handed the scroll to Lionfish. “How does that sound? It looks like you got your wish.”

Lionfish’s eyes glided over the words on the page. “Wow,” he said, looking up at Indigo. “Thank you.”

Wharf walked up beside Lionfish and read over his shoulder. He looked at Indigo. “Are you going to be staying here?” he asked.

“It looks like it,” Indigo said. “But I don’t mind. I’m enjoying the Night Kingdom as well.”

As the SeaWings continued discussing amongst themselves, Clearsight leaned in, speaking quietly to Darkstalker. “I assume you had something to do with this development?”

“Well, Fathom did all the work,” Darkstalker whispered back. “All I did was tell Fathom that he should probably convince Pearl to bring Wharf and Lionfish back.”

“You know that in the last timeline, you kind of owed our ascension to the throne to Lionfish, right?”

“Yes, I know. What, were you expecting me to try keeping him around so that he would eventually force me to kill the queen?”

“No.” Well, maybe a little.

“Hey, I heard that,” he whispered with a wink. “Nah, even if I was that conniving, it would be too risky. We’d need a more foolproof plan if we want to become king and queen.”

“Slow down, Darkstalker. Don’t forget that I’m still not all that interested in being queen in the first place.”

“You sure? Your thoughts tell me otherwise.”

Clearsight wanted to accuse him of making that up, but she knew exactly what he was talking about. She did occasionally wish that she was queen again, that was true. But it wasn’t a real wish, just a thought that entered her mind from time to time. Now that she’d already been queen, it was a lot more frustrating when she was given an order she didn’t want to follow.

“Let’s not talk about this now,” she said, bringing her attention back to the SeaWings.

“I guess I should start packing once the party’s over,” Wharf said. “Let me quickly check to make sure I have everything in my room.”

“I’ll do the same,” Lionfish said. “Happy hatching day, Fathom!”

Fathom waved at Wharf and Lionfish as they disappeared into their private chambers. “Thanks, you two.”

Darkstalker bounded forward. “Fathom, are you ready for your gift?”

Fathom smiled and softened his eyes. “Ready as I’ll ever be, I guess. But you really didn’t need to do this.”

“No, I actually really did,” he said, gathering the soul reader in his talons. “Now, don’t freak out, but I did use some magic to make this.”

“You did what?” Fathom’s face fell. “Darkstalker, you promised!”

“I know, I know, but I promise you’re going to like this,” Darkstalker said. “It’s a soul reader: it will tell you how much good is in your soul and how much evil is in there. It will tell you exactly how much your soul has been corrupted by animus magic.”

He gave the reader to Fathom, who held it nervously in his talons. He kept it a distance away from his body, as though it might suck out his soul if he held it too close.

Indigo pinned her ears and soured her face. “This is nice, Darkstalker, but you really shouldn’t have used your magic. I know you have your scroll to protect you, but you don’t know what it could be doing to your soul.”

“Oh contraire,” Darkstalker said, pointing to the soul reader with a beam.

“How does it work?” Fathom asked.

“Point the spyglass part at the dragon whose soul you want to read,” Darkstalker explained. “The hourglass on top will start spinning. When it settles, there will be white sand in the upper bulb, and black sand in the lower bulb. The white sand represents how much evil is in your soul, and the black sand represents how much good is in it. If you want, I can show you where the spell is on my scroll, but first, try pointing it at me.”

Fathom did. He jumped a little when the hourglass started spinning, but he held still as it did its reading. When the hourglass settled, there was about three times as much black sand as there was white sand.

“See?” Darkstalker said. “I’m still mostly good.”

Fathom now pointed the spyglass at Clearsight. She stepped forward, feeling more nervous than curious. She remembered Fathom telling her that her soul had apparently gotten slightly more corrupted during her time as queen. Was that going to follow through into this timeline?

The sands settled, and Clearsight got her answer. There was about twice as much black sand as there was white sand.

“Well, well, well,” Darkstalker said with a sinister smirk. “Looks like I might actually be better than Clearsight!” He approached her and gave her an affectionate nuzzle. “I didn’t know you had a dark side to you. How come you never showed it to me?”

“Ew,” Indigo said as Clearsight’s face lit up like a fire.

Embarrassed as she was, his remark did distract her from the bad news that the soul reader gave. She appreciated him for that.

Darkstalker let go of Clearsight and took a couple steps towards Fathom. “What do you say, Fathom? Want your soul to be read? If it makes a difference, I’m pretty confident about what it’s going to say for you.”

“Well … I guess I should know,” Fathom said. He fidgeted nervously with the soul reader, then gave it to Darkstalker.

But before he could point it at Fathom to get a reading, a knock came from the door to the palace corridors.

“That’s probably the cake,” Clearsight said. “I’ll go get it.”

Clearsight opened the door, but instead of being greeted by one of the palace’s chefs, she was greeted by one of the queen’s secretaries — a short NightWing by the name of Silverstar. “Good day, Clearsight,” she said. “The queen requests your immediate presence.”

“Right now?” Clearsight asked.

“That’s what immediate means, so yes.”

“But I’ve already given her my report. What does she want to see me for?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “You’ll find out when you see her.”

Clearsight let out a frustrated sigh. She looked back at the others and said, “Guys, I’m sorry but I have to go.”

“Aw, and then there were three,” Darkstalker said. “Okay. We’ll leave some cake here for you if you’re not back soon.”

Clearsight followed the secretary to the other side of the palace. She was expecting to be taken to the throne room, but instead they ended up going to the east wing of the palace, where many of the conference halls were.

Queen Vigilance was inside of a smaller conference room, with thicker walls, a marble table surrounded by six velveted seat cushions, and a blackboard with old chalk in the tray below it.

The queen was standing beside a mind reader who looked about ten years older than Clearsight. She had silvery grey eyes and starlike scales along the edges of her wings.

“Clearsight,” Vigilance said with the same frown that she always wore. “This is Keen Eye. You’ll be reporting to her from now on instead of me.”

Clearsight knew that name from the last timeline. She was one of the queen’s head counselors. She gathered intelligence and managed affairs from numerous branches of the royal court. She’d stayed on the court when she and Darkstalker took the throne, but she ended up playing a more passive role, so Clearsight didn’t know very much about her.

But why was she going to be reporting to this dragon now? Clearsight had always reported directly to the queen, both in this timeline and in the others. Something must’ve changed, but she didn’t know what.

“Why won’t I be reporting to you anymore, Your Majesty?” she asked.

“It appears I’ve been relying too heavily on you,” Vigilance said. “I received word today that we lost a battle in the Valley of Shadows. You never reported that there would be a battle there, so we weren’t properly prepared for it.”

“Oh,” Clearsight said, lowering her head. “I’m sorry.”

“Since you failed to see this coming, I decided that I’ll be having Keen Eye weigh your reports with the rest of the reports of other dragons. You’ll be following orders from her now.”

“O-okay,” Clearsight said, glancing at Keen Eye.

“I’ll let Keen Eye fill you in on her new duties for you, Clearsight. Good day, you two.” Vigilance then left the room and disappeared down one of the palace corridors.

“Pleased to meet you, Clearsight,” Keen Eye said. “Please, don’t be nervous. I’m not nearly as stuffy as the queen, or half of her other counselors.”

Clearsight shook her talon. “No, I’m not nervous, just … surprised by all this.”

“Didn’t see it coming? I thought you were supposed to be a future seeing prodigy.” She gave Clearsight a friendly smirk.

“Well, if I saw everything that could possibly happen, I’d probably get a bit overwhelmed. There’s always a few things in my future that remain a surprise.”

“Of course,” she said with a nod. “Between you and me, I think Queen Vigilance actually carries more blame than you do for our recent defeat. If she was under the impression that things would happen in the war if and only if you reported on them, then I think that says more about her competence than it does about your abilities as a seer.”

Suddenly, Clearsight felt something enter her mind. It wasn’t a vision, as she couldn’t see anything. But rather it was an omen. A promise that this dragon was important. Keen Eye was a powerful dragon. She had influence in the palace. And if she became an ally, then Clearsight could use that influence to her advantage. This could be the dragon that helps her become queen.

She blinked. Where on earth did those thoughts come from?

“You’ll need to arrange your schedule so that you’re free every weekday at two o’clock,” Keen Eye said. “That’s when I have my council meetings. You’ll be participating in them from now on.”

“And that’s starting tomorrow?”

“Yes. Be sure to have a report ready by then. I don’t know how flowery you like to make your prophecies, but if you could do me a favor and just be straightforward with them, that’d be great. I’m pretty no-nonsense when it comes to managing a kingdom, and we don’t have time for cryptic riddles these days.”

“I like to avoid cryptic prophecies myself,” Clearsight said with a nod. “It can’t always be helped, though.”

“Well, I’ll let you get back to whatever it is you were doing.” Keen Eye started for the door, but looked over her shoulder at Clearsight before leaving. “I’m looking forward to working with you, Clearsight. I have a hunch that our recent successes in the war have been because of you. I hope you prove me right.”


A/N: Not the most exciting chapter I’ve written, I know, but hopefully it compensated with a bit of cuteness. I’m still trying to figure out what I want to do pacing-wise with this new timeline, so I hope you bear with me as I do that.

Happy New Years, everyone! Crazy how 2020 lasted two years, huh?

  



40. Chapter 39


    
    
  CLEARSIGHT


Things were cordial at the beginning of Clearsight’s first meeting with Keen Eye and her council. There were lots of ‘hello’s and ‘good-day’s and ‘very-pleased-to-meet-you’s. Several military chiefs sat at the council table, including — much to Clearsight’s surprise — Darkstalker’s mother. Apparently Foeslayer was an expert in military intelligence, and directed a large wing of the NightWing air force. She sat alongside a ground general named Blackhorn, a medical chief named Charcoal, and an operations manager named Evenfall.

The council room was small and stuffy, and the conference table was carved from a deep red mahogany that had been sanded down so smooth that it shined. Clearsight sat at Keen Eye’s right wing, feeling an odd combination of confidence and anxiety as her new boss read through her written report.

At last, she set the report down on the table. “Clearsight, I don’t know how to say this respectfully,” she said, “but you’re obviously making this up.”

Now it was just anxiety. “I’m sorry?” she said, nearly in a whisper.

“This is by far the most thorough report I’ve ever seen from a NightWing seer in all my years serving as the Queen’s advisor.”

Clearsight didn’t like making comments that sounded too conceited, but she didn’t think she could avoid it this time. “That’s … unsurprising. I try not to be too boastful about it, but I realize I’m one of the more talented seers of our time.”

“This goes beyond the scope of seer powers,” Keen Eye said. “It’s one thing to be able to decrypt your visions and deliver them in a clear report. It’s another thing to go through practically every forthcoming contingency in pristine detail.”

“I haven’t changed anything about the way I write my reports. Ask Queen Vigilance if you don’t believe me.”

“I intend to,” Keen Eye said, keeping a brow raised at Clearsight. “I suppose this would explain why Queen Vigilance practically ignored all of her advisors after she hired you. But … if these are accurate, it doesn’t make any sense why we haven’t won the war yet.”

“What does the report say?” asked Foeslayer.

“A lot,” Keen Eye said, raising the paper to her nose. “‘The IceWings won’t push their offenses beyond the Valley of Shadows for another two weeks. Instead they will take time to regroup and funnel in more troops to the newly conquered region.’”

“Well that much is obvious,” Blackhorn said.

“‘The troops will be brought in from a reserve that they have stationed in the Arid Dunes, just along the west coast.’”

“That’s … less obvious. If it’s true, we could probably prepare a coastal attack against them with—”

”’—If we choose to attack the IceWings here with a platoon of sixty dragons or more, the IceWings would retreat to the south rather than engage in battle. However, this victory would be short-lived. Depending on which platoon is sent to carry out this attack, the lieutenant will either wait for fortifications and indefinitely stagnate, or they will follow the retreating IceWings south and engage in a battle that they will lose.’” Keen Eye flipped the parchment over to show the rest of the dragons the writing. “That was just the first paragraph. It goes on like this.”

“Is this some kind of a joke?” said Charcoal, his nose twitching as though he smelled something foul.

“This report can’t possibly be reliable,” Blackhorn agreed. “Nobody can predict that far ahead, not even a seer.”

Clearsight felt a knot forming in her stomach, but her pride flared through her nerves. “I understand why you would think that,” she said, keeping her voice firm. “But I know what I saw. I looked for what would happen if we attacked the IceWings, and that’s what my powers told me.”

“Seer powers don’t work like that,” Charcoal said. “Surely you don’t believe you can fool us into believing otherwise.”

A snarl escaped from Clearsight’s face. “You think I’m trying to fool you? Was I trying to fool the queen as well when I was reporting to her?”

Nobody responded, but their silence clued Clearsight in on the answer they wanted to give.

“Fine, then!” Clearsight said, rising to her feet. “If my powers aren’t going to be taken seriously by any of you, then I might as well just go.”

“Clearsight, don’t be childish,” Keen Eye said. “We don’t want you to leave, but we need to be able to trust you if we’re going to include you in these discussions.”

“And you don’t, so goodbye.” She started for the door.

“You have not been dismissed yet, Clearsight. Come back here and sit down. That’s an order.”

Clearsight stopped. She’d almost forgotten, again, that she was still a subordinate. Even if she could leave, she probably didn’t want to. It wasn’t like she could go back to her old job.

She couldn’t stand it. Everyone here was wrong, and she knew they were wrong. And yet they were the ones who got to order her around and act superior to her.

With a sour grimace, she returned to the table and sat down beside Keen Eye. Some visions began swimming in her head, reminding her that she and Keen Eye didn’t have to be friends. Keen Eye could give Clearsight a life of glory and success, or she could have Clearsight permanently expelled from the palace.

She let out a sigh. Staying angry wouldn’t do her any good. And she understood why these dragons didn’t believe her, she really did. If some five-year-old dragonet came up to her and claimed to have special powers that no dragon had ever seen in hundreds of years, she’d have her doubts too.

“Why don’t I test your powers?” Keen Eye asked. “That bracelet that you wear is what keeps me from reading your mind, right? Take it off, and let me peer into your mind while you look into the future like you say you can.”

Clearsight brought her arm close to her body and cradled her wrist against her chest, shielding her bracelet from sight. “Please don’t make me do that,” she said. “There are … things in my mind that I don’t want you to see.”

“Clearsight, you can’t show me anything that I haven’t already seen a million times over,” Keen Eye told her. “Every dragon has dark or treasonous or inappropriate thoughts from time to time that other dragons aren’t meant to hear. We mind readers are trained to forget about them, because almost a hundred percent of the time, they don’t mean anything. As long as you haven’t committed some sort of heinous crime, you should have nothing to worry about.”

Clearsight suddenly remembered the time when Darkstalker murdered Queen Vigilance in her sleep, and how she was right next to him when he did it, but she promptly pushed those thoughts away. “I’m more complicated than other dragons,” she insisted. “My powers, they — if you don’t know how to interpret the visions correctly—”

“—Clearsight, we don’t have time to argue about this. Take the bracelet off. If you can prove that you’re being honest, I promise I won’t ever ask you to show me your thoughts again.”

That wasn’t the first time someone had made that promise to her. And it wasn’t the first time that promise might have been broken. But she saw that there wouldn’t be any backing out of this. If she didn’t do as Keen Eye said, she might as well kiss her job for the queen goodbye.

She had to be very careful. If she accidentally revealed that she wasn’t from this timeline, Keen Eye would never trust her again. If that were to happen, her promise would end up as empty as her patience.

She did everything she could to flush away the thoughts of her past. She needed to focus on the future. She knew what thread she wanted to chase to prove the legitimacy of her powers. Once she found it, hopefully she could focus on it without any intrusive thoughts getting in the way.

She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and took off the bracelet. Then she converged on one of the many closely-knit threads that wove out from the present. Blackhorn proposes that they carry out an attack, and Clearsight begrudgingly lets him have his way.

Four days later, in this same meeting room, Keen Eye enters with the war report, and admits sourly that Clearsight was right about everything. The attack was a success, but Lieutenant Moonchaser was too eager to press forward, and led her battalion to slaughter when she followed the retreating IceWings to a massive enemy fortification.

She opened her eyes to see that Keen Eye had gotten closer to her. She was sitting less than a foot away, staring at the top of Clearsight’s head.

Suddenly, there was a flash. The lighting was dimmer and duller. She was in the palace throne room, sitting where Queen Vigilance usually sat. In the background, dragons were bowing. But Keen Eye, she was still exactly where she was, sitting right in front of Clearsight. In her talons was Vigilance’s crown, which she raised in the air and lowered onto Clearsight’s head.

She shook her head ferociously and immediately slid the bracelet back on her wrist. For a couple of heartbeats, she and Keen Eye looked at each other, wide-eyed.

“That—… I didn’t—… You weren’t supposed to—…” She bit her tongue, took a fraction of a second to gather her thoughts, and said, “Visions sometimes crash into me like that. They won’t happen until — I mean, that future doesn’t need to happen.”

Keen Eye had already completely calmed herself by the time Clearsight was finished sputtering. “Settle down, Clearsight. I understand.”

“What happened?” Evenfall asked.

“What did you see?” asked Charcoal.

“Nothing that you need to know about,” Keen Eye said, frowning at them. “Don’t be nosy. You know how secretive us mind readers are with other dragons’ thoughts.”

“Keen Eye, please don’t take that vision the wrong way,” Clearsight started.

Keen Eye wore a long frown, and refrained from responding for a few heartbeats longer than Clearsight would have liked. But then she sighed, and her frown broke into a light grin. “Don’t worry, Clearsight, I won’t. I don’t know if anyone told you this yet, but I was hatched under two full moons. I’m a seer as well. And that last vision you had was the only one that actually seemed like a real vision. Short, sudden, completely outlandish, and … very awkwardly timed.” Her eyes glistened, much in the same way that Darkstalker’s did whenever he was brewing ideas. Clearsight nervously backed away.

“As for the other visions,” Keen Eye continued, “they weren’t true visions, but they didn’t seem like pure imagination either.” She glanced over Clearsight’s shoulder. “General Blackhorn, is there a Lieutenant Moonchaser in your division?”

“Yes, there is,” he said. “She was just promoted to Lieutenant a few days ago. How do you know her?”

“I don’t,” Keen Eye said. “And I don’t imagine that Clearsight does either.” She sat down back at the table, and glossed over Clearsight’s report once again. A grimace of defeat crept into her eyes. “She’s telling the truth,” she finally said.

“Really?” Foeslayer said. “Are you sure?”

“Yeah, I’m sure. I still don’t know how reliable Clearsight’s visions are. But they’re definitely visions, and not her imagination. And that’s reason enough for me to take this—” she tapped a claw onto Clearsight’s report, “into serious consideration.”

“Fine, then,” Blackhorn said. “Supposing Clearsight’s right and we shouldn’t stage an attack. What should we do instead?”

“The most promising option I found was to reinforce the borders and wait for the IceWings to make their next move,” Clearsight said. “They should leave open another vulnerability that we can take advantage of.”

Blackhorn sighed. “I was afraid you’d say something like that.”

“I doubt the queen will like that option,” Keen Eye said.

“I don’t like this option either,” Blackhorn agreed. “The IceWings aren’t getting any more vulnerable. There should be something we can do now.”

“Maybe,” Clearsight said. “Being defensive was the best option that I found, but I’m not a military expert. I’ve ruled out the possibility of most ambush attacks, and any retaliatory strike in the Valley of Shadows.”

“No, I think you’re right,” Charcoal said. “Going on the defensive for now seems to me like the right call. It will give our medics more time to tend to the wounded.”

“I have no objections to waiting it out,” Foeslayer said. “Our aerial units still need time to regroup.”

“Fine,” Blackhorn said. “If we’re vulnerable too, then let’s get that fixed before pressing an attack.”

“In that case, I’ll pass our council to the queen, and we’ll see what she has to say,” Keen Eye said. “Now, let’s move on to other matters….”

The meeting went on for about another hour, and Clearsight found herself feeling oddly at-home while it was going on. The meeting had all of the same characteristics of the council meetings that she’d had as queen, with the only difference being that none of her friends were sitting around the table with her.

There was still a sense of mistrust that Clearsight caught amongst the other dragons, but she felt it dissolving as the meeting went on. Whenever she made a good point that she shouldn’t have been able to make on her own, or expressed knowledge that she shouldn’t have had, the true extent of her powers started to get realized and respected.

Clearsight left the meeting with an optimistic buzz in her future sight. Her relationship with Keen Eye was still unclear, but her new position on the council seemed secure.

When she woke up the next evening, her future sight greeted her with a cold wave down her back.

Blood and tyranny flashed through her eyes. A furious Darkstalker stood on a spire before an army of enchanted NightWings, commanding them to march with him to the Ice Kingdom and raze it to the ground.

Clearsight had seen this sort of vision dozens of times in the past, but this time it came with far greater urgency. The vision was clear as the shining moons, and it was fast approaching. If she didn’t do anything, Queen Vigilance would be dead in a week, and both NightWings and IceWings would be at risk of total annihilation.

In previous timelines, a vision like this might have caused her to panic. But she’d encountered these situations before and got out of them. She just needed to stay focused.

The first thing she needed to do was figure out what was going on, and the most obvious dragon to talk to about this was Darkstalker. She shared this vision with him at the palace mess hall during lunch. It nearly made him choke on his salmon.

“That’s … frightening,” he said, his voice low.

“I’m glad you agree,” Clearsight said. “So you haven’t decided to start making any plans to kill …” She bit her tongue. Saying the wrong thing in a room where there might be prying ears could land her in a lot of trouble.

“Of course I haven’t,” Darkstalker assured her. “For goodness’ sake, I’m only six.”

“It wouldn’t be the first time you tried this at your age.”

Darkstalker groaned. “Do you have to compare me to myself from different timelines like that? It really doesn’t feel fair.”

“I’m just saying, it can happen. I see it in the future, and I saw it in the past.”

“Fine. I’ll check my soul with the soul reader just to be sure, and I won’t cast any new spells, just to be safe.”

Clearsight shook her head. “I don’t think this has anything to do with your magic. It didn’t last time.”

“That’s true. Last time, it was my mother, I remember. But Mom isn’t in any danger now, is she? I mean, you’ll be seeing her later today.”

Clearsight looked ahead for signs of Foeslayer, tracing out her fate. Darkstalker was right. She would be at Keen Eye’s meeting today, and then …

Oh no.

Darkstalker’s ears flattened when he saw the way Clearsight’s face changed. “Clearsight.”

“Queen Vigilance is going to send her on an ambush mission,” Clearsight said. “I can save her. I’ll be meeting with her in less than an hour. We’ll figure this out.”

“If you need any enchantment, tell me,” Darkstalker said. “I can make a necklace that gives you perfect persuasion, or something that can make Queen Vigilance change her mind.”

“No,” Clearsight said, shaking her head. “Not that type of magic.”

“But this is my mother, Clearsight! I don’t want to take any chances with her.”

“Not with that type of magic,” Clearsight insisted. “If I need an enchantment, I will come to you. But until then, let me do this on my own. It’ll be safer this way.”

She did her best to lace her voice with confidence, but her thoughts probably betrayed her. She knew that she couldn’t fail this, and Darkstalker probably did too. He knew that if Foeslayer died because of an order by Queen Vigilance, he might respond by killing the queen and taking her place.

They finished their lunch early. Clearsight returned to her chambers and spent her final precious minutes before the council meeting thinking over what she wanted to say. She knew from experience that using her future sight was practically useless when it came to directing conversations. All she managed to glean during her preparations was that she was going to have to be direct if she wanted to have a chance at saving Foeslayer.

She made it to the meeting a little early. The torchlight in the room kept it warm, which eased her nerves a bit, but she was still pacing in circles around the table until Keen Eye arrived.

“Hello, Clearsight,” she said. “Are you alright?”

“Not exactly,” Clearsight said. “I had some visions about the ambush.”

“Ah, so you’ve already found out about what Queen Vigilance wants us to do,” she said with a sigh. “Unfortunately we don’t really have a choice. Her order is final. We’re just going to have to work with it as best as we can. Hopefully we can plan properly and minimize casualties.”

“I really don’t think that this is something we should follow through on,” Clearsight insisted.

“We’ll figure it out, Clearsight. For goodness’ sake, try and calm down. You won’t be of any use if you’re all jittery like this. Let me go get some water for you. I’ll be back in a minute.”

As Keen Eye escaped the meeting room, Foeslayer made her way in. Her presence helped ground Clearsight back in the present. It was comforting to see her. She just hoped this wouldn’t be the last time she did.

“Greetings, Clearsight,” she said. “How’s Darkstalker doing? I haven’t seen him in a couple days.”

“Happier than ever,” Clearsight said. “He loves it here in the palace, where he can see me and Fathom whenever he wants. He’s sad that he doesn’t get to see you and Whiteout as often, though.” Clearsight took her seat. “Foeslayer, have you ever … been in a battle before? I assume you must have, given your rank and all.”

“Actually, no. I got my position through study, and through some connections I inherited from my grandmother,” Foeslayer said with a smirk. “I was one of the youngest dragons to become a Lieutenant. And I’m still a little too young to be a soldier. Dragons aren’t usually put into battle until they’re in their twenties, and I’m only nineteen.”

Clearsight bit her tongue and looked over at the door. Blackhorn, Charcoal, and Eventide all stepped into the room, quietly wrapping up their conversations before they took their seats. Soon thereafter, Keen Eye returned with a metal pitcher of water and a few glasses, which she placed on the table.

“Good, we’re all here,” Keen Eye said as she poured Clearsight a glass. “Let’s begin with the queen’s orders as of this evening. She has decided, a little surprisingly, to ignore our call to act defensively. She insists that we attack now, and wants us to do so with an aerial ambush.”

Keen Eye grabbed a map of the west coast of Pyrrhia, which was sitting on a stack of parchments next to the chalkboard. She flattened it against the table and pointed to a spot just northwest of the mountains bordering the Night Kingdom, near the Valley of Shadows.

“Thanks to Clearsight, we know that reinforcements are coming into the Valley of Shadows from the IceWing fortifications along the Arid Dunes. The queen wants us to intercept those reinforcements right here, before they make it to their destination.”

“But Clearsight already established that that wouldn’t work,” Blackhorn said. “We don’t have any field captains in our divisions that can effectively lead the ambush.”

“There are no captains, but there is a lieutenant,” Keen Eye explained. “And that lieutenant is our own Foeslayer.”

Foeslayer straightened up, as though Vigilance herself entered the room to see her. “She wants me to lead the ambush?”

“She orders you to lead the ambush. She’s confident that you’re more than capable.”

“I’d … be honored,” she said, a slight quiver forming in her voice. “She doesn’t believe I’m too young? I thought standard practice was to wait until dragons entered their mid-twenties before having them see battle.”

“Dragons in their teens are usually looking after their first brood of hatchlings, which is why they’re not called on to do dangerous field missions such as these,” Keen Eye explained. “But Queen Vigilance reckons that this doesn’t apply to you, since Darkstalker and Whiteout are nearly adults already.”

“Well … if Vigilance is confident in my success, then so am I.”

“Keen Eye, I have to object to this plan,” Clearsight said. “Even with Foeslayer leading the ambush, it’s going to fail.”

“I explained the risks to Queen Vigilance,” Keen Eye said, turning to Clearsight. “She told me that it was our job to mitigate them.”

“But it’s so much riskier with Foeslayer,” Clearsight tried to explain. “It’s not just a matter of whether the mission fails or not. If she actually takes part in the ambush, there is a very good chance she ends up dead.”

The other NightWings cast nervous glances at Foeslayer, who now looked horrified.

Clearsight stood up. “Listen, Foeslayer is the number one enemy of the IceWings. If they see any opportunity to take her down, they’re going to take it.”

“But I have an enchantment on my earring,” Foeslayer said. “It should protect me from harm as long as I wear it.”

“Someone could take it off. And if that happens, you’ll no longer be protected from the enchantment Queen Diamond put on you. Once it takes effect, nothing will be able to bring you back. Not even animus magic.”

Some dark undercurrents began to ripple into the fabric of the futures. Maybe she shouldn’t have revealed that.

Foeslayer gently touched her earring. “Queen Diamond put an enchantment on me?”

Clearsight nodded, and the dark futures simmered ever harder within her head. She pressed a talon against her temple, trying to decipher what was happening in these futures, but the visions were giving her a migraine, nullifying her ability to focus.

“Wait … I’m seeing something,” Keen Eye said. When Clearsight looked up at her, her eyes were pale, a sure sign that she was having her own vision.

It was a long vision, one without words or prophecies. Silence hung over the table, even after Keen Eye returned to the present. When her eyes returned to normal, she closed them, looking down thoughtfully.

“Clearsight,” she finally said, “what you said about Foeslayer — her earring, and its enchantment — it cannot leave this room. Nobody can know about it, not even Queen Vigilance.” She opened her eyes again, and looked around the table. “That means everybody here must keep their thoughts and words sealed regarding this matter. If I find out that any of you let this information slip, then I’ll have you personally executed for high treason.”

And just like that, the darkness in Clearsight’s mind settled. She took a deep breath and a sip of water, more grateful than ever that Keen Eye was a seer too.

“Now, back to the matter of this ambush,” Keen Eye continued. “You raise some good points, Clearsight. But Queen Vigilance has already given the order.”

Then ignore her orders and follow mine instead, she wanted to say. “Can we not appeal to her?” she asked.

Keen Eye shook her head. “She insisted on having Foeslayer lead the ambush. It was a very deliberate final order. If we disobey, we can be executed.”

That wasn’t an empty threat. Looking into the futures, it seemed as though Foeslayer had no choice but to either lead the ambush herself, or be deemed a traitor. She’ll either be executed or stripped of her enchanted earring after being imprisoned.

Clearsight focused, trying to find the decisions she could still make that would save her.

“If we have to send Foeslayer, then the most important thing is to make sure she doesn’t get seen.” She opened her eyes and looked at Foeslayer. “The easiest way to make sure of that would be an enchantment. I can ask Darkstalker to use his animus powers to make something that turns you invisible.”

Foeslayer winced, as though those words stung. “I’m not sure. I don’t want to have another dragon lose their soul trying to protect me. Especially not my son.”

Clearsight knew what she wanted to say, but took her a few seconds to find a polite way to say it. “I know. But it would hurt his soul more if he had to live the rest of his life without his mother.”

Foeslayer opened her mouth, as though she were about to say something. But she closed it, and nodded. “Okay,” she said quietly. “I’ll be sure to have the enchantment before I leave.”

Clearsight felt the weight of the world lifting from her shoulders. Visions of apocalypse and bloodshed slithered away from her mind.

“I’m glad to hear that,” she said. “I think you’re going to be safe.” She rose to her feet, looking briefly at the other council members. “Now, let’s figure out how to execute this ambush. Charcoal, do you know which platoon in Foeslayer’s wing has the most active medical units?”

“That would be Platoon Six,” Charcoal said. “They should be stationed at North Beach.”

“We should have the medics from Six rendezvous with Platoon One here at Fort Orion,” she said, pointing at a fortification on the map that lay east of the palace. “Make sure their flight path falls over the Great Diamond. They’ll wait at Orion for Foeslayer until the night before the ambush.”

“Where on the IceWing flight path should we stage the attack?” Foeslayer asked.

Clearsight spent a few heartbeats combing through the futures. “Pretty far south,” she said. “There’s a patch of forest a few miles northwest of the Valley of Shadows. Foeslayer, I want you to lead the squad there and take cover until the ambush is executed. Whether it succeeds or not, the team can return to North Beach to resupply and provide medical aid to anyone that got hurt.” She closed her eyes, straining her future sight a little further. “It looks like supplies are going to be running thin soon. Evenfall, you should have more of your researchers focus on the routing and supply chain issues. I don’t think—”

“—Clearsight,” Keen Eye interrupted, looking at Clearsight in a way that made her worry that a bug might have just landed on her face. “I’m sure these are all good ideas, but you need to be giving suggestions, not orders. Let’s back up and discuss things one at a time.”

“Oh.” Clearsight fell back to her seat, and politely tucked her tail around her body, feeling her ears go hot. “Sorry, ma’am.”

For the remainder of the meeting, Keen Eye kept giving Clearsight this weird glare. It kind of looked like Keen Eye was trying to break through the bracelet and read her mind again, and kind of looked like she was growing increasingly impatient with her existence.

Clearsight was too on edge to make any major suggestions in addition to the ones she had already made, but by the end of the meeting, everything she did suggest ended up getting approved by the rest of the council.

After Keen Eye adjourned the meeting, Clearsight started for the door in a hurry. However, Keen Eye stopped her. “Can I speak with you one-on-one for a moment?” she asked, extending a wing and herding her further into the room.

“Sure,” she said, looking enviously over her shoulder at the other dragons making their exit. “I really am sorry for giving instructions like that. It wasn’t my place.”

“It’s alright. I suppose you’re not used to working with a council. I trust you’ll learn all the courtesies in due time.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Keen Eye looked around, then started walking towards her seat at the conference table. “I’m curious, Clearsight, do you have any experience in a position of leadership?”

“Well—uh, no, no I don’t,” Clearsight said, shaking her head.

“Really? Well, for better or for worse, you seem to have a knack for it. I’ve got to say, I’m a little bit jealous.”

Clearsight blinked. “Jealous?”

“Yes. When I first got this job, I was so nervous. I had no idea how to give orders or direct a conversation. It wasn’t until I’d been in this position for a few years that I started to get enough self-confidence to do my job well. You, on the other talon, have enough self-confidence for the both of us. You have it to a fault, but it’s a fault I wish I had possessed when I was your age. It comes naturally with your powers, I suppose.”

Never in Clearsight’s life had she imagined someone would fault her for having too much confidence. “Oh, no, I’m really not as confident as I might appear,” she said, shaking her head. “Most of the time, my powers just tell me how uncertain everything is. And when that happens, I have no idea what to do.”

“Don’t be modest, Clearsight. Your confidence clearly shines when you’re given the chance to speak, knowing that others are listening.” She brushed her wing against Clearsight’s and gave her a smile. The gesture seemed to ease a lot of the tension that had been sitting in Clearsight’s bones. “May I ask you a slightly personal question?” she asked.

“Of course,” Clearsight said.

“I know that you’ve had visions about becoming queen, but have you ever actually … seriously thought about it?”

“No, not seriously,” Clearsight immediately said, suddenly feeling like she was being tested. “I mean, I have daydreamed about it, but what girl doesn’t daydream about being queen from time to time?”

“Of course,” Keen Eye said, nodding.

“Why do you ask?” Clearsight asked.

“Oh, no real reason. It’s just …” She paused, tilting her head for a moment. “I guess it doesn’t surprise me that it’s possible.”

Clearsight blinked, feeling again like Keen Eye was somehow reading her mind.

“Don’t get any ideas, Clearsight,” Keen Eye said, smirking. “If you do end up conspiring to overthrow the queen, I’d have to cut off your head, and that wouldn’t be fun for anyone.” She then extended a wing, gesturing towards the door. “Now, you’ve got important things to do, so I’ll let you go.”

Clearsight nodded and started towards the door.

“Oh, and Clearsight.”

She looked over her shoulder at Keen Eye.

“I’m sure you already know this, but keep an eye on Foeslayer when you’re looking towards the future. The balance of the kingdom seems to depend on her.”
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  DARKSTALKER


Life had been busy ever since Darkstalker moved into the palace. Fathom was always a lot of work, since he couldn’t be left alone for too long before retracting into his shell and feeling terrible about himself. Indigo was extremely outgoing as well, constantly seeking Darkstalker’s cooperation for all of the ideas she had to make Fathom happy.

Clearsight operated well enough on her own, but Darkstalker didn’t want to let her. He still loved listening in on her thoughts and trying to find creative ways to surprise her in spite of her powers. And since they were both living in the palace now, their parents weren’t around to keep them from having sleepovers in each other’s chambers every other day.

If it were just those three dragons with whom he had to occupy his time, then he’d be perfectly happy. Fathom, Indigo, and Clearsight were three of his favorite dragons in the world, so he couldn’t ask for better dragons to be responsible for.

But there was also the queen, one of Darkstalker’s least favorite dragons in the world. In the past, she was usually more interested in Darkstalker’s parents than she was in Darkstalker himself. But ever since she found out that he’d used his magic to help protect Foeslayer during the ambush, the flood gates opened. Now she had no problem requesting the occasional enchantment from him, just to give themselves the edge in the war when things were looking bad.

And then there was his mother. After the ambush was successful, Queen Vigilance set her off on increasingly dangerous field missions. Her second task involved destroying a guarded fortification that harbored critical supplies for the IceWing defenses. Her third involved rescuing a NightWing commander that had been captured during a raid. Her fourth involved an offensive ambush on a platoon of skilled frost breathers. According to Clearsight, none of the missions guaranteed her survival.

It stressed both Darkstalker and Clearsight out to the extreme, and they had a miserable lack of control over the situation. Clearsight had the support of her council, and Darkstalker had the support of his family, and they all repeatedly petitioned the queen to keep Foeslayer in the palace. But it all fell on deaf ears. The more often Foeslayer was successful in her assigned missions, the more inclined Vigilance was to keep assigning her new ones. But the more missions Vigilance assigned to Foeslayer, the harder Darkstalker and Clearsight tried to ensure Foeslayer’s success.

It was comforting to know that Foeslayer was good at her job, at least. She knew how to keep herself safe, and her two enchantments have thus far been enough to keep her alive. But it was such a terrible feeling whenever Darkstalker knew that Foeslayer was out serving more orders for the queen, unsure whether or not she’d come back again.

On the queen’s orders, Foeslayer would be setting out on another mission tomorrow. She and her squad would serve as bait against a fortified IceWing patrol along the eastern frontier. The plan was to create an opening, allowing a larger division to come in and seize control of the main fortress. It would be the riskiest mission she’d ever been on.

“Are you sure there isn’t some extra enchantment I can give her?” he asked Clearsight during lunch. “I have some ideas.”

Clearsight shook her head. “If the IceWings find out that we’ve been using magic to protect her, they might start using magic themselves. And that is not a future we want to encounter, trust me.”

Darkstalker let out a huff. “You should tell that to the queen.”

“I have,” she said. “All she did was get all snooty and make me promise not to tell anyone about the spells you cast for her. As if I would tell anyone. Does Fathom know about them yet?”

“No, I decided he probably shouldn’t know,” Darkstalker said. “It’d be too risky. I don’t want the wrong mind reader overhearing him while he’s worrying about me.”

Clearsight frowned, looking away from him. “I hate that I agree with you,” she said quietly.

“Well, what he doesn’t know can’t hurt him,” he said. “I’m sure he’ll understand when the time comes to tell him.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure of that,” warned Clearsight. “You tested their goodwill once already when you made them the soul reader.”

“And I think I passed the test. They still love me all the same.” He rose to his feet. “Speaking of which, I should probably go say hi to them.”

“No, don’t,” Clearsight said. “Fathom just confessed his feelings to Indigo. You should probably leave them alone for the rest of the night.”

Darkstalker beamed. “Attaboy, Fathom! At least one of us is happy right now. In that case, I’ll go find some cooks and ask them to prepare some of Mom’s favorite food for dinner tonight. You’re invited, of course.”

“I’ll be there,” she said.

Darkstalker walked around the table and gave Clearsight an affectionate nuzzle. “Good luck in your meeting. Make sure Mom is fully prepared for her mission tomorrow, alright?”

“I will. She’ll be ready for anything and everything that can go wrong, I promise.”

Darkstalker left the cafeteria and navigated down the palace halls towards the west wing. As he turned a corner and made his way towards the kitchens, a voice rang out from behind him.

“Son!”

Darkstalker couldn’t have asked for a better way to dampen his mood. He turned around and saw Arctic, staring at him with those cold blue eyes that always made Darkstalker’s skin crawl. Whiteout was beneath his wing, wearing a custom harness designed to hold paint canvases on either side of her body. Her smile managed to keep Darkstalker from completely ignoring the two of them.

He sighed and walked up to them. “What do you want, Arctic?”

Arctic folded his brow, and Darkstalker heard him contemplating whether or not he should scold his son for his rudeness. But he let it be, and instead looked down at Whiteout. “Your sister wishes to move into the palace,” he said. “I think she hopes to become a full-time painter for the nobility here.”

“The palace would be lucky to have her,” he said, nodding encouragingly at his sister. “Would you like for me to throw in a good word for you to the queen?”

“I don’t think she likes your seasoning,” Whiteout said. “It’s too salty for her taste.”

Darkstalker’s mind simmered for a moment. “Okay then,” he said. “What would you have me do instead?”

“Feed the birds of her feathers,” she said. “When they flock together, they’ll share the meal, then come fluttering to me.”

“I think she wants you to look around the palace for dragons with close ties to the queen,” Arctic clarified. “If they become Whiteout’s clientele, they may recommend her to Queen Vigilance themselves.”

Darkstalker nodded. “I’d be happy to do that.”

“I have something for you, brother,” Whiteout said, looking over her shoulder at the canvas strapped to her harness. “Take it from me, and copy it into your mind.”

The musicality of his sister’s words always brightened his mood. Darkstalker loosened the buckles around the painting, then pulled the canvas out from the harness.

The painting showed three NightWings in a rainstorm. Two dragons were in the sky, spreading their wings wide to shield the third dragon from the rain. At first, it was hard to tell if the NightWings were anyone specific, but when Darkstalker looked more closely, he could clearly identify himself and Clearsight as the two dragons in the sky, and Foeslayer as the dragon on the ground.

The metaphor certainly wasn’t lost on Darkstalker. “It’s beautiful, Whiteout.”

“Tell me what you see,” Whiteout said.

“I see me and Clearsight, protecting Foeslayer from the rain.”

“Anything more?”

“Well … the water is soaking me and Clearsight,” Darkstalker said.

“Anything more?”

Darkstalker looked closely for any details in the painting he might have missed. And he found one: a glimmer of gold within the clouds, obscured by the foggy foreground. Its shape was clear now that he noticed it. “I see a crown in the rain cloud above,” he said. Another pretty clear extension of the metaphor.

“Good. What else?”

Darkstalker was running out of things to mention. The rain was falling diagonally? The wind was bending the trees in the background? The sky was gray and the grass was green?

“Listen, Darkstalker,” Arctic said. “We’ll be having a family dinner at home tonight. We expect you to be there.”

“I know,” Darkstalker said. “Mom already told me the plan. I was just about to make arrangements with the cook.”

“Don’t bother. I’ve already gotten everything planned. Just show up and behave yourself. We don’t need your sour attitude ruining your mother’s final night at home before she sets off. She’s nervous enough already.”

“I know that,” Darkstalker said, leering. “What do you think Clearsight and I have been doing these past few nights?”

“I don’t know,” Arctic said, his voice soft and seething. “You never bother to tell me what you’re doing with your life.”

Darkstalker huffed. “Well, we’ve been helping Mom prepare,” he said. “We’re actually trying to keep her alive.”

Arctic’s spikes flared. “And I’m not? Is that what you’re saying?”

Darkstalker didn’t bother responding. He was tired of talking to him. He picked up the canvas and folded his wing around it, holding it in place against his body.

“Have you forgotten about her earring?” Arctic said. “She’s probably still alive because of me! And what about you? What have you done to protect her? You’ve only ever wasted your soul on stupid, petty spells. I don’t see you using your powers trying to keep her safe.”

Darkstalker was actually a little surprised to hear that. Foeslayer must not have told him about the invisibility spell he’d made for her. He let out an angry sigh from his nostrils and said, “I’ve made promises about the use of my magic. Unlike you, I’m trying to keep them.”

The edge of Arctic’s mouth twitched into a snarl for half a second. You ungrateful little salamander, the IceWing thought.

“If you’re going to be angry at anyone, be angry at the queen,” Darkstalker told him. “She’s the one who keeps sending Mom on these ridiculous missions.”

“I am angry at the queen!” Arctic said, flapping his wings angrily and accidentally whacking Whiteout in the process. “I’m angry at everyone in this stupid kingdom that makes these stupid decisions! I want Queen Vigilance to stop trying to get Foeslayer killed just as much as you do, you know that.”

Darkstalker clenched his teeth. Yes, he knew that. Arctic’s one redeeming quality was that he loved Foeslayer as much as Darkstalker did. But Darkstalker wasn’t going to give him the pleasure of hearing him admit that.

Arctic let out a sigh, and patted Whiteout on the head, where his wing hit her. “Dinner at the house,” he said to Darkstalker. “Don’t be late.”

“I won’t,” Darkstalker said, turning away from him and walking off towards his chambers.

When he made it to his bedroom, he propped Whiteout’s painting up on the windowsill. He studied the painting some more, just to get his mind off of his irritating father. It really was a gorgeous painting too. Whiteout had become so incredibly skilled with her use of colors.

What was it Whiteout wanted her to see? Maybe he could figure it out if he studied it long enough. Maybe it was important.

But there wasn’t anything in the painting that didn’t already stand out to him. It was a metaphor for Darkstalker and Clearsight’s efforts to protect Foeslayer, that much was obvious. The rain cloud was Queen Vigilance, and the rain was the peril these missions were putting Foeslayer in. But was there something else?

Maybe there wasn’t. Maybe Whiteout just wanted Darkstalker to appreciate her painting, and there was nothing more to it than that.

But something in his mind insisted that that wasn’t true. Whiteout did seem to have some seer powers, despite being hatched the day after the full moons. And Clearsight’s experiences from the previous timelines she’d gone through confirmed that Whiteout’s prophecies had meaningful predictive power — even though they weren’t communicated in the most conventional ways.

This painting felt like a prophecy, or something close to it.

The only extra thing Darkstalker noticed after staring at it for several more minutes was how expertly done the composition was. It was framed beautifully, with a horizon line along the bottom third of the canvas, and a choice of lighting and shadows that directed one’s attention to the center of the piece, where the three dragons were. It was dark and hazy around the edge, and brighter in the middle. The raindrops reflected the soft moonlight, shining like silver, but they didn’t glisten like that around the edge of the canvas. In fact, there weren’t raindrops around the edge of the canvas. They were all in the center, as though the rain cloud were falling on Foeslayer and Foeslayer alone.

That might have meant something, or it might have just been something Whiteout added to make the scene feel more supernatural and metaphorical. Darkstalker really had no way of knowing for sure. If it did mean something, he couldn’t figure out what. Maybe it meant that the rain cloud was following Foeslayer — in other words, that Queen Vigilance was going to keep sending Foeslayer on these deadly missions for the foreseeable future. But he wondered if he really needed a prophecy to know that.

He didn’t know exactly how long he’d been studying the painting for, but at some point he felt like he’d gone too long without moving his body. He stood up, stretched, and headed out into the halls to find a clock and check the time.

There was a grandfather clock swinging in the palace’s main hall. When he looked at it, he saw that it was a quarter past three. Clearsight should be wrapping up her council meeting pretty soon.

“Actually, we just finished,” a voice said from behind him.

Darkstalker straightened up and reared his head. Keen Eye was approaching him.

He’d heard a lot about this dragon from Clearsight. She was sharp, fiercely analytical, and one of the most influential dragons in the palace. Clearsight warned that she was not a force to be reckoned with, so Darkstalker made sure to avoid getting in her way — to avoid meeting her at all, in fact. He’d been successful up to this point.

Clearsight didn’t tell him that Keen Eye was apparently a particularly skilled mind reader, though. Not many dragons were able to penetrate his mind.

Whatever the case, he strengthened his mental efforts to push her out. Keen Eye had her own mind block active, it seemed: Darkstalker failed to pick up any of her thoughts.

“You must be Keen Eye,” he said, nodding his head in a half bow. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“We can skip the formalities, Darkstalker,” Keen Eye said dryly. “I’m sure our powers have already introduced ourselves to one another.”

“Actually, Clearsight gave me more of an introduction to you than my powers did,” Darkstalker said. “She’s so much better at seeing into the future than I am, so I tend to use my own future sight sparingly.”

“I see,” she said. “Well, I need to have a word with you. Do you have a moment?”

There was an existential dread that made its way into Darkstalker’s gut. It wasn’t anything prophetic, just a nasty feeling that he always got when someone important ‘needed to have a word’ with him. It was particularly nasty this time. Something told him he needed to choose his words carefully. “I suppose,” he said. “What do you need?”

“I need ….” She paused, tapping the ground with her claw. Her mind block was keeping Darkstalker from reading her exact thoughts, but he could tell that she was struggling to find the right words. “I need you to … tone it down a little bit,” she finally said.

“What are you talking about?” Darkstalker asked.

Keen Eye let out a frustrated sigh. “Look, I’m sure Clearsight already knows about this very distinctly and has talked to you about it at length, but you’re on the verge of overthrowing the NightWing government, and you need to stop.”

“What? No I’m not!”

“No, don’t pretend that you don’t know what I’m talking about.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I haven’t done anything!”

“But you will,” Keen Eye said. “Or, you might. Darkstalker, your mother’s in danger. We both know that. And if she gets killed, you’ll get angry. We both know that.”

Darkstalker narrowed his eyes. “I still don’t see—”

“—You’ll blame Queen Vigilance for her death, kill her out of revenge, and try to take her place as ruler of the Night Kingdom.”

“That is preposterous,” Darkstalker hissed. He suddenly got the feeling that he should probably keep his voice down.

“I am a seer, Darkstalker. This is what I’ve seen.” Keen Eye stepped towards Darkstalker and lowered her voice. “Look, I’m not your enemy, okay? And I don’t want to become your enemy. But the longer this goes on for, the more likely it is that other seers are going to figure out just how much of a threat you are. And when they do, they’re not going to come to you first. They’re going to go straight to the queen, and she’ll deal with you and Clearsight the same way she deals with every other threat against her.”

As much as he hated being accused of doing things in the future, he had to admit that Keen Eye had a point here. If Vigilance ever suspected that Darkstalker would try to kill her, then both he and Clearsight would be in serious trouble.

“Listen, I’m doing everything in my power to protect Foeslayer,” Keen Eye continued. “All of us are. And I’m not in any position to tell you how you should feel if the worst should happen to your mother. But I need you to try and be prepared. This is a war we’re fighting in, and your mother knew the risks she was taking when she decided to participate in it. If we lose her — and we won’t, but if we do — please, do not take your anger out on Queen Vigilance. She may be a bit thick-headed at times, but she’s not trying to get your mother killed.”

That was when it finally hit him. All at once, it hit him. He felt like an idiot for not realizing it sooner. The rain cloud: it was following Foeslayer. It was deliberately, incessantly, actively trying to rain on Foeslayer.

It took all his mental fortitude to keep his mind blocked and his face composed. And even then, Keen Eye clearly noticed something was awry. “Did you hear me, Darkstalker?”

Darkstalker blinked. “Yeah, yeah, I heard you. Hey, unrelated, but do you happen to have a spy network in this palace?” he asked in a very hushed whisper.

Keen Eye tilted her head. “That is a very unrelated question.”

“Let’s just say I had a vision. One involving the queen. I think … you should keep an eye on her.”

Keen Eye clenched her teeth, closed her eyes, rubbed her temples, then let out a long sigh. “Darkstalker, I thought I made this pretty clear, but I’ll say it again slowly,” she said. “I’m worried. That you. Are a threat. To Queen Vigilance. What you’re saying right now is not helping me ease those worries.”

Bells of alarm chimed in his head. Choose your words very carefully. “I’m not asking you to spy on the queen for me,” he clarified. “This is about Foeslayer’s safety. I don’t know exactly what’s going on, but I think someone close to the queen might be out to get her.”

Keen Eye paused for a moment, and then shrugged her shoulders. “I’ll consider it. In the meantime, please take my warning into consideration.”

“You have my promise.”

Keen Eye walked off, and Darkstalker nearly collapsed from exhaustion. He was amazed that Clearsight managed to deal with her almost every day. The whole time they spoke, he was afraid that if he had said one wrong word, Keen Eye would have been arresting him herself.

He was an idiot for mentioning Keen Eye’s spy network so carelessly. Of course she had a spy network. In fact, she was probably already spying on the queen. But he had to make sure she had her sights focused in that direction.

And he couldn’t outright tell her what to look for. If he had told her that he wanted proof that Queen Vigilance was deliberately trying to get Foeslayer killed, he doubted that it was going to end well for him.

But if she figured it out herself, she very well might solve this problem all on her own.
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  CLEARSIGHT


“I guess I do see it,” Clearsight said, “but it still seems like a bit of a jump. Don’t you think you might be looking into this too much?”

Darkstalker shook his head. “I can feel it in my bones. This is what Whiteout wanted to tell me.”

Clearsight looked down at Foeslayer in the painting, then up at the depiction of her and Darkstalker. He had invited Clearsight into his room to look at the painting, to see if she agreed with his own interpretation on what it meant. “I mean … there could be other ways to interpret it,” she said. “Why is Vigilance the only one not being represented as an actual dragon? Maybe the cloud actually means something broader, like power, or war.”

“It may mean multiple things,” Darkstalker admitted. “But one thing it definitely represents is Queen Vigilance.”

“But why would she want to get Foeslayer killed? This whole war is being fought because of her.”

“That’s exactly the point,” Darkstalker said. “What does the Night Kingdom have to gain by keeping this war going? We’re not fighting for any of their lands. Vigilance probably only allowed Arctic into the Night Kingdom in the first place because she thought he would give Foeslayer an animus child. And since I’m here now, his purpose has run dry — meaning my mother’s has as well. I suspect that Queen Diamond has brokered a deal with Vigilance: if she manages to get Foeslayer killed and Arctic sent back to the Ice Kingdom, then the IceWings will make peace and the war will be over.”

Clearsight let the idea stir in her mind. To Darkstalker’s credit, it did make a lot of sense. “And because of how popular Foeslayer is, Vigilance wouldn’t be able to kill her outright without inviting a revolt against her.”

“A revolt that I would be leading, no doubt,” Darkstalker added. “So instead, she’s trying to get my mother killed heroically on the battlefield.”

Clearsight rubbed her forehead. “I don’t know. I don’t like Queen Vigilance, but she’s never done anything outright evil.”

“I doubt she considers this to be evil,” Darkstalker said. “She might even consider it her only option. How else are we supposed to get out of this war?”

Clearsight realized that there really wasn’t an easy answer to that. If there was, the war would have surely ended a long time ago.

“Clearsight,” Darkstalker said, a mix of anger and uncertainty spinning in the depths of his eyes, “if I’m right about this, I don’t see how it can be resolved without either Vigilance or my Mom dying.”

“Please don’t kill her, Darkstalker,” Clearsight said. “I don’t have the energy to deal with a succession crisis while we’re in the middle of a war.”

“I won’t,” Darkstalker said. “Not now, at least. But if killing her ends up being the only way for me to save my Mom, then don’t try and stop me.”

Clearsight sighed and rubbed her forehead. The following words came out of her mouth with alarming ease. “Fine. If you end up proving that Queen Vigilance is plotting to kill Foeslayer, then come to me, and we’ll figure out how to take care of Vigilance together.”

Darkstalker blinked. “Really?”

“It wouldn’t be the first time I conspired with you to kill her,” she said. “But there’s a lot we’ll need to figure out if it comes to that.”

“Like what?”

“Like how we’re going to get a legitimate claim to the throne if we want it, or how we’re going to keep the kingdom from falling apart if one of Vigilance’s unready daughters takes over.” Clearsight let a couple of possible futures pass in and out of her mind — quick flashes that let her know just how chaotic things would become if they didn’t plan Vigilance’s assassination perfectly. “Vigilance certainly isn’t perfect, but one thing she is doing is keeping the Night Kingdom stable. That’s not an easy thing to do when we’ve been at war for over ten years.”

“I see,” Darkstalker said. “Well then, if it comes to that, I promise I’ll come to you first.”

Clearsight frowned crookedly as more visions swam through her mind. “I can see some futures where you break that promise.”

A small flare of anger lit up in Darkstalker’s eyes. “Why would I lie to you about this?”

“I’m not saying that you are,” Clearsight clarified. “I’m just trying to warn you. This could become a full-blown crisis if we’re not careful.”

“If I break my promise, you can rat me out to the new queen and have her send me to the dungeons to rot and die. If we do this, we’re doing this together.”

His insistence didn’t cause the visions to vanish, but she didn’t press the issue further.

The next evening, rumors circulated around the palace of good news from the front lines. Foeslayer’s new mission was going well: the scouting phase had gone off without a hitch, and orders had already been sent to Lieutenant Moonchaser to begin preparations for an invasion of the fortification along the northern rise. If things went according to plan, Foeslayer would be back home in no more than a week’s time.

The futures in Clearsight’s visions corroborated the rumors, and now that Foeslayer’s fate was out of her talons, the NightWing’s future was starting to stabilize. Their kingdom would be celebrating another victory soon enough.

Moods were high at Keen Eye’s council meeting, especially after Clearsight confirmed that Foeslayer would in all likelihood be safely returning soon. Charcoal, General Blackhorn, and Evenfall were all there, looking as bright-eyed and cheerful as a bunch of military office commanders could reasonably look.

“This calls for a celebration,” Keen Eye said. “We’ve had triumph after triumph, thanks in large part to everyone here.”

“Clearsight is the one who made it all possible,” General Blackhorn said. “I might have been skeptical of her powers at first, but she’s proven herself more than capable as a seer.”

A choir of cheers and applause followed, making Clearsight grow red in the face.

“What sort of celebration did you have in mind?” asked Evenfall. “Should we throw a party when Foeslayer returns?”

“I was thinking of something larger,” Keen Eye said. “We should throw a parade. A party for the entire Night Kingdom. Foeslayer is beloved by every NightWing in the Talon Peninsula. It’s time we give them a day to celebrate her accomplishments.”

“That sounds like an excellent idea,” said Clearsight. “Will we have it on the night of Foeslayer’s return?”

“If the queen allows it,” Keen Eye said, nodding. “Which she might not. Vigilance is usually only interested in parties where she can mingle with important dragons. But I don’t think it would hurt to ask. It would do her some good to be reminded how much Foeslayer is loved by her subjects.”

“I think we can all agree on that,” Blackhorn said.

“If the party gets approved, I would like all of you to help make preparations. I know we’re a military council and not a festivities department, but we’re Foeslayer’s closest colleagues.”

“Certainly,” Charcoal said.

“It’d be a nice change of pace,” Evenfall agreed. “Working on nothing but military intelligence can get a bit bleak after a while.”

“Good,” Keen Eye said. “Now, I have some important business that I need to attend to for the forthcoming weeks. I’ll still be here during the council meetings, but I won’t have time to manage all of your affairs the way I usually do. So I’d like one of you to temporarily take my place as lead administrator.”

“What will that entail?” asked Clearsight.

“Approving and coordinating all of the council decisions, providing guidance to everyone else, directing the affairs that our council has been tasked with overseeing, keeping track of everything on the administrative side, that sort of thing. I’ll still be the one reporting to the queen, but I won’t have the time to do any of the micromanaging. Do we have any nominations?”

There was a brief moment where nobody said anything, but everybody simultaneously looked at Clearsight.

“I feel like there’s only one obvious choice,” Blackhorn said.

“My first vote would be for Clearsight,” Evenfall agreed.

“Same,” said Charcoal.

“I had the same idea,” Keen Eye said. “Clearsight, would you be up to the task?”

“I … I guess so,” Clearsight said cautiously. “But are you sure about this? I mean, I’ve only been with you guys for a couple months.”

“I think your competence speaks for itself,” Keen Eye said. “Just don’t let the power get to your head.”

Clearsight cast a friendly grin at Keen Eye. While this was unexpected, she couldn’t say that she was surprised by the outcome. Nobody in the council questioned her intelligence or her powers anymore. And pretty much every council decision received her approval before it was ratified and agreed on by everyone else.

“I’ll do my best,” Clearsight said. “If I may ask, what business do you have to attend to?”

Keen Eye at first looked a little hesitant to answer. “Some internal matters have been brought to my attention,” she eventually said. “I need to do some information gathering to find out who’s trustworthy and who’s not.”

“Oh dear,” Clearsight said. “Is it something that we should be concerned about?”

“For now, no,” she answered. “If anything important comes out of it, I’ll let you know.”

Despite her answer, Clearsight was still concerned. Espionage was a domain full of uncertainties, and it made the threads of the future extremely volatile. It didn’t help that Darkstalker might be a target of Keen Eye’s scrutiny now — which meant that she might be too. Were they not just talking with each other yesterday about a possible plot to kill Queen Vigilance?

There wasn’t much she could do about Keen Eye’s scheming, so she tried not to worry about it too much. She and Darkstalker made sure to avoid saying anything that could be misconstrued as treasonous while they were in the palace, and they spent the next few days outside of the palace with Fathom and Indigo whenever they could.

As Keen Eye had expected, Queen Vigilance wasn’t open to the idea of throwing a parade in Foeslayer’s honor. Perhaps when Foeslayer won the war for them, she’d reconsider. But right now, it was too soon to celebrate.

She did, however, allow for a ceremony to take place just outside of the palace. Vigilance and Foeslayer would give some speeches, making the public aware of their recent triumphs over the IceWings, and rousing them up for the future triumphs soon to come. It would be a small gathering, attended mostly by the palace inhabitants and their families. Maybe some friends of friends as well.

At least, that was the plan. Keen Eye had wanted to make sure the celebration was a little larger than Vigilance had intended, so she made sure word of it spread. Soon enough, the whole Night Kingdom knew of the ceremony. And soon enough after that, the whole Night Kingdom was planning on attending it.

On the night of Foeslayer’s return, there was a crowd of NightWings more than a hundred strong standing before the balcony of the palace, where the queen usually addressed her subjects. Foeslayer had already been informed of the ceremony, and confirmed that she’d be ready to give a short speech upon her arrival.

The queen was not pleased. She paced slowly in the lobby leading into the balcony. Most of the room’s floor was covered in black sheep woolen rugs, but Vigilance decided to pace around them on the marble floor, where the clicking of her claws rang with every step. Keen Eye and her council were all there, along with Darkstalker and his family, Arctic and Whiteout.

“I don’t know how this happened,” Vigilance said, “but I suppose we’ll make do with it. We’ll keep things short.”

“If I may ask, Your Majesty, why does the large gathering trouble you?” Keen Eye asked. “I would expect you to be happy to see that we have a dragon in our ranks that the kingdom lauds as a hero.”

“Of course I’m happy,” she answered, “but these sorts of public appearances need to be carefully crafted. It’s too soon for celebration. What if Foeslayer gets killed in her next mission and the IceWings suddenly have the advantage again?”

“Perhaps it’s time to retire Foeslayer from the battlefield,” Darkstalker suggested. “She’s done more in the past six months than any of our generals have done in five years.”

Out of the corner of her eye, Clearsight spotted General Blackhorn giving Darkstalker a cold frown.

Vigilance tilted her head, looking genuinely confused. “Yes, she has,” she said. “Which is why it’d be a terrible idea to retire her. She’s far too good at what she does.”

The crowd outside began to cheer.

“Oh, here she comes,” the queen said. “Get ready, everyone.”

Moments later, Foeslayer landed on the balcony and made her way inside. Whiteout and Darkstalker ran forward and hugged her, and Clearsight noticed with the three of them standing side-by-side that Darkstalker and his sister were pretty much fully-grown dragons now. Clearsight herself still had a little bit of growing to do, but it was hard to consider herself still a child when she had technically been alive for over ten years now. Their childhood, once again, was coming to an end.

Arctic gave Foeslayer an affectionate nuzzle, and then gave her some space so that she could turn to the queen and bow. “Your Majesty,” she said, “the mission was a success. We now have full control over Gypsum Mountain and its valleys.”

“Excellent,” Vigilance said with a smile that seemed forced. “At this rate, we’ll have the IceWings out of the Talon Mountains by winter.”

Foeslayer glanced back at the balcony, where an unrelenting ring of cheers and roars continued to pour in. “I didn’t realize I was so popular,” she said.

“The glory is well-deserved,” said Keen Eye. “How many times have you put your life on the line for the Night Kingdom at this point? Six?”

Foeslayer smiled. “Well, are we going to keep them waiting?”

“No, let’s get this over with,” Vigilance said as she started towards the crowd.

Foeslayer followed behind, but paused to look back at the rest of them. “Remember the rules,” she said quietly. “Stay behind the queen, remain standing when she sits, bow when she spreads her wings, and look to the crowd, not to her.”

Clearsight nodded. Foeslayer passed through the curtains and onto the balcony, followed by Arctic, then Darkstalker, then Whiteout, Keen Eye, Blackhorn, Charcoal, Evenfall, and finally Clearsight.

When they reached the balcony, the cacophony died down, and the sea of NightWings lowered their heads. The light of three gibbous moons shone down on the kingdom, barely illuminating the horns and scales below them.

“My subjects,” Queen Vigilance spoke in a practiced voice for speeches, “tonight we welcome the return of a dragon who needs no introduction. Twelve years ago, she came to our kingdom with a new lover, hoping for a better life, and we let them in, protecting them from the IceWings who wanted to separate them. Six years later, she rewarded our goodwill by giving the Night Kingdom its very first animus dragon. Our best seers already predict great things to come from him and his magic.”

That has to be a little awkward, Clearsight thought. I don’t think Darkstalker was Foeslayer’s idea of a reward to the Night Kingdom for their hospitality.

“And now, over these past six months, she has embarked on a military campaign against the IceWings, with the hope of ending this war once and for all,” Vigilance continued. “Her courage, cunning, and dedication to her tribe has brought her victory after victory. We are stronger now than ever before, thanks to her.”

A roar of approval bellowed from the crowd.

Vigilance, who by this point had probably spoken more words in the past two minutes than she had all month, waited until the crowd died down before speaking again. “In a moment I’ll give her time to say a few words herself. But it bears reminding that this war is not yet over. Our campaigns are not yet finished. Our enemies still lie within our borders. We are not here for premature celebration, nor are we here to give any honors or awards. Only when the IceWings have been brought to heel and made to pay for their assault on NightWing sovereignty can we truly celebrate our triumphs. Until that day comes, we must take nothing for granted. We must remain vigilant.

“Without further ado, my subjects, I present to you the dragon you have been waiting for: please welcome Foeslayer.”

Another wave of thunderous applause rang up from the denizens below as Vigilance stood aside and Foeslayer approached the edge of the balcony. She stood tall and proud, and let them give her their fullest welcome.

“Peace, my fellow NightWings,” Foeslayer started. “You honor me with your warm welcome, but I am not the only dragon to whom you should be singing praises. Let us not forget our great Queen Vigilance, who used her wisdom and good judgment to orchestrate my missions.”

A lesser applause rang out. Queen Vigilance appeared completely unamused.

“Nor should you forget my fellow councilors, led by the brilliant Keen Eye, for laying out the details and making preparations for all of my missions. Nor my family, whose love and support carried me during my most difficult hours.”

This was met by another round of applause.

“But there is one dragon in particular who stands out among the rest,” Foeslayer continued. “One who has helped me more than any other dragon in the Night Kingdom.”

An anticipatory knot started to form in Clearsight’s stomach.

“She sits with me on Keen Eye’s council, and has spent countless hours using her powers to anticipate and respond to any threat that I would face in the field. I cannot overstate how crucial she has been to our success. If it weren’t for her, I would have certainly died on my very first mission. If it weren’t for her, we might now be feeling the cold sting of defeat. If it weren’t for her, thousands of NightWings would be dead, and the Talon Peninsula would be overrun with IceWings. She is a seer. She is a great seer. She is the greatest seer that our Kingdom has ever had. If you do not know her name, then learn it now and remember it well, because history certainly will. Dragons of the Night Kingdom, this the dragon who truly deserves the honor and glory that you have given me. And her name is Clearsight.”

The crowd erupted into an ebullient cheer. Foeslayer extended a wing, inviting Clearsight up to stand beside her. She accepted the invitation, and overlooked the hundreds of dragons, all looking at and cheering for her.

The praise felt nice. Gratitude from the masses was something she had sorely missed from when she was queen, and it filled her with such warmth to receive that gratitude again for the first time in so many years.

And yet, despite that, she couldn’t shake off this terrible feeling that Foeslayer had just made a big mistake by mentioning her.

The ceremony concluded shortly afterwards. Darkstalker left the palace to spend the rest of the night with his family, and Keen Eye went off to do whatever it was that she’d been doing since giving Clearsight temporary administrative control over her council. So Clearsight had the rest of the night to herself, and she decided that she’d spend it trying to figure out why she had this bad feeling all of a sudden.

It didn’t take her long to figure out the reason. But it also didn’t take her long to realize that there wasn’t much she could do about it now. Only a few short hours after the ceremony, a guard found her in the library and instructed her that Queen Vigilance requested her immediate presence.

The guard led her to the throne room. Vigilance was sitting beside a pair of royal guards, but aside from them the room was completely empty.

As was customary, Clearsight prostrated herself before Queen Vigilance. “Your Majesty,” she said, “how may I serve you?”

“Is it true what Foeslayer said about you?” asked Vigilance. “Have you been advising her on her recent missions, trying to ensure her success and survival?”

“Of course I have,” Clearsight said, rising back to her feet. “Foeslayer and I both sit on Keen Eye’s council, and part of our duties is to advise one another on our directives. I advise Foeslayer just as Foeslayer advises Blackhorn, and Blackhorn advises Keen Eye, and Keen Eye advises all of us.”

“But she put particular emphasis on you,” Vigilance said. “With your powers, you’ve managed to prepare her for her missions better than any of your fellow council members could have.”

Clearsight knew she had to downplay this. “I don’t think I would go as far as to say that,” she said. “I may be a seer, but I’m not an expert in area control like Blackhorn is, nor do I understand field logistics the way Evenfall does. And as you know, my seer powers are not infallible. Foeslayer truly is more responsible for her success than I am. As, of course, are you, Your Majesty.”

Queen Vigilance narrowed her eyes, and Clearsight felt her shoulders stiffen. She’d forgotten that flattery only ever made Vigilance suspicious. “Why do you think Foeslayer would tell such exaggerated tales about your role in her success?” she asked.

Clearsight took a second to think about her answer. “Darkstalker and I have been a couple for many years now,” she said. “Foeslayer knows that I’ll probably become her daughter-in-law soon, so it isn’t surprising that she wants to give me special praise.”

“I see,” Vigilance said. “Be that as it may, I know for a fact that your powers are special. Foeslayer may be right when she says that you’re the greatest seer that the Night Kingdom has ever had.”

Clearsight would have expressed gratitude for Vigilance’s praise if she didn’t know the pretext for it.

“I want to put your powers to the test,” Vigilance continued. “They have clearly been put to good use here in the palace, but I think they can be put to better use out in the field. Right now, the last major IceWing force south of the Talon Mountains is fortified in the Shooting Star Valley. I want you to lead our strongest armies into battle and crush them.”

Clearsight winced. There’d be no use in fighting this, but she felt like she’d be doing herself a disservice if she didn’t at least try. “With all due respect, Queen Vigilance, I think that plan might be a little bit rash. I have absolutely no combat experience. My future seeing abilities alone won’t render me capable of leading an entire army into battle.”

“I do not believe that to be the case,” Vigilance said. “If you’re able to direct Foeslayer on her missions days before she even starts them, I can only imagine how capable you’ll be of directing our armies immediately prior to battle.”

“But this is far too dangerous,” Clearsight said. “I’m not a soldier, or an officer. I have no combat experience. I could very easily die.”

“I sincerely doubt that. You’re the ‘greatest seer the Night Kingdom has ever had,’ are you not? Surely you of all dragons should be able to predict when something deadly is about to happen to you, and respond accordingly. If you’re so worried about your survival, then stay with the cowards at the back of the ranks.”

Clearsight did her best not to sour her face disrespectfully, but she doubted she was successful. “I really don’t see this going well, Your Majesty.”

“Then make it go well,” Vigilance said sternly. “Find the path that leads to success. You found it over and over again for Foeslayer. Now find it for yourself. That is all I needed from you. Meet with me in the war room tomorrow at nine o’clock in the evening. We’ll go over the details then. Guards, send her away.”

It wasn’t until after Clearsight left the throne room that the full weight of Queen Vigilance’s orders truly sank in. She clearly saw the faces of the soldiers she’d meet on the battlefield in her future now. She saw how they overlooked the IceWing fortress burrowed in the Shooting Star Valley. She saw their upcoming battle with the IceWings. Blood, fire, and frost breath filled the air. She got hurt in many of the futures — badly hurt. Phantom pain crept into her body from vivid images of frostbite, stab wounds, and broken bones. And she had no way of telling how many different paths led to her death, since could never see a future that she wasn’t a part of.

That was scary. It was very, very scary. But what made it even more terrifying was that in all of the futures she did see, where she did survive, Foeslayer didn’t. Foeslayer was going to be sent on another mission. And this time, Clearsight wouldn’t be there to make sure that she would survive.

Darkstalker was right. Whiteout was right. Vigilance was trying to get Foeslayer killed. And in order to do that properly, Vigilance had to get rid of her too.
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43. Chapter 42


    
    
  CLEARSIGHT


When she broke the news to Darkstalker, he responded pretty much exactly how she expected he would.

“Alright, let’s kill her.”

“Darkstalker, wait.” Clearsight looked anxiously at the door to Darkstalker’s room, then back to him. “Firstly,” she said in a hushed voice, “don’t say that kind of thing here in the palace. Don’t you know how hard Keen Eye is breathing down your neck?”

Darkstalker pinned his ears. “Right, sorry.” In a slightly louder voice, he said, “I wasn’t being serious, Clearsight. You know I would never kill anyone.”

Clearsight rolled her eyes. The damage might have already been done: she was getting visions of a rather irate Keen Eye knocking on their door in the near future. “Look,” she said, keeping quiet. “I know what I said. But you need to realize how serious this is.”

“Of course I realize,” Darkstalker said, lowering his own voice now. “This is worse than I ever thought it would get. If we don’t do anything—”

“—There are stakes involved with removing Queen Vigilance too,” Clearsight said. “Vigilance’s oldest daughter, Acuity, would take her place, and the first thing she would do as queen is find out who killed Vigilance and have them executed.”

“Then we’ll have you become queen instead of Acuity. You did in the last timeline, didn’t you?”

“Last time, I was able to convince Acuity to give her crown to me,” she said, now nearly whispering. “I won’t be able to do that this time. I don’t have the influence. Even if all of the queen’s heirs died along with her, I’d have no claim to the throne.”

Darkstalker huffed out a cloud of smoke through his nostrils. “Well, we can’t just do nothing,” he said.

“I know,” Clearsight said. “I know what can happen if Queen Vigilance gets her way, but … I’m not sure, Darkstalker.”

“Well, I am,” he said, his eyes swimming with worry and anger.

“Darkstalker,” Clearsight whispered.

“Look, it was bad enough to have my mother’s life on the line. I don’t know if I can live without her, Clearsight.” He lifted a talon, brushing his claws beneath her cheek. “But I do know that I can’t live without you. I can’t allow her to put you in danger too.”

Clearsight closed her eyes, leaning into Darkstalker’s talon. She hated being scared. She hated when none of her options were good ones. She hated when her future sight just wasn’t enough, because she simply didn’t have enough power or control over her situation. And she hated that Darkstalker really might be right this time.

A loud knock came from the door, causing both of them to stiffen up.

“That’s Keen Eye,” Clearsight whispered.

“Should we let her in?” Darkstalker asked.

Keen Eye knocked again. “Clearsight! Open this door!”

“How does she know you’re here? This is my room,” Darkstalker whispered.

“We have to open up,” Clearsight said, her heart pounding. “It’ll be a lot worse for us if we don’t.”

Darkstalker hesitantly nodded, then gestured towards the door.

When Clearsight opened it up, Keen Eye stormed inside. “What happened?” she shouted, closing the door behind her. There were scrolls in her talon, which were half-crumpled by her grip.

“Wh-what do you mean?” Clearsight asked.

“I mean, what in the shining moons happened to have caused these to pop up?” She shook the scrolls in her talon. “This past hour, there have been no fewer than three distinct prophecies uttered by our seers, all of which forecast Queen Vigilance’s mortal peril, all of which point to Darkstalker.” She unrolled one of the scrolls. “This one is Allknowing’s: ‘Out from the shadows a dragon is coming, whose vengeance is flaring like fire. This dragon is breaking Your Majesty’s trust, and the dynasty’s future is dire.’” She unrolled a second scroll. “Here’s another one by Eon: ‘Beware the council, foe and friend. Beware: mistrust will soon ascend. Beware how ice and shadow blend: It spells a loyal, royal end.’” She glared up at Darkstalker. “I won’t bother telling you the one I ended up receiving, but let’s just say it doesn’t make you look good.”

“I don’t care what the court poets have been saying; I am not planning on killing the queen!” Darkstalker insisted.

“You know, I might actually believe that,” Keen Eye said. “But whatever the case, these prophecies have sent Queen Vigilance into a paranoid frenzy. Consider yourself lucky that I managed to talk her out of immediately sending an assassin after you. I asked her to let me get to the bottom of this first, and that’s exactly what I intend to do. Now please, tell me: what happened? What’s going to happen? Clearsight should know more about this than anyone else, and you two seem to be sharing information that I, frankly, should be knowing about too.” She shot a glare at Clearsight with that last remark.

One skill that Clearsight had never managed to pick up when she was queen was how to lie effectively. If she wanted to keep secrets, she kept her mouth shut. Her mind couldn’t think fast enough to come up with convincing lies on the spot. Just last winter, Darkstalker had brought her into a store for dragons aged seven and up. Clearsight was only five at the time, but she could have passed as a short seven-year-old. She managed to say ‘seven’ when the store owner had asked her how old she was, but when he had asked her the year in which she hatched, she blanked, thought for a second, then apologized for her dishonesty and left.

So she wasn’t going to be able to lie to Keen Eye, and she knew it’d be a bad idea to even try. But perhaps she could get away with only sharing the truths she was willing to share.

“Queen Vigilance gave me new orders earlier tonight,” she said. “I am to lead an army into battle against the IceWing fortress in Shooting Star Valley.”

Keen Eye blinked, and the ridges of her eyes made a subtle upward shift. She went from looking deeply irritated to deeply confused. “That sounds like an utterly terrible idea.”

“That’s not all,” Clearsight said. “Foeslayer has another mission ahead of her. And if I fulfill the queen’s orders, I won’t be around to help her prepare.”

Keen Eye closed her eyes, wincing. “That makes more sense,” she said quietly. Opening her eyes with a sigh, she looked at Clearsight. “I assume you two have figured out that the queen has ulterior motives for assigning Foeslayer on these directives?”

Darkstalker tilted his head. “Wait, you knew?”

“I’ve been piecing things together these past several weeks, thanks in part to your suggestion, Darkstalker,” she said. “I do not approve of how Vigilance is treating a fellow council member, but it’s usually easier to work around these obstacles than oppose them directly.”

“She’s trying to kill my mother,” Darkstalker said. “And you’re just trying to ‘work around’ it?”

“Queen Vigilance is more or less trying to make Foeslayer as useful to the kingdom as possible,” Keen Eye explained. “She’s choosing Foeslayer’s directives so that if she succeeds, she’s doing tremendous good for the Night Kingdom. It would be much more convenient for Queen Vigilance if Foeslayer got killed, but I don’t think she actually cares. I, on the other talon, would like to keep her alive.”

“It’s going to be more difficult to do that if I’m not around,” Clearsight said.

“So your plan is to do what, ignore her orders? To kill her before she kills you for disobedience?”

“For the last time, we are not trying to kill the queen,” Darkstalker said.

“Well just in case you’re lying, let me remind you why it would be an absolutely terrible idea to try doing it. You’re an animus. If you killed the queen, then even if you eliminated every trace of evidence of your involvement, the entire kingdom would be reminded of what happened to Queen Lagoon and declare you a murderer. And given the relationship you have with Clearsight, she might get implicated as well. If you care anything about yourself and Clearsight, you’ll stay far away from any plots to murder the queen, and you’ll definitely not be stupid enough to orchestrate such a plot yourself.”

Clearsight tried to validate what Keen Eye was saying by checking the future, but the threads were hard to read. She still saw a number of futures where the queen was dead. In some of them, Keen Eye was perfectly accurate and Darkstalker was dead too. In others, Keen Eye was spectacularly wrong and Darkstalker, somehow or other, got away with it.

As for whether or not she would be implicated along with Darkstalker, she simply had no way of telling. It was suddenly impossible to find a thread where Darkstalker was willing to actually work with Clearsight. Thanks to Keen Eye’s warning, if Darkstalker did kill the queen, he would make sure Clearsight had absolutely no part in it.

“Well, since you and I supposedly have the same interest in keeping my mother alive,” said Darkstalker, breaking Clearsight’s focus, “what do you suggest we do? Clearsight still has yet to find a future where everyone lives.”

“Maybe we haven’t tried hard enough to make one,” Keen Eye said. “Foeslayer is still here. Clearsight is still here. I think we can work something out. Clearsight, can you figure out what Foeslayer’s next mission is going to be?”

“I already have,” she said. “It’ll be some sort of sabotage mission. A few days prior to the battle, she’ll infiltrate the Shooting Star Valley fortress and destroy as much of their supplies as she can.”

Keen Eye folded her brow, thinking. “Yeah, without you around, that’s basically a suicide mission.”

“And I still have my own suicide mission to worry about,” Clearsight grumbled.

“We’ll have to discuss this more in the next council meeting,” Keen Eye said. “Clearsight, when are you going to get more information about the attack Vigilance wants you to execute?”

“Tomorrow,” she said. “I’ll be meeting with her in the war room.”

“Good. Take very thorough notes. Whether you want to or not, I think you’re going to have to fight this battle. But given that it’s you we’re dealing with here, I think you’ll be okay.”

Clearsight really didn’t want to hear those words. She’d managed to go through all of those risks in the previous timelines, mostly because it wasn’t her life on the line. If things went too far astray, she always had the chance to reset everything.

But not this time. This time, if things went too far astray, that would be it. She wouldn’t be able to use the watch if she was a corpse on the battlefield.

“Darkstalker,” Keen Eye said, “if the queen changes her mind about whether or not you’re a threat to her, there will be no trial. Don’t expect to be captured and arrested, or thrown in a dungeon. Expect to be assassinated. She doesn’t intend to give you any time to use your magic to prepare something against her.”

“Understood,” Darkstalker said.

“And don’t kill the queen,” Keen Eye reiterated. “Animus or not, I’ll make sure you don’t get away with it if you do.”

“I won’t,” he insisted. “But for what it’s worth, you don’t exactly seem to be a big fan of hers. Why would you care if I did kill her?”

Keen Eye gave him a suspicious leer.

“Which I won’t do!” Darkstalker repeated. “Shining moons, and dragons call me a drama queen.”

“I care about the stability of our kingdom,” Keen Eye said. “The more stable it is, the more capable all of us are of making it a better place. If you kill Queen Vigilance, everything falls into chaos, which makes my job a lot harder. Queen Vigilance might be rash, but right now, working around that rashness is a better option than burning it all to the ground.”

“And what should I do if she decides to have me killed?”

“I will let you know if it comes to that. You’ll have to leave the palace. You’ll probably have to fake your own death, or make a new identity with that magic of yours. It won’t involve you killing the queen.”

Darkstalker simply rolled his eyes.

“I need to get back to the queen before her other seers talk her into doing something stupid,” Keen Eye said, starting towards the door. “Well, stupider. We’ll talk about this more tomorrow, Clearsight.”

Keen Eye left, shutting the door behind her.

“My opinion on her is starting to solidify, I think,” Darkstalker said to Clearsight.

Clearsight sighed, and rubbed her temples. “Well, whether you like her or not, she’s important. And not someone you want to be your enemy.” She rose to her feet. “I need to study the futures. We can talk more later.”

“Are you actually going to do this battle?” Darkstalker asked.

“I don’t know. I don’t want to, but refusing an order from the queen has never really been an option in the past.”

The fear and sadness in Darkstalker’s eyes was hard to witness. She wanted to assure him that she would be fine, that she wasn’t going to be stupid enough to get herself killed in battle. But there were gaps in the timelines ahead of her that forbade her from saying that with complete honesty.

She said it anyway. “I’ll be okay, Darkstalker. If I kept Foeslayer alive for this long, then I can keep myself alive too.”

After a brief nuzzle with Darkstalker, Clearsight left the room and made her way to the library to study.

When she took the time to zero in on the details of the futures she saw, there were a couple of things she spotted that proved hopeful. It seemed clear that she was going to have a large army at her command — perhaps an irresponsibly large army. Hundreds upon hundreds of NightWings would be following her, more than half of the entire body of soldiers.

And she was starting to see the end of the battle in more and more of the futures that she studied, though the outcome varied significantly with every thread. In some, she actually led the troops to a decisive victory. In others, she led the troops right into a trap that got almost all of them killed.

In about half of the futures where she saw battle, she got hurt. In about a third of those futures, she got permanently maimed. In one future, half of the army deserted before battle. In another future, she led the troops so effectively that they begged her to continue leading them for the remainder of the war. In yet another future, the soldiers mutinied and installed their own commander.

But she still couldn’t tell which decisions led to which futures. There were simply too many to make between now and the eve of the battle.

Nothing enlightening emerged from the follow-up meeting Clearsight had with Vigilance and her generals, but Clearsight still did as Keen Eye had requested and took extensive notes. The battle was going to take place in two weeks, and Clearsight was going to leave the palace to join the army in five days.

The fortress was not so much a castle or a wooden fort as much as it was a cave in the cliffside of the Shooting Star Valley. A heavy wooden gate blocked the entrance, which would need to be breached before the fortress could be taken. To do this, they would use a new stone throwing device that the inventors called an “onager.” It used durable rope and reinforced wooden beams to create a throwing arm that withstood extreme tension. When the arm was loaded with a heavy rock, the contraption could throw it with the strength of a hundred dragons. A few well-aimed throws would break down the door and force the IceWings to fight.

Once the door was breached, the NightWings would then have to break through the IceWing forces at the entrance. Because of the narrow passage here, the NightWings would not be able to use their numerical superiority to their advantage. In one-on-one combat, IceWings generally had the advantage over NightWings, so NightWings were expected to face heavy losses during this stage of the attack. But once it was completed, if they made it into the heart of the fortification, they wouldn’t be far from victory.

According to cave maps of the Shooting Star Valley, the cave opened up to a huge cavity in the mountain, large enough for dragons to fly in. This part of the cave would be incredibly dark, even with torches alight at the surface, and NightWings would be almost impossible to see, especially for IceWings. The NightWings would pour in, slaughter the remaining IceWings until they surrendered, and conquer the last IceWing fortification south of the mountains.

The plan was solid, all things considered, but it required a lot of things to go right. The onager would need to work properly without breaking, which wasn’t a guarantee. The IceWings would need to put up inadequate resistance when they breached the gate, which didn’t seem particularly likely without more careful planning. And the IceWings needed to mostly be caught off-guard for the attack to be a success. But the futures were already suggesting that they were underestimating the total size of the IceWing levy that would be waiting for them in Shooting Star Valley.

Vigilance let Clearsight leave the fine-tuning of the battle plan to her and her council, but the date, time, and primary method of assault were now set in stone.

General Blackhorn was at the war meeting with Clearsight, and he helped her relay all of the information to the rest of the council members when they met later that day. Evenfall, Charcoal, and Foeslayer were all hearing this for the first time. None of them looked very happy.

“This is a crisis, I hope you all know that,” Keen Eye said calmly. “We’re all going to need to tread very carefully moving forward.”

“Of course,” Foeslayer said, nodding.

“I … I know it’s a little bit legally questionable to ask this,” Evenfall said, fidgeting with her talons, “but should we … obey this order?”

“Unfortunately, the consequences of disobeying an order are no less dire for Clearsight than they have been for Foeslayer,” Keen Eye said. “If she refuses, Queen Vigilance will find out, and Clearsight’s life will be on the line. We cannot let Clearsight die.”

“I mean … I know I’m not a field logistics expert, but Clearsight’s chances don’t seem very high in the battlefield either.” Evenfall looked timidly at Clearsight and said, “No offense, Clearsight.”

“Do you have any fighting experience of any kind?” Blackhorn asked. “At all? Even if it’s one-on-one fighting, or a tussle you had at school, it might help.”

Clearsight remembered the fight she’d had with Darkstalker in the previous timeline before using her watch. “A little, I guess,” she said.

Blackhorn leaned forward a little. “And?”

Oh, that was a mistake. Why couldn’t she just say no? Flustered, she tried to come up with an appropriate way to frame what had happened. “Well, uh, Darkstalker and I, um … One night, he — we had—”

“—No, no, no, no! That doesn’t count!” Blackhorn said, raising his talons in a gesture for her to stop. “Any actual fighting experience?”

The embarrassed look on everyone’s faces, especially Foeslayer’s, desperately made Clearsight want to clarify what she had meant. But she counted her blessings and held her tongue. “Not really,” she said quietly.

Blackhorn let out a small sigh. “I feared as much,” he said, leaning back in his seat cushion. “You’re not hopeless, but this is difficult.”

“I’m not particularly worried about Clearsight,” Keen Eye said. “She’s a seer: she can take care of herself. I doubt she’s stupid enough to be somewhere that would get her killed. The issue isn’t Clearsight. It’s Foeslayer, just as it has always been.”

Foeslayer tilted her head at Keen Eye. “What?”

“You’re going to be receiving new orders from the queen soon enough,” Keen Eye said. “And guess who’s not going to be around to help you prepare this time?”

Foeslayer darted her eyes at Clearsight. “Oh.”

“Foeslayer, I was going to wait before telling you this for your own protection,” Keen Eye continued, “but I think it’s dire that you understand the context of what’s happening. Queen Vigilance has been … trying to get rid of you. All of these little operations and directives that she’s been sending you on have been in the secret hope that you would get killed. Queen Vigilance wants peace, but Queen Diamond won’t be willing to negotiate it until you’re dead.”

Clearsight frowned. Keen Eye had been a little bit more generous regarding the Queen’s intentions when she had explained them to Darkstalker, but perhaps that was for the best.

“Are … are you sure?” Foeslayer asked.

“I wouldn’t tell you this if I wasn’t. My spies managed to intercept a letter from Queen Diamond confirming that she and Vigilance are working together to get rid of you.”

“Well,” Foeslayer said, swallowing nervously, “okay then.”

“Fortunately for us, you and Clearsight are still here. I was hoping we could figure something out, like we’ve always done.”

“You’re going to be doing a sabotage operation before the attack on the fortress,” Clearsight said to Foeslayer. “In order to survive it, your platoon will have to sneak into the fortress, destroy their supplies, and sneak out, all without being seen.”

“Well, I have to give props to the queen’s creativity,” Charcoal said. “There are only so many different ways to put a dragon in extreme danger without outright trying to kill them, but she seems to be finding them all.”

“Isn’t the fortress sealed from the inside?” asked Evenfall. “The only way in or out is through the gate. How is Foeslayer supposed to get through?”

“Well, the walls in the cave are climbable,” Clearsight said. “It’d be difficult, but Foeslayer and her team could sneak in from above when it’s dark out and the IceWings can’t see her. What I’m still not sure about is how she’s supposed to get out after doing the sabotage. The IceWings won’t let the gate back open once they realize someone’s inside. But I don’t see how Foeslayer and her team can get in, destroy their resources, and get out before any of the IceWings realize something happened.”

“That sounds at least doable,” Foeslayer said. “If we can find ways of destroying their supplies discreetly, they may not realize that they’ve been compromised until someone tries using them. That could give us enough time to get out.”

“That might be true in any other fortification, but not this one,” Clearsight said. “Their supplies are carefully guarded and constantly used. And the gate only opens a couple times each night. You just don’t have any opportunities to escape.”

“Maybe she can make them,” Keen Eye suggested. “Foeslayer’s team can distract or kill some of the guards. They can open the gate from the inside by finding the hatch.”

Clearsight shook her head. “They might be able to distract the guards, but the gate requires two dragons to open, and there are gatekeepers on duty at all times.”

“I could just wait and hide,” Foeslayer suggested. “I still have the ring that turns me invisible, so if I can’t get out, then I’ll just stay in.”

That was an idea that Clearsight hadn’t yet considered. She strained her brain to see what the outcome would be. “You might survive,” she said. “But you would have to be prepared to wait several days for your chance to escape. And anyone else you bring along with you will get captured, and probably tortured and killed.”

“Alright, then we’ll make it a solo mission,” said Keen Eye. “Foeslayer may not be able to do as much by herself, but what matters more is her survival.”

Clearsight frowned. “Well … I suppose if the queen allows it. And if Foeslayer is willing to do it.”

“If it gives you any chance at winning the battle, I’d gladly do it,” Foeslayer said.

“What do your futures say about the battle?” Blackhorn asked. “I know we’ve been assuming that it won’t go well, but is it actually that bleak?”

“It’s hard to say,” Clearsight said. “In some futures we win, but it’s hard to see how I’m supposed to get to them.”

“Having led armies before myself, I’d guess that the main decider will be how you handle your role as commander,” he instructed. “If you inspire your troops to fight valiantly under your lead, they’ll give you a victory. But they won’t offer their bravery and confidence to someone who isn’t themselves brave and confident, and you aren’t always either of those things.”

“Well, if anybody has reason to be confident, it’d be Clearsight,” Foeslayer said. “She knows how things can turn out. And the closer we get to the battle, the more she’ll know about how to win.”

“The problem is balancing it with the risk involved,” Blackhorn said. “I’m quite confident that there’s no way for us to win this without Clearsight putting her life on the line. She’s going to need to be there on the front lines, actually leading the troops, if she wants any chance at victory. If she doesn’t do that, then the soldiers won’t have any guidance in the midst of battle, and they’ll lose.”

“Clearsight’s safety is more important than winning the battle,” Keen Eye said. “We can’t have her risking her life for this.”

“We can’t dismiss the idea outright,” Blackhorn argued. “Hundreds of NightWings can die if we don’t try to win this.”

“And thousands of NightWings will die if Clearsight is killed. I’ve seen visions of what the Night Kingdom is like without her, and it’s not pretty. We can survive losing this battle, but we cannot survive losing Clearsight.”

Blackhorn frowned. “Why don’t we ask Clearsight what she thinks?”

Silence filled the room, and everyone’s eyes fell on Clearsight. She shrank a little in her seat, not immediately sure what her answer should be.

Blackhorn was definitely right about one thing: if she ordered the soldiers to fight without her, they would lose. Clearsight realized that pattern clear as day now that it was pointed out to her. The only way for them to win was for her to be there with them.

It felt like the right thing to do was to fight. She hated the idea of going through with a plan that sent hundreds of NightWings to their doom.

But Blackhorn was also right about another thing: Clearsight was not always brave or confident. And she was feeling neither of those things right now.

“I don’t want to be a coward,” Clearsight said, “but I’m not ready to fight. I don’t know what the future holds if I’m not in it, but I do know that I don’t want to die.”

Blackhorn nodded. “I understand,” he said. “In that case, I’ll spend the day making some battle plans that focus on minimizing damages. If we know we’re going to lose, we may as well lose as painlessly as possible.”

“That would be great,” Keen Eye said. “And don’t feel like a coward, Clearsight. Nobody with your level of experience should be expected to be in the front lines of battle.”

Despite Keen Eye’s assurance, Clearsight left the meeting feeling horribly at odds with herself. She knew that it would be stupid to put herself in serious danger, to risk dying for the sake of winning a battle that they really didn’t need to win. But still, she saw the futures where they won. She knew that they were there, waiting for her. How was she supposed to throw them away because she was afraid of doing something dangerous?

It had taken some time to admit it, but Clearsight really had enjoyed being queen. She liked to think that she was pretty good at it. But if she was going to take her first real opportunity in this timeline at being a leader and throw it away because of her cowardice, maybe she wasn’t as good as she thought she was.

It brought her some comfort knowing she still had another two weeks to make up her mind. But she wasn’t sure if those two weeks were going to be agonizingly long, or if they’d be over before she knew it.
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44. Chapter 43


    
    
  CLEARSIGHT


Tomorrow, Clearsight was leaving the palace to join the soldiers. Darkstalker helped her pack. He also helped distract her from the sense of mortal dread looming over her.

“I’ve enchanted this water for you,” he said, offering her a swollen leather flask. “Drink it before the battle begins.”

Clearsight accepted it, turning the flask over in her talons and feeling its weight. “What does it do?”

“A few things,” he said. “It’ll heighten your awareness, make you a little bit stronger, boost your dexterity a bit. Small things. I was going to have it make you invincible, but I know how reckless it would be to let the IceWings know that we’re using magic.”

Clearsight nodded, holding the flask close to her body. “This is perfect,” she said, smiling at him. “Thank you.”

“And here’s a ring I enchanted for you,” he said, opening a small box he had on his desk and showing her its contents. Inside was a plain golden band, with simple star-shaped etchings all around it. “When you wear it, your voice will carry more weight. Everyone who hears your words will be more inclined to obey you, so you can command your troops better.”

Clearsight felt her heart grow still. She shook her head, and closed the box, pushing it away. “Darkstalker, you know I don’t like these types of enchantments,” she said.

“But this is your life we’re talking about here! General Blackhorn said it himself, didn’t he? Whether you win or lose could depend entirely on how well you command your soldiers. Can’t you make an exception this one time?”

“No,” Clearsight said firmly. “I’m not going to get my way by manipulating the minds of other dragons, even in little ways like this. If I’m going to be leading the soldiers, I want it to be me that’s leading them. And if I’m going to win their support, I want it to be because I earned it.” Clearsight walked over to her travel bag and placed the flask in it. “Besides, this isn’t going to be the suicide mission that we thought it would be. I won’t need to do anything drastic to keep myself alive.”

She mostly said that to convince Darkstalker (and herself) that she’d be fine, but she had good reason to believe it was true. The new battle plan that she’d ironed out with General Blackhorn was much safer, both for the troops and for Clearsight. At every stage of battle, most of the NightWings would have an easy escape route. Clearsight would also be near the middle of the body of soldiers — far enough away for her to be out of the front lines, but close enough for her to be able to actually lead.

In order to keep retreat routes available, most of the soldiers would have to stay outside, or stationed along the flanks of the cave system to slow down any IceWing pursuers. As expected, this underutilized the numerical strength that they would have over the IceWings, which hurt their odds of victory. Ever since they finalized the new plans, every future Clearsight saw pointed towards an early defeat.

But at least she survived those defeats. And at least she wouldn’t be responsible for the deaths of hundreds of NightWings. It was hard, at first, to accept the bitter reality that this new plan was doomed for failure. But she eventually acclimated to it. She tried not to think of it as an actual plan, but rather as just a show. A formality — one that she only had to go through because she needed to appease the queen.

She picked up a thick woolen blanket in the bag and moved it to one side to make room for her leather harness, which would secure her pouches and water flask and weapons to her body. Beneath the blanket lay her golden pocket watch, still pleasantly ticking behind its shell.

Darkstalker looked over her shoulder at the watch. “Is that what I think it is?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said. “I shouldn’t need to use it, but I’d like to have the option, just in case. If I end up getting captured, or mortally wounded, or ….”

She couldn’t finish that thought. The look Darkstalker gave her — he was so worried.

“Darkstalker, I promise I—”

The rest of her words were cut short by a sudden, tight embrace. Darkstalker squeezed her, draped his wings around her, curled his head around her neck. “You can’t let it come to that,” he said, nearly choking on his words. “You can’t leave me. I love you too much.”

“And I you,” she said, though it was hard to make words with how much Darkstalker was crushing her lungs. Perhaps this was a last-ditch effort to keep her from leaving. If he broke her ribs, she’d have to stay in the palace until she was healed.

A little bit to her own disappointment, he didn’t break her ribs. He released her from his embrace after a few moments and let her finish up her packing.

“Have some faith in me, you sentimental salamander,” Clearsight said with a grin. “I’m going to be just fine. We’ll go to Shooting Star Valley, we’ll storm the fortress, we’ll fail, and we’ll run away. And we’ll all live happily ever after.”

Darkstalker smiled back. “Sounds like a prophecy,” he said.

Clearsight would be setting off before sunset, so she decided to get an early day’s sleep. Darkstalker invited her to sleep with him, and she graciously accepted.

She was asleep in his bed well before Darkstalker was ready to join her, and she woke up in the afternoon well before Darkstalker was ready to wake up himself. She slept soundly and dreamed peacefully, warm and sheltered beneath her mate’s wing for most of the night. And although she didn’t want to leave Darkstlaker’s side, she knew that she was as ready as she’d ever be to set out.

When she tried getting out of bed, Darkstalker reached up and pulled her back down, forcing her to stay beside him for just a few more minutes.

Clearsight let out a contented sigh and curled her head around Darkstalker’s. “I thought you’d still be asleep.”

“You can’t get away from me that easily,” he murmured sleepily.

“You’re going to make me wrestle you then, huh?” She nuzzled his chin. “Darkstalker, I really do have to go.”

Darkstalker grumbled, but released her. “Why don’t I come with you?” he asked.

“Because the queen wants you here,” Clearsight said, standing up and stretching.

“I don’t care,” Darkstalker said, yawning. “The queen wants a lot of things, but she’s not getting ‘em from me.”

“Go back to sleep, Darkie, you’re not making any sense.”

“Just let me tag along,” he said, sounding a little bit more awake and a little bit more serious now. “I’m serious. I won’t even do any fighting. I’ll just carry your bag for you, and keep your bed warm in your tent. And if the queen starts nagging me for leaving the palace without her permission, then I’ll shut her up by enchanting her to shove her tail down her throat.”

Clearsight laughed — and was genuinely tempted by the offer. She wouldn’t mind Darkstalker’s company, but shouldn’t they have talked about this before? Him tagging along was not part of the plan, nor was it something they had ever discussed or considered. She didn’t study any of the futures where he joined her: what if it changed things somehow?

She looked ahead, trying to see what would happen if she said yes. To her surprise, it didn’t look like she’d be facing any backlash from Queen Vigilance. She figured that with how paranoid Vigilance had become, she would be furious if Darkstalker left the palace without her knowledge. But perhaps it was the opposite: perhaps Vigilance would be happy to have Darkstalker as far away from her as possible for now.

Was there any reason his presence would ruin things on the battlefield? She couldn’t reasonably imagine why, and there wasn’t anything in her seer’s intuition that was compelling her to worry.

And the thought of sleeping in his arms every day while they were at the campsite was really, really appealing.

“Alright, I’m convinced,” she said. “But only if you leave your scroll here. I don’t think it’s safe to take it outside the palace.”

Darkstalker sprang to his feet. “Done. I’ll leave it with Fathom.”

“You go do that, then. I’ll get breakfast for us.”

And so, just like that, her plans changed. It’s a small wonder why the futures can be so hard to figure out sometimes, she thought to herself.

Clearsight tried to avoid running into Keen Eye before she left, but of course, that turned out to be a fool’s errand. The older NightWing found Clearsight while she was on her way to the kitchens. Hopefully she wouldn’t ask about Darkstalker.

“Good evening, Clearsight,” she said. The look in her eyes were as sharp as ever, showing no sign of tiredness during these early hours. “I trust you’re ready for your trip?”

“Ready as I’ll ever be, I suppose,” Clearsight said with a nod.

“Do not take any unnecessary risks. I know I’ve already told you that but it bears reminding.”

“I’ve made peace with the fact that I likely won’t be leading the troops to victory, Keen Eye,” Clearsight said. “I just hope I can convince them to play along.”

“You’ll do just fine, I’m sure of it. Now, you wouldn’t happen to know where Darkstalker is, would you? Per the queen’s request, I need to interrogate him some more. Make sure he hasn’t changed his mind on whether or not he’s planning to kill her and all that.”

Clearsight quietly grumbled to herself. “I’ll be having breakfast with him before I head out,” she said. It wasn’t that she was afraid of Keen Eye finding out about the new plan. But Keen Eye might talk her into changing her mind and having Darkstalker stay in the palace after all. And now that she’d decided to bring him along, she didn’t want to be convinced.

“Oh, alright then,” Keen Eye said. “I don’t want to bother you while you’re eating, so I’ll speak with him afterwards. Will he be free after you’re gone?”

Clearsight tried coming up with a good lie to tell Keen Eye, but it was just causing her brain to churn in on itself. “Not really,” Clearsight said. “He’ll be coming with me, actually.”

Keen Eye straightened up. “Oh,” she said. “Since when?”

Clearsight looked away nervously. “Since … about ten minutes ago.”

“Ah, a last-minute change of plans, lovely,” she said, folding her brow. “He won’t disrupt anything, will he?”

“The battle plans aren’t going to work anyway, so it’s not like him being there will do any further harm. All I know is that Queen Vigilance isn’t likely to bother us about it when we get back.”

“Well, I might need to do some work to make sure that that’s the case,” said Keen Eye, twitching her nose irately, “but I suppose I’m not surprised to hear that. Maybe Queen Vigilance can rest easier knowing that she’s not in the same palace as Darkstalker.”

“So you don’t think it’s a bad idea?” Clearsight asked.

Keen Eye squinted at her. “You’re the better seer between us: you tell me.”

Clearsight looked away nervously. “This isn’t the sort of thing that my powers are always good for. When there’s a lot of chaos, like there is now, I can’t always rely on what my visions tell me.”

“Well, my honest intuition is that it’s going to invite some trouble,” Keen Eye said. “But if you think taking Darkstalker with you is a smart decision, then I trust your judgment. And I think you should too.”

Clearsight smiled. “Thank you, Keen Eye.”

“I’ll let you have your breakfast, then,” she said. “Good luck on your excursion. And be careful.”

“I will,” said Clearsight, starting towards the kitchens once again.

“Don’t take any unnecessary risks.”

“You already said that.”

“Because there’s this nagging feeling in my brain that suspects you’re not going to listen.”

Clearsight looked back at Keen Eye one last time. “I promise you, Keen Eye, I will be safe.”

But right after she said that, a short vision crashed into her mind. Daylight over the open hills. Serrated claws tearing off her scales and piercing her flesh. Spears and arrows falling from the sky. Fire and frost breath filling the air. Blue and red blood soaking the grass.

She took a deep breath and looked away, hoping Keen Eye didn’t notice. Okay then, noted. I’ll take your advice more seriously, Keen Eye.

It wasn’t like her to ignore visions like those, but the last thing she needed to do right now was get herself worried. She had a plan. Her normal visions told her that it was probably going to keep her safe. Right now, the best thing she could do was stick to that plan and not die.

She walked away, and Keen Eye thankfully didn’t say anything more. After making her way to the kitchens, she asked the cooks to make two servings of fresh lox with cheese, and waited at a table in the nearby dining hall.

Darkstalker joined her a couple minutes later. While they ate, he informed her that he gave Fathom his scroll, and Fathom agreed to keep it safe until they returned.

“I expected him to be a little more startled by the request,” Darkstalker said. “I suppose he was a little bit grumpy when I woke him up.”

“He’s still in the honeymoon stages of his relationship,” Clearsight said. “You remember what that was like for us, right? We didn’t want anyone disturbing us when we were together.”

Darkstalker smiled reminiscently. “I suppose,” he said. “Still, I hope he takes my request seriously. I can’t imagine how disastrous it would be if the queen got a hold of my scroll.”

“I can’t imagine anyone who would take the request less seriously than Fathom,” she assured him. “Now, let’s get moving. We won’t make it to the base camp by twilight if we wait any longer.”

After finishing their breakfast, the two of them left the palace and began to stretch their wings. It was a nice day out. One of the things that Clearsight enjoyed most about flying before sundown was how warm the air was. The shallow sunlight rested on her scales, easing her nerves just a little bit.

She gave Darkstalker her bag and took to the sky. Darkstalker flew behind her, making their way north as purples and oranges began coloring the horizon. It wouldn’t be a long flight, but the camp was difficult to spot from the sky, and they would have to fly low in order to keep IceWing spies from seeing them. When Foeslayer had given Clearsight directions to the camp, she told her to expect to spend more time looking for it than flying there. And she warned that it’d be impossible to find once it was dark, even for NightWings, which was why they had to leave so early.

But Foeslayer might have forgotten that Clearsight was a seer: she could use her powers to find the right way much faster. After about a half-hour of flying, they closed in on the camp’s location, and Clearsight started to comb the threads of the near future, searching for directions.

She spent a few minutes trying out different areas in her head. If they flew further north for another mile — nope, according to the futures, there wasn’t anything there. If they flew northwest instead, still nothing. Northeast? It didn’t seem like it was there either.

After some time, she ran out of options. The camp didn’t seem to be anywhere here. Maybe she wasn’t in the right place?

She extended her talon and pointed her thumb downward in a ‘thumbs-down’ sign — signaling to Darkstalker that she wanted to land. They found a small foothill with good clearance and touched down there.

“Lost?” Darkstalker asked, taking Clearsight’s bag off of his back.

“Possibly,” she said. “Don’t bother looking in there for a map. I didn’t think I’d need to bring one.”

Darkstalker, who had just started looking through the bag’s contents, immediately stopped what he was doing. He gave Clearsight a disappointed frown and fastened the bag back to his body. “Well, I think I know where we are,” he said. “We flew over the Veteran Forest just a few minutes ago, so we should be directly east of North Beach, maybe twenty-or-so miles inland.”

“Which puts us exactly where we want to be,” Clearsight said, annoyed. She looked around at her surroundings, hoping to find some landmarks that would set her bearings straight. The foothills continued north for another two-or-so miles before they became the Talon Mountains. There weren’t any particularly distinctive peaks along the mountain range, but there was a narrow lake just barely visible to their east. That was probably Buck Lake, which meant they were probably in the right place.

Now she was worried. If they were at the right place but the camp wasn’t there, then that could only mean that the camp had moved somewhere else. But why would they do that? Did they get attacked by the IceWings and had to run away? Did they intentionally relocate so that they didn’t want to deal with Clearsight commanding them? What was she supposed to do if she never met up with the others?

Darkstalker stepped forward. He was squinting at something in the distance, but when Clearsight tried following his eyes, she couldn’t make out what he could have been looking at.

Suddenly, he took flight. Clearsight blinked, confused, before spreading her wings and chasing after him. “Hey, wait up!” she shouted.

They didn’t fly far. Darkstalker landed atop an evergreen tree in a dense patch of forest between two foothills. The tree bent to his weight, and he hopped off of it, landing on the ground beneath him.

Clearsight lost sight of him until she landed as well, finding an area between two trees that was just wide enough to take her in without scraping her wings as she descended. She saw Darkstalker’s eyes nearby, though he was getting harder to see now that the sun had nearly set.

“What are you doing?” she asked, raising a brow at him.

“I think it’s in here somewhere,” he said, wading through the trees.

“Why?” she asked.

“Because this is where I would set up the camp if I were them. And I thought I might have seen something moving near here.”

They found a small creek passing through the forest and followed it north. Clearsight let Darkstalker take the lead, but mostly out of politeness. She wasn’t expecting them to find anything, and she couldn’t help but feel a little offended that Darkstalker felt otherwise. If their camp were here, she should have been able to find it by now using her powers.

“There!” Darkstalker said, pointing ahead. “See that tent?”


  You have got to be kidding me.


They needed to get a little bit closer, but eventually she did see it. It was covered in a mossy camouflage, and it was just large enough to fit two fully-grown NightWings inside if they kept their wings folded and their tails curled up.

Darkstalker met Clearsight’s jealous expression with a toothy grin. “I’m sorry, are you angry because you’re supposed to be the omniscient one?”

“Shut up,” she pouted, much to Darkstalker’s amusement.

“Aw, don’t be so grumpy. Let’s just say that this was one of those cases where it’s better to use your eyes to see.”

‘Better to use your eyes to see’ was a turn of phrase that Darkstalker invented solely for Clearsight. He used it on her whenever she tried using her future sight to figure out something that she could have easily deduced by being more observant. Darkstalker was usually a lot more observant than she was, so he found himself saying it to her a lot.

“Now, let’s see if we can find someone to point us towards the captain’s quarters,” he said.

But before they could even start looking, a pair of eyes emerged from behind a tree up ahead. It spoke. “Are you Clearsight?”

As they grew closer, a second tent took shape, just as camouflaged as the first, and the outline of the new NightWing’s form began to make itself distinct from the shadows.

“I am,” Clearsight said, nodding at the NightWing. “And this is my mate, Darkstalker. He’ll be keeping an eye on my things while I’m here.”

“Darkstalker!” said the NightWing, his eyes growing wide. “Oh wow, I didn’t expect you’d be with us. Will you be a part of our planned siege?”

“I will not,” Darkstalker said. “I’m only here to keep Clearsight company, and to keep her belongings safe. The only dragon between us that you should talk to about the plan is her.”

The NightWing nodded. “I see. Well, it’s still comforting to have you here. If things should go terribly wrong, you could always safeguard us with a little bit of magic, right?”

Clearsight and Darkstalker looked at one another, and Clearsight gave a wordless gesture that said, “You go on ahead and answer this one.”

“I will not be using any magic here,” Darkstalker said. “Not even in an emergency. There is an informal agreement between us and the IceWings to not use any animus magic for military purposes, and I plan on honoring that agreement.”

The NightWing looked a little ashamed of himself. “Ah, of course. I apologize for suggesting something so reckless.”

“No harm done. Regardless, you should have no reason to fear the worst. Clearsight is a brilliant seer, and she will make sure that the plan goes off without a hitch.”

The NightWing’s face brightened. “Yes, we’ve heard as much. We’re looking forward to making your visions come true, Clearsight. We’ll take back the Valley without a hitch!”

Clearsight cringed a little at the soldier’s expectations. She looked away, hoping her expression would be interpreted as bashfulness rather than shame.

“You may call me Stormrunner,” he continued. “But I’m not the dragon you should be talking to right now. Follow me: I’ll take you to Lieutenant Morningstar’s tent.”

They wove through the forest for several minutes, passing by dozens of tents just like the ones they had already seen. The soldiers were already out and about. Some were eating breakfast together in groups of five or six. One was sharpening his spear with a crude whetstone. Another was reading a scroll while lying beneath a tree. The air smelled of cedar pine and musky unwashed NightWings — a combination that Clearsight actually found to be much more tolerable than she feared it might be. Having spent so much time in the presence of perfume-soaked nobility, it was nice to actually be reminded of how NightWings actually smelled.

The soldiers eventually began to take notice of them. It started with a few murmurs here and there, and heads being directed their way. But at some point, Clearsight heard one of the soldiers mutter her name, and after that, every dragon that she passed by was standing up to greet her.

Clearsight wanted to ask Stormrunner why everyone was looking at them, but she decided to leave it alone. She suspected she knew the reason why, and if she were right, it was a reason she didn’t want anyone telling her outright.

They finally stopped at a tent about three times larger than the others. Stormrunner went ahead towards the entrance and called, “Lieutenant Morningstar, Clearsight has arrived.”

“Excellent,” came a female voice from the other side of the cloth. “Let her in.”

Stormrunner looked at Clearsight, and used his talon to gesture to her to go in.

Clearsight and Darkstalker both stepped through, and they found a large NightWing looking over a map of the mountains. Between the blacks of her scales were hints of dark blue and indigo, and she stood over a head taller than Clearsight. She looked over and bowed her head. “Greetings, Captain Clearsight,” she said. “I’m Lieutenant Morningstar. And who might this be?” She eyed Darkstalker.

‘Captain’ Clearsight. According to the hierarchy of military rankings, the title of Captain was above that of Lieutenant. Morningstar was acknowledging Clearsight as her superior. “That’s Darkstalker,” she said. “He’s my mate, and he’ll be helping me safeguard my belongings. I trust it won’t be an issue if he shares a tent with me?”

Clearsight missed being able to talk like this — as the one who was giving permission rather than asking for it.

Morningstar thought for a second before answering. “It shouldn’t be,” she said hesitantly. “Though if he lacks the right authorization, he won’t be able to participate in any secret discussions about our siege plan.”

“That’ll be no problem,” Darkstalker said. “I don’t want to be involved anyway.”

“We’ll be having one of those discussions right now,” she said flatly.

“Ah — of course you will.” Darkstalker started towards the tent entrance. “I’ll make myself scarce, then. Clearsight, you can come find me when you’re done here.”

Darkstalker soon left, and Morningstar briefly glanced over Clearsight’s figure, as though sizing her down. “I don’t mean to sound rude asking this, but how old are you?”

“I turned six last month,” Clearsight said. “But don’t let my age deceive you. Queen Vigilance chose me for a reason, and I hope to prove that she made the right call.”

“So you’ll be taking this seriously, then?”

Clearsight was so surprised by the question that she had to repeat it in her head to actually process it. “I’m sorry?”

“There has been some speculation among the lieutenants that this siege isn’t meant to be successful,” Morningstar said. “Maybe it’s just a decoy attack to distract the IceWings from some other assault, or maybe it’s nothing more than a way to test the strength of the fortification. They’ve analyzed the numbers, and when compared to what we know about the sentinel guarding the fortress, our odds of success are slim-to-none.”

Ah, that made sense. Clearsight should have known they’d have their suspicions from the start.

“The soldiers think otherwise,” Morningstar went on, gazing at the cloth walls of the tent, as if seeing through them and regarding the soldiers just a few dozen feet away. “They have a lot of faith in you, Clearsight. They’ve heard the stories of your skill — of what you’re capable of. They think you already know that we’re going to win, because the future tells you so, and it tells you exactly how to make victory possible. They don’t think you would try to run this mission if you weren’t going to win.”

Clearsight winced. It turned out she was right about why all the soldiers were looking at her like that.

And all of a sudden, it became a little bit clearer why Keen Eye had been so worried about her taking ‘unnecessary risks.’ Now that she was here, she found it difficult to admit that the lieutenants were right and the soldiers were wrong.

“I hope the soldiers are right, Clearsight, but it’s hard to dispute the difficulty of the task ahead of us.” Morningstar sighed, then locked eyes with Clearsight. “At the same time, your powers as a seer are second to none: nobody disputes that. I don’t know if this siege will be successful, but I think you do. So tell me, and be honest: will it be?”

Obviously, the honest answer was ‘No.’ She couldn’t delude herself into thinking otherwise when there wasn’t a single future she could find where they followed the plan and actually won. And she couldn’t lie either. She was a terrible liar.

There was only one way she could truthfully answer ‘Yes,’ and that was if she spontaneously decided to throw out the new plan. The possibility of victory was still there. It was within her grasp, now more than ever.

But also now more than ever, it was still reckless. It was still so risky. And she’d already decided a long time ago that she wasn’t going to risk her life trying to retake this fortress.

Whether she liked it or not, she had to say no. She’d made a promise to Keen Eye. She had a boyfriend that would probably murder her if he found out that she changed her mind. She had visions swimming in her mind reminding her of how very, very real the danger still was. She was still far too afraid for her life to do anything other than play it safe.

She took a deep breath to calm her heart, and she gave her answer.

“Yes,” she said, clenching her talons into fists. “We’re going to win this. Consider that a prophecy.”
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45. Chapter 44


    
    
  FATHOM


It was calm in the palace. It had been calm for a while now, ever since Darkstalker and Clearsight left for their mission in the north. It had been calm ever since he and Indigo decided that they wanted to be together forever.

When Fathom was younger, he wondered why ‘I love you’ was such a scary thing to say to someone for the first time. It wasn’t a fear of rejection, at least not for him. Ever since they had moved to the Night Kingdom, he’d gotten the feeling that Indigo reciprocated all of the feelings that he had towards her. And yet, he was still afraid to tell her.

For a long time, he simply didn’t believe that Indigo should have loved him back. He was a monster with a curse, and Indigo didn’t deserve to be dragged down with him. They were better off not being together, he’d thought, so why bother confessing?

But when his self-pity wore off and he started liking himself again, he still found himself holding his tongue. Every time he’d thought about telling Indigo that he loved her, he was struck with fear and hesitation.

It was only after he’d crossed the hurdle that he understood why those three words were so hard to say. Accepting love was such a commitment. Everything changed after he’d said ‘I love you’ and she said ‘I love you too.’ Everything changed immediately. And even though all of those changes were good, and even though he was ready for them, it was scary to realize that there was no turning back.

Now they had a whole bunch of questions that needed answering. How long would they stay in the Night Kingdom for? Did they even want to leave at this point? Would they have to? Would Pearl split them up if they came back?

What would he even do here if he decided to stay? His job on paper was ‘Advisor to the Royal NightWing Animus,’ which was supposed to be a temporary position. Once it expired, he’d have to make himself useful. Maybe he could become an official foreign ambassador for the Sea Kingdom. Or, if he decided that politics just wasn’t for him, he could join the artisans in the palace town and sell his woodworkings.

Then there was the subject of hatchlings. They had never talked about the subject deliberately, but they’d managed to figure out a few things through the context of their other conversations. Firstly, neither of them wanted any now. Secondly, Indigo wanted some eventually. Thirdly, Fathom didn’t want to talk about it.

Fathom never bothered taking the time to ask his heart if he wanted dragonets, because he didn’t like either possible answer. If he didn’t want to be a father, then he disagreed with Indigo on something extremely important. But if he did, then it didn’t matter, because he’d sworn an oath to Queen Pearl. Regardless of how he felt towards parenthood, he was still an animus, which meant that it would still be unspeakably irresponsible for him to bring his own dragonets into this world.

But that wasn’t where his head was at right now. Right now, he just wanted to savor the precious moments he had with her, because every moment truly was precious. Even this very moment, when he was doing nothing but laying in bed with her sleeping by his side.

But he’d been putting off telling Pearl for long enough now. Indigo agreed: it was time to be honest, and let the SeaWing queen know that they were a couple. His stomach churned at the thought of her reacting poorly, but he’d rather deal with that reaction than spend the rest of his life lying to his sister.

The evening sun was bright enough to light up the room without any candles or lamps. Indigo had her head nestled against his neck, looking beautiful as ever. He leaned in to give her a gentle kiss beneath her ear, then quietly shuffled off of the bed to let her keep sleeping.

After stretching and yawning, he made his way to the office room in their chambers, where there was a dark hardwood desk on which Fathom wrote all of his letters to the Sea Kingdom. He pulled out a fresh well of ink and a quill, and flattened a fresh roll of scroll paper from his supply in a nearby cabinet.

Before he got to writing, he reminded himself to make sure Darkstalker’s scroll was still where he’d left it. He shifted over to the corner of the room, where he had a potted island pine growing in the partial shade. He lifted the pot, took the metal key, and returned to his desk to open the locked drawer.

It was still there. The leather case sat there in the otherwise empty compartment, and just to be completely sure that it was still Darkstalker’s scroll, Fathom pulled it out of its case and checked the first few lines, which still contained Darkstalker’s first enchantments with the scroll.

It’s still safe in my talons, my friend, Fathom thought proudly as he closed the leather case and put the scroll away. He locked the drawer, hid the key once again, and sat back down at the desk to begin writing. He’d anguished over his choice of words for weeks now, so the words came naturally to him.


  To Pearl, Queen of the Kingdom of the Sea,



  I bring good news to you from the Night Kingdom. Queen Vigilance and her subjects have been treating me well, and Darkstalker and I have grown ever-fonder. Indeed, we have become the best of friends! He has lifted me up from a long misery that I had endured after months of loneliness in the Kingdom of the Sea, and if I were as cocksure as I was jovial, I would wager that I’m happier now than I have ever been in my life.


Fathom reread that last sentence and blenched. He’d been reading too much old NightWing literature, it seemed. Its overly-ornamental style was rubbing off on him. He reached for a new piece of scroll to start over, then thought better about it and simply returned to writing.


  I have started growing suspicious that you sent me here in part to lift my spirits and breathe purpose back into my life. I don’t know how well I hid my loneliness when I was in your palace, but as my sister, I’m certain you found out that I was unhappy, and I suspect you wanted to do something about it. Well, do something you have: I’m thankful beyond words for what you’ve done for me.



  As I said in my previous letter, Darkstalker promised that he would avoid using magic so long as I stayed here and remained friends with him. Unfortunately, he has since broken that promise. It’s clear that I’ll need more time to get him to understand just how fragile his soul is, and how careful he must be with it.



  While it disappoints me that Darkstalker was not true to his word, I have to admit that his spells have not yet been any cause for immediate concern. They are always cast with benevolent intentions, and his enchantments remain few and far between.



  To illustrate my point, there’s one enchanted item of his that I simply must tell you about. He calls it the ‘soul reader,’ and it measures the level of good and evil in one’s soul.



  I’m sure you could see how this device could be useful for us. Thanks to it, we are no longer in doubt about how much our animus magic has corrupted us. Darkstalker’s soul has been consistently mostly good, in spite of the spells he has cast. As for my own soul, …


Fathom reached for the soul reader, which had been sitting idly on the desk as he was writing, and pointed it towards himself. He watched as the hourglass spun and spun, and smiled when the sands finally settled and reported his level of purity. He continued writing:

… it looks as though it has been healing! I had originally corrupted perhaps a third of the goodness harbored in my soul. But now I seem to have recovered perhaps a quarter of what I had lost.


  You may be wondering whether or not this soul reader actually does as Darkstalker says it does. I had those concerns myself, but …


Fathom pondered the next sentence for a long while. He wanted to tell Pearl that Darkstalker proved his honesty by showing the spell that he’d cast in his scroll, but obviously Pearl didn’t know about the scroll, and she wasn’t supposed to.

Fathom was very serious about keeping that secret, as was Indigo. Darkstalker had even taught them how to block their minds from mind-readers, which turned out to be a grueling and stressful process that involved overhauling his entire way of thought. The lessons lasted for weeks, and left his mind exhausted and his soul slightly more corrupted.

He pushed the soul reader aside, and tried to bring his attention back to the letter. He needed to give Pearl a convincing reason to believe Darkstalker was honest. After a few moments of racking his brain, he came up with the perfect answer.

… he has since proven his good intentions. Shortly after making the soul reader, he gave it to me as a gift, so that I could use it on myself or on him whenever I suspected that he was turning bad. A few months later, he came to me and deliberately asked me to use it on him. Why he did this remains a mystery to me, as I was too bashful to inquire about it. But his reasons were sound, because according to the reader, he had grown a little bit more corrupted since my last reading of him. This seemed to cause him genuine distress. I watched as he anguished over his soul, and he asked for my advice on how he could heal it. Over the following days, he began to focus less on palace politics and more on spending time with his friends and family. That seemed to do the trick, as a few weeks later the corrupting effects on his soul had apparently been reversed, and that was outwardly realized with a more spirited NightWing.


  To be clear, I do wish Darkstalker hadn’t created the soul reader. But at least the soul reader has settled our deepest worries. We now know that neither I nor Darkstalker are on the verge of breaking in the same way Albatross did. We also know that Darkstalker truly is heeding our warning and taking his magic seriously — even if he isn’t yet taking it seriously enough.


Fathom sighed. He realized that he was rambling now to avoid the actual purpose of this letter. He refilled his quill with ink, and started a new paragraph.


  There’s one last important update that I have to make. But first, I would like to assure you that I have not forgotten the oaths I made to you. I still have not cast any animus spells since I made my promise to you, and I will not utter a new enchantment for as long as I live. Moreover, my conviction that I will never have dragonets remains as alive as ever. My bloodline as an animus dragon ends with me.



  With that being said, you were right about me and Indigo. I love her. I hoped that with time, my feelings for her would have changed. I hoped that I would eventually come to my senses and accept that we were never meant to be together.



  But that didn’t happen. Instead, those feelings grew, and they stayed trapped in my heart no matter how hard I tried to deny them. So I confessed my feelings to her a few weeks ago, and ever since then, we’ve been a couple.



  Be honest, my sister: you knew this was going to happen. You realized that I was in love with her before I even did. And you probably realized that she was in love with me even sooner. It was only going to be a matter of time before we both came to our senses and made our feelings known.



  Do not worry about what shall become of our relationship. Indigo understands what it means to be my mate. She understands that I am oath-bound not to give her any hatchlings. And she accepts that, as do I.



  Besides, we really aren’t the parenting type, don’t you agree? We’re practically still dragonets ourselves, and we probably always will be, even when we turn a hundred years old.



  I hope things are going well in the Bay of A Thousand Scales. Even though I’m happier here in the Night Kingdom, I must admit that I miss the beaches and the coral reefs. And being diurnal. And you. I miss you a lot.



  Your loving brother and subject,



  -Fathom


He set the pen down, reading through everything in the letter one more time.

His heart reached out to his sister. She had all this responsibility now, responsibility that she was hardly ready to deal with. She was doing an amazing job, he couldn’t deny that. But she had lost two good friends when she sent Fathom and Indigo to the Night Kingdom two years ago. He imagined that she got lonely from time to time.

He pulled out his pot of sealing wax from the desk and placed it over a burner. After lighting the candle, he placed it under the burner and waited for the wax to melt. He held a stamp with the royal NightWing insignia on it and traced the outline with his claws. He wondered for a moment if he really was going to spend the rest of his life here in the Talon Peninsula, and if that would really end up being such a bad thing.

His thoughts were interrupted by a loud rapping on the door. Fathom dropped the stamp, and he rose to his feet, turning towards the hallway.

The knock came again. From the other side, Fathom heard someone say, “Prince Fathom, are you in there?” He didn’t recognize the voice, but it was loud and urgent, and it put him on edge. Indigo was now walking out of the bedroom, looking like she was ready to bite someone.

“I am,” he said, walking up beside Indigo to feel a little more at ease. “Who am I speaking to?”

“A member of the high guard,” he answered. “Please open up. We have an urgent message for you.”

The high guard was the personal bodyguard of the royal family. Fathom knew nothing about them, aside from the fact that they wore the thickest and shiniest armor out of all guards in the entire palace.

He stepped forward to unlock the door, but Indigo raised a talon in front of him.

“Something’s wrong,” she said quietly. “Queen Vigilance wouldn’t send the high guard just to deliver a message. I think she knows about the scroll.”

The realization that that was a very real possibility struck him hard. The color drained from his biolights, and a cold chill ran down his spine.

Another knock. “Prince Fathom, by order of the queen, open this door!”

“I’m going to get armed,” said Indigo. “Be ready to run away with the scroll if it comes to that.”

Indigo started back into the bedroom, where she kept her armor and weapons. Fathom’s eyes darted back to the door.

He decided to stall, in order to ease their impatience. “What’s happened?” he asked the guard, stammering fiercely now.

There was a pause. “The matter is confidential. We must talk to you alone.”

“I am alone,” he said. “The only other dragon with me is my bodyguard, and she hears everything I hear.”

“Open the door,” the guard said, though this time, his voice was softer. Fathom thought he might be able to act as though he didn’t hear, but then came the sound of keys jangling.

Fathom’s heart skipped a beat, and he froze, unsure if he should try barricading the door or just run for the office. But the door swung open, and on the other side stood four NightWings, all clad in silver armor so polished it was nearly blinding.

They were armed. Fathom saw a club and a set of steel claws before they charged inside, running straight towards him. He turned to run for the office, but a heavy blow struck him in the side. One of the guards had thrown his body at him, and he crashed into the far wall. Fathom gasped as a rib cracked against the marble.

The guard threw him chest-down onto the ground. Fathom squirmed against the guard’s weight, but to no avail. In front of him, a guard with a brass-knobbed club was winding up, readying a blow to his head.

He closed his eyes and thrashed his head about, but the guard on top of him held him still. But when he was certain he’d be knocked unconscious, there instead came an anguished gasp, followed by the sound of the club dropping somewhere near his head.

When Fathom opened his eyes, Indigo was pulling a bloody knife from the guard’s back.

“Stardancer!”

The guard to Fathom’s right charged after Indigo, and the guard behind him rushed to the aid of the first guard, who was now crumpled on the floor. “I’ll go get backup. Do not let them escape!” the fourth guard shouted as he steadied the first guard to his feet.

As they headed for the exit, Fathom took the moment of confusion to throw his subduer off of his back. But as Fathom rose to his feet, the NightWing struck Fathom’s leg with his steel claws. He screamed in pain, razor-sharp claw-tips tearing through his scales. Red blood and blue biolight liquid poured from his thigh. The guard managed to pin him again to the ground, but by now Indigo was there, and she threw herself atop him, peeling him off of Fathom’s body.

The other guard was now on Fathom, readying for another attack. Fathom, thinking quickly, reared around and swung his tail, clubbing the guard in the face with all his might.

The strike made contact, buying Fathom enough time to rush past him. He entered the office and threw the potted tree aside, grabbing the key. If he could get the scroll, he could escape through the balcony window with Indigo.

He scrambled to the desk, inserting the key into the lock. But that was all he could do before being tackled from behind. He and the guard collided into the desk, and the pot of wax fell over, as did the candle that was melting it. Fathom watched in horror as his letter caught fire.

Fathom grabbed the brass pot of wax and swung it around. It hit the helmet of the guard that had been grabbing him — hardly enough to do any damage, but enough to get him to loosen his grip. Fathom slid off of him and frantically started looking around for something to put the growing fire out.

There was a jug of water for the plants in the bedroom. But when he circled around and started running towards it, he saw that Indigo was already making her way there, and the guard she’d been fighting was now facing him.

Fathom didn’t realize until the last second that this guard was now wielding a long hammer. He skidded to a halt and dodged a wild swing, watching wide-eyed as the head of the hammer whizzed past his snout and put a crack into the marble wall. An instant later, the second guard was on his back, pinning him once more to the ground.

Terrified for his life now, he squirmed and thrashed with all his might. But the guard was so strong that he might as well have been lying still. He grabbed at Fathom’s right arm and twisted it back. His muscles screamed against the tension, and then buckled with a sickening pop from his shoulder socket. Fathom shrieked, the pain almost unbearable.

Tears blurred his vision, but he could make out the shape of Indigo returning from the bedroom. She charged at the closer guard, who could merely lift his hammer before her spear lodged into his neck. The guard on top of Fathom released him and started backing away.

Smoke was now filling the chambers, and Fathom rose to his feet in a panic. Unable to walk on his forearm, he hobbled over to the bedroom on three legs. The water bucket was on the floor beside the doorway, and he took the handle in his mouth before turning around and struggling through the smoke. He heard Indigo fighting with the high guard across the chamber, and was tempted to try interfering somehow. His heart lurched with the urge to try protecting her, but in his current state, he knew he’d just get in the way.

Before making it back to the office, six more guards came bursting into their chambers. They were palace guards clad in palace armor, wielding long steel spears, which were now all being pointed at him.

The instinct to save himself kicked in, and he dropped the bucket and ran. But he had nowhere to run to. The guards charged after him, and Indigo tried to get to them in time, but she was too far away. There was a blur in the corner of his eye, and a stabbing pain in his left forearm. He fell to the ground and was surrounded by three of the guards.

His vision was too hazy to make out anything more. He heard the crackling of paper burning, and a scream from Indigo. Then a thick leather band tightened around his mouth, and his face was covered with a cloth bag that smelled of rancid cheese. His arms and legs were bound in chains, and as the guards lifted him from the floor, he caught the sound of shackles tightening against Indigo as well.

He knew Indigo was following close behind him, because she struggled endlessly against her chains and uttered a stream of curses at the guards. But at least she was okay.

This was probably his fault. It was probably his noisy brain that slipped out the wrong thought with the wrong mind-reader present. It was because of him that they were being locked up for knowing too much.

It was a half-comfort to know that the scroll was probably burning now. On one talon, it meant that Vigilance would never be able to use it. But on the other talon, it meant that he was responsible for his best friend losing the source of his animus magic.

The pain in his arms, leg, and chest festered, egged on by the uncomfortable positioning of his bound talons. Before long, it became too much, and he slipped out of consciousness before touching the ground.


A/N: Urf, this chapter actually took longer to edit than it took to write. I decided to almost completely rewrite that fight scene at the end, which took a lot more effort than I was expecting. Hopefully it all came out well enough, though: fighting scenes are so difficult for me to pace correctly. To those of you who have been following, sorry for the delay! The next chapter should be more-or-less on schedule.
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  CLEARSIGHT


The new plan was to fight, and to fight like they meant it.

All things considered, Clearsight felt good about their odds. With the day of the siege closing in, more and more details gradually started to emerge.

There were a couple of new concerns. Perhaps the most troubling was the size of the IceWing levy they would be facing. Shooting Star Valley itself was undermanned, but there was a second battalion of IceWings on the other side of the mountains that was ready to provide battle aid if need be, or perhaps flank the NightWings while they commenced the breach.

But even with the second battalion, the NightWings had superior numbers. They could outmaneuver the IceWings and nullify those reinforcements, provided they made sure to keep the fighting in the air rather than on the ground, and only fought during the night.

The other troubling detail that emerged was that the IceWings had dragonflame cacti. Queen Diamond must have struck a deal with the Sand Kingdom a few weeks ago. They’d been building a supply of the cacti in the fortress, and now had enough to set an entire town ablaze.

They could easily use those cacti to destroy the onager, which meant that they had to breach the gate quickly. But after the gate was open, the fight would devolve into close-quarters combat. At that point, there wouldn’t be any way of making use of the explosive cacti without causing an equal amount of collateral damage.

But everything else spelled favorable winds for the NightWings. The onager itself was going to work beautifully, and there was a perfect spot in the cave for them to mount it. If the IceWing reinforcements from the north did attack, they would have inferior weapons and armor. If they successfully forced the NightWings to retreat, Clearsight didn’t foresee any major damage along the way.

And while she could never be sure, her odds of survival felt pretty good. She found fewer futures in which she got badly hurt or frostbitten, though they were still there.

When she’d first told Darkstalker about the plan, he became frantic with worry, and begged her to call it off. Clearsight obviously couldn’t turn back now, but his inexorable fear for her life was so immiserating that Clearsight had to grant him permission to fight in the battle alongside her, just to ease his mind a bit.

If General Blackhorn’s warning on how their success or failure would hinge on how well Clearsight could rouse the troops, then she was pretty sure they were in good shape. The soldiers had high expectations for Clearsight, and she tried her absolute hardest to keep it that way.

That wasn’t easy, though. It was one thing to see the future and analyze how strong their chances of success were, but it was another thing entirely to act confidently in front of everyone else. Clearsight was bad at acting confidently. In spite of the favorable odds, she was still terrified. She was constantly doubting her decision, wondering if she was actually capable of keeping things from ending in disaster. It didn’t help that the dragons under her command were thrice her age and stood on average a head taller than her.

Yet somehow, she seemed to pull it off. Whenever she ran through the battle plan with the rest of the NightWings, she zoned in on the details, giving instructions to each subdivision. She told them what to expect, and how to respond in different situations. When she stayed focused on this, she was able to put her best foot forward. She was able to give everyone reason to believe that she really did know what she was talking about. When she spoke to them, they listened. When they asked questions, she was able to answer them. That gave her enough confidence in the moment to look like she wasn’t completely freaking out on the inside.

Darkstalker had been talking with the soldiers during the past several days, and he confirmed that they really did have high hopes. Their minds were abuzz with fighting spirit: they were ready to kick the last IceWings out of the Talon Peninsula once and for all. Their eagerness, Darkstalker admitted, was a little contagious: he was starting to look forward to winning this fight.

The onager arrived at midnight before the siege was scheduled to take place. As their campsite was in a dense forest, there was nowhere convenient to place the large weapon. Rather than felling some trees to make space for it, Clearsight simply ordered it to be placed on the northern edge of the forest and guarded for the night by the soldiers that would be handling it during the attack. Stormrunner, the first soldier Clearsight had met upon entering the camp, was among them.

“You will need at least two pairs of eyes facing the mountains at all times,” Clearsight told him while they stood at the edge of the clearing, where the onager had been placed. “From now until the battle, you’ll serve as the primary sentry. If the IceWings decide to attack us first, you’ll be the first to know, and you’ll need to alert the rest of us as soon as possible.”

She thrust a cornu into his talons, made from the horn of a massive ram. “Do not try to carry the onager away if you see them. You’ll be too slow, and you’ll risk dropping it if you’re attacked. Stay where you are and wait for the rest of us. We’ll meet them on the way and push them back instead.”

Stormrunner saluted. “Understood, Captain Clearsight.”

And with that, everything was in place. It was only a matter of hours before it began.

When dawn began to break, Clearsight flew north with Morningstar and two other lieutenants at her flank, and the rest of the NightWing levy trailing behind them. It was on the foothills that flanked the Shooting Star Valley where they met with the IceWing captain of the fortification, a thick-necked dragoness of silver scales named Caribou. She came with her own coterie of officers directly behind her, as well as a small body of IceWing soldiers. She and Clearsight landed across from one another at the top of a hill. Their officers landed behind her, but the main bodies of both of their armies stayed hovering in the air.

Caribou scrunched her snout, as though disgusted. “So, you’re here to try and take our fortress,” she said plainly.

Clearsight took a deep breath. Show no fear, she thought to herself. This is your last chance to make this end without any bloodshed. “That’s right,” she said. “And we’re going to do it. If you want to minimize your losses, then surrender now. Let us reclaim the fortress and seize your weapons, and we can have an orderly surrender without need for a fight. If you don’t do this, then we’ll take the fortress by force. It’s up to you.”

Caribou grinned. “Wow, I’m so intimidated,” she said mockingly. “I guess we’re out of options, aren’t we? Except … there’s just one thing: our gate is impenetrable. Do you really think a flimsy stone-thrower and that oversized cloud of bats you have behind you will be enough to break through it?”

Ah, so they knew about the onager. Clearsight had her suspicions, given the patterns in the countermeasures that she saw, but she couldn’t be sure. That wasn’t good: it likely meant that they already had defensive measures in place against it. One dragonflame cactus would be enough to put it out of commission.

Clearsight tried hiding her surprise, but she felt her eyebrows raise on their own. Promptly, she folded them back down. Caribou wasn’t going to win this.

“As a matter of fact, I do,” she said. “And if that doesn’t worry you, then let me fill you in on who you’re dealing with. I’m not just another officer throwing soldiers this way and that in the hopes that something will work out. I’m Clearsight. I am the greatest seer you will ever know, and I know what is going to happen if we fight, because I’ve seen it. If we weren’t going to crush you, we wouldn’t be here.”

Caribou let out a cocksure scoff.

“And why are you still smiling?” Clearsight pressed, tilting her head quizzically. “Surely it’s not because you think you’ll surprise us with that harebrained ambush you’re planning, right?”

Caribou’s smile instantly vanished.

“Oh, you think I didn’t know about that?” Clearsight asked. “No, I had visions of those four IceWings trying to blow up our supplies probably before you even came up with that plan. It might have been a good idea if we didn’t see it coming. But — well, if you really want to give us some free dragonflame cacti, be my guest.”

Caribou glowered. “Seer or not, we both know you’re not equipped to breach our gate—”

“—We are,” Clearsight interrupted. “We have enough dragons to fend off anything you try throwing at our onager. We’ll get it to the foot of your gate, and your IceWings will blow themselves up trying to stop us. All it’s going to take is three rocks, and your gate’ll be busted. If you want to throw away the lives of your IceWings because you think I’m bluffing, then that’s fine. But if you don’t, make sure you’re gone by sundown.”

Knowing that she wasn’t going to put herself in a better position if she kept talking, Clearsight turned around and took to the sky. Once she was a few wingbeats away, she let out a shaken breath and clutched her chest.

She’d been planning her words for that conversation all night, but it still felt like a miracle that she managed to pull it off as well as she did.

“You know, that was … a little unorthodox,” Morningstar said, winging up to Clearsight’s side. “Usually those talks are meant to be a sort of last attempt at courting goodwill. But you hardly even let her speak.”

Clearsight felt a little sick hearing that. “Do you think I should have been less aggressive?” she asked.

Morningstar gave a tiny shrug. “You’re the seer. Did it work?”

Clearsight sighed. “No,” she admitted. “They’re going to attack us in a few hours. When we get back, we need to gear up and get ready to fight.”

“Well, I suppose that’s a success in some sense,” said Morningstar. “You’ve baited them into coming out of their hiding place. They’ll be vulnerable now.”

Clearsight nodded, but didn’t say anything. In truth, this was a huge blunder. A preemptive attack by the IceWings was probably their smartest move. It was late for the NightWings: they were tired, and the soldiers were supposed to be going to sleep soon. Instead they’d have to stay awake and fight during mid-day, when they had no tactical advantage in the sky. This was exactly what she was trying to avoid.

Clearsight landed on the forest floor, and paced back and forth as she waited for the remaining NightWings to touch down. They all did so — it seemed they were aware that she’d have immediate orders for them upon their return.

“Listen closely, everyone,” she started, speaking loudly so that her voice carried over the trees and reached every dragon in their party. “The IceWings will be bringing the fight to us. We have about three hours before they come over the horizon and try to attack. Everyone here needs to gear up and group together with your aerial formations. When the fighting starts, you are to clear the way north. Keep the IceWings occupied in the sky while we transport the onager to the cave. I’ll give more orders once we’re in the sky, but until then, put on your armor, sheath your weapons, and get ready to kill some IceWings!”

An enthusiastic roar came from the dragons in front, and they scattered, each one going off to their tents to do as they were told.

Clearsight made her way to her tent as well. She passed through the entryway and found the bag containing most of her belongings. She’d already had some armor on as a precaution for when she spoke with Caribou, like her helm and her shoulderpads, but more than half of her armor had remained at the camp.

Darkstalker had been among the soldiers during the discussion. He’d been trailing Clearsight the entire time, and followed her into the tent not long after she’d entered. He probably read her mind and noticed that she was thinking about her armor, because he picked up her chestplate and promptly started strapping it on to her. He didn’t say anything immediately, but given the look on his face, it was obvious there was something he wanted to say.

Clearsight wanted to beckon him to say whatever that something was, but the words stuck in her throat. So she bit her tongue and let him continue putting on her armor.

Finally, though, he said something. “Please don’t fight. Just … stay back, keep your distance, don’t let them get near you.”

Clearsight took a deep breath. “I’ll be okay,” she said quietly. “I know what I’m doing.”

“Are you sure about that?” he asked, reaching for the curtain of chainmail that clipped to her helmet and draping it around her neck. “Clearsight … I’m starting to see some of the futures. The ones where you don’t make it. The ones that you can’t see.”

When he finished connecting the chainmail to her armor, he reached for her vambraces, and Clearsight noticed how much he was shaking. “Let me go and do the fighting instead,” he said. “You can stay far away from the battle, and I’ll be out there with the IceWings. If you’re worried about the troops, tell me how to command them and—”

“—No,” Clearsight interrupted. “Darkstalker, I’m not letting you go out there without me. Even if you could lead the troops just as well as I could, I’m just as worried about you as you’re worried about me. If you’re going out there to protect me, then I’m going out there to protect you.”

Darkstalker looked a little emasculated by that — like he wanted to say that he didn’t need her to protect him. But he kept his words to himself, and Clearsight let him know through her thoughts that she was glad that he decided not to say anything. Which only frustrated him further, and Clearsight looked away from him, ashamed.

“Look, if you die, I’m using the watch, so for the sake of the universe, I don’t want you doing anything reckless,” she said in an effort to fix his ego. “And besides, I need to be the one commanding the troops. I’m the captain here, not you. If you give orders on my behalf, they’re less likely to listen.”

Darkstalker nodded. “You’re right,” he said quietly as he finished tying on her vambraces. “But still — try and keep your distance. The world needs you alive.”

“I’ll do my best,” Clearsight said. “Now stand aside and let me armor you up too.”

Once Darkstalker was all clad up, Clearsight walked over to her bag of belongings. She grabbed the leather flask of enchanted water and took a drink from it before handing it to Darkstalker. He drank from it too, before giving it back to her. Already noticing the effects it was having, she took a second drink, then put it back into the bag. Then she grabbed her watch, put it in a pocket-sized pouch fastened to her body, and made her way outside.

She flew to the edge of the forest to the site of the onager, and landed near the crew. These dragons hadn’t joined them on the flight, so they needed to be given instructions as well. Stormrunner gave her a salute. “Captain Clearsight, what are your orders?” he asked, a small smile attached to his face.

“Stay on sentry, as before,” she told them. “But make sure you’re ready to fight soon. The IceWings will be coming in less than three hours.”

Stormrunner gave a nod. “Understood, Captain.”

“You and your crew will likely be flying the onager to the cave while the battle is going on. I will let you know when the opportunity is right to start carrying it. Until then, defend it with your lives. They’ll still be trying to sabotage it, and you cannot let that happen under any circumstances.”

“You can count on us. Good luck out there, Captain.”

She spent the next two hours ironing out a plan for the battle. Or rather, she tried to. She examined at least a dozen different moments where she could order the onager to be carried in. In every one of those moments, the transport was successful. They got the onager mounted against the fortress wall without fail every time. But the trouble was, once she was in the cave, she couldn’t see further. It was like her future sight ability was blocked.

At first, she feared that Queen Diamond might have been using magic to stop her from seeing the future, just as she had done on the previous timeline. But there was a much more sensible explanation: Clearsight couldn’t stay in the cave without getting herself killed.

The moments of breaching the gate were by far the most dangerous. They’d be vulnerable, with IceWings attacking them both from both directions. There’d be fire and dragonflame explosions. There’d be desperate attempts to stop the siege, suicidal efforts by the IceWings to destroy the onager. In some of the timelines, Clearsight caught a white flash before the thread stopped and she couldn’t look any further.

But she needed to be in there if they were to have any chance at breaching the gate. Her presence was the whole reason the onager was so powerful, because she could use her future sight to verify that the throws all landed.

She was scrutinizing the possibility of holding off the IceWings during the attack and waiting to start the siege until nightfall when the horn sounded. Clearsight straightened up and immediately went outside. Darkstalker followed behind her.

All of the NightWings took to the sky, hovering over the trees as they waited for commands to be given to them. Clearsight flew above them, before settling somewhere in the middle of the swarm.

“Listen up, everyone!” she called. “The IceWings are on their way. Our job is to keep them busy and to push them back. Remember: above all else, you must hold together. If your formation scatters, you will get picked apart. Target the IceWings with the dragonflame cacti. If there aren’t any, then target the IceWings in front.”

Clearsight grabbed a small whistle attached to her neck. “Keep your ears out for the blow of my whistle.” She blew it to remind them of the sound. “One blow means ‘Listen: I’ll be giving a verbal command.’ Two blows means ‘The onager is in the air: make way for it and keep the IceWings away.’ Three blows means ‘Retreat: fall back to the camp and await further instructions there.’ Are we clear?”

“Yes, Captain Clearsight!” the soldiers boomed.

“Then let’s go bite some IceWing tail! Everyone, charge!”

A final hurrah came from the soldiers, and they flew north, following their lieutenant commanders. They flew in three clusters, and Clearsight followed behind them with Darkstalker by her side.

Flying in armor was usually exhausting, but the adrenaline and the enchanted water was giving her better endurance. She kept pace with the rest of the NightWings with ease, and even had to slow herself down to keep herself from going ahead. Then she spotted the IceWings — they were tiny dots in the horizon, but she saw them flapping their wings, approaching.

The two armies began to close in on each other over the foothills. Clearsight began to slow down, making sure she was able to see everything that was going on. The IceWings were fewer in number, but sparser and more spread out.

It was difficult to tell when exactly the fighting started. The IceWings in front flew around the clusters of NightWings rather than faced them head-on. Clearsight saw a blast of ice breath, followed by four blasts of fire breath, followed by a duo of roars. After the fires went out, an IceWing fell from the sky and landed on the ground.

Then the air filled with roars and growls. More ice and fire breath lit up the air, and more dragons started to fall from the sky. There was an IceWing, its face half-singed off. There was a NightWing, its left wing stiff with frost. There was an IceWing and a NightWing, falling together as they struggled against one another in mid-air before landing at the same time.

“Clearsight!”

The call came from Darkstalker. She looked at him, and saw that he was pointing down at a pair of IceWings who’d gotten past the NightWing cluster and were making for the camp. A quick flash in her vision confirmed that they were holding dragonflame cacti, and that they were making for the onager.

Thinking quickly, Clearsight flew towards them. “Wait, Clearsight!” called Darkstalker from behind her.

She had just enough time to check the futures and find out how close she needed to be to safely set one off. She figured out that she would have to be beneath them if she was going to use her fire breath, so she dove down and tailed the IceWing that was in back.

It took her a moment to get close enough without catching their attention. Soon, though, she was just behind and below them, giving her just enough time to twist her head and eject a plume of fire.

They flew several more feet before the twin explosions hit, but they were still close enough for Clearsight to feel the impact of the blast. It threw her off of her flight path, forcing her to spread her wings wide to right herself again. When she did, she hardly saw anything left of the two IceWings — just a single disembodied wing spinning towards the earth.

Clearsight swallowed a lump in her throat. Those dragons, she realized, were the first ones that she had ever killed.

Darkstalker circled around in front of her. “Are you alright?” he asked.

“I’m fine,” she said, though she was admittedly breathless.

“Let me stop them instead,” Darkstalker said. “They could have—”

There wasn’t time for talk: there was a battle going on. Before Darkstalker finished, Clearsight flew back to the NightWings and IceWings and pulled out her whistle. She was ready to issue a new command to one of the rear clusters, commanding them to focus on stopping any of the IceWings slipping through. But they were already on the task. Led by their lieutenant commander, the right rear cluster fell back and began charging for another IceWing heading for the onager.

Except, they were getting too close. Before long, the lieutenant was nearly at the IceWing’s tail, with the cluster of IceWings following close behind.

“Wait!” Clearsight shouted, trying to fly towards them. “Don’t! You’ll get—”

The lieutenant exhaled a plume of fire onto the IceWing. The IceWing spun out, falling into the cluster of NightWings, and then the cactus burst. The explosion killed the IceWing, but it took the lieutenant and six other NightWings with it. Their bodies fell lifelessly to the ground.

The rest of the NightWings in the cluster became spread apart by the blast, and they began to scatter about in a panic.

Clearsight felt her stomach lurch as she watched the chaos unfold around her. Many of the scattered dragons at least had the sense to cluster up into groups of two or more, as they’d been trained to do in situations like these, but most flew alone now.

Then another explosion sounded, this time within another cluster. Clearsight couldn’t tell if the lieutenant commanding them had gone out with that blast, but it had the same effect: a half-dozen NightWings fell to the ground, and the rest began to scatter.

The IceWings immediately started to take advantage of the disorder. Clearsight watched as they hunted down NightWings one at a time, using their serrated claws and ice breath to take them out.

As each second passed, a fact of the future was slowly growing more and more crystalized, more and more irreversible: they were going to lose.

Losing wasn’t supposed to be an option. There were too many NightWings in the battle, too many that would be killed or taken prisoner or driven to desertion. They would lose all their momentum, and IceWings would win the war, which meant Foeslayer would be turned in and killed, and Clearsight already knew how bad things would get when that happened.

She couldn’t order a retreat either. All of the nearby NightWing fortresses were undermanned, and the IceWings would catch them before they could reach any further ones. They would surrender, and Clearsight and Darkstalker would be taken prisoner, and there wouldn’t be any hope of getting out of that situation alive.

And it was becoming more and more apparent that she couldn’t fight. How was she supposed to win this? The longer they fought out here in the sky, the more NightWings were going to get killed. She wanted to carry the onager into the cave now, while they still had fighting power. But nothing had changed: making it into the cave with the onager still seemed to spell her doom.

She felt her very soul locking up. Did she really only have one choice left?

Clearsight lowered her whistle as the black and white wings began to blur around her. Then she opened the pouch and pulled out her watch.

She’d made some mistakes, she couldn’t deny it. She got demoted from her position as the queen’s lead seer, and missed a couple of important things that she really should have noticed sooner. She let her soul get tainted with ambition, and maybe she ended up letting her authority get to her head sometimes.

But everything was still going so well! Darkstalker was still good, and Fathom and Indigo were still happy and together, and nobody important was dead. Why did she have to let it end so soon and so suddenly? Why couldn’t she have listened to Keen Eye like she was planning on doing from the start?

She flipped the watch around to open the cover. But before any latch could be loosened, an explosion cracked, mightier than the blast of any dragonflame cactus and loud enough to shake her entire body. As her ears rang and her vision blurred, the watch slipped from her talons and fell to the ground.
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47. Chapter 46


    
    
  DARKSTALKER


Okay, let’s take stock of things, Darkstalker thought as he silenced out the screaming, and the panicked minds of the galvanized soldiers. The situation was worsening. Two lieutenants were down, their troops were destabilizing, and the IceWings were taking full advantage of the momentum they’d gained.

Even he started to feel a wave of dread wash over him, but he forced himself to fight it. There were still plenty more NightWings than there were IceWings. They needed to regroup and form a plan, but regrouping was possible. More importantly, Clearsight was okay, despite her persistent efforts to get herself killed. They could salvage this.

When he looked over at Clearsight, though, he noticed that she was thinking otherwise.

The panic that struck his heart when he saw the watch in her talons nearly threw him out of the sky. “No!” he shouted, flying straight for her.

He reached forward to rip the watch out of hers talons, but before he made it to her, an explosion went off in her mind.

Her vision of the blast was so vivid that even with the weak, unconscious connection he had with her thoughts, there was a split second where he thought it might have been real. But it really was just a vision. Nothing nearby had exploded. Not yet, at least.

Clearsight recoiled, and the watch slipped from her talons. Half-a-heartbeat later, Darkstalker crashed into her, and they started tumbling down.

He broke away from her, and they both righted themselves, spreading their wings to stabilize and catching the same draft of wind to lift themselves back up.

When he looked at Clearsight and slipped deeper into her thoughts, she had broken out of the vision. She looked frantically all around her, confused, shaking like a leaf.

He held her head in his talons. “Clearsight! What did you see?”

“I — I don’t know. I….” She shook her head. Clouds of defeat and hopelessness swarmed her mind. “Darkstalker, we can’t win this.”

“Yes we can!”

“We can’t.”

“We can! Tell me what you saw!”

Clearsight didn’t answer. She looked down, completely nonplussed, wondering only where the watch had gone.

Darkstalker held her chin and pulled her head back up. “Clearsight, what was that explosion?”

“I don’t know,” she whispered.

“Then find out!”

“What’s the point?”

“Because whatever it is that’s keeping us from taking the fortress is probably linked to that explosion. If you find out what causes it, we can find a way to work around it.”

That broke through the fog in her mind. A spark of hope lit up, and she desperately clung to it as she examined the futures.

Her brain moved like clockwork, far too rapidly for Darkstalker to follow. A dozen simultaneous visions intersected in her mind, flashing in and out of her headspace like words on a scroll. Darkstalker had to pull himself out of her mind in order to keep himself from getting dizzy.

But he could still read the look on her face. He watched as her eyes strained and her brow furrowed. And he saw the moment of discovery, when the corners of her mouth softened in the most subtle way, and her eye ridges shifted from a posture of deep thought to quiet determination. She’d found something.

A few seconds passed before it all snapped together. She opened her eyes and blew a piercing note into her whistle. “All NightWings, come together, follow me!”

All at once, a hundred pairs of black wings shifted. Darkstalker stayed beside Clearsight at first, but when he remembered that Clearsight had dropped the watch, he found himself descending. His eyes scanned the grassy field below. Any ignorant dragon could pick that watch up and press the button on it without knowing what it did. He needed to make sure that he found it first.

But his search was cut short. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a pair of IceWings flying towards him, and he knew that if he let them catch up to him while he was isolated, he’d be as good as dead. He made a mental note of where he was, remembering the shape of the ground and his proximity to the forest and the mountains, then he made haste, turning around and flying towards the congregation of NightWings that was starting to form in front of Clearsight.

Clearsight, meanwhile, was flying towards the onager. She blew the whistle twice, and seconds later, six dragons were carrying the giant machine into the air. As they began flying north with the onager, the other NightWings surrounded it protectively.

Darkstalker returned to Clearsight’s side, keeping an eye out for any IceWings that tried to approach them. He wanted to ask her what the plan was, but there was a piercing concentration in her eyes, and he couldn’t see any sense in disturbing it.

With the dragons surrounding the onager, the IceWings had no way of getting to it. They persistently tried, but every IceWing that got too close was driven off with NightWing fire. Before long, Darkstalker heard regrouping orders from the IceWing commanders, and the remaining enemies retreated towards the mountains.

But they came back. As the mountains began to close in, a more organized sentry of IceWings took shape. First came the assault of dragonflame cactus bombers, flying overhead and dropping cacti with lit fuses attached into the NightWing cluster. Some of the cacti were kicked away by particularly brave soldiers, and others fell through with dud fuses or delayed explosions. But two cacti found their mark, detonating in the heart of the NightWing formation. At least a dozen NightWings crashed into the hills.

Then came the coveys of IceWings, lightly armored but much more agile. They flew in V-formation, sweeping the edges of the NightWing cluster with an onslaught of ice breath.

Darkstalker had no knowledge of how to counter these attacks, but fortunately the other NightWings did. When the IceWings swept back around for a second attack, eight NightWings flew out from the cluster. With remarkable coordination, they grabbed four of the IceWings by their wings or tails, pulling them into the NightWing formation. Darkstalker heard their slaughter more than he saw it. The soldiers swarmed them like livid wasps, claws and daggers at the ready. There was a chorus of blood-curdling screams before one-by-one they fell to the ground, drenched in the blue of their own blood.

The cave entrance soon appeared. It was more than large enough to accommodate for the onager and the NightWings carrying it, though Darkstalker reckoned that once they were inside, it would be a struggle to navigate the walls and get it into position.

At first the mouth of the cave was brimming with IceWings, but once the NightWings landed in front of them, they overwhelmed the defenses through sheer numbers. The IceWings were either pushed back or cut down, and about a third of the NightWing body came flooding in.

They quickly made space for the onager. Clearsight flew forward to give directions to the NightWings carrying it, and Darkstalker followed, intent on protecting her at all costs.

They finally landed far in the cave, where sunlight stopped penetrating the walls. Clearsight looked behind her as the dragons approached with the onager. They had placed it on the ground now and were rolling it further into the cave.

“Darkstalker, join the soldiers at the mouth of the cave,” Clearsight commanded. “I want you to help keep the entrance clear.”

“I’m staying here with you,” he said sternly.

“Look, there’s a hundred IceWings outside trying to block our way out. We can’t let them trap us in here.”

“Why not? It’s not like we want to get out of here. We’re besieging the fortress. And we fight better in the caves, so—”

“Darkstalker, trust me: the fewer dragons that are clustered near the gate, the better.”

Darkstalker suddenly remembered her vision. That huge explosion — it had been so clear in her mind. Whatever it was, it had to have been moments away. Was she planning on doing something drastic? Was she going to sacrifice herself to ensure they could win?

No, he could never let her do that. “Please, let me keep you safe. Whatever it is you’re planning, let me do what I can to protect you.”

“The best thing you can do to keep me safe is keep the entrance clear. Now go!”

Darkstalker wished he had been reading her mind, because he wasn’t sure if that was the truth. But she flew off and started giving orders before he could challenge her. He sighed and made his way towards the cave entrance.

This would be so much easier if Clearsight would just tell him what her plan was, or at the very least what was going to cause the explosion. The IceWings surely had plenty of brightsting cacti left, right? Maybe they were planning on blowing up the area in front of the gate.

With how many NightWings there were in the cave right now, that felt alarmingly probable. A few well-placed cacti blasts would destroy their onager without a hitch. A few more could take out most of the troops. It would also take out several IceWings, but maybe if they got desperate….

Perhaps the plan was to break into the fortress before they got the opportunity to counterattack in that way. Clearsight would know if they could rush the breach fast enough, and how much time they would need in order to retreat safely if they proved to be too slow. And the clearer the path of retreat was, the more time they’d have to safely continue their breaching efforts, hence why Clearsight wanted him to help keep the opening clear.

The line of assault, where IceWing and NightWing blood was spilling, was right at the mouth of the entrance. It was as tall as it was wide, so an agile IceWing could still fly over the ground troops to get in. But there were five or six NightWings in the air, and no IceWing dared such a maneuver, lest they get grappled by one of them.

The smell of NightWing blood sent Darkstalker’s heart racing with a primal fear, and his instincts kept him from leaping into the fray. Instead he found a particularly large and particularly experienced-looking NightWing and stayed close to him.

He steeled himself, trying to quell his terror by replacing it with pride. This is my chance to kill some rotten IceWings, he thought. Clearsight had already killed two herself. How embarrassing would it be if he couldn’t beat that?

His opportunity came when a flurry of a dozen IceWings flooded in all at once. They breathed ice down on the ground dragons in front, drawing furious cries and roars of fire. Half of the IceWings were intercepted by dragons in the air — they were dragged down and torn apart. But a few made it through. Darkstalker and the dragon beside him targeted the same one, and simultaneously they delivered a burst of firebreath at the enemy.

The IceWing flew past the fire at first, but the heat soon grew unbearable for him, and he fell, his face contorted in pain. He tried running beside an IceWing who managed to break through unharmed, but Darkstalker and several more NightWings were already on them.

He saw the IceWing rear his head to deliver another blast of ice breath, but the NightWing beside Darkstalker charged ahead and tackled him before he could exhale. There was an opening in the IceWing’s underbelly, and Darkstalker raked his claws against it. They sank deep into his flesh, and he pulled away, tearing tiny scales off and opening deep blue gashes into his stomach. The IceWing lurched forward, and the other NightWing bit into him, tugged twice, and avulsed nearly a quarter his neck.

A loud snap came from beyond the cave, followed by a loud crash. Darkstalker reared his head, worried for Clearsight’s safety. But he spotted her beside the onager, whose throwing arm was being pulled back into place by a trio of NightWings. A boulder rolled gently beside the gate.

The gate stood at least four dragons high and three dragons wide, and its wooden beams were reinforced with iron from the top and the bottom. It was a small wonder that the IceWings were confident that it’d never be breached. Yet, there was a clear disturbance in the structure now. One of the wooden beams had buckled, and the gate now stood slightly askew.

Darkstalker couldn’t help but feel a little scared of the onager himself after seeing the damage that just one stone’s throw had done. It really did throw with more strength than twenty dragons, and with Clearsight’s powers to guide it, its accuracy was rivaled only by a scavenger’s throwing arm.

A plume of fire caused Darkstalker to rear his head, and another cluster of IceWings came swooping in. Darkstalker quickly scanned the thoughts of the NightWings near the front lines. About a quarter of them were dead, a quarter were injured, and a quarter more were exhausted. The remaining soldiers were still putting up a fight, but there were more IceWings now, and they were only interested in getting to the onager, not in killing every NightWing that they saw.

In his periphery, he saw an IceWing land, and when he turned his head, he saw that there was a struggling NightWing beneath his serrated claws. Darkstalker leapt forward to tear him off of the pinned soldier, and this time, he didn’t hesitate to pull out his dagger. The IceWing was only lightly armored: Darkstalker found an opening and stabbed. The blade entered the IceWing’s neck just underneath his chin.

Something awful turned in Darkstalker’s stomach when he realized the IceWing was going to die from that. He felt his own neck tensing up as he pulled out the blade and the IceWing choked on his own blood. For a second he was wondering why he didn’t feel triumphant.

But he didn’t have time to linger on the question. He had other IceWings to deal with. IceWings that would get Clearsight killed if they got too close.

But just as he started scanning the room for another NightWing to support, he heard a whistle blow three times from within the cave. Clearsight was calling a retreat.

Oh no, that can’t be good. Were they too late?

A look of confusion came over all of the NightWings around him. Retreat? he heard some of them thinking. But we’re winning, aren’t we?

Suddenly, Clearsight flew past them, followed by dozens of NightWings. Darkstalker ran after her, stumbling over the bodies littering the cave floor in an effort to avoid getting trampled. All it took was a few seconds for the confusion to amass into order, and every NightWing was flying out of the cave.

Darkstalker took to the sky. He glanced behind him and saw an outpouring of the remaining NightWing soldiers, many of whom bore armor stained with blue smears of IceWing blood.

Clearsight blew the whistle three times again, alerting any NightWings that were still outside that might not have heard the first retreat order. Another thirty or forty NightWings converged towards the cluster.

As the last of the NightWings left the cave, Darkstalker heard regrouping commands from within the cave. The IceWings that had been fighting now began to rush in. He saw a few unfortunate NightWings who had been slow to retreat, and though they tried to fly past the IceWings, they failed to break through. He winced as the IceWings pushed them back into the cave, and looked back ahead before he could see them getting torn apart.

He winged up, taking advantage of the enchanted water he had drank and pumping his wings to reach Clearsight at the front of the pack. She appeared to be talking with Lieutenant Morningstar, though even from a distance the conversation hardly sounded cordial.

“What in all the shining moons is wrong with you!” Morningstar shouted. Darkstalker pitched towards them. Morningstar looked like she was ready to break Clearsight’s wings: her front talons were even twitching, reaching forwards slightly. “The onager is still in there! They’re going to destroy it!”

Which means they won’t try and pursue us, Darkstalker thought. Why would the IceWings bother throwing away their troops to give chase when they’d just taken control of the only thing that could tear down their gates?

“Keep flying,” Clearsight said sternly. “Pick up the pace!” she then shouted, addressing all of the NightWings.

Darkstalker blinked and looked behind him. Was his assessment wrong? He didn’t see any IceWings, but maybe Clearsight saw them giving chase in the future. He finally found the sense to peer into her mind, but all he could read from her was a soul-gripping anxiety that was expertly hidden behind the stone-cold look in her eyes.

Despite her orders, the NightWings didn’t pick up the pace. Whether they were dejected by their defeat or exhausted from their fighting, their wings didn’t carry them any faster.

“We’ve lost!” Morningstar scolded. “We clutched defeat from the jaws of victory, and it’s because of you! We had it! You had to have seen that we had it! Are you an idiot? Are you a coward? What could have possibly compelled you to turn back now of all times?”

“I know what I’m doing, Lieutenant,” Clearsight simply said.

“If you knew what you were doing, we’d still be trying to win this!”

Suddenly, Clearsight stopped. Most of the other NightWings behind her stopped too, though some ended up colliding with others.

“Everyone!” Clearsight commanded, “Turn around, spread out, and hold your positions!”

Darkstalker turned around. The entrance to the cave was still fairly close, perhaps half a mile out. But now he was confused. Was Clearsight having them brace for another attack? No, if they wanted to attack, surely they would be better off continuing to retreat, right?

He scanned the area for IceWings, but again none were there. They had all gone back into the cave, likely to help disassemble the onager and collect weapons and armor from the fallen NightWings and IceWings.

Then he saw a flash at the mouth of the cave. Then he saw a blast. A red ball of fire shot out of the entrance with such force that a crack formed in the mountain. Smoke and smoldering stones spewed from the eruption as parts of the mountain turned into boulders, falling down in front of the cave entrance.

There was a quiet murmur, followed by an ear-piercing shockwave. It shook the air and threw everyone into a dizzy fit. A few NightWings who didn’t or couldn’t follow Clearsight’s orders to spread apart collided with one another.

Darkstalker instinctively covered his ears and spread his wings to stay stable. When he found the sense to look at the cave again, all he saw was billowing smoke as the echoes of the shockwave rang through.

“What … just happened?” Lieutenant Morningstar asked breathlessly.

“Sabotage,” said Clearsight.

“What?”

Clearsight glanced back at Morningstar. “Didn’t you wonder why we never heard anything back from Foeslayer?”

Darkstalker felt his heart sink into his stomach. The pieces fell into place with heart-wrenching clarity. Mom….

“Foeslayer? What, was she doing an infiltration mission here?” asked Morningstar.

Clearsight winced, and Darkstalker heard a voice in her mind reprimanding her. “It must’ve been my job to tell you about it. Well, she was instructed to sabotage the IceWing supplies being stored in the Shooting Star Valley fortress just before the attack. We knew she’d be able to sneak in unnoticed, so she has probably been inside of the fortress for some time now. I can only imagine her surprise when she saw the mounds of dragonflame cacti that they had stored there.”

Darkstalker didn’t need to hear any more. He immediately started flying back as fast as his wings could take him. Clearsight called his name, but he could hardly hear it, and he wasn’t going to let her slow him down.

He wasn’t sure what exactly had happened, but he could hazard a couple of guesses. And if Foeslayer was in the fortress when the explosion went off….

Maybe she was okay. She had her earring on, right? Maybe it protected her. Maybe she was still alive, but stuck in the cave-in and needed rescuing.

But when he flew into the cloud of dust and spotted the entrance to the cave, he found that even that was too pessimistic of an assumption.

Foeslayer was standing there, atop the rubble and debris, without a scratch on her. She looked a little dazed, but was otherwise completely unbothered. Even the dusty air, which was causing Darkstalker to start coughing, seemed to have no effect on her.

When she saw Darkstalker approaching, she smiled. “Darkstalker? What on earth are you doing here?”

“Mom!” Darkstalker landed so hastily on the rocks that he nearly crashed. He ran forward and hugged her tightly, but then the stones beneath his feet gave, and he fell to the ground. “Are you alright?” he asked as he picked himself up.

Foeslayer laughed. “Yes, but are you alright?” She brushed some of the dust off of his scales, and her talons went over a layer of IceWing blood. Her smile vanished.

“Mom, I’m fine,” Darkstalker promised. “I came here to help Clearsight win, but I … it looks like you already had everything covered.”

“Foeslayer!” Clearsight shouted as she landed beside Darkstalker and marched up to his mother. “You are very, very lucky that your son was here.”

“Oh, really?” Foeslayer said, tilting her head at him. “What did he do?”

Darkstalker tilted his head at Clearsight. Yeah, what did I do?

“He helped keep my head on straight while you were planning this crazy maneuver,” she said, waving her arms in the air at the debris.

Darkstalker looked over his shoulder and saw that Lieutenant Morningstar, along with most of the NightWings, were alighting near the rockslide.

“I wasn’t expecting the explosion to be so … intense,” admitted Foeslayer. “But if I was going to destroy their supplies, I couldn’t think of a better way to go about it than just blowing it all up.”

“How on earth are you still alive?” asked Morningstar, looking around at the rubble, dumbfounded.

“In case there are still IceWings nearby, I shouldn’t say,” Foeslayer said with an apologetic smile. “But I’ll admit that I wasn’t entirely sure I would survive.”

“But you did this anyway?” asked Darkstalker, feeling a slight ache in his heart upon hearing that.

“Well, opportunity knocks,” Foeslayer said. “This war has been going on for too long. I saw this as a chance to maybe finally bring an end to it. If that chance ended up costing me my life, then at least I would have died knowing that my dragonets wouldn’t have to fight in a war that I started.”

Darkstalker felt a wave of anger pass over him. How dare you even consider that! Don’t you realize how much you mean to me and Whiteout? How badly it would hurt us if you died?

“Judging by what happened here, I’d say that this probably did the job,” Morningstar said. “That was the last offensive holding they had in our Kingdom, and the explosion destroyed the entirety of their largest battalion. If Queen Diamond were smart, she’d cut her losses and surrender now.”

“I’m glad things turned out well,” Clearsight said with a sigh. “But it could have gone very badly. Why didn’t you blow things up before the battle started?”

“I would have,” she said, “if I hadn’t heard that they were planning on inviting General Floe’s battalion to reinforce the fortress. I figured it would be better to wait until they were all in the cave before setting off the explosion. But they decided at the last minute to attack first, and I never got the opportunity.

“At first, I assumed that I’d just have to wait for the battle to end and hope that you would win. But then I remembered that Clearsight would be leading the fight. I figured that if I committed to a plan on when to set off the cacti, Clearsight would see the explosion in her visions. I decided to wait for the sound of the onager throwing its first rock, then counted off a thousand heartbeats before lighting the crates of cacti. That would have given Clearsight enough time to see the explosion coming and fly the NightWings to safety while the IceWings all stayed behind.”

“Well — I mean yeah, that’s exactly what happened,” Clearsight said, looking away from Foeslayer when she started beaming proudly. “But still. If it didn’t, it could have gone very, very badly. Next time you want to rely on my powers, make sure that if it goes wrong, I’d still be alive to see it going wrong. Otherwise I won’t be able to see it.”

Foeslayer’s eyes went wide, and her thoughts indicated that she wasn’t sure whether to apologize or to reprimand Clearsight for not commanding the siege safely from the rear, like she said she’d be doing.

“Captain Clearsight, I owe you an apology,” said Lieutenant Morningstar, bowing her head reverently. “I never should have doubted your judgment. I insulted your authority and I’m deeply regretful for that. I hope you can find it in you to forgive me.”

Clearsight glanced at Morningstar, taken aback by her sudden change in attitude. When she found her voice, she said, “You’re forgiven. We were fresh from battle. Tempers were running short.” She looked over at the sea of NightWings standing beneath them. “We should do a headcount,” she said. “Queen Vigilance would like to know how many we lost, and which battalions were hit the hardest.”

Morningstar nodded, and the two of them started towards the NightWing soldiers.

Darkstalker, meanwhile, returned his attention to Foeslayer. “You really shouldn’t have risked your life like that,” he said quietly.

“Hey, it turns out I didn’t in the end,” Foeslayer assured him. “The earring didn’t even let me get trapped in the cave. I felt my body being carried out just as the walls started crumbling. It was weird, being surrounded by a loud and screaming hot inferno one moment, then being at the foot of the landslide the next.”

“But what if the war’s still not over?” he asked. “Yeah, if Queen Diamond is smart, she’ll surrender. But she doesn’t seem very smart. She might not give up until you’re dead. And as long as this war is still going on, Queen Vigilance will still be trying to get rid of you.”

“After all this, I think I’m long overdue for retirement,” Foeslayer said, revealing for the first time the hint of exhaustion in her voice. Her mind revealed to Darkstalker she hadn’t slept in days. “If Queen Vigilance insists on keeping me out here in the field and away from you and Whiteout, then do me a favor and just murder her already. Everyone in the palace keeps saying you’re going to do it.”

Darkstalker figured that she was either joking or simply not thinking straight, but he still felt the need to correct her. “I’m not going to kill the queen,” he said. “I really wish that rumor would go away.”

Foeslayer patted his shoulder. “Relax, Darkstalker, I’m just teasing you.”

“Yeah, well, I’d rather not be teased about it,” he said. “Vigilance is only a few paranoid thoughts away from sending an assassin after me, you know.”

He felt the remorse swim into her mind. “I’m sorry, sweetie,” she said softly. “But I hope you know that you don’t have anything to worry about. Keen Eye is keeping an eye on you, and she has more than enough influence to keep you safe.”

Darkstalker sighed. If he were being honest, Keen Eye’s assurance of his safety didn’t exactly mean that much to him.

“Of course, that’s assuming that you’re in the palace,” Foeslayer continued, “which you’re not. You’re out here, having just taken part in a huge battle, where you could have died.”

“Nah, I couldn’t have died,” he assured her. “I’m way too smart to do something silly like that.”

Foeslayer was about to retort with something, but a shout from the crowd of NightWings cut her off. “Captain Clearsight!” the voice shouted.

Clearsight, who was still near the front of the army, poked her head up. “I’m here,” she shouted back. “What do you need?”

“A messenger just arrived from the palace. She came bearing a scroll with the royal stamp. She was instructed to give it to you.”

“Let me see it.”

The crowd of NightWings parted, making way for the soldier, who walked to Clearsight and offered her a scroll in his talons. The scroll was small: the wax seal was wider than the scroll’s diameter, and the paper was folded to keep the contents from being visible.

Clearsight took the paper and flew atop a broken stone near the base of the cave-in before breaking the seal. Darkstalker started towards her, but hesitated when he saw the look in her eyes. At first they went wide, then they went wider, then her eyes darted back to the top of the scroll as she read through it again. Darkstalker followed her mind as the words passed over her eyes, so that he could pick up the meaning too. Then his eyes went wide. Then they went wider.

She lowered the scroll and turned to Darkstalker.

“Clearsight,” he whispered, “I swear, I—”

“I don’t need to hear it,” she said, even more quietly. “I need—” She bit her tongue. Her mind was racing but no ideas were coming to her. “Just go.”

Darkstalker folded his ears. “But Clearsight—”

“I’ll figure it out, okay? I don’t know what the troops will do, but you probably shouldn’t be here while I tell them. Go and find my watch, okay? It’s still on the ground somewhere.”

He really wasn’t sure if that was a good idea. But Clearsight wasn’t going to let him say no to this, so he decided all he could do was trust her judgment. He nodded, and flew off without another word.

The letter was from Princess Acuity. Queen Vigilance was dead. Darkstalker and Prince Fathom were the prime suspects to her murder. Fathom was already imprisoned, and Acuity had given orders to Clearsight to bind Darkstalker in chains and escort him to the palace.

He descended to the plains where the battle had taken place and landed about ten feet from an IceWing corpse. For over a minute he simply stood there, unable to remember what he was supposed to be doing. He could hardly even think. They had Fathom. And that meant they had his scroll too. He had nothing.

For the first time in his life as a thrice-moonborn dragon, he felt completely powerless.
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  CLEARSIGHT


After Darkstalker flew off, Clearsight turned to face the soldiers. The sound of platemail rippled through the ranks as they collectively stood to attention.

She didn’t find any sense in spoiling their good spirits and breaking the bad news to them now. She could tell them later, once Darkstalker was a safer distance away from them.

“Soldiers,” she said with a commanding frown. “NightWings. Friends.” Her frown rose to a proud smile. “We have just won the greatest victory in the war!”

She raised a fist in the air, and the soldiers erupted into a long and thunderous cheer. Though Clearsight was no mind-reader, she could feel the tension melting away in all of them. Honest pride reinforced every soldier’s triumphant roar. They flapped their wings, shot out fireballs, and embraced their battle-worn friends and platoonmates.

Clearsight waited for them to calm down before speaking to them again. “I cannot express how proud I am of everyone here. My powers as a seer told me that victory would not have been possible without the passion and bravery that you summoned for me today. So be proud of yourselves! Know that you, each and every one of you, helped the Night Kingdom win this war today. I will not allow this victory to go uncelebrated. So here are my final orders to you: fly back to our camp and bask in this triumph. Rest, because we are tired. Recover, because we are hurt. Drink, because we must toast to the ones we have lost. And rejoice, because we have won!”

They let out a boisterous cheer again, then one by one they took to the sky and winged south to their encampment in the forest.

“You really are a natural at this,” Foeslayer said as she walked up beside her.

“I most certainly am not,” Clearsight said, releasing a sigh to slow her beating heart. “I had to have practiced that speech over a hundred times in my tent before now.”

“Well, you pulled it off. Those soldiers adore you.” She beamed at the younger NightWing. “I’d be careful if I were you. If you end up doing too good a job, Queen Vigilance will employ you as a full-time commander.”

Clearsight blinked slowly at the remark. Should she tell Foeslayer now? How would she react? Would she run off to find her son? Should she let her do that?

Yes. Darkstalker needs her right now. He’s too vulnerable by himself. Visions flashed through her mind, warning her of the very real possibility of Darkstalker getting captured and killed. And it was clear enough that her own fate was intertwined with his. If Acuity captured him, she’d imprison her as well. If she killed Darkstalker, her own death would soon follow — though it wasn’t like she wanted to live in a world without Darkstalker anyway. He desperately needed support.

“Foeslayer, there’s something I need you to do,” Clearsight said, brushing away any remaining joviality in her features.

Foeslayer sighed so heavily she nearly collapsed. “Does it have to be now? I was looking forward to sleeping.”

“It does,” she said, her voice firm. “Darkstalker is in serious danger, and he needs your help.”

All of the restlessness in Foeslayer’s eyes vanished in an instant. She twitched her wings, ready to take flight the moment Clearsight told her what to do.

“The message I just received told me that Queen Vigilance has been killed, and Acuity suspects Darkstalker to be the culprit. Listen to me.” She put a talon on Foeslayer’s shoulder as her body locked up in horror. “I want you to find him and stay with him.”

“Where did he fly to?”

“The field to the southwest of here. Give him your ring of invisibility, and—”

Foeslayer was already in the air. Clearsight was tempted to follow her and give her some guidance on how to keep Darkstalker from doing anything too reckless, but the futures where Darkstalker suffered an untimely beheading were already dissolving.

She flew back to the camp instead, straining her mind to see what would happen once she went back to the palace. But she was so tired, and none of the threads were stable enough to stay crystallized in her mind after she examined them closely. In the midst of each vision was a distinct color in the prism of chaos. Fathom using his magic for the first time since the massacre, Keen Eye grasping Clearsight’s watch with a contemptuous glower, NightWings fighting NightWings on the palace grounds.

She would make no progress sorting these futures out until she slept. Within minutes, the campgrounds took shape below her. She alighted into a clearing and approached her quarters. The NightWings were doffing their armor and putting their weapons away, but each one paused to hail her as she passed them by.

She leapt over a brooklet and wended through the trees before reaching the clearing where her tent was. Lieutenant Morningstar approached her and saluted. “We’ve completed the head counts. Seventy-eight of our soldiers are either dead or missing.”

Clearsight nodded. “The IceWings lost at least twice that many,” she said. “Still, it’s heavier than I had hoped.”

“Don’t be downtrodden, Captain. Everyone is overjoyed by our victory. You will join us in the celebration you ordered, will you not?”

“Of course,” she said, but with hardly any enthusiasm. When she saw Morningstar’s sideways glance, she added, “Forgive my tone. I’m eager to celebrate, but my powers are very mentally taxing, and I’m overdue for a day’s rest.”

“I understand. Why don’t you sleep for a couple of hours while we set up the wine barrels and prepare the food? I’ll wake you when night falls.”

She shook her head apprehensively. “I shouldn’t.”

“You should. Captain or not, you’re still growing, and you need your sleep. Step inside. I’ll help you take off your armor.”

Clearsight nodded, and made her way inside of the tent. Morningstar followed her in, and Clearsight stood still as she began to loosen the straps on her pauldrons. The pieces of metal slid down her shoulders, and Morningstar placed them in a crate by her bedside.

“Where did Darkstalker fly off to?” she asked as she started unlatching Clearsight’s neck guard from her helm.

“In the field to the north. I dropped something in the middle of the battle, and asked him to go find it.”

“I expect he’ll return here by the time you wake up, then. I’ve sent a party of five NightWings back to scout the battlefield for survivors. Likely he’ll come back with them. What did you drop?”

Clearsight closed her eyes as Morningstar’s talons brushed under her chest plate and caught the leather buckle that connected it to the armor piece on her back. Fewer things were more soothing than having her armor doffed. It was like being unshackled from a long and suffocating prison that followed her everywhere. Her scales sighed as they felt the touch of open air again.

There was something intimate about the process too. It was normally Darkstalker who stripped her armor after they finished their drills with the soldiers, and he needed to get close to her, to touch every bare appendage. Clearsight hadn’t thought about that when she allowed Morningstar to take off her armor, but she was idly thinking about it now as the Lieutenant reached around her thigh to unbuckle her platelegs. She hardly cared, though. She just wanted to be naked again so she could lie down comfortably.

“Hmm?” she asked, forgetting Morningstar’s question.

“What is it that Darkstalker’s looking for?”

“It’s a watch,” she said. “A gold watch with a thin chain and an hourglass etching. Darkstalker gave it to me as a gift many years ago.”

“Well, if he doesn’t find it, I’m sure someone else will during recovery. They’ll bring it back to you once they do.”

“‘Recovery’?”

“Cleaning up the mess after a battle is fought,” Morningstar explained. “Tomorrow, we’ll go back to the grounds and bury the dead. We’ll also collect their weapons and armor, and anything else we find that can be put to good use. If Darkstalker comes back without your watch, I’ll let everyone know to keep an eye out for it.”

Clearsight’s eyes sprang open. “Make sure they know not to press the button on it. There’s an enchantment on it.”

Morningstar paused for a second, and Clearsight looked over her shoulder just in time to see Morningstar hide away the curiosity in her eyes. “I’ll be sure to tell them,” she said as she unstrapped the cuisse from her left leg and placed it in the crate with the other pieces of armor.

“I can take off my harness by myself,” Clearsight said. “Thank you, Lieutenant.”

Morningstar bowed. “The pleasure is all mine. Shall I leave you to rest up, then?”

Clearsight simply nodded as she unbuckled the final leather strap that ran along her chest. Morningstar left the tent without another word. Clearsight slid out of her harness, and all of the pouches and pockets that had been attached fell with it to the ground.

Though her entire body still rang with tension, Clearsight fell asleep the second she lay down on the straw-bundled cot that she’d been calling a bed this past week. She dreamed of mutiny and scandal, half-prophetic visions mixed with anxieties and nonsense, and woke to the gentle nudge of another dragon’s snout against her neck.

When she opened her eyes, she saw Morningstar bringing her head back. “It’s nightfall, Captain.”

“Lovely,” Clearsight said with a yawn.

“We never ran into Darkstalker. Do you think he might’ve returned to the palace?”

“Maybe.” It was an actual possibility, now that Foeslayer was with him. “In any case, I wouldn’t count on him coming back.”

“Why not?”

Clearlight sat up and stretched. “I’ll explain once I’ve gotten everyone together,” she said.

Morningstar cast a tilted glance at Clearsight, but she ignored it and walked outside the tent.

A few welcoming cheers rang out nearby. The NightWings were nearly impossible to see in the darkness of the woods, but she spotted the flickering of constellation patterns in the shadows, indicating their ebullient winging.

A few dragons emerged into the lamplight that illuminated the entrance to Clearsight’s tent. They smelled like herbs and meat. “Good evening, Captain Clearsight. Come on, now. We’re all waiting for you.”

A bright melody rose in the distance: a lute, a whistle, a drum. It was a messy drone from musicians who by Clearsight’s judgment had only known how to play their instruments for the better part of a year. But there was an energy to their playing that made it impossible to listen to without smiling. And Clearsight smiled. She did so as the NightWings beckoned her forward, towards a light in the clearing up ahead.

It came from a cooking fire in the middle of the clearing. A great black cauldron sat atop it, boiling a stew that smelled of red wine, potatoes, wild mushrooms, and fresh deer meat. The entire body of soldiers were gathered here, all two hundred or so that survived the battle. They extended beyond the clearing, where their presence was illuminated by the oil lamps that followed the snaking pathways of the camp. The musicians played their song on the edge of the clearing, just barely within the range of the cooking fire’s illumination.

Another dragon pressed a copper bowl full of the freshly ladled stew into her talons, beaming at her. Clearsight accepted it, thanking the dragon for the food. She blew on the stew to cool it down, took a sip, and found that it was still too hot to eat, but too delicious for her to care. She blew again, and poured more into her mouth. It was heavenly, especially after living off of nothing but dry rations and unseasoned wild meat for the past for the past couple of weeks.

There was a red woolen rug laid out on the ground, which Clearsight assumed was for her. She took her seat at it, placing her food beside her, and watched as the cooks began to distribute bowls to the rest of the hungry soldiers. As one dragon ladled food into bowls, another added more ingredients on the other side of the cauldron, so that it never grew too empty.

The wine barrels had been cracked open for more than just the stew. Goblets floated freely from talon to talon, one of which eventually made its way to her. Clearsight also accepted it from the delighted NightWing who bore it to her, but she had no interest in drinking it.

The NightWing soldiers spoke amongst themselves for a while. Morningstar took her place on the other side of the fire, leaving Clearsight sitting alone. Which was nice: she wasn’t in the mood to mingle with any particular soldier at the moment. Her idea of celebrating this victory consisted of nothing more than watching as the troops she commanded enjoyed themselves.

Lieutenant Antinomy, one of the other Lieutenants besides Morningstar that had fought in the battle, rose to her feet. “Attention, soldiers!”

And the soldiers snapped to attention. The chatter stopped, the music dissolved, the clanking of bowls and wine goblets drifted away.

“I think a toast is in order, don’t you?”

Everyone agreed, raising their glasses.

“Firstly,” continued Antinomy, “to Lieutenant Antumbra. Her bravery and leadership shall never be forgotten.”

But her stupidity might, Clearsight thought, wincing at her memory of how the Lieutenant had charged with a maw full of fire into an IceWing bearing dragonflame cacti.

“And to Axiom,” shouted another dragon, a soldier near the front of the pack. “She was the strongest fighter I’ve ever known. I saw her tear apart five IceWings before they got to her.”

“And to Slipstream!” called another. “He was my best friend, and a devoted soldier till the end.”

“And to Specter!”

“And to Gladiator!”

“To Overmorrow!”

“Somnus!”

“Windwaker!”

“Rook!”

This went on for some time. Names were named, some two or three times, until there were no fallen NightWings left to toast. At last, Lieutenant Antinomy said, “May they live on in our hearts for as long as we shall breathe.”

They drank. Clearsight took the tiniest of sips from her goblet out of politeness, and immediately wished she’d had a second goblet of water to wash out the taste. Instead she dumped another mouthful of the stew into her mouth.

“Another toast: to Foeslayer!” called another Lieutenant, named Wishgranter. She rose to her feet beside Antinomy. “To her namesake, she slayed more foes today than all of us combined. It was she who blew up the fortress, and by some miracle lived to see it through. If there were any single dragon that we could name champion of the Battle of Shooting Star Valley, it would be her.”

“To Foeslayer!” they cheered, and drank.

And then Lieutenant Morningstar stood. “And of course, I think we all know who deserves a toast above all else,” she said, with a chorus of murmured agreement following her words. “She was given a situation we all thought hopeless. A task we all thought impossible. An idea we all thought suicidal. And she turned it around and promised us victory. Though we all thought it hopeless, she roused our hopes. Though we all thought it impossible, she made us believe. And though we all thought it suicidal, she kept us alive. We gave her our loyalty, and with it she proved just how worthy she was of it.” She raised her glass. “To Captain Clearsight!”

“To Captain Clearsight!”

There was a long pause as the dragons collectively emptied their glasses in her honor.

“Do you have any words for us, Captain?” asked Morningstar. “Let us hear a speech!”

Clearsight’s nerves cracked as the soldiers applauded her. She had grown fond of Morningstar, but her enthusiasm was not always welcome. Clearsight might’ve been able to pull off that short, rehearsed speech right after the battle, but she’d never be able to pull off something so eloquent off the top of her head.

But still, there were dozens of eyes locked on her now, eager to hear her words. She was silent for only a few seconds before they started chanting ‘Speech! Speech! Speech!’ and clanking their spoons to their goblets to beckon the words from her reluctant throat.

So she winged it. Standing up herself, she started, “What more is there to say that I haven’t already said? This is your victory as much as everyone else’s. I ….” She paused, trying for a moment to find the next sentence. “I think you may honor me a little too much. I really don’t think I’m that good of a captain, to be honest.”

“Nonsense!”

An angry swell of shouts from the soldiers followed, backing the sentiments of the lone voice.

“Well, you made it easy for me!” she shouted back in protest, grinning now. “How am I supposed to do a bad job when you gave me your obedience before I did anything to deserve it?” Since she was a terrible liar, she decided to just be honest. “Listen, I may try to appear confident and clever in front of you all. But in truth, I was terrified these past couple of weeks. In truth, I wasn’t sure whether we would win or lose. As much as I wished that my powers told me that our victory had been inevitable, that simply wasn’t true.”

“If anything, that proves you are a good captain!” Morningstar retorted, to a boisterous cheer of agreement. “It sounds to me like we would have lost if it weren’t for your ingenuity and ability to lead us.”

Clearsight couldn’t think of a humble reply to that. She wished that she could, because the more they propped her up like this, the more difficult it was going to be to tell them that she was now an enemy of the Night Kingdom.

“Be that as it may,” she said, “I could never have seen the possibilities of success were it not for your courage. So I would rather we raise a final toast to you, not me.” She raised her own goblet. “To everyone here who charged into battle, no matter how afraid you might have been.”

She took a drink on impulse, and nearly gagged from the overwhelming acidity. She managed to swallow the swig without trying to scrunch her snout into the size of a raisin, but it took her a while to do so.

The music started playing again as she set down her goblet. “Wait,” she said, loud enough to prompt the musicians to stop. “There’s more that I need to say.”

The tone of her voice betrayed the worry in her chest, and there was now a cool silence as her audience of soldiers listened closely.

“This was my first time ever commanding an army,” she said. “It was my first time ever seeing battle, in fact. Hopefully, if Queen Diamond has the sense to end the war, it’ll also be my last. But….” She took a deep breath, her heart suddenly pounding in her chest. “I’m afraid my time as your captain must be cut short no matter what happens. I … I have bad news. After the battle, some of you saw that I received a message from the palace. According to the message, Queen Vigilance has been killed.”

The ruckus this stirred was overpowering. In the few seconds Clearsight allowed for the crowd to digest her words and for her to gather her thoughts, every dragon was speaking amongst themselves, and most were rising to their feet, as though they were prepared to go looking for the murderer themselves.

“Peace!” Clearsight shouted. “Everyone, please listen!”

To her surprise, the crowd obediently quieted down in a matter of seconds.

“It appears that Princess Acuity, soon to be Queen Acuity, believes that animus magic was involved in Queen Vigilance’s death. She has arrested Prince Fathom, and ordered me to arrest Darkstalker. I couldn’t do that. I love Darkstalker, I know that he’s innocent, and I worried that he wouldn’t survive if I’d brought him to the palace in chains.”

“Where is he now?” asked one dragon.

“I don’t know,” she answered. “I sent him away. Which means that I’ve defied the will of the incumbent queen. Please understand what this means. In a matter of days, I’m going to be wanted for treason.”

She wanted to say something more, something to assure them in the midst of this terrible news. But she couldn’t think of anything to say. In the silence that followed, not a single dragon in the crowd spoke, not even a murmur.

but then, someone behind her raised his voice. “No, we can’t have that.”

She reared her head, and creeping out from the shadows was a young NightWing, still clad in the armor he wore in battle. Darkstalker?! What are you doing here?

He gave her a crooked smirk to let her know that he heard that, but didn’t answer her. By now the soldiers were rising to their feet, aflush with uncertainty.

“At ease, soldiers, I’m not going to hurt anyone,” said Darkstalker. “I wanted to give you the opportunity to follow Acuity’s orders and arrest me. I won’t resist.”

Nobody moved. Some eyes drifted towards Clearsight, but she gave no orders.

Darkstalker pulled a knife out from his sheath and dropped it in front of him. Then he sat down a distance from Clearsight. Several long seconds passed.

“Well? Why isn’t anyone jumping to tie me up?” asked Darkstalker. “Was it not a royal order?”

“What would you have us do, Clearsight?” asked Lieutenant Morningstar.

“Why are you asking her?” Darkstalker asked before Clearsight could say anything. “Are you loyal first to her or to Acuity?”

What are you doing, you idiot! thought Clearsight at him. Do you want to get thrown in prison?

Darkstalker only gave a curt smile in response as he rose back to his feet and stepped closer to the soldiers.

“It seems we may be on the same side, then,” he continued. “No, I did not kill Queen Vigilance. But I won’t be taking orders from Acuity either. I’ll take orders from Clearsight first. And it looks like you would all rather do the same. So why don’t we march to the palace and make sure Acuity knows that?”

Suddenly, it registered to Clearsight what Darkstalker was trying to do. She took a step forward. “Darkstalker, wait.”

He was already bowing to her though, wings spread wide and low. “Hail Clearsight!” he shouted. “The only queen I’m willing to bow to.”

Clearsight glanced at the startled body of soldiers, then back at Darkstalker. “Darkstalker, this is a stupid idea,” she muttered.

“No it’s not,” said Foeslayer. Clearsight looked up and saw her approaching. How long had she been here for? “Who else in the Night Kingdom is more capable of leading our tribe than you? I’m ready for a new dynasty.” And she lowered herself into a bow beside her son. “Hail Queen Clearsight!”

“Agreed!” came another voice, and Clearsight looked to the soldiers to find that it came from Lieutenant Morningstar. “We’ve seen what Clearsight can do with an army. I can only imagine what she can do with an entire kingdom. I say we give it to her! We have the numbers. We certainly have the leadership.” And she bowed. “Hail Queen Clearsight!”

Clearsight watched, motionless as a gargoyle, as one-by-one the dragons rose to their feet and bowed to her, starting with the Lieutenants and rippling back row-by-row. Not one dragon hesitated, nor refused to bow with the rest. Their words started as individual pledges, but as more heads bowed, it grew into a chant, then nearly a war cry.

“Hail Queen Clearsight!”

“Hail Queen Clearsight!”

“Hail Queen Clearsight!”

  



49. Chapter 48


    
    
  FATHOM


The hours blurred together in the dungeons. It was dark as a catacomb in his cell, cool as a cellar, and without the warmth or light of the sun to guide him, his sense of time warped with every passing minute.

The pain made everything slower. His jaw ached from the tight leather muzzle that they had put on him after he’d lost consciousness, but that was the least of it. The wound on his leg never fully closed, and it was starting to grow infected. His dislocated shoulder never popped back into place despite his efforts, and his arm had now become swollen and discolored. And his cracked rib made breathing a perpetual act of labor, and had given him an acute fear of coughing.

When he’d first woken up in his cell, he had been in so much agony that he could hardly stand to relieve himself in the corner farthest from the damp straw on which he slept. And the pain only grew worse with each passing hour. His only escape from it was sleep, and he did that as much as he could, but it came far too scarcely.

Guards came to bring him water a few times. Drinking was hard with his mouth bound shut, but he always managed. They only tried to feed him once, giving him a bowl of cow’s blood to drink, but he didn’t have the appetite for it.

He didn’t know why he was being imprisoned. If they wanted the scroll, they would’ve asked him about it by now. But they just kept him locked up, so he had to imagine there was something more going on.

But he eventually stopped wondering why. It wasn’t like he could ask anyone anyway. What he never stopped wondering was whether or not Indigo was okay. The last dream he had was one where he was forced to watch as Queen Vigilance executed her for murdering those high guards. He never heard her in the cells with him, but he didn’t know if that was because they had muzzled her too, or if they’d put her somewhere else in the dungeons, or if something terrible had already happened to her.

It felt like about two days had passed when his cell door opened for the first time. Weakly, Fathom lit up his biolights, revealing a pair of heavily armed guards.

“Come with us,” one of them said. “Try anything funny, and you’ll be dead before you touch the ground.”

Fathom started rising to his feet, which earned him a growl from the other guard. “Faster, SeaWing! Queen Acuity is waiting for you.”

Fathom found the strength to tilt his head. ‘Queen’ Acuity? Isn’t Vigilance the queen? Perhaps Acuity had challenged her mother while he was locked away.

He hobbled out of his cell on three legs. The strain it put on his lacerated hind leg was nauseating, and he only managed ten steps before he collapsed, wailing through his muzzle and his tears.

The impatient guard behind him prodded him hard with the blunt end of his spear. “Get up!”

“It looks like he’s too injured to walk,” the other guard said. “We’ll need to drag him.”

Fathom tried to retain his dignity by standing back up, but all he did was make it easier for them to latch a chain leash around his body. It tightened around his chest, chafing against the joint where his wing met his shoulder. There was an end for each guard to hold on to, and they each used one arm to pull him forward. Fathom managed another three steps before he lost his footing and fell to the floor again, at which point they dragged him on the rough ground all the way to the dungeon’s elevator.

As the guard operated the crank that lifted the elevator up, he spoke to his partner. “You go ahead and tell Queen Acuity of the prince’s condition,” he said. “Make sure the way to the questioning room is clear as well.”

The elevator groaned as it rose higher. There was a period of complete darkness in the cramped box, and it compelled Fathom to illuminate his biolights. Then light began to shine in from above, and soon the elevator came to a halt. He waited as one of the guards went ahead, then came back about a minute later.

They dragged him out of the elevator and across a set of unfamiliar narrow halls in the palace. Now that the foul odor of the dungeons was gone, the palace air that filled his nostrils was overwhelmingly fresh.

Thankfully it was a short walk to wherever they were taking him. He soon found himself inside of a small room with four other NightWings. The one standing beside him was a guard. The other three were on the other side of a wide stone table: one he recognized as Acuity, Vigilances’s eldest daughter, and the other two were mind readers that he’d seen before in the palace but whose names he’d never learned.

One of the mind readers spoke first. “Good evening, Fathom,” she said in a disturbingly soft-toned voice. “My name’s Keen Eye. To my left is Princess Acuity. To my right is detective Dreamcatcher. Sir Manifold, you can take off his muzzle.”

Fathom felt the binds around his mouth tighten for a half-second, then loosen before sliding off completely.

“How are you feeling?” Keen Eye asked.

‘Hurting,’ was what Fathom wanted to say, but he couldn’t move his mouth. His jaw was stiff, and his attempt to move it only resulted in painful cramps.

“He’s not speaking,” Acuity said, narrowing her eyes.

“He’s trying,” said Dreamcatcher, the other mind reader. This one had a voice that reminded him of Albatross, dull and smooth and void of any emotion. “His jaw is rigid. But if he could speak, his answer would be that he’s in a lot of pain.”

“Let me see your leg,” Keen Eye said, circling around the table to get a look at his injury. She frowned deeply when she saw it: it had opened up again when he was dragged against the floor, and fresh blood and biolight fluid was smearing his thigh. “That’s no good,” she said. “This should have been treated yesterday.”

“We’ll send him to the medical ward after we’re done questioning him,” said Acuity.

“No, I think we’ll postpone questioning him until after he’s been treated,” said Keen Eye.

“Nonsense,” Acuity responded. “I’m sick of all the delays. We’re talking to him now.”

“No we’re not,” said Keen Eye. “Your Majesty, Fathom is still a SeaWing prince. If Queen Pearl learns that you ordered him to be beaten, arrested, and neglected, then you’ll be making an early and powerful enemy.”

“You were the one who suggested that I arrest him!”

“Yes, but I didn’t suggest that we put him in this state in the process. Your Majesty, I insist that he be treated immediately.”

Acuity spat out a puff of smoke. “Fine,” she said. “Take him to the holding cell near the clinic and have a nurse look at him. I want him followed by guards at all times, and I want that muzzle on him again.”

“Keep the muzzle off,” Keen Eye interjected as the guard started sliding the leather around his maw again. “He needs to be able to move his jaw when we talk to him.”

“I can’t risk him uttering another spell,” Acuity said sharply.

Fathom blinked in confusion. That was why they were forcing his mouth shut? But he never cast anything! And even if he wanted to, a muzzle wouldn’t have kept him from using his magic.

“We’ll have guards watching him in case he tries anything,” Keen Eye said. “The muzzle stays off.”

There was a moment where nobody spoke. Out of the corner of his eye, he thought he saw Acuity nod. Then the muzzle slid from his face, and he felt himself being carried out.

“Indigo,” he said hurriedly through his teeth.

“She’s alright,” said Dreamcatcher. “We’ll be speaking with her as well.”

And that’s all they told him before they carried him out of the room and down the narrow hall.

They set him down in a room lit with four bright oil lamps, one in each corner. The floor and walls were made from a white stone with streaks of gray, a stark contrast to the sandstone and granite tiles that adorned the rest of the palace.

He lay on a lightly cushioned mat that smelled of an astringent soap and waited. Eventually another NightWing came in, carrying a bouquet of medical equipment in one arm. She gave him water, urging him to drink with a soft, crooning voice.

Then she felt the joint around his dislocated shoulder for a few seconds, and informed him that this was going to hurt a little bit.

That was a lie. It hurt a lot. She pulled on his shoulder and rotated it, tugging his muscle fibers to the point where he feared they might tear. When she raised his arm back towards his wing joint, he swore he could feel his bones bending, being pried apart, and the agonizing pressure spread rapidly from his shoulder, into his chest and up his neck all the way to his ears. His jaw had loosened up from the uncontrollable urge to keep his mouth open in case he needed to scream. But then there was a sudden pop, and the pressure released all at once. The doctor soothed him by massaging the tender muscles.

Soon enough, he was able to move his arm again, much to his relief — though, the doctor scolded him for it, and told him to let it rest for at least the next few hours. He offered his thanks to her, but she was already busy examining the wound on his leg. Fathom accepted her silence and let her work undisturbed.

She took another flask out of her bag and gave it to him. “Drink up,” she said.

This time, it wasn’t water. When the first drops hit his tongue, it felt as though it were burning through his mouth. He managed to gulp down a single swallow of the gnarly medicine before coughing out the rest, forcing him to wince from the chest pain. “What is this?”

“Crude whisky. It burns, but you’re going to want to drink all of it. When you’re done, bite onto this.”

A wooden cylinder wrapped in several layers of cloth appeared in front of his face.

Fathom swallowed. “What are you going to do?”

“I need to debride the wound on your leg, which means I’ll need to cut away at the infected parts. It’s going to make you want to bite into my neck, so you’ll need to keep your teeth busy.”

Fathom muttered, feeling tempted for the first time in his life to cast a spell. All he needed to do was enchant that peg to take away all his pain when he bit down into it.

But a spell was a spell, no matter how small. If the NightWings suddenly thought that he was some sort of monster, then he needed to prove them wrong.

But what if I did do something?

The thought hit him as he was drinking the rest of the liquor. Everything went cold, and he dropped the flask before finishing it.

Was that why they had arrested him? Did he go insane without ever realizing it and do something terrible? Is Acuity queen now because he killed Queen Vigilance?

“How’re you feeling, Prince?” the medic asked.

“Numb…” he said hazily.

“Good. Bite down, then. It’ll be over soon.”

He wasn’t actually numb, it turned out, and ‘It’ll be over soon’ ended up being another lie. Within the first minute, the medic had to call in a guard to keep his leg pinned down while she worked. To his disgrace, he clubbed her in the face with his tail a few times during the process, and a second guard had to be called in to hold it still.

Eventually the pain started to subside, and he began to feel dizzy and tired. There was some sudden soft pressure on his leg, but soon thereafter everything became a haze.

The next thing he knew, he was waking from a dreamless sleep. Bandages that weren’t there before now covered all of his injuries. Everything still hurt, but the tightness of the gauze pads was comforting.

He was in the same white medical room as before, on the same bed with the same soapy odor. When he turned his head to see if anyone was there, his skull erupted with a nauseating headache. He squeezed his eyes shut, fighting against the sensation of his brain pushing up against the other side of his eyes. There was a bowl of water that he’d spotted that was within grabbing distance. Eyes still closed, he picked it up and drank.

It had the earthy, bitter aftertaste of some sort of painkiller. Peaceroot, he was pretty sure it was called. It wasn’t very strong, but it acted fast. The dull aching in his head died down, along with the nausea, and his other body aches became a little more tolerable. For the first time since his imprisonment, he started to feel hungry.

He was staring at the door, which he could only assume was locked, and took slow, steady breaths. It dawned on him that they were actually taking care of him. That they really did want him alive, at least for now.

He was able to stand up, which was encouraging. But arching his back to stretch proved too taxing on his chest, and he lay back down, deciding that he’d be better off waiting a few more hours before he tried to walk.

He wondered if struggling against the guards had been worth it. The only good that had come out of it was the scroll being destroyed, and a bitter part of him felt that it might not have been so bad if Acuity had gotten a hold of it. He and Indigo would’ve been spared a lot of suffering.


  Oh, Indigo. Where are you? I need to hear your voice again.


He imagined that she was there, laying beside him and nursing his sore arm. He imagined Blob climbing onto his back and wrapping his tentacles around his neck in a gentle embrace. He imagined Indigo giggling at the enchanted octopus’s behavior and twining her tail around his.

“Think we’ll get out of this alive?” he asked the imaginary SeaWing.

“Sure we will,” Indigo said. “I bet this was all one big misunderstanding. Once they find out that we didn’t do anything wrong, they’ll be begging for our forgiveness.”

“But what if we did do something wrong? What if I killed Vigilance without realizing it? I’m an animus, Indigo. You know how easy it would be for me.”

In his mind, Indigo squeezed his tail. “I don’t think you do,” she said, leaning against him and smiling. “You didn’t do this, Fathom. You couldn’t have done this. You’re too kind, too perfect. And I know you’ll never realize how perfect you are, so just take my word for it, alright?”

The door opened, and Indigo vanished. Keen Eye poked her head in, glancing inquisitively at him. “I see you’re already awake,” she said. “Did I hear mumbling?”

Fathom looked away. “Just talking to myself,” he said.

“The doctor said that she wants to keep you in this room for the next week to monitor your condition. None of your injuries should be serious now that they’re treated, she said, but your SeaWing anatomy might change things.” She stepped inside, and was tailed by her partner — the other NightWing detective that had been with her after they took him out of his cell. “You may not have been fully aware when we first met a few hours ago, so allow me to introduce myself. I’m Keen Eye. I’m an advisor to the queen. And this is Dreamcatcher, chief detective in the royal palace.”

Fathom nodded.

“How are you feeling now?” Dreamcatcher asked. “Is there anything we can get you?”

His hospitality put Fathom on edge. Something about it felt fake. But he was hungry. “Food,” he said.

“I’ll find you something to eat,” he said. “I think they have some fresh fish in the kitchens.”

Dreamcatcher left, and Keen Eye made herself more comfortable, sitting down across from Fathom. “What hurts the most?” she asked.

“My leg,” answered Fathom. Simply mentioning it made him wince.

“Fortunately, that should fade away the fastest. By tomorrow, it’ll still be sore, but you should be able to walk short distances on it.” She tilted her head, an inquisitive expression on her face. “Though I wonder … you have animus powers, don’t you? Can’t you use them to heal yourself?”

Fathom averted his eyes. He didn’t like that question. There could only be bad reasons for her asking it.

“Is it because you can’t, or because you won’t?” she asked.

“Shouldn’t you already know that?” he said venomously.

“I suppose I should,” she said, making it sound like a confession. “But we NightWings haven’t had magic for very long. If I were an animus, I’d heal myself any time I got a scratch on one of my scales. But here you are, suffering from head to tail, seemingly with the power to make all of that pain go away with a simple enchantment. So either your magic isn’t as strong as I thought it was, or something is holding you back.”

If she was playing dumb, she was very good at it. Fathom considered whether or not it would be a good idea to answer. A part of him wanted to. Wouldn’t it be a point in his favor if she knew that he was consciously choosing not to cast any spells?

There was a glimmer in Keen Eye’s eye, and he bit his tongue. Lousy mind-readers, he thought. You can never be comfortable around mind-readers.

“I made a blood oath to Queen Pearl that I would never use my animus powers again,” he said before she could respond to any of his thoughts. “I have kept that promise, and I’m going to keep it for the rest of my life.”

Keen Eye nodded pensively. “Are you sure about that?”

Fathom recoiled at the question. “What?”

“Is there any situation that would cause you to break that promise?” she asked calmly. “To save your own life, perhaps? What about Indigo’s?”

Memories crashed into his brain against his will. That haunted exception that he’d privately made to himself all those years ago — the one thing that would make him break his oath — Keen Eye had just guessed it. And now that he’d thought about it, Keen Eye now knew it.

He didn’t dignify her with a verbal answer. There was a long silence, which was eventually broken by Dreamcatcher reentering with a filet of bass. Fathom had to hold back a whimper when he saw how small it was.

“I know, it’s not much,” Dreamcatcher said, placing the food in front of him. “But the doctor’s worried that you might get sick if we give you too much at once. The guards said you didn’t eat anything while you were in the dungeons, so we’ll be giving you food slowly.”

Keen Eye gave him a sideways glance. “I don’t think that’s necessary. He was in the dungeons for less than a day.”

Fathom blinked. Did time really go by that slowly while he was down there? It had felt like three days.

The smell of fresh fish broke through his confusion, and he ate the entire filet in a few bites. He felt energy return to his body almost immediately. An irrational part of him ached to be thrown into the ocean so that he could catch more fish himself.

“When we’re done talking, I’ll arrange to have more food brought to you,” Keen Eye said kindly.

Fathom nodded, drinking in her gesture of kindness as though he needed it as much as he’d needed the food, and momentarily forgetting the way she had already manipulated him into confessing that he’d break his oath to protect Indigo.

“I’m sorry about what happened to you,” Keen Eye continued in her soothing voice. Fathom wasn’t sure if her tone had changed or if he was simply less irritable now that there was food in his stomach. “Rest assured, some dragons are going to be facing some very serious repercussions for the way you’ve been treated.”

“That being said, we had no choice but to arrest you when we did,” Dreamcatcher said, trying to match the softness of Keen Eye’s voice but not really succeeding. “Shortly before we took you into custody, Queen Vigilance was killed.”

There was a moment of stillness that followed before Fathom realized they were trying to read him for a reaction. Either for surprise or guilt or something that would implicate him one way or the other.

“I heard the guards referring to Acuity as ‘Queen Acuity,’ so I figured that out already,” he said quietly.

Keen Eye muttered, “Smooth-brained guards,” under her breath.

“We’re trying to figure out who killed her,” Dreamcatcher said.

“And I assume I’m one of the suspects?” Fathom asked.

“I’m afraid so,” Keen Eye said.

“Well … have I been cleared?” Fathom asked. “You’re mind-readers. You should be able to look into my mind and know that I didn’t do it.”

“I wish it were that easy, Fathom,” Keen Eye said. “We can tell that you believe that you didn’t do it, but you’re an animus. And that complicates things.”

“How?”

Keen Eye looked at Dreamcatcher, as though silently asking him to explain. Perhaps she said something to him telepathically. “Well, who’s to say that you didn’t kill her, and then wipe all your memories about it afterwards?” he asked.

It bothered Fathom how good of a point that was. It forced him to consider whether or not it might’ve been true. And with two mind-readers interrogating him, he felt extremely vulnerable giving that idea any serious thought.

He shook his head. “I’m not smart enough to do something like that,” he said, as it felt like the most convincing argument to him. But he quickly added, “And I would never use my powers.” And then, a heartbeat later, “And I would never hurt the queen.”

He tried very hard not to reveal the worry that bounced in his heart. The worry that it might’ve been him after all. The worry that his soul was so corrupted now that he might’ve been doing evil things without ever realizing he was doing them. He used every method of mind-blocking that Darkstalker had taught him to keep them from hearing those thoughts.

“So, if it wasn’t you … then who do you think it might’ve been?” asked Keen Eye.

Fathom shook his head. “I don’t know,” he mumbled.

“Do you know how she died?”

Fathom shook his head again, and lowered his head to rest on his arms.

“We’re not so sure ourselves,” Dreamcatcher said. “She went to sleep and didn’t wake up.”

“Are you sure it was a murder, then?” Fathom asked. “It could have just been stress.”

“I highly doubt it,” said Keen Eye. “I worked closely with Queen Vigilance for years, and was perpetually envious of her ability to shoulder the burdens of ruling a kingdom. I saw no signs of her buckling. Neither did anyone else.”

She mirrored Fathom’s position, laying her head on her arms. It was as though she were trying to see him on eye level, even while he was slumped down and exhausted. But she didn’t say anything, and there was an uncomfortable silence that hung between them.

“You don’t actually think I did it, do you?” Fathom asked.

“Of course not,” Keen Eye said.

Relief crashed through him, and he released a tense breath he’d been holding. “Then why didn’t you say that from the start?”

“In these early stages of investigation, what we think might’ve happened doesn’t matter all that much,” Dreamcatcher said.

“It matters to me!” Fathom said, loud enough for his ribs to start aching again. “Why were Indigo and I almost killed if you don’t think that I did it?”

“Because Queen Acuity is terrified of you,” said Keen Eye. She must’ve sensed the fury stewing in his mind before he did. He was on the verge of exploding at them both for letting him get treated so poorly, but she defused that rage in an instant when she reminded him how frightening his powers were.

“Look, I don’t want to justify the way you and Indigo were treated, but what happened happened,” Keen Eye continued. “By resisting arrest, the high guards were forced to subdue one of the most powerful dragons in the world. Whether or not they reacted appropriately, you should at least understand why they reacted the way they did.”

She gave Fathom a moment to chew on her words. He supposed that if he were a different dragon, those guards could have been killed. He’d already used his magic to kill —

— He caught himself mid-thought and blocked it out. That needed to stay a secret.

“If it’s any consolation, Prince Arctic has been arrested too,” Keen Eye said. “Darkstalker will be as well, once he returns to the palace. Clearsight should already have received a message from the new queen. If she knows what’s good for the two of them — and she should, given her powers — Darkstalker should already be in chains and on his way back here.”

Fathom struggled to imagine Darkstalker bound in chains, let alone Clearsight being the one binding him.

“Do you have any thoughts about who might’ve done this?” asked Dreamcatcher.

“I already told you no,” Fathom said, a little forcefully.

Keen Eye gave Dreamcatcher a look. He couldn’t quite tell what it meant, but it didn’t look very patient. Then she looked back at Fathom. “What were you doing during the hours prior to your arrest?”

“Sleeping.”

“And before you went to sleep?”

Fathom shrugged. “I was enjoying the morning with Indigo.”

“Doing what?”

“None of your business,” he said, feeling embarrassed and childish even as he said it. Thankfully, the two detectives seemed to understand that he wouldn’t be elaborating further on that line of questions.

“Has anyone ever pressured you to use your magic?” asked Dreamcatcher.

“Not recently,” Fathom said.

“But others have in the past?”

Fathom shrugged. “Queen Lagoon wanted me to use my magic for her when I got older.”

“What about when you came to the Night Kingdom?”

Fathom shook his head. “Nobody ever asked me to use my magic here.”

“Have you ever witnessed Darkstalker or Arctic using their magic?” asked Keen Eye.

“No,” he said.

“Do you know of any enchantments either of them made?”

Fathom shook his head.

Keen Eye frowned. “I’m going to give you a second chance to answer that question. Be honest this time.”

The sudden hostility in her voice made him feel a lot smaller. He’d answered so quickly that he didn’t even realize that it had been a lie.

He took a long breath to calm his beating heart, then said, “Darkstalker enchanted a device for me called a ‘soul reader.’ It measures how much good and evil exists in a dragon’s soul.”

Keen Eye nodded.

“Any other enchantments you know about?” asked Dreamcatcher.

“I know he made something for his mother, to keep her safe,” Fathom said. “But I don’t remember what it was.”

Keen Eye sat up. Fathom did too, not wanting to be looked down on by her. “Can you walk us through what happened on the night of your arrest?” she asked.

“Well,” he started, “I was writing a letter to my sister, Queen Pearl, when the guards knocked on my door.”

“What was the letter about?” asked Dreamcatcher.

“She wanted me to give her regular updates while I was here,” Fathom explained. Dreamcatcher gave him a silent look that suggested that he was expecting more, so Fathom took a second to recall the details of the letter. “I was planning on telling her that Indigo and I were … together now.”

“So the guards knocked on your door,” Keen Eye said, hurrying Fathom along.

“They said that they had some sort of message for me, and that I needed to come with them,” he continued. “But Indigo was suspicious of them.”

“Why?”

“She just got a bad feeling,” he said. “They said they were from the high guard, and we didn’t interact with them much.”

“So, she thought they were lying?”

“I guess,” Fathom said. “She was right, wasn’t she?”

Keen Eye nodded. “I suppose she was. Anyway, continue.”

“Well … Indigo went to get her weapons and armor, and I tried asking more questions to the guards. And then they opened the door and started attacking me.”

“Hold on,” Dreamcatcher said. “Was Indigo planning on attacking the guards?”

“No. She was planning on defending me if they decided to attack.”

“Why did you think they were going to attack you? I understand thinking that they might’ve been hiding something, but that doesn’t mean they’re going to hurt you.”

Fathom wasn’t sure if it was the exhaustion clouding his mind, but he couldn’t make sense of the question at all. It felt obvious. So obvious that he struggled to come up with a meaningful answer. “They were armed?” was what he finally said.

“But they’re always armed,” Dreamcatcher said in a matter-of-fact tone. “Are you afraid that all of the other guards are going to attack you?”

“When I think they’re lying to me, maybe.”

Dreamcatcher sighed. “Look, Fathom, it just doesn’t feel like I’m getting the whole picture here. If I were in your position, I wouldn’t have gotten ready for a fight. I would’ve assumed there was urgent business with the queen and opened the door — even if they seemed to be hiding something. Why did you assume they were going to hurt you?”

Fathom shrugged. He tried not to think about it too hard.

“You know, it would have been a lot easier if you had just complied,” Dreamcatcher said. “You would have gotten arrested without getting hurt, and Indigo wouldn’t be in as much trouble.”

“Is there something you were hiding from Queen Vigilance?” asked Keen Eye.

It was impossible to hide the honest answer from the two mind-readers when the question was asked directly. His memory of the scroll in his desk — of Indigo warning him that Vigilance might have known about it now — it flashed into his mind. He tried shoving it away with the techniques that Darkstalker had taught him, focusing on the colors of the objects in the room and thinking about foamy ocean waves. But it was too late. He said “No,” as a reflex, but he could tell by the look in their eyes that they had already caught his moment of hesitation, and they weren’t going to let him get away with it.

“Fathom,” Keen Eye said, her voice frighteningly calm. “What were you hiding?”

“Nothing,” he said.

“I know what you’re trying to do, Fathom,” Keen Eye said. “I know mind-blocking techniques when I see them. And I understand why you’d want to keep secrets. But trust me when I say that the best thing you can do right now is be honest.”

Fathom squeezed his eyes shut. Ever since he’d first learned about the scroll, he ran through scenarios in his mind about what he would say if he was ever confronted about it. What sort of lies he’d tell, and what he’d be thinking about as he told those lies in order to keep mind-readers from growing suspicious.

And yet, despite all that effort, he couldn’t come up with the right lie to give them right now. He hadn’t considered the scenario where he was unexpectedly imprisoned for the murder of Queen Vigilance and interrogated for his involvement.

“We know that you think Darkstalker is innocent,” Dreamcatcher said, filling the silence. “So whatever it is you’re keeping from us, it shouldn’t be enough to incriminate him. It might even help to clear his name.”

It was almost with a hint of dread that Fathom realized that Dreamcatcher was completely correct. If he revealed the true nature of Darkstalker’s scroll to them right now, Darkstalker’s innocence would be practically impossible to dispute.

The dread came from the fact that once he realized this, he knew that they had won. They were going to get the information they wanted, because now he actually had a reason to give it to them.

I’m sorry, Darkstalker, Fathom thought. He took a deep breath and said, “Darkstalker … isn’t an animus.”

It was a little comforting, watching their faces light up in surprise. It told Fathom that he had at least been able to keep his secret up to this point. That these NightWings were actually learning something, and not just seeking validation for what they had already known.

“He used to be,” Fathom continued. “Before I came here. But to protect his soul, he put all of his magic into a scroll. To cast a spell, he’d write it down on the scroll. Then the spell would come true, just like any other animus enchantment. But he can’t cast any spells without it. He’s not an animus dragon anymore. He has no animus powers, because—”

Fathom realized that he was rambling, but he would have kept going were it not for the welling pain in his chest. He winced, and took several deep breaths as the strain in the muscles surrounding his broken rib started to pass.

“Where is the scroll now?” asked Keen Eye. “Did Darkstalker not take it with him when he left for the siege?”

Fathom shook his head. “He left it with me before he left.”

“And where did you leave it?” Keen Eye’s voice carried some urgency with it. Fathom, still wincing from the pain, opened his eyes to look at her, but her eyes had returned to the same calm, calculated gaze that she’d had for most of her questioning.

Fathom heaved a low sigh. “In my desk,” he said. “It got destroyed in the fire that started when they arrested me.”

Keen Eye frowned, more with her eyes than with her mouth. “And that means…?”

“Darkstalker’s animus powers are gone.” And it’s my fault, he added to himself. He slid to his belly, the confession exhausting him.

“Okay,” Keen Eye said. “Dreamcatcher, I think we’re done for now. You go ahead and compile what we discussed here into a report. I’ll see to it that Fathom is taken care of.”

The way she worded that made him nervous. Ever since Albatross’s massacre reminded everyone of what animus magic could do to a soul, phrases like, ‘I’ll see to it that Fathom is taken care of,’ carried a different meaning.

Dreamcatcher left the room, leaving Keen Eye alone with him. That didn’t help his nerves.

Keen Eye rose to her feet. “Your cooperation is more appreciated than you realize,” she said. “And I promise that you won’t regret telling us what you did. Because I’m a transparent dragon, I’ll let you know what’s going to be happening. You’re going to have to remain in custody until I can convince Queen Acuity to let you go. And because Darkstalker remains a suspect, we’re still going to have to arrest him when he returns. Clearsight too, probably. But I’ll be personally making sure that all three of you remain under suitable conditions for the duration of your arrest.”

“What about Indigo?” Fathom asked.

“Her too. But she’s in a bit more trouble than you are. The high guard is building a pretty strong murder case against her.”

Fathom sat up faster than he thought he was able to. “You have to save her.”

“I don’t know how much I can do, Fathom,” Keen Eye said, sounding genuinely sorry.

“Please,” Fathom begged. “She didn’t do anything wrong. They would have killed me if it weren’t for her.”

Keen Eye nodded. “I’ll try,” she said. “We’ll be back tomorrow to talk more about that case. In the meantime, you’ll stay here and do what the doctor tells you.”

“When can I see Indigo again?” he asked, a little frustrated by how petulant his voice ended up sounding.

“We might be able to arrange something soon. She’ll ….”

Her eyes went glassy, and she lowered her head in a slow, eerie movement. It was a clear sign that she was having a vision, meaning she was a seer as well as a mind reader.

“She’ll have to wait,” Keen Eye said, turning around and heading towards the door. “Your idiot friends are trying to make a mess of things.”

“What?” Fathom said. “What do you mean? Did you have a vision about Darkstalker?”

She caught the door handle with a claw on her wingtip and slammed it on the way out.
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50. Chapter 49


    
    
  DARKSTALKER


“Fine,” Clearsight said once they were alone in their tent. “Let’s say I go along with your idea. How do you expect us to overthrow the queen?”

Instead of answering, Darkstalker gave a sideways glance at the exit to their tent, where there was an entire army of NightWings, ready and eager to overthrow the queen on Clearsight’s behalf.

“We just got back from battle, Darkstalker,” Clearsight said. “Do you really think now is the right time to stage a coup?” She sighed, and rubbed her face with her talons. “Not to mention it’s not exactly a good idea to have a civil war when we’re in the middle of an actual war.”

“I admit, it’s not the most ideal time,” Darkstalker said. “But it’s the only time we have. How else are we supposed to save Fathom? And Indigo? And ourselves?”

Clearsight’s eyes danced as she grabbed a couple of futures to examine, but she was blocked by a wave of exhaustion. “I don’t know.”

Darkstalker leaned in and rested his head over her shoulder. She mirrored his actions, resting her head on his. Three moons, he was so tired too. “Don’t act like you haven’t been hoping for this,” he said gently. “I wouldn’t have done what I did back there if I wasn’t certain that you wanted to be queen.”

“Shut up,” Clearsight said, but he felt her smile against his scales. The feel of her breath on his back made him feel like he was melting. “It’s not that I don’t want it. I just … always feel like it’s too soon.”

“Mmhmm,” he said, starting to rock side-to-side. “Why don’t we both get some sleep?”

“I’m not tired,” she said, muttering.

“Liar.”

“Let me pretend. There’s too much I need to do.”

“That Lieutenant Morningstar seems to have things figured out. Besides, you need to be thinking straight if you’re going to have any chance at figuring things out. Now come on, let me be your blanket. I need to get some sleep too, and I want to be squeezing my favorite pillow.”

Clearsight leaned harder on him, which hopefully was an indication that he was being persuasive. She detached from their embrace, and nodded. “Alright,” she said. “Douse the lantern.”

Darkstalker blew out the oil lamp on the desk in their tent, and the space went dark. Before his eyes adjusted, he heard Clearsight collapsing on her bed of straw. He carefully made his way across the room, but still tripped over some armor that he had left on the floor. He cushioned his fall by landing on Clearsight. She didn’t complain or grumble, but instead just settled beneath his wing, in that space that was the perfect size for her.

“You never found my watch, did you?” she asked.

Darkstalker deflated. “No,” he admitted. “I searched for hours, but I couldn’t find it. We’ll need to use the scroll to retrieve it, once we get it back.”

Clearsight tensed up under his wing. “They might have the scroll,” she said.

“I know,” Darkstalker said. “I’m going to go to the palace first thing tomorrow. I’ll take my mom’s invisibility ring and scout around. Hopefully I can find Fathom and ask him where the scroll is. Hopefully nobody else has found it yet.”

“You do that,” Clearsight agreed. “I’ll stay behind and keep looking for the watch in the meantime. I don’t think I can rest easily until I know that nobody’s going to find it and reset the timeline on me.”

Darkstalker tried not to think too hard about that possibility. About the possibility that everything he’d known for the past few years would be completely undone, and that he’d never know it happened.

He wouldn’t tell Clearsight that he was pretty sure the watch wasn’t on the battlefield anymore. He’d searched that area as thoroughly as he could, and he knew exactly where Clearsight had been when she dropped it. He’d already had his own panic attacks, worrying over all the things that could’ve happened to it, and how most of those things left the very real possibility of the button getting pressed. Clearsight might have those same panic attacks later, but she didn’t need them now. Now, she needed to sleep.

And besides, every passing hour offered him a little bit more comfort. If the button hadn’t been pressed yet, maybe it wouldn’t be pressed at all until they found it. If a crow had picked it up, maybe it dropped it in a dark, shadowy ravine. If a scavenger found it, maybe it got thrown on a treasure stash with a thousand other shiny trinkets and forgotten. If an IceWing found it, maybe it would be a long time before they made it back to the Ice Kingdom and they decided to look at it again.

He didn’t have a lot of time. But paradoxically, the more time that passed, the more time it felt like they had left.

“I’m sure we’ll find it soon,” Darkstalker assured her. “Wherever it is, it doesn’t seem like it’s getting pressed, right?”

Clearsight didn’t answer. Her breathing was heavy. Peaceful.

Darkstalker twined his tail around hers and closed his eyes, trying to follow suit.

His dreams were chaotic and disturbing. Nightmares lashed in his mind about everyone he cared about. Fathom getting beheaded for being an animus. Acuity being able to see Darkstalker while he was invisible with an extra pair of eyes in the back of her head. An IceWing noble playing around with Clearsight’s watch, asking Darkstalker what the button did, and not listening when he warned him not to press it.

In his worst nightmare, someone did press the button. But time didn’t reset for him. It only froze. Darkstalker was stuck, unable to move or breathe, in a perpetual existence in which he had full awareness.

He eventually woke up, sucking in a breath of air. He sat up, clutching his chest, and took deep breaths. His eyes darted around the room, and reality began to settle into his mind. Only a dream. It was only a dream.

Clearsight was gone. The spot on the bed where she’d slept wasn’t warm anymore either. He got up and left the tent, only to find that it was sometime in the late afternoon. Most of the soldiers were gone, which probably meant that they were out with Clearsight cleaning up the mess on the battlefield and looking for the watch.

And that meant that he probably shouldn’t be here anymore either. His mom was probably still sleeping in one of the tents, and Darkstalker set out to find her.

She ended up being at the fire pit that they’d made last night, tearing into a small hog that she had probably hunted only a few minutes ago. She turned her head as Darkstalker approached her.

“Good afternoon, my young son,” she greeted, shifting to the side to make room for him. “Want some breakfast?”

“Sure!” he said, taking a seat beside her and tearing some meat off of the carcass. He felt his mother’s smile on him as he took his first bites, and bashfully averted his eyes as the warmth crept into his chest.

It was strange seeing Foeslayer as anything but his mother, but it had been something that Darkstalker was forced to face repeatedly these past twenty-four hours. He knew logically that she was a war hero, and that she had been for quite some time now. But it was always ‘out there’ where she was the war hero, away from him. She would be busy doing her death-defying missions, and Darkstalker would be in the palace playing with Fathom or helping Clearsight with her strategy plans. Then Foeslayer would return to the palace and go right back to pointing out the spots where his scales were shedding, and reminding him to apply oil to those spots every evening.

But now they were together out in the field, and he had to be with her when she was a soldier first, and his mother second.

Actually, no, that wasn’t right. She was still his mother first. That much had been clear when he saw the look on her face after he’d found her on the pile of rubble. But their interactions had taken on an air of professionalism that he wasn’t used to. It was in the way they’d discussed how they could rouse the soldiers into overthrowing the monarchy and installing Clearsight as queen. It was in the way she drew out the outline of the palace walls in the dirt and explained the logistics of a siege with the army they had. It was even in the way that she eventually admitted that she was exhausted beyond belief, and asked Darkstalker if they could hurry things along and get back to Clearsight’s camp so that she could get some shut-eye.

His mother put an arm over his shoulder, and he leaned into her. Then she leaned into him, and reached her other arm around and embraced him. Her wings blanketed his body in a tight cocoon. She stank, but so did everyone else, so it was easy to ignore. It was only when he felt the heat of her breath running down his back that he wondered where this unprovoked hug was coming from.

“I love you, Darkstalker,” she said with a shaky voice. “I love you so, so much.”

Darkstalker returned the embrace, feeling a little embarrassed despite nobody else being around them. “I love you too,” he said. “Is everything alright?”

“Yes,” she said quickly. She let go of him and started wiping her eyes. “Yes, everything’s fine. It’s just … I was afraid I’d never see you again. Back when I was hiding in the fortress, and wondering if my plan would kill me or not. It got me thinking about all the things I never got to say.”

“Well, I’m here now,” Darkstalker said. “And I’m happy to listen.”

Foeslayer let out a small, embarrassed chuckle as she thought about her next words. “You know … nobody has ever really figured out how to be a parent, I don’t think. Everyone just figures things out as they go along. When you have hatchlings of your own, you’ll be surprised by how much of your job is just hoping that you don’t mess up too badly.”

Darkstalker shook his head. “No, you were a perfect mother as far as I could tell.”

“Oh no, I definitely was not,” she said. She was smiling as she said it, but it didn’t seem to sit on her face quite right. “You might have an easier time forgetting my mistakes, but I remember them.”

“Name one,” he challenged, earnest curiosity in his voice.

“Alright, here’s one that I was thinking about this morning,” she started. “Do you remember when you were about a year-and-a-half old and I tore up a picture you made for me?”

Darkstalker thought for a second, then shook his head. “No, I don’t.”

“Well, it was sometime in the summer. We were at the park, and you were just getting used to flying, and you were zipping all over the place. I kept on shouting, ‘Darkstalker, get back here!’ because you’d keep flying up in the sky and I couldn’t keep an eye on you. And then whenever you came back down, you’d tease your dad by whacking him with your tail and pretending it was an accident.”

That much Darkstalker remembered. He remembered it quite fondly, in fact.

“And then your dad got mad at you, and then I got mad at you and told you to stop. But you didn’t listen, and eventually your dad bit you on the tail when you tried hitting him again.”

Darkstalker laughed.

“Don’t laugh, it’s not funny!” Foeslayer said, laughing. “Because you started crying, and then I got mad at your dad, and your dad got mad at me, and all of us went home angry.”

All of this Darkstalker remembered. “So where does the painting come in?”

“Well, after we went home, you went and started painting with your sister. I think you made a painting of yourself flying over the moons.”

Darkstalker’s eyes lit up. “Now I remember! When I finished it, I kept shoving it in your face because you didn’t want to see it.”

“Because I was still angry at you!” she said, half teasingly, half defensively.

“I totally forgot those two things happened on the same day,” Darkstalker remarked.

“And that’s why I tore it in half after you shoved it in my face for the third time,” she said.

Darkstalker waved a talon. “That wasn’t a big deal. You were in a bad mood and I was bothering you.”

“Except it was a big deal. You know why I know?”

Darkstalker didn’t say anything, assuming the question was rhetorical.

“Because that was the last time you ever painted something for me.”

At first, he thought that that couldn’t be true. He painted a lot when he was a kid. It was fun, and he never cared if his creations looked good or not. He only really stopped when … when ….

“I did that with your father a lot too,” Foeslayer said.

Darkstalker tilted his head. “Did what?”

“Punished him for doing things that I wanted him to do,” she said. “Have you ever wondered why he never admits to feeling anything other than angry? He only got like that after he kept trying to open up to me at the wrong time, and I wasn’t ready to hear it.”

“No,” Darkstalker said with some force to his voice. “You can admit that you’re not a perfect mother, but I’m not going to let you blame yourself for Arctic being rotten to the core.”

“I know the things I said to him, Darkstalker.”

“He destroyed his soul with his own magic. You had nothing to do with that.”

“Actually, I did, but that’s beside the point.” Foeslayer placed a talon on Darkstalker’s lips to keep him from interrupting her. “Darkstalker, I want to take responsibility here. The less responsibility I’m willing to take, the less control I’m willing to admit that I have. And you know how much of a control freak I am, so let me have this.”

Darkstalker soured his face, but he nodded, and Foeslayer lowered her talon.

“The truth is, I really didn’t want to hear about Arctic’s problems most of the time. I didn’t want to hear about how much he missed the Ice Kingdom, or how much he hated the weather here, or all the other things that bothered him about the Night Kingdom. I always took his feelings so personally, like he was telling me that he regretted falling in love with me and leaving everything behind to be with me.”

“I mean, you weren’t wrong,” Darkstalker said cynically. “I’m pretty sure he regrets everything, including me.” It was one of the deeper, more subconscious reasons for why he hated his father. Terrible parenting aside, he couldn’t forgive Arctic, knowing that in his eyes, he and Whiteout were mistakes.

“Yes, that’s true,” Foeslayer admitted, a bit to Darkstalker’s surprise. “But it wasn’t always true. And I think that if I had actually tried listening to him, understanding him, being there when he needed me to assure him that everything was okay, he might not have regretted it.”

Darkstalker flicked his ear. “He destroyed his soul with his own magic,” he said again. “He was already gone, mom.”

“Yeah, that’s the convenient excuse, isn’t it?” she said. “There was nothing I could have done to help him, so there was no point in trying.”

“It’s not an excuse. It—”

“—It is an excuse,” she said. “I really did believe it for a long time, but that didn’t make it any less of an excuse.”

“So you don’t believe it anymore?”

“No,” she said. “The thing is, the way he changed … makes sense. He killed IceWings when he tried to run away with me. Did you know that that was an accident? He never meant to kill anyone.”

“I know,” Darkstalker said. Arctic always liked to make that clear whenever it was mentioned in his presence.

“That had to weigh on his conscience. He was the first IceWing in centuries to break his tribe’s sacred rules against using animus magic, and his impulsiveness got IceWings killed. Pile that on top of everything else — leaving his life as a royal prince behind only to be treated like a trinket by our own queen, leaving the snow and northern food behind in place of warmer weather that he wasn’t used to, causing this devastating war that’s only led to more NightWing and IceWing suffering — and of course he’d get angry. Oh, and that’s not even mentioning the fact that we were both manipulated into running away in the first place.”

Darkstalker tilted his head. “You were?”

“Oh, yes. Arctic later found out that the IceWing he was betrothed to wanted him gone. There was this big conspiracy that involved one of Arctic’s cousins — it was a whole ordeal. But it also turned out that the whole reason the NightWings brought me to the Ice Kingdom in the first place was because I was cute and likable and might end up wooing Arctic into giving me an animus child.” She sighed. “Even today, it angers me that they were right. But obviously I’d do it all again if I had the chance.” She emphasized her point by using her wing to pull him closer to her.

“Is there a point to this?” Darkstalker asked. “Because if you’re expecting me to start liking Arctic, I’m afraid it’s too little too late.”

“No, I wouldn’t expect you to,” she said. “My point is that you would have liked Arctic. You would have liked the Arctic that I met, that I fell in love with.” She was now looking right at him, and he at her. “That Arctic has a lot in common with you. And that is a good thing, but it also scares me a little. It’s good that you’re trying to protect your soul from your magic, but if magic wasn’t the only thing that changed Arctic’s soul, it won’t be the only thing that can change yours either.”

Darkstalker nodded, then shook his head. “I don’t think you have anything to worry about,” he said. “I’m always keeping an eye on my soul. Being a better dragon is hard sometimes, but I’m never going to stop trying.”

There was a glimmer in Foeslayer’s eye as she smiled back at him. “Of course you aren’t,” she said. “Now, I think you have a palace to sneak into, am I right? I shouldn’t keep you any longer.” She pulled a ring off of her talon and handed it to him. “Remember: put it on your left talon to make yourself invisible. It won’t do anything if you put it on your right.”

“Noted,” Darkstalker said with a nod. He slipped it onto his right talon, tore off another large piece of the hog, and rose to his feet. “I’ll make sure Arctic is okay as well.”

“You stay safe, alright?”

Darkstalker chuckled. “I’ll do my best. We’ll see each other again soon.”

He took to the sky and began flying south. As the encampment shrank beneath him and the wind passed over his scales, he realized that he never got the opportunity to say any sort of goodbye to Clearsight. It didn’t particularly matter, since he’d be back soon enough. But this would be the second time that they parted ways unceremoniously, and it made Darkstalker realize how much it bothered him. He wanted to Clearsight with him. She made every situation better, both because he loved her to pieces and because her future sight was enormously helpful. But mostly because he loved her to pieces. Whenever they did have to part ways, he wanted to have a positive, fresh memory of her on his mind. He wanted to have the feel of her scales baked into his mind, and the words ‘I love you, and ‘I’ll see you again soon’ in her voice bouncing in his head.

He’d be sure to compensate with a surplus of affection when they reunited. He always did.


A/N: Hey guys! NaNoWriMo was a half-success. Didn’t write 50,000 words, but I got more writing done than I usually do.

What basically happened was I wrote 80% of one big chapter. I finished the rest of it during the first half of December, then decided that it was worth splitting up into two chapters instead. If this chapter feels like it ends a little bit abruptly, that’s why.

The second half is fully written, but you’ll have to wait a little bit for it. I want to insert a short Clearsight chapter first, and that needs to be written up.

Hope you all have a very Merry Christmas and a Happy New Year! See you all next time.

  



51. Chapter 50


    
    
  CLEARSIGHT


What made Clearsight’s future sight special was that she could look. If she wanted to know what would happen if she did this or that, she could see the outcome without having to actually do it. Other seers didn’t have that power. They relied on the fates to show them what the future had in store for them. Those prophetic flashes that invaded every seer’s mind, Clearsight didn’t have them any more often than anyone else. In fact, she was pretty sure other seers got them much more often.

But those prophetic flashes had an advantage that Clearsight’s usual powers lacked. They were uniquely good at warning her about things that she otherwise wouldn’t think about. They were the only way she could discover the changes that came from the things she never checked.

She never checked to make sure Darkstalker wouldn’t get caught. It would have been nice to get a prophetic flash for that one.

It was too late to do anything reasonable by the time she realized it. Darkstalker was already on his way to the palace. He was going to screw up like the idiot that he was and there was nothing she could do about it.

The details about his capture were difficult to wean out from the context offered by her visions. All she really knew was that Darkstalker wouldn’t be coming back, and that for some reason, he wasn’t going to die. She was relieved to know that, obviously, but it was a little confusing. She’d seen him getting executed in the future where she and Darkstalker agreed to turn themselves in, but she didn’t see him getting executed any of the likeliest futures now.

Still, Darksalker would be inside of the palace when she planned on taking it. And that meant she had another reason to actually take it: to save her stupid boyfriend.

That was the second most pressing matter at the moment. The first was that her watch was gone. Her watch was gone, and she couldn’t find it. Her watch was gone, she couldn’t find it, and she wouldn’t find it.

Someone might’ve had it right now. Someone who didn’t know that pressing the button on it meant turning her into a confused four-year-old dragonet staring at that exact same watch. And because of that stupid extra spell that Darkstalker had put on it, she had no way of knowing if that was going to happen.

That was the worst part. She usually knew everything. She usually knew the stakes. She usually was able to sieve out the risks and maneuver around them to safely reach the reward. But with this, she was blind.

She knew rationally that Darkstalker had to include that spell to keep the watch from completely breaking her powers. But it was hard not to be angry at him anyway. She felt like it was an attempt to manipulate her in a roundabout way, trying to control her future sight, just like how he did in the first timeline with that enchanted earring.

Being angry was more comfortable than being terrified. At least, being angry at someone else was. Because the only dragon besides Darkstalker she could get angry at was herself. She was the one who had dropped the watch, after all. She was the one who had decided to pull it out in the middle of a battle.

Her watch was gone. She couldn’t find it. And she wouldn’t find it.

She was going to keep looking for the sake of looking. But once she inevitably failed, that was going to be yet another reason for her to take the palace. The sooner she became queen, the sooner she’d be able to get Darkstalker his scroll back. And the sooner Darksalker got his scroll back, the sooner he could give her back her watch.

She had to actually look. If she didn’t, there would be the lingering possibility that it was actually there, and she just didn’t want to look hard enough for it in any of the future timelines. Because she didn’t want to look for it. She didn’t like flying over the battlefield and seeing the dead bodies. She didn’t like having to get close to them, having to see the way the corpses got mangled from their impact with the ground. She didn’t like the smell. Dragon blood already carried a strong enough odor when it came from scrapes and little cuts. When it came from a stab through the heart, it was strong enough to trigger her fight-or-flight instincts.

Most of all, however, she didn’t like the way that every time she saw a dead NightWing, it reminded her that if she was going to invade the palace, more were going to have to die.

So, as the other soldiers buried the bodies and gathered what was on them, Clearsight scanned every inch of the field for anything that stood out. It was nearly midnight when they had finished up, by which point Clearsight was scanning through the fields for the third time over. She was on the ground, as even with their night vision, it would have been impossible to see something as small as her watch in the darkness. Lieutenant Morningstar came to her, though Clearsight only noticed her when she spoke.

“How important is this watch?” she asked. “If we need to find it at all costs, we can keep searching.”

If it falls into the wrong talons, it will do irreversible damage to the world. Your existence as you know it depends on it being safe. That was one possible answer. She could also lie. It’s not that important. I only wasted everyone’s time over a pointless trinket. Somehow she got the impression that that wouldn’t be a very good answer either.

The answer she decided to go with was, “I suppose we’ll just have to risk letting it go for now. One way or another, I’ll get it back.” Technically the truth.

Morningstar nodded. “Well, Marten Lake is just east of here. Let’s wash off and return to the camp.”

By then, the stench of the battlefield had morphed from the sour of blood to something more acrid. Clearsight nodded her agreement, and together they flew to the nearby lake. After washing off as much of the odor as they could, they returned to the camp. Morningstar went off to gather the other Lieutenants, Antinomy and Wishgranter. Meanwhile, Clearsight searched for Foeslayer, and found her napping beside the fire pit.

The five of them convened in Clearsight’s tent, surrounding the war table. Foeslayer took a piece of charcoal whiddled to a point, and began drawing a rough outline of the NightWing palace on a blank piece of parchment.

“Assuming I counted right, there should be a total of ninety-five dragons employed with some sort of guard duty in the palace,” she explained. “However, only twenty-four are part of the garrison. The others are interior guards, prison guards, or the queen’s personal high guards. If we manage to launch a surprise attack before they’re ready for us, then we could be in the palace in a matter of minutes. Under normal operations, only twelve of the lookout dragons will be on active duty during the night, and only six are active during the day. Either way, we’d have enough soldiers to blitz the second floor balconies before they can set up any siege barricades.”

“A surprise attack may be impossible if they discover our plans before we’re ready to fly,” Morningstar said. “What happens if they’re ready for us?”

“In that case, they’ll probably fill in the garrison with interior guards. It’ll basically be a normal siege, but with slightly less competent defenders. We can launch an assault with stonefall tactics until we break a hole in the roof.”

“What are ‘stonefall tactics’?” Clearsight asked.

“That’s where we take a bunch of heavy rocks, fly up really high, and drop them on the thing we want to break,” Wishgranter explained. “It’s primitive, but ridiculously effective.”

“Once we break through, our sheer numbers will be enough to secure control of the palace,” Foeslayer continued. “We can force Acuity to surrender, exile her and the rest of Queen Vigilance’s family, and then install Clearsight as the new queen.”

Clearsight folded the idea over in her head. “And, that’s it?” she asked.

“That’s the basic plan,” Foeslayer said, shrugging like she was a little ashamed of it. “Obviously, there’s more we’ll need to figure out. But that’s what you’re here for, Your Majesty.”

‘Your Majesty.’ She’d been called that before, but it had been such a long time. It caught her off-guard. It seemed to catch the other lieutenants off-guard too: they straightened their backs, each perhaps independently remembering that they were in the presence of their new queen.

“Your Majesty,” Morningstar said. “If I may ask — which case will it be when we approach the palace? Will they be ready for us, or will we catch them by surprise?”

Clearsight looked into the future and immediately found a thread where they attacked tomorrow night. She saw a battle unfolding outside of the palace, NightWings grappling NightWings, heavy stones falling from the sky.

She pulled herself out of that future and followed another thread, one that began with her rallying the troops now and setting out for the palace before sunrise. To her surprise, it was more of the same, with the most apparent difference being that the siege would go well into daylight hours.

“They’ll be ready for us,” she said, opening her eyes. “They’re already ready for us.”

” Already?” Morningstar said.

“So there was a spy,” Foeslayer said, her voice going lower. “I suspect Keen Eye had someone watching us. Don’t trust that dragon. If anyone has the ability to put a stop to our plot, it’s her.”

That sounded sensible enough. But when Clearsight checked the future, she saw no signs of Keen Eye interfering. When they took the palace, they were going to be successful. When Clearsight took her place as queen, Keen Eye was probably going to remain an adviser.

That wasn’t to say Foeslayer was wrong. But Keen Eye wasn’t her enemy yet.

“Stonefall tactics it is, then,” Antinomy said. “Let’s get a measure for how many rocks we’ll probably need, and see if we can’t gather them by sundown tomorrow.”

They spent the rest of the meeting sorting out the details. Clearsight mostly kept quiet, letting the experts around her figure out the best course of action. She only spoke when she had naive questions that needed answering, or when they had inquiries on how certain formations or parameters would affect the outcome of the siege.

They made an effort to wrap things up quickly, so that they’d have more time to prepare for the battle before morning came. After the soldiers had their supper, they were instructed to gather stones, sharpen their spears, and report to their lieutenants for further instructions. They would fly to the palace at dusk.

At dawn, Clearsight lay in her bed, in her tent, trying to let the birdsongs lull her to sleep. But it was hard. Too many things were bothering her. Too many thoughts were chaining together and demanding her attention. She tried counting backwards from one thousand, a trick her father had once taught her for when she was feeling restless. Her ‘goal’ was to make it to zero, but she always lost track before getting there.


  Eight hundred and eighty-three. Eight hundred and eighty-two. Eight hundred and eighty-one.


She was going to be attacking the palace tomorrow. The NightWing palace, where NightWings lived. She would be attacking the place she called home, destroying walls that had once protected her. She would be complicit in the deaths of more NightWings. NightWings who would risk their lives trying to make her queen, and NightWings who would risk their lives trying to stop her. She thought about all of the guards she’d met, all of the ones who had been friendly or helpful to her. She thought about their smiles, and wondered whether they would be among the dragons who died because she decided to turn against them.

It bothered her. Of course it bothered her.


  Eight hundred and thirty-nine. Eight hundred and thirty-eight. Eight hundred and thirty-seven.


But it also bothered her that it bothered her. She could call off the attack. The lieutenants and soldiers would listen to her. They could march to the palace unarmed, peacefully accept Acuity as queen, and allow Clearsight to be taken into custody. It would save the lives of a lot of NightWings, and technically speaking, completely foil her plans.

In that respect, Foeslayer was wrong about Keen Eye after all. If anyone had the ability to put a stop to their plot, it wouldn’t be Keen Eye. It would be Clearsight.


  Eight hundred and four. Eight hundred and three.


And if she called off the attack, she didn’t know what she’d do. She didn’t know how she’d find her watch again, or whether she’d be able to save Fathom and Indigo, or when she’d see Darkstalker again.

The bed wasn’t comfortable without him sleeping next to her. She’d be asleep by now if she was tucked into that perfect space right under his wing, with his warm breath running down her back.


  Seven hundred and seventy-seven. Seven hundred and seventy-six.


So she had to do it. She had no choice. Darkstalker and Fathom were depending on her. Some dragons were going to die, but it was a necessary sacrifice.

But whenever she said that to herself, it felt … bad. Not evil, but still bad. She wondered if she would have had that thought back when the soul reader told her she was almost perfect.


  Seven hundred and forty-nine.


And then her thoughts cycled back to the NightWings that would die tomorrow because of her. Then she thought about what Foeslayer and Morningstar and the other soldiers would think of her if she canceled the attack. Then she thought about Darkstalker’s scroll, and what might’ve happened to it. Then she thought about how if she didn’t get that scroll back, an ignorant dragon might press the button on her watch before she could find it again, and maybe that justified some dragons dying.

And then her thoughts cycled back to the NightWings that would die tomorrow because of her. She thought about whether any innocent dragons would get killed from collateral damage. She thought about how long it would take for the Night Kingdom to actually agree that she was a good queen, and not just a violent insurrectionist. She thought about Indigo, and how there were too many threads she saw where she was killed. She thought about whether she would reset the timeline if that happened, and concluded that she probably would — assuming she ever got her watch back.

Eventually, she counted down to zero.

  



52. Chapter 51


    
    
  DARKSTALKER


The palace came into view sooner than Darkstalker had expected. When it did, he rotated his wings, lowering himself closer to the treeline to avoid detection. The sun was setting somewhere behind him, and he’d stick out like an oversized fruit bat in the light.

He descended into the evergreens and switched the ring from his right talon to his left. His brain broke a little bit as his body disappeared, and for a moment he thought that he was falling. He placed both talons on the ground and stood motionless for a few heartbeats, just to make sure he wasn’t tipping over again.

He started climbing up a nearby tree to get above the overgrowth, where he’d have room to spread his wings and take flight. It felt like he was looking out of one body and controlling another. Without actually seeing his talons grasping the branches, he was constantly second-guessing himself, unsure of whether or not his talons were actually there.

After spending ten minutes doing what normally would have taken two, Darkstalker was finally at the top of the tree. It bent against his weight, and he again thought that he was about to fall when he looked down and didn’t see any legs holding him up. Before the vertigo could get to him, he spread his wings and took flight. Once he was finally in the sky, he started settling into himself again.

Getting into the palace wouldn’t be a difficult task. Too many nobles left their balcony doors open, especially nowadays when the weather was so warm. The inside of the palace was so heavily guarded that any IceWing that tried to sneak in would be found out within minutes. Besides, the actual war politics happened deeper in the palace, behind much thicker closed doors. Not even a RainWing spy would be able to overhear those conversations.

Still, it surprised Darkstalker how uncommon assassination attempts on the nobility were. It wasn’t that the nobility were particularly disliked. It was just that catching nobles while they were vulnerable was one of the things that’d be fairly easy to do. Even Fathom would have been susceptible, if he chose not to be careful. And when Darkstalker landed on the balcony to Fathom’s suite and tried opening the door, it was clear that Fathom wasn’t careful. Either that, or the goons that swept through his room after he’d been arrested decided not to lock the door. It swung open, and Darkstalker slid inside.

Unsurprisingly, the room was emptier than Darkstalker remembered it being. There were pale circular spots on the ground where potted plants had once been, and gray granite where there had once been mats, rugs, or other furniture.

Darkstalker took a moment to sweep through the suite in the off-chance that his scroll was still there somewhere. What he found instead were small forensic details that made his blood run cold: blood spatter on the walls, chips and cracks in the stone floor, and a large soot stain on the ceiling in one of the rooms.

He knew in his soul that Fathom was still alive. He had to be. If not, Clearsight would have known. He would have known. His future sight wouldn’t have kept him in the dark on something that important. There would have been too many implications, too much calamity.

But it was looking like Fathom had gotten hurt. And if he did, then Darkstalker was going to find whoever was responsible for hurting him, and make sure that they got hurt as well.

When Darkstalker had seen enough, he brought an ear to the door to make sure nobody was on the other side. Hearing nothing, he pushed open the door. It was locked, but it was attached to a broken door frame, so it swung open without any resistance. He made his way into the corridors and kept his ears open.

When he was imagining how he’d do this, he pictured himself sneaking through the palace while staying high up and out of the way. It must have been his hunter’s instincts that gave him the mental image: securing higher ground so that he could see everything that was going on, and pouncing when the opportunity was right.

It didn’t work out that way. The walls were high enough for him to climb, but he would have had no way of moving around quietly up there. There was the occasional rafter that he could cling to, but he wasn’t sure he’d be able to keep his balance on them, especially while he was invisible.

Instead, he just walked on the ground. If someone passed by, the corridors were wide enough for him to walk around them. And as long as he walked carefully enough, he could minimize the sound of his footsteps.

His plan, at the moment, was just to learn what he could. Find conversations that were worth overhearing, or minds that were worth reading. Once he had an idea of where Fathom was, or where his scroll was, he could form an actual plan.

The first place worth checking, he figured, was the throne room. If anyone’s mind was worth peering into, it would be Acuity’s. He descended a flight of stairs, which distressed him both because his invisibility made it a challenge and because it would have been too narrow for him to slide past someone undetected if they were ascending while he was descending. But he made it to the bottom without issue, and after turning into the palace’s wide ground floor hallways, he was only a short walk away from the grand doors that led into the throne room.

The doors were open, which was typical at this time. One of the first of the queen’s daily responsibilities was to make public announcements, and those would be going on right about now.

Darkstalker passed through the doors, and was instantly met by an audience of around eighty dragons, enough to fill three quarters of the hall. He had to clear away the thoughts of the dragons in the crowd before he could hear anything Acuity was saying from the throne.

“… should be en route back to the palace later this evening, if not at this very moment,” Acuity was saying. “Once we have Darkstalker in our possession, and all of our brave soldiers are back home in the Great Diamond, my coronation will be held. Should there be no delays, this could be as early as tomorrow.”

Darkstalker could just barely see Acuity above the crowd if he stretched his head up, but he wanted a better view. He found the nearest column and used it to support his weight as he lifted his upper body to stand on his hind legs. His claws scratched the marble and some dragons looked his way, but seeing nothing, none of their eyes lingered.

Acuity’s advisors were sitting in a row beside the throne, each wearing a thin red ribbon around their neck in remembrance to Queen Vigilance. And Keen Eye was there too, though she was hiding the sharpness her eyes usually had in place of a dull, almost blank stare.

Darkstalker kept his mind as quiet as possible as he continued to listen to Acuity’s announcements.

“… to refuse her given orders, but in the unlikely event that she does, we will postpone my coronation for at least one day as we prepare efforts to safely retrieve both Clearsight and Darkstalker and put them into custody. Until then, it is our opinion that Clearsight should not be considered a suspect in the involvement of Queen Vigilance’s murder. But, in either case, Queen Vigilance’s funeral will be held, as planned, on the next Moon, three night’s hence.”

Not important. Darkstalker looked at the boundary of the audience. He’d need to find some way to cut through the crowd and get closer to the queen. But they were too closely packed. He’d have no way of walking past them without drawing attention to himself. And even though there was space overhead, flying was noisy.

“Your Majesty!”

The voice came from the doors. A slender NightWing — Darkstalker didn’t know his name, but he looked like a messenger — came trotting up towards the throne. The congregation of NightWings parted down the middle to make room for him.

Darkstalker hastily ran closer to the dragon, wincing at the sound of his footsteps but forcing his mind not to linger on it. He couldn’t think right now. He couldn’t let anyone read his mind.

His front talons fell right behind the messenger’s tail as he started through the crowd. The audience made room for the messenger, but they all returned to where they’d been standing after he passed through them. Darkstalker arched his back like a cat, keeping his tail tucked between his legs and his hind legs close to his forelegs, all while he tried to avoid making any sort of noise. The movements strained his muscles, and he constantly felt like he was on the verge of falling over.

He brushed scales with a bystander, then another, then another. He heard murmurs of confusion and a handful of ‘sorry’s, but he pressed on. There was no turning back now. No reading anyone’s mind to see if they were on to him. No thinking that this was a bad idea. No fretting over how hard this was to do while invisible. No panicking. Head empty, keep walking, don’t fall down.

Passing through the crowd took only about ten seconds, but it felt like hours had passed by the time he made it through to the other side. Once he did, he was nearly face-to-face with Acuity. He tiptoed off to the side as the messenger approached the queen and whispered something in her ear. There was a vacant spot where he could stand just to their left. He placed himself there and collected himself, forcing his heart to hold off on exploding for just a little bit longer.

Darkstalker didn’t try to listen to the messenger’s words. Listening would require too much of his brain, and the messenger probably wasn’t whispering anything Darkstalker didn’t already know.

When he finished whispering, Acuity nodded, shooed him along, and raised her head. “That is all,” she said. “Thank you, my subjects, for your time.”

Acuity stood up from her throne, and the audience bowed. Her advisors tailed her as she descended, and she made her way towards the rear door, behind the throne. The two guards blocking the door opened it for the queen, and Darkstalker pulled ahead, slipping through the doorway just before Acuity did, and keeping a forward cadence just ahead of the queen as she and her council filed in.

“Clearsight has betrayed us,” said Acuity. “Darkstalker was with her last night, completely free, in Clearsight’s company. They appear to be planning an attack on the palace.”

One of the advisors spoke. “I warned you about this, Your—”

“—I know what you said!” Acuity snapped. “Right now, we need to figure out what to do. They have an animus on their side and most of our fighting military. They’ve decided to follow her instead of their new queen.”

Now that was interesting. Acuity still didn’t know that he didn’t have animus powers. Which meant that they hadn’t gotten that information out of Fathom yet. Either that, whoever had gotten that information out of Fathom was sitting on the fact.

“I never anticipated Clearsight gaining the support of the army with this sort of act of treason,” one of the other advisors said. “The thought hadn’t even crossed my mind.”

“I confess it hadn’t crossed mine either,” said another. “Clearsight was never supposed to end up looking good in front of the soldiers. When we issued the request for Darkstalker’s arrest, it was supposed to be given to her after she had lost, not won.”

“What? What do you mean?” Acuity asked.

“Queen Vigilance had this nasty habit of wanting to get Foeslayer killed in battle,” Keen Eye explained. “And Clearsight and I had this nasty habit of wanting to make sure she survived. Queen Vigilance ordered Clearsight to command the siege as a way to separate her from Foeslayer, so that Foeslayer could be sent on a mission without Clearsight’s aid. That was really the only reason for it.”

“That’s terrible!” Acuity said. “Are you certain my mother would plan something like that?”

Darkstalker couldn’t help but appreciate Acuity for getting offended on Foeslayer’s behalf. It was a shame she’d have to —

Stop thinking, he said quietly to himself. Keen Eye had hawkish mind-reading powers, and she was right behind him.

Glancing over his shoulder, he saw that they began to file into a small meeting room. Darkstalker gave one look at the size of the room’s interior and concluded that there was no way he’d be able to sneak inside without getting caught. He stopped a few feet ahead of the door.

“I am, yes,” Keen Eye was saying as they were entering the room. “But if I’m being honest, I don’t think it was that terrible in the grand scheme of things. I disapproved as well, but you have to admit, it made a lot of pragmatic sense. Knowing what we do about Queen Diamond, she’s much more likely to sue for peace once Foeslayer is dead and we no longer have a reason to keep Arctic around.”

And that was the last he was able to hear of the conversation. The door closed behind them, and their words muffled down to inaudible levels.

Darkstalker drifted further away from them, tiptoeing further down the empty hall. Then, once he was confident that there weren’t any mind-readers close enough to hear him, he heaved a sigh and let his brain relax.

Okay, they probably still didn’t know he was here. That ordeal back in the throne room might start bubbling up into rumors, but by the time they did, he would be out of here.

He didn’t seem to raise any suspicion from the council, but he could never be so sure. Acuity was talking as though Darkstalker were still with Clearsight, so they all probably were assuming he was still there. If the messenger had shown up after he’d left, that might have been a different story.

But he still didn’t know where Fathom was. And none of them said anything about a scroll, which they probably would have if they’d had it. That was a relief.

Darkstalker started walking along the corridors. He didn’t have this part of the palace committed to memory, but he’d been here before. There were elevators to the dungeons somewhere. They were cramped, and he’d have no way of hiding in them while they were moving. And he couldn’t go into them alone without alerting the guards. But he might be able to come up with a plan if he could find where they were. Maybe there’d be some other way down.

He searched one corridor. Then another. Then another. Most of the dragons he found were behind closed doors. They were all NightWings, mostly subcommittees of advisors, making plans for the finer grain details of running a kingdom that the queen was too busy to be making. There was an architect inspecting a crack on a narrow column, and she was debating whether it was worth replacing. Further ahead, there was a guard looking forward to his next date with his wife. At one point, he’d found a dragon who was thinking about Arctic, but he turned out to be an assistant cook who’d just delivered him a meal. Darkstalker stopped following him once it became clear that he was just returning to the kitchens.

It was at least an hour before he found something. After turning a corner, he spotted a female dragon walking away from him. He crept closer and peered into her mind.

As luck would have it, this one turned out to be Keen Eye.

He kept his distance from her, only staying close enough to ensure that he’d be able to tail her if she went through an open door or turned a corner. As he read her mind, he gathered that she was entertaining the idea of leaving the palace to go and talk to Clearsight, thinking about how she could convince her to call off her plans.

“Look Clearsight, I get that you’re annoyed by the situation, but …” No, I don’t want to belittle her like that. “I’m not going to argue that you don’t have the right to be upset, but if you want to help your friends, this is not the way to go about it.”

“And what do you suppose I should do instead?” Keen Eye thought in Clearsight’s voice.

“Just come with me, and help us figure this out. Once we know who’s responsible for the queen’s death, everyone else can go free. Frankly, I don’t understand why you didn’t do that in the first place. You should have known that nothing bad was going to happen to your friends if you’d just done as you were told.”

She literally saw me being executed! Darkstalker thought, a little too loudly.

Keen Eye stopped. Her thoughts did too.

Darkstalker cursed, and emptied his mind to the best of his abilities.

Keen Eye tilted her head back, her eyebrows folded in concentration. She was looking right at him. I knew you were here somewhere, Darkstalker.

Against Darkstalker’s will, his brain started rattling with panic. He put up his best mind-block and began to back away.

Keen Eye turned and started to walk towards him. “You know that mind-blocking doesn’t make your mind undetectable, right? I can still hear you doing it. Now quit playing spy and show yourself. And don’t run. You’re not going to escape from this part of the palace without getting caught, and if you try, you’re either going to get killed or you’re going to do something illegal enough that Queen Acuity is going to have to kill you anyway. And if you die, you’ll make a lot of people very sad, so just be reasonable and take off that ring.”

Keen Eye was right in front of him now, close enough to reach out and touch him. Darkstalker concentrated on his future sight, trying to see the inevitabilities of him trying to run away. She was right: he had no hope of escaping. Maybe if he had nothing to lose, it was worth trying. But there was too much on the line for him to make any last-ditch efforts.

He took off his ring and slipped it onto the other talon. Keen Eye jumped back, surprised by how close she had actually been to him. There were a couple of heartbeats where neither of them said anything.

“Smart boy,” she said, turning her heel. “Follow me.”

“Are you taking me to the dungeons?” he asked, though he followed regardless.

“I’m taking you somewhere where we can have a chat. I think we both have some things we want to find out from each other.”

“Are you taking me to the dungeons after that?”

“No. But I won’t be letting you go either.”

Darkstalker wished that that hadn’t come as such a relief to him. He wanted to believe that he’d had enough grit to put up with the unfavorable conditions of the dungeons, but he’d grown too comfortable with being treated like nobility.

Granted, he didn’t want to be imprisoned anywhere right now. That wasn’t part of the plan. The real blessing here was that it’d be easier to break out of a locked room than an oubliette.

It was a short walk. Keen Eye turned a corner to a narrow hallway that Darkstalker somehow hadn’t noticed before now. Judging by how dark and eerie the corridor was, he guessed that not very many other dragons paid much attention to it either. Eventually Keen Eye opened a door on their right, and gave Darkstalker space to walk in.

He stood there, wondering if there was still a chance that he’d be able to make a last-minute run for it. Keen Eye was a little bigger than him, but maybe he was faster. And he still had the ring on him.

Keen Eye’s glower convinced him to dispel those ideas. He walked in the room, and she followed, closing the door behind her.

It was a small room. He was quite certain it wasn’t a holding cell of any sort. It looked more like an office. There was a desk, a scroll rack, a chalkboard, and three cushions on a carpeted floor. Darkstalker wondered if the room even belonged to Keen Eye.

“I have several offices in the palace,” Keen Eye said in a tone that suggested she was deliberately answering his thoughts. “Being the top advisor requires keeping my pulse on everything important that’s happening in the kingdom. And that requires talking to a lot of different dragons in a lot of different places, and with different levels of secrecy. This is one of the places I’ll go if I don’t want anyone to know where I am.”

Darkstalker tilted his head at her as he sat down on one of the cushions. “So as long as you’re here, nobody will know where to find you?” His first thought was about how vulnerable Keen Eye was right now. If nobody knew where they were, he might be able to take her out somehow.

“Don’t try it,” Keen Eye said plainly. “I know you think you’re a tough guy now that you’ve seen your first battle, but you’re not going to stand a chance against me.”

Darkstalker reached for his ring, and Keen Eye leapt on him like a lion on a gazelle. His vision blurred and his body jerked, and he felt the top of his head hit something solid. In an instant, he was on his back. Five claws were digging into the scales under his neck, and five more were digging into his forearm.

“If you want to throw away the last of my patience with you, be my guest and try that again.”

Darkstalker hissed. “You’re really going to try threatening me? I could kill you right now if I wanted.”

“Oh, with your animus powers? Go on, then. Cast a spell on me.”

And there it was. She knew. She knew, and Acuity didn’t.

Darkstalker said nothing.

“Give me the ring, and I’ll let you go,” Keen Eye said.

Darkstalker gave her the ring, and Keen Eye let him go. He rubbed the marks on his neck and arm that Keen Eye had left, checking for blood. He seemed alright. When he stood back up and found his seat, Keen Eye had placed the ring on one of her talons.

“Fathom told me about your scroll,” she said. “He told me about how you put your animus powers into it. How you are no longer an animus.”

“And now you have the scroll, is that right?” Darkstalker asked. He knew the answer to the question already, but he wanted to see how she would respond.

Keen Eye didn’t answer immediately. Darkstalker peered into her mind, but it was dense with the fuzz of a mind-block. He prudently decided to put up his own.

“No,” she eventually said. “We tried to find out where he hid it, but his mind-block was too effective. If you were the one who taught him how to do that, you did an impressive job.”

Right. That was supposed to be the honest answer, but now he was having doubts. If it was a lie, why would she lie about it? She couldn’t know more about the scroll than Fathom, could she?

“Did Fathom tell you what would happen if the scroll were to be destroyed?” he asked.

“No,” Keen Eye answered. Then, a second later, she added, “But knowing you, I imagine you made it so that your animus powers would return to you.”

He really was an idiot sometimes. He didn’t have to ask that question. He could have kept his mouth shut. He could have not given Keen Eye that idea. But no, he just had to let her figure out the one secret that he still had.

He considered denying it. It would have been believable enough. But something told him that Keen Eye would see through it, and there was a tingle in his future seeing powers that warned him that now wasn’t the right time to get caught in a lie.

At least he learned something from her answer. When he’d told Fathom about the scroll, Darkstalker implied indirectly that if the scroll ever got destroyed, his powers would disappear forever. It wasn’t a very comfortable lie to tell, but there were too many risks involved with telling him the truth.

So Darkstalker felt pretty confident that the scroll was still out there somewhere. If, say, Fathom had destroyed it before he got arrested, then he would have mentioned that during his interrogation. There would have been no reason for him not to.

“And if you end up finding the scroll, what will you do?” he asked.

“I don’t think you’ll believe me, but my plan is to simply look through it for proof that you killed the queen. If I don’t find any, then I’ll give the scroll back to you and let you go free.”

Darkstalker definitely did not believe her.

“If I do find proof,” she continued, “you’re going to die. The fact that Fathom was unwilling to share the location of your scroll is a bit concerning in that regard. As is … whatever it is you and Clearsight have planned. Why don’t you tell me a bit more about that?”

Darkstalker frowned at the question. “I don’t really know what else you expected us to do,” he said. “Clearsight gets a message from the palace telling her to tie me up and ship me to the dungeons, and her powers tell her that if she follows those orders, I end up dead. What other choice did she have?”

“I don’t understand why you would end up dead,” Keen Eye said, her voice dripping with skepticism. “Unless, of course, if you actually did kill Queen Vigilance.”

Darkstalker was about to say something, but Keen Eye kept talking. “The plan was to hold you in custody while we undertook an investigation. The only dragon who would have the authority to kill you without my approval would be the new queen.”

“Well, the new queen probably wants me dead,” Darkstalker said, with a half shrug that said, ‘Is that really such a strange idea?’

“You forget that I’m the head advisor,” Keen Eye said. “I read Acuity’s thoughts every day. I haven’t picked up any indication that she’s convinced you’re the one behind her mother’s murder. If Clearsight really did see you being executed, there would have to be more to it than just blind rage.” She shrugged, though the look in her eyes told Darkstalker that she was deep in thought. “Even if you didn’t kill the queen, you might have intended to do so at some point. I saw as much in my own visions. Maybe in the future, you’ll plan on killing Acuity. And maybe the other seers will pick up on that, just like they did before.”

Darkstalker felt his belly heat up. “I don’t need to hear your nonsense accusations about what I might do in some random hypothetical future, alright?”

Keen Eye’s neck straightened. “Did I strike a nerve? I’m sorry.” And she sounded like she actually was.

“I hear it often enough,” Darkstalker said. “Try having a girlfriend who can see all of the flaws that you don’t have yet.”

“Ah, I see,” Keen Eye said, nodding along to his explanation. “Well, I didn’t mean to accuse you of anything. I was just trying to make sense of what Clearsight saw. If your arrest put you in actual danger, that makes her disobedience a little bit more understandable. And I do believe you when you say that Clearsight saw you being executed. I’ll make sure you stay alive until we figure out whether you’re guilty or not.”

She let silence hang between them, no doubt in an effort to get Darkstalker to say something in order to resolve the tension. It was the same thing that Queen Vigilance used to do to just about everyone. He wondered whether it was Vigilance who’d taught her that technique, or if it was Keen Eye who had taught it to Vigilance.

Either way, it wasn’t going to work on him.

Keen Eye eventually realized this, and began to speak again. “I suppose until we’ve found your scroll, there’s not much we’ll be able to do to clear your name. What we can do is manage this insurrection that Clearsight is organizing. I’m willing to let this be interpreted as one big misunderstanding. An overreaction to a reasonable demand that happened because Clearsight is young and naive, and she got scared by a rogue vision. If you’re willing to help me, it’s possible I can keep both of you from being executed for treason.”

“Sure, I’ll help you,” Darkstalker said with a shrug. “But I hope you realize that Clearsight is going to win this. Nothing you learn from me is going to change that.”

“And why is that?”

“Because she has more support than Acuity,” he said plainly. “You know that army that Vigilance told her to lead? They’re all rallying behind her now. Lieutenant Morningstar, Lieutenant Antinomy, Foeslayer — all of them bowed to Clearsight and hailed her as queen. They’re willing to fight for her, even against other NightWings. And if they come to the palace and Acuity does not surrender to them, they will be able to take it by force. This palace is undergarrisoned, and Clearsight’s army is not even half a day’s flight away. You will not have time to counter anything she throws at you.”

Keen Eye frowned thoughtfully. “What is her plan, then?”

“I don’t know,” Darkstalker said. “Foeslayer shared a couple of possible tactics with me, but she only covered enough ground to convince me that they’d easily be able to do this. Clearsight is probably making her plans with Foeslayer and Lieutenant Morningstar right now.”

There was something satisfying about the disappointment that escaped from Keen Eye’s eyes. “I wish it was easier to believe that you’re lying,” she admitted. “Do you think I’d be able to convince her to change her mind?”

The question caught Darkstalker a little off-guard. “What do you mean by that?”

“I don’t want violence, Darkstalker,” Keen Eye said. “But thanks to Clearsight, I have two options if I’m going to prevent it. Either I convince Acuity to surrender to Clearsight, or I convince Clearsight to surrender to Acuity. What do you think I can say to Clearsight to convince her to bow down?”

Darkstalker laughed at the question, though it was secretly a nervous laughter. This was the biggest hole in their plan, and Darkstalker could only hope that Keen Eye didn’t know that. Keen Eye couldn’t have gotten so close to Queen Vigilance without being persuasive. And Clearsight needed to be talked into the idea in the first place. Talking her out of it might not be so hard.

“It’d be hard,” he said anyway. “Now that you’ve captured me, I’m in danger, and Clearsight doesn’t want me to die. So at the very least, you would need to guarantee my safety from Acuity.”

“Like I said before, I’ll make sure you’re unharmed until we figure out whether you’re guilty or not.”

“Your promise is not going to be enough,” Darkstalker said. “I know you think Acuity is calm and rational, but she just lost her mother, and she’s looking for someone to blame. And I’m the most obvious suspect. Once Acuity knows that I’m here ….”

That was when he realized the reality of his situation. He felt his mind-block slipping. That happened when he became genuinely afraid. When he started realizing just how much danger he was in. Those primal emotions that kept his ancestors alive when they were nothing more than lizards skittering through the caves — they were impossible to shield from a mind-reader.

Keen Eye sighed, and a strange combination of impatience and sympathy leaked from her thoughts. “Well then, it’s a good thing I brought you here, where nobody’s going to find you.”

Darkstalker swallowed. His heart was beating rapidly, and he had to take manual control over his breathing to calm himself down. He looked away from Keen Eye, hating himself for looking so weak and childish in front of her.

“I’ll admit,” Keen Eye said, “if you’re innocent, then the late queen chose an awful time to get murdered. Maybe you’re right. Maybe Queen Acuity will have you killed the moment she discovers that you’re here.” She rose to her feet. “So I guess I’ll need to make sure that she doesn’t. Don’t make any loud noises while you’re in here, alright? We’ll talk to each other again soon.”

Her words didn’t do much to calm the dread in his chest, but it was probably the most assuring thing she could have said to him.

Before Keen Eye opened the door to leave, Darkstalker realized there was something he forgot to say.

“Keen Eye.”

Keen Eye turned.

“I didn’t do it.”

Keen Eye didn’t say anything. But she did nod. And buried in the white noise of her mind-block, he thought he was able to hear her think, ‘If you say so.’

  


