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      Enala ducked as a low-hanging branch flashed toward her face. Her boots slipped on the muddy ground, sending her tumbling forwards. Arms wind-milling, she scrambled for purchase, and her fingers found the thin trunk of a nearby sapling. Straightening, she continued her onwards flight. Water ran in rivulets between the tree roots, the last of the night’s rain making its way to the nearby river.

      The dense undergrowth slashed at her arms and legs as she raced through the forest, tearing at her skin. She ran on, heart racing, lungs burning, blood pounding in her skull. Squinting through the fading light, she searched the shadows, seeking out danger. Her foe was behind her – she was sure of it – but there was no shortage of danger amongst these trees.

      Gasping for breath, Enala burst from the trees into open space. She cursed as the brilliant red of the setting sun blinded her momentarily. Swinging around, she squinted through the head-high grass, searching for movement. A gentle breeze blew in waves across the clearing, bending the grass before it, making it impossible to tell what lurked within.

      She glanced back as the crash of breaking branches came from behind her. There was no sign of the hunter, but knowing he was close, she reached down and drew her short sword. Swallowing her fear, she darted into the grassland.

      The hackles rose on her neck as the grass swallowed her, cutting off her view of the forest. At only five-foot-four, the grass stretched an extra inch above her head, and she had to throw her body at the long strands to make any headway. Finally, she gave in to her frustration, and began hacking at the grass with her blade.

      “Enala!” a man’s voice carried across the field, “It’s over, turn and face me!”

      The sound of pounding boots chased after her, and she redoubled her efforts. Glancing back, she realised she’d made a terrible mistake entering the field. The flattened grass behind her left a clear, easy path for her pursuer to follow, while she was forced to cut her own. She cursed her rashness for giving in to her momentary panic. She should have gone around, tried to circle the field, even if it had taken longer. A grunt came from close by as the man drew nearer.

      As suddenly as it had appeared, the grass vanished. Enala cried out as she crashed through the last strands and found herself on the bank of the Onyx river. Mud slipped beneath her boots as she grasped at a nearby tree, halting her flight before she plunged head-first into the racing waters. Gasping for breath, she glanced back, but there was still no sign of her pursuer.

      Focusing her attention on the river, Enala cursed under her breath. Last night’s rain had swollen the river to bursting, and now the murky water rushed by just a few feet below her. It was far too high to cross safely. Her father had talked about how to cross during a flood, but she had never paid much attention. She resolved to ask him again – if she got the chance.

      Sword still gripped in one hand, she turned to make her way along the riverbank until she found a narrower spot to cross. Before she could take two steps, a dark figure exploded from the field of grass and into her path. He stumbled for a second, as she had. For a moment, Enala could have stepped forward and pushed him into the raging waters. But she hesitated and, before she could act, he straightened and swung towards her. Steel hissed as his blade left its scabbard.

      “Enala,” he said, and started towards her.

      Enala dropped into a crouch, twisting her body side-on and extending the sword. Baring her teeth, she watched him come, studying his movements. He had an extra foot of height on her, but his black hair was streaked with grey. Lines spread from his eyes, betraying his age. He still moved with the confidence of a young man, but Enala doubted it would last. If she could draw out the fight, her stamina would quickly outlast his.

      Leaping forward, Enala aimed a low cut at the man’s stomach. Her opponent swore, staggering sideways to narrowly avoid the blow, the mud making it hard for him to manoeuvre. Enala closed on him, sword slashing for his kneecaps. Steel rang as the man’s blade swept down to meet hers. The shock of the impact vibrated up Enala’s arm, but she gritted her teeth and pressed her attack.

      Yet now her foe had recovered his balance. Before she could strike, he reversed his sword, the tip flashing for her face. Swaying to the left, Enala felt the wind from the thrust on her cheek. A tremor ran through her as she leapt back, placing a few feet between them.

      Dropping to a crouch, she panted softly, eyes narrowed as she watched for an opening. Her foe kept his feet well placed now, steadying his balance on the uneven ground. He stared back at her, face set, blade held at the ready. His emerald eyes never left her for a moment. The roar of the river as it cascaded over its murky bed whispered through the trees, while nearby the wind rustled in the long grass.

      Enala released a breath and returned to the attack. This time her foe was ready for her. He retreated with measured steps as she swung her blade, his sword leaping to meet her every blow. Sparks flashed as they danced through the scattered trees of the riverbank, as to the west the red sun sank below the horizon. The distant screech of parrots echoed through the forest, though none came near the two battling fighters.

      Sweat dripped down Enala’s back as the man riposted, the blow narrowly missing her chest. Even in the dying light, the heat in the valley was stifling, the moist air difficult to breathe. If she’d known he would catch her, she would have faced him yesterday, when they’d been near the coast. There, the ocean breeze blew across the clifftops, providing welcome relief to the muggy temperatures near the Onyx River.

      Fortunately, the heat was taking its toll on her opponent too. Sweat dripped from his brow, and his face had gone a few shades paler as their battle progressed. With every attack, his movements were slowing, until Enala found she could avoid his blows with ease. Grinning, she sent a silent thanks to the Goddess for her youth.

      Gathering herself, Enala gripped her short sword in two hands and leapt forward, eager to end the fight. The movement seemed to take the man by surprise, and, cursing, he staggered back. His sword darted out weakly, narrowly deflecting Enala’s blow, but hauling on her sword, she swung it around. Her blade darted out, quick as lightning, and almost caught him this time. It only missed his chest by a hair’s breadth. She almost laughed as the man tripped and dropped to one knee. Raising her sword, she moved in for the kill.

      But as she lunged forward, the man surged back to his feet, moving far faster than their last few exchanges. His speed caught Enala by surprise, and his blade flashed up to catch her in the stomach.

      The breath exploded between Enala’s teeth. Gasping, she staggered back, suddenly unable to breathe. The sword slipped from her numb fingers as she clasped at her stomach. Her legs tripped on a stray root, and she fell backwards with an undignified thump. Mouth open, gasping, she strained for air.

      Smiling, the man strode forward and pointed his practice sword at her head. “Dead,” he said softly.
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      Enala wheezed as she finally managed to suck in a mouthful of air. It was like breathing through a reed stalk, and it was another minute before she managed to speak. “No fair,” she croaked.

      Laughing, Enala’s father sheathed his practice sword and offered her a hand. “All’s fair in war, my daughter.”

      Enala muttered a curse before reaching up to take his hand. He hauled her to her feet and patted her lightly on the back. “Not bad, though. You managed to evade me for a full day. Far better than your last birthday.”

      Flashing her best scowl, Enala shook her head. “Why do we do this, again?” she mumbled. Knowing she would never get a straight answer to that question, she wandered over and picked up her practice sword from the mud.

      Behind her, her father offered his usual answer. “You have to be ready for anything, Enala.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” she muttered, waving her mud-streaked sword at him in exasperation. “It’s not like a sword is much good here, though, is it? No one even knows where we are. When are we going back?”

      “When you’re ready, and not a day sooner,” her father replied in his sternest voice.

      “You mean when mum says, right?” Enala rolled her eyes and turned away.

      Wiping the blade on her shirt, she returned it to its scabbard. Setting out through the trees, she called back to him without looking around. “Come on, if we move quickly, we might not have to spend two nights camped out here.”

      “Since when do you not like camping?” Her father’s voice chased after her.

      “Probably somewhere around our fourth year out here,” she shot back, glaring over her shoulder. She was fifteen today, but they had moved into the forest when she’d been just ten.

      Silence settled over the forest as her father fell in behind her. Enala did her best to ignore him. With darkness falling rapidly, they might be lucky to make it a mile before they were forced to set up camp. This time she skirted the edge of the grassland, keeping to the trees with their lighter undergrowth, and they made better time. But as they left the clearing behind, the darkness grew, and with it the silence.

      Enala paused amongst the trees, squinting through the gloom, allowing her eyes to adjust. Her ears twitched, listening as the last hums of the evening chorus fell away, and the birds returned to their nests. Slowly the dim buzzing of insects followed. An eerie stillness settled over the trees, as though life had abandoned the forest. But Enala knew better than most, that wasn’t true. Dark creatures hunted the trees day and night – but at least during the day you could see them coming.

      Biting her lip, Enala glanced at her father. He shrugged and overtook her, as though this was no more than a stroll in the park. Not that Enala had ever experienced that pleasure – even when they’d lived in the city of Chole. The decades-long drought had seen to that. Shaking her head, Enala moved after her father, her hand drifting to the hilt of the dagger in her belt. Unlike her sword, it had an edge that would cut flesh.

      They pressed on, moving deeper into the trees. Away from the river, the undergrowth thinned further, as the younger saplings gave way to ancient trees. Their thick branches blocked out the last of the light, forcing them to stop and light torches. As the flames lit the darkness, the crash of breaking wood whispered through the forest.

      Spinning towards the sound, Enala hefted her torch, holding it high to light the shadows. With her other hand, she reached down and drew her dagger. Firelight glistened on the blade as she edged towards the sound, her father a step behind her. They shared a glance as the crash came again – closer this time. Something large was heading in their direction.

      Enala swallowed. They had stuck to the trees, avoiding the flattened clearings where the Reds liked to nest. Had one of the creatures picked up their scent by the river? The Reds often hunted along the Onyx, seeking out humans who dared venture into their territory. She gripped her dagger tighter. If one of the creatures found them out here, alone and poorly armed, all her parents’ training would be for naught.

      Yet another reason to question why they remained in this cursed forest.

      The crash came again, and a flicker of movement appeared in the shadows. Enala readied her knife, holding it aloft in preparation to hurl it at the beast. Their only hope was if they could land a lucky blow in the creature’s eyes, and hope that distracted it long enough for them to escape. The Red’s scaly hides were almost impenetrable to ordinary weapons – and neither herself nor her father had magic to call on.

      A rumble came from the darkness as a giant head appeared through the trees. Firelight flickered on golden scales, lighting up the space beneath the towering canopy. The creature approached slowly, its body sliding carefully between the massive tree trunks. It moved on all fours, the great claws digging up grooves in the soft mud. A forked tongue flickered from the great gulf of its mouth, exposing rows of teeth the size of short swords. Wings lifted from its back, hovering in the air, as behind, its golden tail slithered back into the darkness.

      “Nerissa!” Enala squealed as she recognised the dragon, the tension going from her in a rush. “You gave us a heart attack!”

      The low rumble of the dragon’s laughter echoed through the forest. Such skittish creatures, her voice sounded in Enala’s mind, rich with mirth.

      Beside Enala, her father snorted. “Well met, Nerissa,” he said, sheathing his sword. “Did my darling wife send you?”

      The diamond eyes swung on her father. She was concerned your daughter might have bested you.

      Her father chuckled. “Not this year.”

      Enala’s lips twisted. “He cheated.”

      Moving across to the dragon, Enala stretched out a hand to stroke Nerissa’s jaw. Her scales were warm to the touch, radiating with Nerissa’s inner fire. A shiver went through the dragon as the eyes swung around to look at Enala.

      There is no ‘fair’ in war, child.

      Snorting, Enala shook her head. “That’s what he said,” she replied. She walked around Nerissa’s head, her fingers trailing down the dragon’s neck. “May I?”

      Of course, child.

      “I’m not actually a child now, you know,” Enala shot back as she hoisted herself onto the dragon’s knee and scrambled up her back. Settling herself down between Nerissa’s wings, she continued. “I’m fifteen. I’m a grown woman now!”

      Nerissa rumbled with laughter, the sound reverberating through the golden scales and up Enala’s spine. I am over a hundred years old. You are all children to me, child.

      Enala rolled her eyes and looked down at her father. A smile twitched on her lips as she petted Nerissa’s scaly hide. Pain still radiated from her chest where his blow had struck home. It gave her an idea. Sensing her thoughts, the dragon straightened, lifting Enala high into the air. Below, her father shouted and started forward.

      “Hey! Enala, you stop that! Nerissa, get back here!”

      Laughing, Enala glanced down at him and waved. Beneath her, the dragon began to lumber her way through the forest. With the thick canopy overhead, she couldn’t take flight yet, but she could still move far faster than a man on foot.

      “All’s fair in war right, Dad?” Enala called back.

      Her father’s shouts echoed through the forest as he chased after them. Chuckling to herself, Enala stood on Nerissa’s back and turned around, before settling herself down facing the dragon’s tail. Grinning, she continued to wave as her father fell farther and farther behind. With Nerissa’s presence in the forest, there was no longer any threat of attack – certainly not from the Red Dragons. The beasts were smaller than their Gold cousins, and, while they loathed humans, they rarely dared challenge the Gold’s directly.

      So until they reached open ground where Nerissa could take flight, her father could walk. It was the least he could do, after Enala had spent two days running away from him.

      When they finally reached a clearing, the moon was high in the sky, and her father’s shouts had long since faded behind them. Still grinning, Enala climbed down from Nerissa’s back and flopped onto the grass. Here it was short and soft, kept down by the dragons who used such fields to come and go. Whether it was Gold or Red territory, Enala wasn’t sure, but with Nerissa at her side, she felt safe.

      Lying down, she sensed the vibrations through the ground as Nerissa curled protectively around her. A sense of safety settled over Enala as she stared up at the stars. A thousand tiny globes of flame lit the night sky, stretching from horizon to horizon, untouched by the lights of man. It wasn’t like this in the city, in the dusty streets of Chole. Even with its population waning by the year, there were still enough torches lit in Chole to obscure the night sky. That, and the occasional puff of smoke from Mount Chole.

      Still, as much as she loved exploring the forests of Dragon Country with Nerissa at her side, the wild beaches and clifftops, more and more Enala found herself longing for the streets of the city, for people and friends who spoke out loud – rather than reading her every thought.

      Not every thought, Nerissa’s voice sounded in her head, sounding hurt.

      “Not every thought,” Enala repeated with a smile. “But I miss…people, Nerissa.”

      Dragon Country is no place for humans, Nerissa said in agreement. But your parents have their reasons, child. You must respect them.

      “What reasons?” Enala sat up and looked at the dragon. “What reason,” she repeated in a quieter voice, “could there possibly be for hiding us away in the middle of nowhere. The Gods be damned, I need more than this.”

      The dragon’s eyes were large in the moonlight. Your parent’s reasons are their own, child. They will tell you when they are ready.

      Enala ground her teeth together. “Yeah, maybe when I’m twenty – if I’m lucky!”

      Standing, she spun as a noise came from the forest. She reached instinctively for her dagger, but it was only her father. Standing still, she crossed her arms and waited for him to approach. It must have taken him another half an hour to reach them, stumbling through the forest with only a meagre torch for light.

      Watching him now, Enala almost felt bad. Fresh mud streaked his shirt where he’d obviously fallen, and there was an unamused frown on his face. Marching up, he stood over her, his brow deepening as the silence stretched out.

      Enala swallowed hard. She almost retreated a step before remembering herself. Arms crossed, she stared up at him, eyebrow raised. “Have a good walk?” she asked, lip twitching.

      For a moment she thought he would yell. A nerve twitched on his cheek, and the muscles on his neck stood taut as he glowered. It looked as though he was considering whether to give her another sword lesson right there on the spot.

      Finally, her father shook his head. The tension left his body in a rush, a grin splitting across his unshaven face. “It was delightful,” he replied. Chuckling, he moved across to Nerissa, his tone becoming reprimanding. “Remind me to tell Enduran about your behaviour.”

      Nerissa’s lips twisted into what could have been a smile. You would like to walk the rest of the way home? Her voice reverberated in their minds. Her wings lifted slightly from her back.

      Enala’s father held up his hands in surrender. “No, no. Not when you put it that way, Nerissa. You win!”

      Chuckling, Enala walked past her father and climbed up behind Nerissa’s wings. She almost burst into laughter when her father quickly scrambled after her.

      “Relax, Dad. I’m hardly going to leave you to walk home alone. Mum would kill me if you weren’t around to do your chores tomorrow.”

      A muffled groan came from her father as he settled himself into place behind her. That was yet another unanswered question. For whatever reason, the dragons only allowed Enala and her mother to ride them alone – never her father. They even disliked when he took the rider’s seat, rather than sitting behind them. It suited Enala just fine. Nerissa was always happy to steal away with her when things became strained with her parents.

      But she never went beyond the Onyx River. That was human territory.

      Ready?

      “Ready!” Enala shouted back.

      The dragon rumbled beneath them. Its broad wings spread out to either side of them, filling the clearing. Wind swirled as they beat down, flattening the grass. Groans came from the forest as the ancient trees strained at their roots. Beneath them, Enala could feel the power gathering in Nerissa’s muscles. Heat radiated from the dragon’s body as she crouched.

      Then, with an ear-splitting roar, the Gold dragon leapt for the sky.
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      “So what do you think of your first week of adulthood, Enala?”

      Her mother’s voice carried down the beach as Enala jogged up to join her on the treeline. She had just finished her morning’s exercises – a loop around the cove on which they’d built their house. The black sands stretched out a mile in either direction from where they stood, until finally giving way to stark granite cliffs. Sun glinted off waves breaking farther out in the bay, where unseen reefs waited to wreck unsuspecting ships.

      Panting, Enala staggered to a stop in front of her mother and folded in two, struggling to regain her breath. “Like nothing’s changed,” she managed finally, straightening. Her lips set in a thin line as she looked at her mother. “Like I’m still a prisoner.”

      Her mother snorted and flicked a strand of grey hair from her eyes. “All teenagers think they’re prisoners,” she said, and tossed Enala a practice sword.

      Catching it deftly by the hilt, Enala spun it in her hand and faced her mother. “Yes, but I actually am!”

      With that, she lunged forward. The sand slipped beneath her boots, slowing her attack, but her mother was equally disadvantaged, and the blow almost caught her by surprise.

      Almost.

      Spinning on her heel, her mother brought about her sword. The blade glistened in the morning sun as it flashed at Enala, catching her with a solid blow to the elbow. Pain shot up Enala’s arm, turning it numb, and she cursed as her weapon tumbled to the black sand.

      Her mother straightened, a smile twitching on her lips as humour danced in her blue eyes. She was much better than her husband – and Enala still struggled to match even him.

      “Again, prisoner,” her mother said with a smile.

      Sword practice continued for another hour, until Enala was dripping with sweat and she could fight no more. Nursing her bruises, she returned the practice sword to its sheath and limped her way up the beach. Just beyond the treeline she could barely make out the dim outline of their hut. From out to sea, there was no spotting it, but as they moved into the shade of the trees, it slowly took shape.

      Her parents had spent the better part of five years carefully crafting the cabin, transforming it from a rustic palm leaf hut into a house of solid wood and thatch. The trees they’d cut to craft it had come from deep in the forest, away from prying eyes, and then been dragged to this place. The huge trunks had been chopped and reworked, carefully fitted together to form walls that would keep out the worst of the winter winds. The roof was thickly thatched straw and reed, no longer prone to leaking in the heavy summer rains.

      Walking up to the wooden deck out front, Enala tossed the loop of her sword belt on the hook outside the door. Her father looked up from where he sat at the outdoor table, a book he’d read half-a-hundred times held in one hand.

      “Good training session, I take it?” he asked with a raised eyebrow.

      Enala shot him a glare by way of answer, and then marched inside without speaking. The interior was sparsely decorated – just one room shared by the three of them. Her parents’ bed was pushed into the far corner, while hers was located immediately beside the door – something they were always threatening to change, when they caught her sneaking out at night with Nerissa.

      Away to the left, a small stone fireplace had been built into the wooden wall, and a well-constructed chimney led up through the roof. Above, the thick canopy did a good job of dispersing the smoke – so long as they only burnt clean, dry wood. Over the fire was an iron grill where they would cook their meals. Just now, a pot of stew was bubbling over the coals.

      “Enala!” Her mother’s voice carried to her from outside. “Make it quick in there. Your next lesson starts in fifteen!”

      Gritting her teeth, Enala glanced around the room. Setting her sights on the pile of fruit at the kitchen table, she plucked out an apple and then moved to the back wall. Carefully, she levered open the window next to her parents’ bed and manoeuvred herself through. With her parents both on the other side of the cabin, they wouldn’t notice she was gone until it was too late.

      She was done with her lessons for today.

      Slipping into the trees behind the house, she set off through the woods at a jog. It didn’t take long to reach the Gold dragon’s nest. The Golds always slept close to the beaches, where they would lay their eggs during breeding season. That was what Nerissa had told her anyway – it had yet to happen during Enala’s five years in Dragon Country.

      Enala hesitated when she reached the edge of the nest, her eyes darting around the clearing in search for Nerissa. A dozen dragons lay sleeping on the crushed grass, enjoying the heat of the morning sun. A few lay together, their tails entwined and wings embracing, but, for the most part, dragons were solitary creatures, preferring to keep a substantial amount of what Nerissa called ‘personal space’ around them as they slept. They might nest as a tribe, but that did not mean bunching together like common earthworms.

      The sun glistening off the golden scales made it difficult to make out any one individual dragon. She knew many of the creatures by name, though only Nerissa allowed the young girl to ride her. Enala’s mother rode the dragon who went by Enduran, one of the leaders of the tribe. Thankfully, Enala couldn’t see him now – he was probably already out hunting over the great ocean.

      Enala glanced back as a sound carried through the forest. Pinpricks spread across her scalp as she watched shadows beneath the canopy, wondering if she’d already been discovered. The sound came again, and cursing, Enala raced into the dragon nest, hissing Nerissa’s name as loudly as she dared.

      Ahead, a head lifted lightly off the crushed grass.

      Enala? Nerissa’s voice whispered in her mind.

      “Here!” Enala whispered, darting up beside the dragon. “Ready to go hunting?”

      Without waiting for a response, Enala scrambled onto Nerissa’s back. A rumble went through the dragon as her great diamond eyes blinked. Enala faltered as she felt a wave of weariness sweep through herself.

      “Wake up!” she hissed beneath her breath, shaking off the dragon’s lethargy. “My parents are coming. Let’s get out of here!”

      What do your parents want, child? Nerissa admonished.

      “Nothing important, I promise you!” Enala replied, slapping the dragon’s back. “Come on, lazy bones, let’s have some fun!”

      Nerissa shook with laughter, and after a moment’s hesitation, her golden wings spread out across the clearing. Crouching down on all fours, her muscles bunched, her scales rippling with the power of her gigantic body.

      Then she leapt, the giant wings beating down, hurtling them into the sky. A wind swept across the clearing, and several golden heads lifted to watch them. From the corner of her eye, Enala glimpsed a figure running from the trees and waving furiously at them.

      Beneath her, Nerissa turned in the air, still gaining height, and Enala’s stomach plummeted into the bottom of her boots. Opening her mouth, she let out a whoop of joy and raised her fist to the sky. In the far distance, she glimpsed three towering peaks rising up from the forest. Snow dusted their tops, while green trees stretched halfway up their sides before giving way to barren red rock.

      Mount Chole and its nameless siblings – the ancient volcanos that had been the downfall of her home city. Since the day the volcanoes had exploded into existence, drought had extended across the plains of Chole, starving the city of sustenance. That had been a hundred years ago, and still the rain had not returned. Instead, the water-laden clouds unleashed their fury over the uninhabited plains on this side of the mountains. The whole of Dragon Country was a green oasis, with only the twisting silver of the Onyx River to mark its boundary.

      Enala’s heart soared as she looked out over the world. Below, she was trapped, locked in the routine set by her parents, forbidden to leave the bounds of Dragon Country. But up here, she was free. Up here, she had no parents to forbid her anything, no rules or unwritten laws to obey. There was only her, and Nerissa, only their own courage, their own fears to limit them.

      Today, she wanted to see the river, to see whether the waters had receded over the last week. If she was lucky, they might be low enough to swim.

      Pointing at the distant sliver of water, Enala shouted over the whirling winds. “Let’s fly!”
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      The girl stared up at Enala, her blue eyes shining in the afternoon sun. Blond hair hung across her face, obscuring her olive skin, and a single lock of purest copper caught on her tiny nose. A splash came from nearby as a fish broke the river’s surface. Ripples raced across the pool, momentarily distorting her reflection. As the surface cleared, she reached up and tucked her locks back behind her ears, but the copper one, always difficult, quickly worked its way free again. A layer of grime covered her cheeks, and while Enala no longer noticed the smell, she knew she must stink.

      She sighed, closing her eyes and turning away from the river. Looking around, she caught a flicker of movement beneath the trees. Tensing, she stared into the undergrowth, watching the shadows shift with the movement of the trees in the breeze. After a moment she shook her head and dismissed the movement as her own paranoia. Nerissa lay nearby, her diamond eyes gleaming as she watched the girl. Nothing would threaten her so long as the dragon was nearby.

      Nodding to herself, Enala moved to the edge of the river bank. The river here moved slowly, reflecting back on itself from the cliff that stretched up from the opposite bank. Beneath the surface, the current still flowed, deceptively strong, but right where she stood, the waters formed a swimming hole in the bend of the river. Gathering her courage, Enala sucked in a breath, and leapt.

      Her reflection rushed up to meet her, gathering speed, and then shattered into a thousand pieces as she struck the water. Ice engulfed her as she plunged deep beneath the surface. The breath exploded from her lips as the cold pressed against her chest. Keeping her calm, she kicked out, propelling herself back towards the surface and away from the current.

      She gasped as she broke back into open air, filling her lungs with fresh air. Her body started to shake as she kicked again, her hands churning to keep her head above the surface. Teeth chattering, she moved towards the cliff-face on the opposite bank. There the rocks shone with the noonday sun, and she sighed as she pulled herself out of the water and flopped onto the warm surface.

      Closing her eyes, she lay there for a while, allowing the sun to warm her. But as her mind drifted, a feeling of impatience, of restlessness, took her. Finally, she sat back up and looked around. She sat on a little ledge between the river and the cliff. On the opposite bank, Nerissa lay curled up on the bare earth, eyes closed. The soft rumbles of her sleep carried across to Enala.

      A cold wind blew across the river, catching on her wet clothes. She shivered, longing to curl up beside the warm dragon and dry off. But the river lay between them, and she wasn’t ready to brave the icy waters again just yet. Instead, she decided to warm herself up with some exercise.

      Turning to the cliff, she studied the worn stone, picking a path up. Carefully choosing her handholds, she started to climb. Muscles straining, she was halfway up the cliff when a voice rumbled in her mind.

      What are you doing? Nerissa questioned.

      Still shivering slightly from her wet clothes, Enala didn’t answer out loud. Having some fun, she thought back.

      Get down from there, her dragon’s voice was concerned.

      Laughing, Enala shook her head. Twisting around, she looked down at Nerissa. “I’m fine–”

      Before she could finish the sentence, the rock beneath her right foot gave way. Her left foot, still slick with water, slipped as it took her weight. She gasped as her body slammed into the cliff-face, her entire weight falling on her hands. She scrambled desperately for a better purchase, but, still wet from her swim, it was hopeless. The slick rock slid beneath her fingers, and suddenly she was tumbling down the side of the cliff. Stars flashed before her eyes as an outcropping of rock struck her in the chin, then she was tumbling through open air.

      Enala gasped as she struck the cold water, the impact driving the air from her lungs. Water flooded her mouth as her mind spun, her thoughts knocked loose by the blow to her chin. A distant sound rang in her ears, of blood pounding in her skull. Desperate for air, she thrashed, but when she opened her eyes all she could see was swirling water.

      Unable to tell up from down, she kicked out, her lungs beginning to scream. An awful pain spread through her body as she clawed at the water. She felt a desperate need, a yearning to open her mouth and suck in a breath. Her skull pounded, and darkness swept across her vision. She was aware of a faint boom, as of something large striking the water, but it sounded far away now. The currents swirled around her, tugging her downriver, sweeping her away.

      Her vision faded, and her mind fell away into darkness…

      Sometime later, Enala woke, the pain pulling her back from the empty gulf. A desperate cough tore from her as she spat water and sucked in a lungful of air. Her gasp rang out over the rumble of the river. Her legs were numb, but she could feel water lapping at her waist, threatening to carry her away. There was sand beneath her cheek. Digging her fingers deep into the earth, she clawed her way up the sand bar.

      Eyes still closed, she collapsed on the damp ground, still gasping, her body a pounding mess of pain. Her thoughts swirled, then fell away again.

      She slept.
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      Thud.

      The sound reverberated through Enala’s consciousness, tugging her back towards the light. Groaning, she fought against it, but now the pain in her jaw returned, sharp and insistent. A tremor swept through her, and she realised her whole body was soaking wet. Cracking open her eyes, she saw it was dark, that night had fallen while she’d slept. Still wondering what had woken her, she pulled herself onto her hands and knees.

      Only then did she see the Red dragon.

      It moved along the opposite bank, its head lowered to the water’s edge, nostrils wide, sniffing the air. Its scarlet scales gleamed in the moonlight, sending a chill right to the centre of Enala’s being. The great globes of its eyes glowed as it scanned the rushing water, searching, hunting.

      Enala crouched down, frozen in place, staring helplessly as it crept closer. Whether it was hunting her, or some other beast that had ventured close to the river, she couldn’t be sure. But one thing was certain, if she remained where she was, it would see her.

      Silently, she reached for her dagger and found it gone. The current must have swept it away. She cursed inwardly. Alone and unarmed, she didn’t stand a chance against a Red dragon.

      With painstaking care, Enala started to crawl. The sand gave way beneath her, muting the sound of her movements, and she sent up silent thanks she hadn’t washed up on a gravel bar. Ahead, the sand gave way to grass, then trees. The shelter of the forest was just a few yards away.

      As she moved, her ears twitched, listening as the sounds of the dragon drawing closer. Branches snapped and stones crunched as it made its way through the undergrowth. The trees near the river were small, stubbly things, often washed away by the winter floods, and they offered the great beast little resistance. If it saw her, there would be nowhere for Enala to run.

      Bit by bit, she made her slow way towards the trees. Sand clung to her damp skin, rubbing against her clothes, but she only bit her lip and ignored it. Closing her eyes, she pressed on, determined to reach the shelter of the trees.

      Suddenly, all sound of the dragon’s movement ceased.

      Enala froze, breath held, poised on all fours. Jaw clenched, she shifted her head half-a-fraction, and glanced across the river.

      The dragon stood on the bank directly opposite her, the great globes of its eyes staring, pupils dilated, tongue flicking out to taste the air. A rumble grew in the dragon’s chest as its head lifted, reverberating through the air. Its claws dug into the soft clay of the opposite bank, tearing deep into the earth. The scarlet wings lifted from its back, tearing aside branches and bending tree trunks.

      Opening its mouth, the Red dragon roared.

      A scream built in Enala’s throat, but her legs were faster still. Scrambling to her feet, she leapt for the trees as a blast of flame crystallised the sand where she’d been crouched. Leaves slapped at her face as she disappeared into the undergrowth – then turned abruptly to her right. A rush of air came from behind her as something slammed into the forest, tearing up trees by their roots.

      Enala stumbled, lost her footing, regained it, and sprinted downriver. She darted back out of the dense undergrowth, taking advantage of the open ground along the river bank. Behind her, the dragon’s roar shook the night. Heat washed over her as an inferno lit the forest, incinerating entire trees. But the dragon hadn’t yet realised she’d changed direction.

      The deception wouldn’t last long.

      “Nerissa!” Enala screamed. She repeated her dragon’s name in her mind, desperate.

      The Gold dragon had to be out here somewhere, searching, looking for the foolish girl who’d pushed herself beyond her abilities. She would not have just abandoned Enala out here, couldn’t have left her out here to die.

      Unless she thought Enala was already lost.

      A chill spread through Enala and turning again, she darted back into the forest. A great splash came from somewhere behind her as the Red dragon returned to the river. She prayed she’d lost it for the moment, but it had her scent now. She would not be able to evade it for long. Another roar came, closer this time. Smoke drifted through the trees, choking her. Struggling not to cough, she ducked beneath a low-hanging branch and raced on.

      The boom of wings striking the air shook the forest. Wind bowed the trees around her, bringing with it the reek of rotting meat. A roar came from overhead, and a burst of flames lit the shadows beneath the canopy. Enala flinched, waiting for the searing heat to wash her away, but obviously the Red still hadn’t found her.

      Lungs burning, she raced on.
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      Time passed – second, minutes, hours, Enala could no longer tell. It was all the same to her now. She dodged through the tangled trees, traversing yards, miles, leagues, she had no way of knowing. Always though, the dragon was never far behind. By scent or sound or taste, it chased her, burning and tearing its way through the forest. She felt its hate like some pure, tangible force. It threatened to overwhelm her.

      They hated humanity, the Reds, beyond all comprehension. It would hunt her to the ends of the earth now it had seen her.

      As she fled, Enala called out again and again for Nerissa, for her parents, for help. No one came. The game of cat and mouse played out through the night. At times she had no time for thought, as the dragon roared and flames seared the air, and she thought surely it had her this time. At others, all noise of the pursuit would cease, and for a time she would dare hope she’d lost it.

      Yet inevitably it would return, the thump of its wings, the rumble of its flames, the stench of its breath chasing after her.

      Finally, as the first light of morning seeped between the trees, Enala found the last of her strength flagging. Her parents’ training had done her well, propelling her on beyond all reason, keeping her going where so many others would have fallen. But even she had her limits, and bruised and battered, her skin torn and bloodied, Enala had finally reached hers.

      She slumped to her knees, a sob tearing from her throat. In her mind, a voice berated her.

      Stupid, stupid, stupid.

      How could she have been so foolish?

      The answer didn’t matter now. Soon, nothing would. She wondered if her parents would ever know what had become of her, if they would hunt down the beast that had killed her, and scorch it from this earth. She hoped so. During their endless hunt, Enala had come to hate the Red dragon with a passion that could only be matched by its own.

      She wanted it dead.

      The thought sent a chill to the centre of her soul. She clenched her fists, slowly pulling herself to her feet. Her knife was lost, but her fingers scrambled at the ground, coming up with a fist-size rock. It was hopeless, Enala knew that. But she was a warrior. She would not die on her knees.

      The beat of wings was growing closer now, the dragon’s roar deafening. Enala straightened, facing the canopy, gathering her courage. Breathing in, she savoured the crisp tang of the forest. She licked her lips, tasting blood and dirt, and reached up to wipe them clean. Gathering herself, she bellowed at the sky.

      “I’m here, dragon! Come and get me!”

      For a second there was silence, and she thought it might not have heard her. She even entertained a sudden hope that it had finally lost her, that it had flown past without realising she was here.

      Then, with a shriek of tearing wood, the canopy tore asunder. The dragon came crashing down, all teeth and claws and wings and scales. The ground shook as it slammed down. Its giant eyes swept around, fixing on the tiny girl standing amidst the trees. Claws tensed, ripping through roots and stone and dirt. A rumble began in its throat. As the giant maw opened, Enala glimpsed flame flickering deep in its throat.

      Screaming, she hurled her rock with all her might.

      It was like throwing a pebble at the ocean, but her aim was true, and it flew deep into the dragon’s maw. The beast flinched at her sudden movement, as though afraid she might truly be capable of doing it harm. Its jaw snapped shut and it reared back, its rumbling growl turning to a hiss. Its tail thrashed out, snapping trees in two as it retreated a step.

      But the respite did not last long. A lump shifted down its throat as it swallowed. The eyes flickered back to her, and she saw the rage lurking in their icy depths. The jaw opened again. Flames swelled in its throat.

      Overhead, the crack of wings on air drew Enala’s attention upwards. With a flash of gold, Nerissa burst through the canopy, mouth wide, claws extended. The Red spun to meet her, but Nerissa’s momentum caught the beast and hurled it backwards into the trees. The great trunks groaned as they took the dragon’s weight. Its roar shook the ground as the Red scrambled up, wings spread.

      Nerissa was on it in an instant. Lunging forward, her claws flashed for the beast’s throat, a roar of her own reverberating through the clearing. Larger and faster, she slammed into the Red, driving it back. Its claws lifted to protect its neck. Scarlet blood flew as Enala’s dragon tore at its flesh.

      The Red roared, scrambling back, desperate to escape the Gold dragon’s fury. To no avail. Nerissa lurched forward, jaws wide, and sank her teeth into the Red’s neck. Screaming, the Red reared up. Its claws flashed out, slicing at Nerissa. Blood dripping from her maw, the Gold dragon lurched back.

      Enala scrambled across the muddy ground as the two dragons clashed again, the blast of wind from their wings almost knocking her from her feet. The ground shook as Nerissa tossed the Red like a ragdoll, sending it tumbling through the trees. But it did not stay down. Leaping back to its feet, the Red tore at her dragon. Blood dripped freely into the earth as the two raged against one another. Nerissa’s golden scales lay scattered across the forest. Long gashes marked her hide where the Red’s claws had found their mark.

      Yet it was clear the Gold was winning. Whatever her injuries, Nerissa had dealt far worse to the Red. Blood streaked its hide, mingling with the scarlet scales, so that it seemed its whole body were bleeding. Several of its claws had been torn away, and as it came at Nerissa again, it could only manage a limp, unable to throw off the agony of its wounds.

      Enala’s heart soared as she watched Nerissa prevailing. But as she retreated, her foot caught in a fallen tree. She tumbled backwards with a shout. A roar carried across the clearing as the two dragons turned towards her. Looking up from the ground, she saw the Red’s eyes darken. It knew it was going to lose, that it could not defeat the Gold dragon.

      But it could hurt her.

      The great red jaws opened. Before Nerissa could intervene, a plume of fire rushed from the dragon’s jaws. Screaming, Enala twisted, throwing herself flat against the ground as fire rushed overhead. She lay behind the tree she’d tripped over. It offered some shelter, but as the fire grew, she felt it searing at her skin, scorching, burning. Breathing in, the heat seared her throat, sucking the air from her lungs. She gasped, choking as the flames engulfed her.
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      As quickly as it had begun, the inferno ceased. A sudden silence filled the air. Facedown on the ground, Enala stifled a moan, feeling the burning across her back. The awful heat slowly faded away, but she didn’t dare move, hardly breathed, for fear she would agitate whatever burns her back had taken.

      Lying on the ground, she listened for the sound of dragons battling, but there was nothing. A dreadful stillness hung over the forest. The woodland creatures had fled long ago, driven away by the Red dragon’s presence, leaving the morning in unnatural silence. Body aching, Enala waited for the roars and screams to resume.

      Enala? Are you okay?

      Enala shivered as Nerissa’s voice sounded in her mind. I don’t know, she replied, not trusting her throat to speak.

      The ground shook as something large approached. The Red is dead, child. Where are you? There was open concern in Nerissa’s voice.

      Shifting her body slightly, Enala flinched, then realised she didn’t hurt half as bad as she’d expected. Blinking open her eyes, she stared at the blackened ground around her. The tree trunk behind her had been turned to charcoal. There wasn’t a leaf or branch left on the ground where the dragon’s fire had swept through. She frowned and sat up.

      Across the clearing, Nerissa stood over the bloody body of the Red dragon. Her claws had opened its throat, spilling blood and fire across the root-riddled ground. Its body looked broken, as though with the fleeing of its life it had shrunk, become less. Even so, the great mound of red scales was still an imposing sight. Shivering, Enala looked at Nerissa.

      You are safe, Enala felt the dragon’s relief sweep through her.

      She nodded, half in disbelief. Carefully, Enala patted herself down, checking for injuries she might have missed. She still carried the bruises and cuts left from her flight through the jungle, but there were no burns. Her clothes were hot to the touch, but it seemed the fallen tree had protected her long enough for Nerissa to kill the Red.

      Enala shuddered as she realised how close she’d come to death. Tears welled in her eyes as she looked up at the dragon. “Thank you, Nerissa,” she choked, hugging herself.

      You are welcome, child, Nerissa replied. I looked all night for you. You are a long way from Dragon Country.

      “How did you find me?” she coughed, pulling herself to her feet. Stumbling across the clearing, she hugged the dragon’s giant face.

      A rumble came from Nerissa’s chest, one of warmth and love and joy. The path of destruction was not hard to follow, once I found it. But I missed you in my first pass down the river, I only found the Red’s trail on my return.

      Enala nodded. Suddenly remembering her exhaustion, she slumped down beside Nerissa. “Where are we?” she asked warily, leaning her head against the dragon’s great forearm.

      Almost to Mount Chole, child, Nerissa replied. You led the Red quite the chase.

      “Guess my parents were right after all,” she mumbled, sleep tugging at her.

      They will be worried, came Nerissa’s reply. We should return.

      Enala nodded. Her parents would be terrified. She had never spent an entire night away from home. Usually their little escapades ended well before dark, and she would return in time for a pre-dinner scolding. No doubt her parents would be out on Enduran, searching. But so far beyond the border of Dragon Country, they were unlikely to find her.

      Despite the sense of urgency, Enala’s body refused to obey. Sleep tugged at her, robbing the last of her strength from her limbs. Her eyelids slowly drooped closed.

      I don’t think I could hold on to you, Nerissa, she thought, too exhausted to speak. I’ll slide right off you.

      Your parents… Nerissa began, but Enala was already falling, vanishing into the darkness of sleep.
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      When Enala woke, the noonday sun was high in the sky. Opening her eyes, she squinted into the light. She shuddered as words whispered through her thoughts, left over from sleep, so she could not recall what her dreams had been of.

      You will never leave this place.

      You will remain here forever.

      You cannot be trusted.

      The words tugged at her mind, pervasive. She frowned, knowing they were her parent’s voices, yet surely, they would never say such things. She was a woman grown now, an adult by all rights. They couldn’t keep her locked away in Dragon Country. She had a right to make her own choices.

      Those choices almost got you killed, came her mother’s voice.

      Shaking her head, Enala forced the voices away and sat up. Nerissa lay curled around her, the soft rumbles of the dragon’s slumber filling the clearing. Apparently, the night had left the dragon more exhausted than she had admitted. Enala winced as she saw the long gashes in Nerissa’s golden scales. They would leave scars. She wondered what that would mean for a Gold dragon.

      Enala’s gaze travelled around the clearing until her eyes settled on the Red dragon. Squaring her shoulders, she walked around Nerissa to look at the dead beast. Her nose wrinkled as she breathed in. Before, the Red had carried with it the scent of rotting meat. Now, the stench filled the clearing, so strong her gut roiled.

      She shuddered. The Red’s bulk lay amongst the broken trees, filling half the clearing that had been created when it crashed down through the canopy. How she had evaded it for so long was beyond her. But, if anything, surely that meant Enala had proved to her parents she was ready. She had faced down a Red dragon, and survived. Sure, she’d needed Nerissa at the end, but still…

      You were foolish, immature. You will never be ready.

      Enala flinched at the imaginary voice. Shaking her head, she backed away from the dragon. For a second it seemed alive again, its great bulk shifting in the shadows, preparing to leap up and eat her.

      She shook her head, steadying herself. Looking at the dragon again, she nodded, reassured it remained dead.

      You will spend the rest of your life in Dragon Country.

      “No!” the word tore itself from Enala’s lips.

      She swung around, half expecting to see her parents standing there. But she stood alone in the noonday sun. Shadows clung to the edges of the clearing, seeming to swirl as the breeze blew across the trees. For a second they seemed to stretch towards her…

      Enala blinked, and the shadows stilled.

      But the thoughts remained, the fear. Looking at the Red dragon, she imagined her parents’ reaction. They had trained Enala not just to fight and hunt and survive, but to be smart, to outthink her opponents. She was meant to avoid putting herself in life-threatening situations.

      Instead, she’d placed herself square in danger’s path.

      They might not lock her away forever, but she was right about one thing. Her parents would never trust her alone after this. It would be years before they allowed her to ride Nerissa again, and who knew how long before they returned to civilisation.

      The thought chilled Enala’s heart. She’d been so hopeful this would be the year, that since she was a woman, they might finally relent, and return with her to Chole. She had allowed herself to hope for a real life, for real, human friends.

      But now those hopes would prove no more than fantasies. She would never be allowed to venture beyond the borders of Dragon Country.

      Except, just now, Enala was already well beyond those borders.

      Blinking, Enala looked up through the shattered canopy. She turned slowly, scanning the edge of the trees, searching the horizon. The glint of white gave away Mount Chole, rising up into the sky. She shivered at the sight. She had only ever seen the mountain from a dragon back. On the ground, even from the tallest tree in Dragon Country, the snowy peak could not be seen.

      Yet there it was, rising into the sky, beckoning. Beyond the stark peak, Chole waited, the city of her childhood.

      No, you can’t, she thought, shaking her head.

      But you must, another voice replied.

      Enala shivered. Her eyes settled on the sleeping Nerissa, her mind torn. The dragon would never consent to her leaving for the city. She would drag Enala back tooth and claw if she had to. Much as they were friends, Nerissa respected Enala’s mother too much.

      Tears stung Enala’s eyes as she realised her decision had already been made. For a second she wanted to run to the dragon, to hug her warm scales to her chest, and tell the great golden beast she loved her. But that would only wake Nerissa. Then Enala would have to return to her parents, would have to face their reprimands and anger, and be locked away from the world.

      Swallowing her grief, Enala straightened her shoulders and faced the mountains. She didn’t know when she would see the dragon next – if they would ever see each other again, for that matter. She owed Nerissa her life, and more, but Enala also knew she couldn’t stay. If she stayed, her life would never come to anything.

      Silently, Enala moved into the trees. At the last second, she turned back, her eyes lingering on the golden form of Nerissa. A lump caught in her throat, and she almost returned, almost cast aside her plan and moved to wake her dragon.

      Then her resolve returned. Shaking off her grief, Enala turned away. “Farewell, my friend,” she whispered as she set out through the forest.
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      “Oi!”

      Enala spun as a man shouted behind her. The hot sticky bun almost slipped from her fingers. She fumbled it for a second before catching it firmly with her left hand. Slipping it into her sash, she turned to face the storekeeper. Eyes wide, she flashed him a look of pure innocence.

      “What’s wrong, sir?” she asked, smiling sweetly.

      The man wasn’t having any of it. A baton appeared in his hand as he stepped out from behind his stall.

      “Give it here,” he growled.

      Raising her empty hands, Enala retreated a step. “Give what?”

      “That’s it,” the man snapped and jumped at her, baton raised.

      Spinning on her heel, Enala laughed as the man stumbled past her and crashed into a passing pedestrian. The two collapsed to the dusty cobblestones. A string of curses followed, but Enala didn’t waste any time trying to help them up. Snatching another bun from the stall for good measure, she took off down the street, the angry shouts of the baker chasing after her.

      She ducked into an alleyway before anyone else took note of the girl fleeing the scene. Within minutes she had disappeared into the shady network of backstreets that criss-crossed the city. The maze was far from safe for a girl who’d just turned sixteen, but for the last year Enala’s lessons had served her well. After all, if her parents had taught her anything, it was how to persevere, and survive.

      When Enala was sure she’d lost any potential pursuers, she settled herself into a nook in the mud brick walls to claim her prize. Her stomach rumbled as she took the first bun from her pocket. She stifled a moan as she bit into the sweet pastry, savouring its taste on her tongue. In the past year she had rarely tasted anything so pleasant, and for a moment her stomach twisted, and she felt a yearning for the past she’d left behind.

      Quickly pushing down the feeling, Enala shook her head. This was her life now, her path. She’d made her choice, now she had to live with it.

      Savouring the sweet bun, she laid her head back against the wall and closed her eyes. The year hadn’t been easy – nothing like what Enala had expected when she’d first set out from Dragon Country. The trek to the city had taken a day and a night, but that had been the easy part. On arriving, she found a city very different to the one she’d left behind as a child.

      Perhaps it was only because her ten-year-old self had seen the wonders of Chole through rose-tinted vision, but the Chole she found was far harder, far less forgiving than the one in her memories. In those first few days, it quickly became obvious why Chole was nicknamed the Dying City.

      She’d first arrived with a vague idea of finding work in a stable or inn. While Enala had never poured a drink in her life, she was a fast learner and eager to make her way in the world. She was even a decent hand in the kitchen should the cooks need help.

      But it hadn’t taken long for her idea of finding reputable work to crumble. With only a few inns in the city, opportunities were limited. Likewise, most stables and restaurants had long since gone out of business. The drought meant hay and food had to be imported, making it too costly to stock for all but the wealthiest establishments. And they had no interest in hiring a seedy looking girl from the forest.

      On the other hand, there were more than enough less reputable employment opportunities on hand. More than one innkeeper had suggested he might find work for a pretty young thing like herself – but it wouldn’t be in the kitchen. The first to make such a proposal had quickly found himself on the floor. But as the weeks passed by, Enala quickly learnt the ones who only suggested such things were the least of her worries.

      There were darker sides of Chole she had yet to discover.

      Thankfully, one innkeeper had at least been kind enough to offer her a dagger. It was small and of poor quality, but without any coin she wasn’t about to find anything better. That dagger had saved her life on more than one occasion.

      They’d first come for Enala in her second week in the city. They must have been watching her for a while – since they came at night, to the abandoned building she’d claimed as her own. But they obviously hadn’t expected a fight.

      Enala wasn’t sure what had woken her that night. The scrape of a boot on stone, the soft whisper of a man’s voice, or perhaps it had just been intuition, a sense she was no longer alone. She’d snapped from sleep to full-alertness just seconds before they grabbed her.

      As the thick fingers had closed around her leg, Enala had already been reaching for the dagger she kept tucked beneath her makeshift pillow. She’d known instantly whoever had her was far larger and stronger than she was, and, as her hand closed around the dagger hilt, she’d found herself being dragged bodily across the room.

      Twisting in his grip, she’d kicked out with her free leg. The blow had connected with something solid. A muffled curse had followed, and while the man’s grip did not loosen, it gave Enala the chance to sit up.

      That was all she needed.

      Before her assailant could resume dragging her from the house, Enala had lashed out with the dagger, driving it deep into the arm that held her. A scream rattled through the darkness and she’d glimpsed a large shadow lurching away from her.

      Dagger still in hand, she’d leapt to her feet as a second shadow darted in. Enala had never seen the baton, but she’d heard the whistle as something whipped towards her. Throwing herself to the side, she heard the shriek of steel on the stone wall. Rolling to her feet, she swung her gaze around the room, glimpsing a man writhing on the ground, another still standing.

      As he swung towards her, Enala darted in, head low, dagger clenched tight at her side. The man lifted his baton, clearly unaware what exactly she’d done to his comrade, and Enala had driven the dagger deep into the soft flesh of his stomach. He gave a choked cry as she tore it downward, then jerked it back. Steel rang again as the baton struck the ground.

      Enala hadn’t waited around to see what happened to the men. Sweeping up her jacket, she’d fled through the backdoor, and never looked back.

      After that, though, she had never slept in the same place for more than a few nights in a row, and she always made sure to check if she was being followed before returning to her hideout. It was a tough life, but whenever she thought of returning home, of admitting to her parents her foolishness and begging their forgiveness, she steeled herself and continued on.

      And for the most part, she’d gotten by. She’d dropped several stone, but even when starving, she rarely resorted to theft. Given the struggles of her fellow citizens, she tried to keep to scavenging whatever discarded food she could find. Except on occasion, like today. Sure, sweet buns were no birthday cake, but they were as good as she was going to get for this birthday. She supposed at least she didn’t have to spend the day playing war games with her father in Dragon Country.

      Thinking of her family brought a pang to Enala’s chest, and she quickly shook her head and stood. Closing off her heart, she stared into the shadows, forcing the distant memories from her mind. She gritted her teeth, the breath catching in her throat. A desire to run took her, and she stepped back out into the alley without looking.

      She glimpsed the man a second before he crashed into her. The impact sent her flying backwards. She struggled to recover her balance, but her feet tripped on a discarded brick. The ground rushed up to meet her, and stars flashed through the shadows as her head struck the wall. Heart pounding, she rolled to the side and back to her feet, fingers already fumbling for her dagger. Eyes wide, she looked around for her assailant.

      Enala found the man standing in the shadows, eyes wide, staring at her with a look of shock and anger. Drawing the dagger, she stepped towards him, teeth bared. To her surprise, the man’s eyes widened further and he quickly raised his hands.

      “Please, I have no money!” he cried.

      Blinking, Enala was momentarily taken aback. “What are you talking about?” she asked. Her brow creased and she shook her head. “Why did you attack me?”

      “Attack you?” he gasped. “You came out of nowhere!”

      Eying the man closely, Enala took a step towards him, dagger still raised. “What are you doing back here?” she asked, eyebrows raised. “You’re not from these parts.”

      Now she’d taken a second to examine him, Enala could see it was true. The man wore a neatly tailored jerkin of blue silk, with matching black trousers and a leather belt that would have cost more than most people’s monthly wage in this part of Chole. A well-worked rapier hung from his belt, but even at the sight of her dagger, he didn’t attempt to draw it. Swallowing visibly, he raised his hands higher. His green eyes blinking rapidly as sweat dripped down his brow.

      “I…I…I’m looking for someone,” he stammered. “Well, not ‘someone’ per se. Something? No, I mean, I’m looking for a hunter!”

      “A hunter?” Enala asked, sensing a lie. “There’s not much to hunt in these parts, you know. Not unless you’re planning to hunt down a Raptor or something.”

      Raptors were a ferocious lizard-like creature rumoured to live in the desert beyond Chole’s walls. While she’d never ventured out to test the rumour, she had no reason to disbelieve it. After all, she’d lived with the dragons, and they were little more than a rumour here, either. So long as the dragons kept to their side of the mountains, no one in Chole seemed to care one way or another if they still existed.

      At her words, the man had gone bright red. He stared at her for a second, and then lowered his hands to his sides. “Look, I dunno who you are…but I’m looking for a killer. I need…I need a bounty hunter.”
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      “What’s someone like you doing looking for a bounty hunter?” Enala asked, lowering her dagger a fraction.

      The stranger only shook his head, clearly unwilling to say anything more in the narrow alleyway. His eyes flicked around, searching the shadows, as though he were afraid of being overhead. “Look,” he said finally, “if you can’t help me, I need to go.”

      When Enala said nothing in response, he started to turn away. Watching him retreating down the alley, Enala’s heart gave a pang. The man was clearly out of his depth. If he spent much longer wandering around Chole’s maze of backstreets, he was likely to meet a far rougher crowd than the bounty hunters’ guild.

      Stay out of it, she argued with herself, but she was already moving after him. “Hey, wait up!” she called.

      The man glanced back as she caught him. His eyes flickered to her dagger. Rolling her eyes, she slid it back into her belt.

      “You can’t just walk around Chole blindly looking for the guild. People get lost in these streets for days, you know.”

      The stranger’s eyes widened. “Really?”

      Enala sighed. “No, it was a joke…” She rolled her eyes. “Come on, I don’t know where the guild is, but I know an inn some of its members frequent.”

      She moved past him without waiting for him to respond, taking the lead. He hesitated a moment, uncertainty written across his face, before finally stepping after her. She led him through the shadowy backstreets, taking care to keep the route to the Happy Ox fixed in her mind.

      In the last year, she’d heard rumours about the bounty hunters’ guild, but had never bothered learning more about them. Their profession seemed to fall squarely between the reputable and more shady sides of Chole.

      It took them half an hour to reach the inn. By then, Enala was covered head to toe in the usual layer of dust left by Chole’s underground. Her new-found-companion was in an even worse state. Several times he’d tripped on the garbage that lay discarded in the alleyways. Looking at him now, Enala hated to think about what exactly was staining his expensive clothes.

      “Well, this is it – the Happy Ox,” Enala said simply, brushing the dust from her clothes. “I hear guild members sometimes like to drink inside. It’s a little early still, but you might get lucky.”

      In fact, it was only around noon, and now she thought about it, the inn was likely to be almost empty. Still, she’d done her part, and, straightening, she started to turn away.

      “Oh,” the man’s voice called her back. He stood looking at the double doors to the inn, fiddling with the hem of his shirt. “Ah…I don’t suppose you’d like to accompany me for a drink?” he trailed off lamely. “You seem…accomplished, and I’m not really sure what I’m doing, to be honest.”

      Enala snorted. “No kidding.” She shook her head, and then shrugged. “Well, it is my birthday. I guess I could go for a drink. My name’s Enala, by the way,” she said, offering her hand.

      “Tom,” he replied, taking her hand in his. A smile spread across his cheeks. “It’s your birthday, truly? Well, in that case, let me buy you some lunch, as well. You look half starved…” he trailed off again, as if suddenly realising what he was saying.

      Enala’s stomach did a little flip at the mention of real food. Now it was her turn to stand there wide eyed, more than a little shocked by his offer. She wondered if he knew how expensive food was in Chole. With so much of their fresh produce imported from Lonia, the price of eating out was staggering. Crossing her fingers he wouldn’t change his mind inside, she allowed herself to be led through the double doors by a grinning Tom.

      “Now, what would you like, Enala?” he asked after they were seated.

      Enala’s eyes widened as she looked at the prices on the menu, and all she could do was shake her head. “Ah…whatever you like, I guess?”

      “Excellent! Let’s see what the barbeque is like here, then. Looks like they’ve got some Lonian steaks available. Waitress!”

      Enala stared as Tom ordered them each a steak that would have cost her a week’s salary – if she’d had one. He added a bottle of Trolan red to the order, then sat back with a broad grin on his face.

      “So, how old are you today, birthday girl?” In his excitement, Tom seemed to have forgotten all about his reason for being there.

      “Ahh…I’m…sixteen.” She said softly. Suddenly thinking that Tom might get the wrong idea, she added. “You know, I can’t be here too long. My parents are expecting me home.”

      “Of course, of course,” Tom said, raising his hands to supplement her. “Don’t worry, I’m not after anything. Honestly, I get the feeling you may have saved me from more than just being lost back there. I wanted to thank you.”

      Enala nodded, still a little wary. “You’re welcome, Tom.” She shrugged. “You looked a little out of your depth. I remember being that way too, not so long ago. I thought I could help you out.”

      Tom smiled. “So, your parents let you wander the streets here a lot?”

      Blinking, Enala inwardly cursed herself as she realised how ridiculous that statement sounded. Biting her lip, she nodded. “They…don’t know where I go during the day.”

      “You did look pretty accomplished with that dagger,” Tom replied, laughing. He fell silent for a moment, his eyes sliding around the room. “So, do you think anyone here’s a bounty hunter?”

      Enala took a moment to study the people eating in the diner. Several men sat at the bar, their elbows leaning against the ale-soaked wood. They certainly looked the part – they were unshaven, grizzly looking men, each far larger than Tom. But they were also unarmed, and, given the nature of a bounty hunter’s work, that didn’t fit. Hunters spent their lives tracking down criminals, and made more than a few enemies in doing so. She doubted such men would ever be caught without their blades.

      Her eyes continued around the room. The other tables were mostly empty, with just a few older looking merchants sitting having lunch. The only occupant near them was a woman sitting at a nearby table. The angle of the table concealed any weapons the woman might be carrying, and a tangle of scarlet hair hid her face from view. But to Enala’s practiced eye, the woman was far too young to be a hunter. She hardly looked older than Enala herself.

      Returning her gaze to Tom, Enala shook her head. “Sorry, Tom. It doesn’t look like there’s anyone here today.”

      Tom’s shoulders sagged. “Damnit,” he mumbled, but forced a smile. “Oh well, maybe tonight.”

      Enala pursed her lips. “Look, Tom, it’s none of my business, but why do you need a hunter? You don’t seem like the type to make enemies. If someone’s done you wrong, why don’t you just go to the authorities?”

      Sitting back in his chair, Tom studied her, as though weighing up whether a sixteen-year-old girl could handle what he had to say. Before he could respond, the waitress came bustling over, a steaming plate in each hand, and Enala was immediately distracted by the delectable scent of roasting meat.

      Her eyes slid to the plate. Most of the food in Chole was some combination of curried vegetables, chicken and spice – as was most of what she scavenged. She hadn’t seen steak since leaving her parents’ cabin in Dragon Country. Only now did Enala realise how much she’d missed real meat. Stomach rumbling, she reached for the knife and fork.

      “I’m from Ardath,” she looked up as Tom spoke, a chunk of meat halfway to her mouth. He hadn’t touched his food yet, but he lifted his mug of wine and took a swig before continuing. “I came here a week ago, but I haven’t been able to leave.”

      Enala placed the chunk of steak in her mouth and chewed thoughtfully. She stifled a moan as the rich, smoky flavour filled her mouth. “Why not?” She mumbled between bites.

      Tom shrugged. “There’s a merchant, called Robin Tucker, he…he has my wife.”

      The meat caught in Enala’s throat as she spluttered over his answer. Choking, she started to cough. Sweeping up her mug, she slurped down a mouthful of wine, swallowing hard. The blockage dislodged and she gasped in a fresh breath.

      “What?” she managed finally. “Why haven’t you gone to the authorities?”

      “He’s a very rich merchant,” Tom replied lamely, “and well connected. I don’t even know he has her for certain – only that she went to deliver our shipment of spices to his house, and never came back.”

      “So you don’t know if she ever reached his house?” Enala asked, still a little breathless. Not to be deterred, she picked up her fork and took another bite.

      “Quite sure. He’s…not a good man. I went to call him out, to try and get her back, but he set his guards on me. There were…too many for me to take by myself. When I went to the constable, they wouldn’t even hear my case. I’m…I’m out of options,” he said finally, spreading his hands.

      Enala nodded, taking another sip of her wine. This time she held it in her mouth a second, savouring its rich, aromatic taste. Noticing her glass was empty, Tom took the bottle and refilled it.

      “So, you want a bounty hunter to rescue her?” she asked.

      “Essentially, yes,” Tom said, “I’m not even sure if they do rescues, do they?” His voice became strained, as though the thought had just occurred to him.

      Enala’s lips twisted in a frown. “I’m not…really sure a bounty hunter is what you need.”

      To her surprise, tears sprang to Tom’s eyes. His head banged down on the table. “I don’t know what to do, Enala,” he gasped. “I have no idea what I’m doing. I’m so afraid, what he’s done to her, what he’s doing to her…”

      Enala sat in shock and stared at the man. Her mouth opened, then closed, as her heart clenched in her chest. She’d never seen someone look so broken. He was clearly so far out of his depth in this city, she could hardly imagine how he’d survived this long. Warmth flushed in her cheeks as she thought of him trying to rescue his wife alone.

      Before she knew what she was doing, a voice spoke from somewhere in the vicinity of her head.

      “Don’t worry, Tom. I’m going to help you.”

      Only when the voice faded away did Enala realise it was she who had spoken.
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      Enala crouched on the rooftop and stared across at the merchant’s house. With the full moon illuminating the night, she had little trouble making out the guard stationed on the front gate, but otherwise nothing moved inside the complex. A twenty-foot brick wall surrounded the building, with the gate the only way through. Beyond the wall, the single-storey villa was dark, its glass windows shining in the moonlight. They would make things more difficult – but then, they weren’t such a rare occurrence here. If there was one thing Chole had in a plenty, it was sand, and the coal with which to transform it into glass.

      She took a moment to check the sword on her belt. Tom had given her his rapier after they’d surreptitiously scouted out the house. It was lighter than the short swords she’d trained with back in Dragon Country, and longer than she was used to, but she hoped it wouldn’t be needed. She planned to sneak over the wall, then wait for Tom to distract the guards, before taking his wife out.

      If everything went to plan, Tom and his wife would be on their way to Ardath by sunrise.

      Of course, she’d never actually been in a real sword fight before, never mind broken into a man’s house. Anything could go wrong between now and the dawn.

      Slipping off the rooftop, she clambered silently down the drain pipe and crossed the road. The guard did not look up from his seat outside the door. She hoped he hadn’t fallen asleep – if he missed Tom’s distraction, he would still be waiting there for her when she and Tom’s wife slipped outside.

      When Enala reached the wall, she pressed herself up against the bricks and then slipped along to where it intersected with the neighbouring building. The merchant had done a good job keeping his wall free of nooks and crannies that might help someone climb it, but, fortunately for Enala, his neighbour hadn’t done the same. Several missing bricks, and a jutting pipe allowed her to scramble up and slip across onto the top of the merchant’s wall. She quickly dropped down the other side before anyone spotted her.

      Landing on the soft grass, she darted across to where a cluster of rose bushes hid her from sight of the house. There, she crouched in the shadows, ears peeled for any hint she’d been spotted. The night remained silent, the sweet scent of fresh roses drifting in her nostrils. For a second she paused, closing her eyes to savour the smell. Tom hadn’t been wrong – this man was obviously rich beyond imagining, if he had the money for a garden in the middle of the desert.

      Convinced she remained undetected, Enala stood at a crouch and slid across the garden. Her neck tingled as she imagined unseen eyes watching her, but the house remained still. Internally, she berated herself for this midnight heist.

      Idiot. You shouldn’t be doing this. You’re no hunter!

      When she finally reached the side door to the house, Enala could hardly believe she’d made it. Squatting outside, she reached up and tried the handle. To her surprise, it opened easily, and for a moment she wondered if this whole thing had been a trap. She dismissed the thought an instant later, deciding the merchant was obviously over-confident about his wall and guards, and hadn’t bothered to lock his house.

      Slipping inside, Enala waited for her eyes to adjust to the darkness. Moonlight shone through the curtains, illuminating a room far wealthier than anything she’d ever seen. Silk carpets covered the floors, and, looking down at her filthy boots, she almost retreated outside in horror at the mess she was making. Instead, she steeled herself and pressed further inside.

      The house appeared to be one large, open-plan living quarters. In the right wall, a dim glow revealed where the fire had burned low. A feline’s fur coat lay across the carpet in front of it, surrounded by plush velvet couches that looked more comfortable than her bed back in Dragon Country. Two half-drunken glasses of wine sat on the coffee table beside the couch.

      A snort from across the room drew her attention. Heart racing, Enala strained to make out the source of the sound. A massive poster bed took shape from the shadows. She glimpsed two figures lying beneath the silken duvet, eyes closed, hair messed with sleep.

      Enala’s breath caught in her throat as she saw the woman lying in the bed. Her blond hair, pale complexion, and prominent cheeks gave her a stark, raw beauty – exactly as her husband had described. This could only be Amanda, the woman she had come to rescue.

      The bastard!

      Anger stirred in Enala’s stomach as her eyes flickered to the man. He lay on the other side of the bed, one hand extended towards the woman he had stolen. His hair was greying, the skin of his face hanging in folds. Age had not been kind to him. Enala could see why he’d stooped so low as to steal another man’s wife. Teeth gritted in rage, Enala fingered the hilt of her sword and moved towards the bed.

      Stepping up beside the woman, she struggled to think what to do. Could she wake the woman without disturbing the merchant? Glancing at the man, she felt an urge to drive her sword through his chest. A shadow flickered in her vision and the blade was half drawn before she realised what she was doing. Taking a breath, she returned it to the scabbard. She was no killer – not in cold blood, anyway.

      She tried to quell the trembling in her heart, and reached out to squeeze Amanda’s hand. The long black eyelids fluttered, then cracked open. For a moment, the woman did not move, just lay staring into the darkness, trying to make out who was holding her hand. A frown creased her forehead.

      Then she started to scream.
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      Enala jerked back from the bed as the woman’s scream echoed through the room. Her foot slammed into a discarded footstool, and, before she could stop herself, she was tumbling backwards.

      In the bed, Amanda screamed again and sat up. Scrambling on the ground, Enala leapt back up, the rapier leaping into her hand. Beside the woman, the merchant threw off his covers and looked around. He flinched back as his eyes took in the naked steel. Eyes wide, his hairy chest bare, he stared at Enala in disbelief.

      “What’s going on here?” he shouted.

      Thinking fast, Enala leapt forward and pointed her rapier at his chest. She had obviously scared Tom’s wife half out of her mind, but it wasn’t too late to get her out. Tom’s distraction would be coming any second. She would need to act fast if they were both going to get out alive.

      “I’m here to take Amanda back to her husband,” she growled, teeth bared.

      The merchant stared up at her blankly. “I am her husband,” he replied dumbly.

      As if to emphasis the man’s words, the woman shrank into him. Lifting an arm, he wrapped it protectively around her. They stared up at her, half naked and terrified. Enala stared back, mouth opening and closing, and wondered how everything had gone so terribly wrong.

      Taking advantage of her indecision, the merchant sat up and shouted. “Guards! Guards! Help in here!”

      Running feet came from outside, followed by a crash as a man burst into the room. His sword was already out and swinging for Enala as she spun to meet him. Steel range as her smaller blade took the impact, forcing her back a step. The footstool threatened to trip her again, but she leapt to the side, kicking it at the guard as he advanced.

      The stool smashed into his knees, sending him crashing to the ground. Enala scrambled for the doorway, but another guard had already appeared. This man she recognised as the guard who’d been stationed on the gate. Cursing, she retreated into the room, fixing the position of the side door in her mind. The man she’d downed was already back on his feet and blocking her way, but if she could just slip past him…

      Roaring, the two men leapt at her, short swords flashing. Enala leapt out of their path, gasping as a blade licked her rib cage. Pain shot down her side, but she didn’t slow. Blood pounding in her ears, she lashed out. The tip of her blade caught one of the men on the cheek. He cursed and lurched back, giving Enala an opening. She leapt, only to catch a boot in her side that sent her crashing into the sofa.

      Wood cracked as the internal supports gave way. Groaning, she flipped over the back of the sofa, using it for cover. Grasping the rapier tight in one hand, she scrambled across the room. She grabbed at the leg of the coffee table as the men leapt over the broken the couch, and hurled it at them. The wooden table hardly weighed anything, and they batted it away with their arms, but it gave Enala a chance to regain her feet.

      Swaying, she stretched out her rapier and flashed her darkest scowl.

      “Bring it on,” she muttered under her breath.

      The two guards edged forward, faces dark, swords held at the ready. These men were no amateurs. They moved with the easy grace of warriors, confident in their abilities. They knew that with their size and skill, they would quickly overwhelm the intruder.

      Gritting her teeth, Enala was gathering herself to meet the men, when a sharp boom shook the room. A sudden wind blasted across the villa, knocking the guards and Enala from their feet. Somewhere a voice screamed, shrill and piercing. Then there was silence.

      Eyes closed, Enala stifled a groan. The blast had thrown her backwards into the wall, slamming her head into the clay bricks. Reaching up, she felt the sticky dampness of blood in her hair. She’d lost her rapier in the explosion, and, gathering her strength, she forced herself to open her eyes and look for it. The sword was her only chance of making it out of the house alive.

      Her gaze settled on where the two guards lay nearby. Blood dripped from the back of their heads where something large had struck them. Neither of them moved as Enala sat up, and she realised, with a chill, they were both dead.

      Beyond, the room was a mess of broken wood and brick and glass. Every window in the house had blown out. The supports around the poster bed had collapsed, blanketing its occupants in the curtains. The shouts and writhing figures beneath the curtains told Enala the couple were at least still alive.

      She looked around as movement came from the doorway, and stared open mouthed as Tom wandered inside. He was panting hard, his chest heaving as he sucked in great gulps of air. Leaning against the doorframe, he looked around and nodded, as though congratulating himself. His eyes swept over Enala unseeing, settling on the couple who had just disentangled themselves from the curtains.

      “Ah, Robin, so nice to see you again, old chap,” he said with a smile.

      “Tom?” the half-naked man in the bed gasped. “What the hell are you doing here? I told you if I ever saw you again–”

      “You’d have me arrested and thrown in the darkest cell you could find,” Tom waved a hand, dismissing the man’s words. “I believe that was right before you stole my half of our business.”

      “You were trading slaves with the Baronians!” the man gasped. “You left me no choice.”

      “There is always a choice,” Tom growled, straightening. His eyes seemed to glow as he moved into the room. “Did you really think you could betray a Magicker and get away with it?”

      In the bed, the man snorted, though Enala saw through his bluff. He was terrified. “You were always a second-rate Magicker.”

      Tom raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure you wish to antagonise me, Robin? You’re not exactly in a position of strength.” He waved at the dead guards, and for the first time seemed to realise Enala was alive. “You’re still here, girl? I’m impressed. I thought they would have killed you by now.”

      “You…” Enala shook her head, struggling to martial her thoughts. Her head was pounding, and reaching down, she realised the cut in her side was bleeding worse than she’d thought. Even so, she struggled to her feet. “You used me? Why?”

      Tom smiled. “Someone had to make sure all the guards were in one place,” he waved at the bodies. “I’m not sure I could do that again.”

      A tremor went through Enala as she looked at the couple in the bed. “He didn’t steal your wife?” she murmured.

      “Not the quickest, are you?” Tom laughed. Shaking his head, he reached into his belt and withdrew a gold coin. “Look, I appreciate your help, but you’re no longer needed here. Take this and go. Forget you were ever here.”

      He flicked the coin across the room. Enala reached up and caught it without thinking. It felt heavy in her hand – real gold. She shivered, looking from the coin to the Magicker.

      “What…what are you going to do to them?” she asked.

      Tom’s face darkened. “I said leave, girl. What happens next is none of your business.”

      Enala swallowed, and lifted her sword. “It is if I say it is,” she growled.

      Tom sighed and snapped his fingers. Enala gasped as the rapier jerked from her hand and flew across the room. Tom reached out and caught it by the hilt, then pointed it across the room at her. “This is your last chance, girl.”

      Enala didn’t bother to reply. Silently, she drew her dagger.
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      “Big mistake,” Tom said.

      He started across the room, rapier extended. Watching him move, Enala was reassured his show earlier hadn’t entirely been an act. His feet were too close together, and his grip on the rapier was all wrong. A slight sheen of sweat had sprung up on his brow after summoning the sword. His magic obviously took more from him than he liked to admit. Still, he had a sword, she only her poorly worked dagger.

      Enala ducked as the rapier flashed for her face, spinning away as quickly as she could. Holding the dagger close to her side, she studied Tom as he thrust again. She swore and leapt back, the blow narrowly missing her stomach. He was quick, she had to give him that, and with his sword’s longer reach, it was all but impossible for her to reach him.

      Unless she could find a way to turn the tables, he was going to kill her.

      Dancing backwards across the room, Enala circled the dead guards, trying to get close enough to grab one of their swords. Tom saw her intent and quickly placed his body squarely between her and the fallen men.

      His next blow opened a long cut in her arm. Pain sliced through Enala’s concentration. She staggered, and Tom lurched at her again. Only a desperate dive kept Enala from being skewered by his rapier. The carpet cushioned her blow, and she rolled, coming to her feet near the bed. She risked a glance at the couple. The two sat transfixed, the curtains and sheets pulled up around them.

      Useless, she cursed them.

      But then, Enala had gotten them into this mess. It was up to her to get them all out of it alive.

      She darted at Tom again, and almost took a rapier to the eye for the effort. Pain sliced down her forehead as he reversed the cut, then kicked out with a boot. The blow caught Enala square in the chest and sent her hurtling back. As she landed, the dagger flew from her fingers and bounced across the room. Before she could recover, Tom leapt forward and scooped it up.

      Pointing his rapier, Tom slowly shook his head. “Such a waste. A few more years of training, and you might have been a force to be reckoned with.” Grinning, he lunged forward, rapier tipped to run Enala through.

      As he moved, a soft twang came from the doorway. Tom lurched back as an arrow sprouted from his shoulder. The dagger thudded to the ground as he stood gaping at the shaft. He blinked, turning his eyes to the doorway. He still held the rapier, his fist gripped so tightly around the hilt that his knuckles had turned white.

      Rolling sideways, Enala came to her feet. Movement came from the doorway, and she stared as a scarlet- haired woman moved into the room, longbow pointed, another arrow already nocked. The woman’s eyes never left Tom as she picked her way through the broken wood and glass. A short sword hung from her belt, though, with the bow pointed squarely at Tom’s chest, she obviously didn’t need it.

      Enala started as she realised it was the woman from the inn, the one she had dismissed as too young to have anything to do with the bounty hunters’ guild.

      “On the floor,” the woman said, her voice so soft it was barely audible.

      “You think I’m afraid of–” Tom’s reply turned into a shriek as a second arrow sliced through his other shoulder. The rapier tumbled uselessly to the ground.

      “On the floor, Timothy Blake,” the woman repeated.

      Enala looked from the woman to Tom, eyes wide, unable to understand what was going on. Her head spun, her stomach clenching as she swayed on her feet. She blinked as her vision swam, struggling to focus on the woman’s face. Something wet and hot trickled down her neck.

      “Hey, kid,” Enala blinked and looked back at the woman. She already had another arrow nocked. Her eyes never left the Magicker, but it was clear she was addressing Enala now. “Get out of here, before I decide to take you in for aiding a criminal.”

      Looking into the woman’s steely eyes, Enala swallowed. Nodding, she staggered past her and out into the night. The Magicker was just slumping to his knees as she disappeared out the front door.
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      Enala stifled a moan as she stumbled down the alleyway. The night was silent and still, but her senses were on high alert. She jumped at every shadow, her mind unable to tell reality from hallucination. She had left the merchant’s house in such a rush, she hadn’t even paused to take her dagger. Now she was terrifyingly aware of her helplessness. Injured and unarmed, she wouldn’t last the night if she didn’t find shelter.

      Her only chance was to get off the streets, but the merchant’s house was a long way from any of her hiding places. With her strength quickly fading and her mind struggling to think, she wasn’t sure she would make it. Clutching at her ribs, she staggered on, desperate to escape the disaster behind her, to find safety.

      Shadows swirled, though she wasn’t sure if that was the flickering streetlamps, or her own feeble consciousness. Her head pounded, aching from the blow she’d taken when Tom had ignited his magic. At least she’d survived, though. She bit her lips at the thought of the guards, lying dead in their own blood, but gritting her teeth, she continued on.

      The night pressed in around her. She scanned the side alleys, searching for movement, for signs of pursuit. An empty gulf opened in her stomach as she stumbled, almost fell. She wasn’t going to make it, didn’t have the strength to reach her hiding place. She glanced at the nearby doorways, but they were firmly closed. She tried a few, hoping against hope for an abandoned building, but all were bolted from the inside. Without any other options, she continued her desperate march.

      When daybreak finally came, the rising sun found her collapsed in a pile of garbage somewhere amidst Chole’s maze. Enala groaned as the glow pierced her eyelids, drawing her back to consciousness. The pounding in her head tore away the last of her sleep, and set her stomach swirling. She struggled to remember where she was, what she’d done, but the night was a blur.

      Struggling up, she looked around. Her vision blurred in and out of focus. A wave of nausea swept through her and, bending in two, she hurled the contents of her stomach into the garbage. The stench of vomit joined the stench of rotting food and old urine.

      When she was finally done, Enala lay back against the wall, head still pounding, stomach swirling. Heat radiated from her side, and reaching down, she felt crusted blood on her clothes. Lifting her shirt, she saw the red slash of a sword wound across her ribs. The flesh around the cut was bright red, radiating heat.

      Infection.

      Enala struggled to her feet. She clenched her teeth, desperate to keep from vomiting again. She didn’t recognise the alleyway she’d collapsed in. Nor could she remember why she was there, how she’d gotten her injuries. But Enala knew she needed help – or she might not survive the day.

      A memory tugged at her, from long ago, when she’d lived in this city with her parents. There was a temple, and shrine to Antonia, the Goddess of the Earth. They had gone there once, when she was sick. A man had laid his hands on her head, and a strange warmth had filled her. When he’d released her again, the sickness was gone.

      If only she could remember where it was. Or where she was, for that matter.

      Enala started down the alleyway towards the distant light. Taking turns at random, she stumbled through the maze, searching for someplace she recognised. The sounds of the morning trade grew in volume as she moved. Setting her sights on the direction of the noise, she headed towards it.

      It took her half an hour to reach the main streets. Looking around, she swallowed her fear and approached one of the stalls. Surely someone would help her.

      “Please, sir,” she croaked, leaning against a butcher’s stall. Raw meat sat out in the morning sun, making her stomach swirl. “Please, where is the Earth temple?”

      The dark-haired man behind the stall turned to stare at her, his hard eyes looking her up and down. In her torn and bloody clothes, Enala must have looked quite a sight. He shook his head and pointed down the street. “Get out of here, girl,” he growled, “Antonia’s not interested in your kind.”

      Enala started to argue, but quickly retreated when he reached beneath his stall. Moving to the next stall, she tried again, only to receive the same response. Her strength fading, she continued through the marketplace, pleading desperately with those she passed. But the crowd were too busy with their own business to pay her any attention. They quickly moved around her, heads down, eager to avoid the beggar in their midst.

      At the end of her strength, Enala felt her legs going out from beneath her. She started to fall, when a firm hand caught her beneath the arm and lifted her back up. Blinking, Enala found a woman standing next to her, concern in her green eyes. Black hair tumbled down around her shoulders, disappearing into a faded red cloak.

      “Are you okay?” the woman asked.

      Enala’s vision swam. She swayed on her feet, only the woman’s hand keeping her upright. Unable to form a sentence, she shook her head. “Temple,” she managed to croak.

      The woman nodded. “Let’s go.”

      So saying, she took Enala’s arm over her shoulder. With her supporting Enala’s weight, they started off through the crowd. People stared as the two women passed, but no one offered to help them. The people of Chole were hard. They saw so much death in their drought-stricken streets, few bothered themselves to help their fellow man. How could they, when all their energy was needed just to keep themselves alive?

      Even in her dazed state, Enala recognised the woman’s accent as foreign, perhaps from southern Lonia. She sent out a silent thanks to the Goddess for sending her. Then her paranoid mind wondered if she were begin tricked, if the woman was really leading her someplace else, to be robbed or worse. In her current state, though, there was little Enala could do to resist. Silently, she resigned herself to whatever end fate had in store.

      When they finally reached the temple, Enala could only stand and stare in awe at the towering marble. Columns as thick as the trees in Dragon Country towered over them, while overhead, three spires stabbed the sky. They stood at the foot of a stone staircase, at the top of which green-robed priests moved quietly about their business. Chanting filled the air, mingling with the faintest scent of rose petals.

      “Come on, I know one of the priests. He’s a healer,” her benefactor said. She led Enala up the long staircase.

      “Who are you?” Enala croaked, struggling to catch her breath.

      “Margaret,” the woman replied “but we can talk later. Let’s get you to Elynbrigge first, hey?”

      Enala had no idea who Elynbrigge was, but she nodded into the woman’s shoulder. Her vision flickered, black and red colouring the world around her. She saw a shadow slither through the marble pillars, and flinched into Margaret’s side, until a brilliant green glow washed the darkness away. Her heart slowed, and a tranquil calm settled over her mind. Fixing her eyes on the steps, Enala forced herself on.

      An old man met them at the entrance to the temple, his pale white eyes watching, staring blankly into the noonday sun. Despite his blindness, his face wrinkled with concern as they reached him, and he stepped forward to offer a hand.

      “My child, what happened?” he asked as he took Enala’s other arm beneath his shoulder.

      “I’m not sure, Elynbrigge. I found her wandering alone in the marketplace,” Margaret replied.

      Enala tried to find the words to reply, but the power of speech had abandoned her. She shook her head, tears stinging her eyes. “Mistake,” she coughed.

      “Obviously,” Margaret said with a smile. Her eyes turned to Elynbrigge. “I’m not sure if it’s safe for me...”

      The old priest waved a hand. “Of course, my child. I will help her. Are you okay to help bring her to my chambers?”

      “We’ll make it,” Margaret replied.

      Enala nodded, though the priest obviously couldn’t see the gesture. Together they stumbled through a cavernous hall that Enala barely noticed. Darkness swirled at the edges of Enala’s vision as they moved into a corridor. She kept her eyes fixed on the ground, and concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other.

      When they finally stopped, and Margaret started lowering Enala to the floor, all the strength went from her in a rush. Only the woman’s firm grip beneath Enala’s shoulder kept her from tumbling head-first onto the carpet. Soft laughter whispered through the room as the old priest settled himself across from her.

      “Lie down, child. I am here to help,” Elynbrigge said, his white eyes staring vacantly at the space behind Enala’s head.

      It was all Enala could do to obey his instructions. She shivered, feeling the cold stone beneath the thread-bare carpet. Her teeth began to chatter, and her body shook uncontrollably. She flinched as Elynbrigge placed a hand on her arm.

      “The infection has spread throughout her body,” he said softly. “This will take time.”

      Enala cracked open her eyes and looked up at them. “Thank you,” she managed.

      Margaret smiled. Reaching down, she squeezed Enala’s other arm. “Don’t thank us yet,” she said. “Healing is not without pain.”

      “Just…do it,” Enala breathed, darkness swirling across her vision. “Please.”

      Elynbrigge nodded. “Prepare yourself, child.”

      Warmth spread up Enala’s arm from where he held her wrist, slowly at first, then faster, hotter, until her whole body was burning. Enala gasped, trying to sit up, to break free, sure now this had all been a trap. Firm hands held her down, and a voice spoke from a great distance, telling her to be calm. But her body was aflame. An inferno had taken her, would burn her to nothing. She had to get out. Opening her mouth, she screamed.

      And fell away into darkness.
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      When Enala finally woke, she sensed a considerable amount of time had passed. Opening her eyes, she was surprised to find herself in a clean, unadorned room. A thin mattress lay beneath her, and several blankets had been tucked up to her chest, keeping her warm. Looking beneath the covers, she found herself in clean clothes. The fabric felt soft against her skin, obviously of far better quality than what she’d scavenged off the streets.

      Remembering the old priest and the woman, she sat up and looked around again. The room was different from the one she’d been healed in, but it had the same feel, and she guessed she was still in the Earth Temple. Pulling off her blankets, she stood and moved to the doorway.

      An empty corridor waited outside, filled with the noonday sun. Frowning, she wandered along its length, drawn by the green light reflecting through the empty windows. A doorway beckoned beside them. Stepping through, she froze, unable to believe the sight that greeted her.

      It was almost like stepping back into the forests of Dragon Country, so different was it from the rest of Chole. Beyond the doorway, a jungle garden grew in the courtyard within the temple. Crawler vines covered the brick walls. Tall trees stretched skywards, tiny compared with those in Dragon Country, but no less a miracle for their presence in the drought-stricken city. Dense undergrowth covered the ground, cutting off sight of the far side of the courtyard. A thin path led away through the forest.

      Enala had just stepped onto the path when a voice came from behind her.

      “You’re awake.”

      She spun towards the voice, surprised to find the old priest standing behind her. He smiled, his blind eyes as white as snow. Leaning against a walking stick, he moved slowly into the garden to join her.

      “Thank you…for healing me,” Enala managed to stammer.

      “It was my pleasure, child,” Elynbrigge replied, “though, I am curious how one so young came by such wounds.”

      Without waiting for a response, he moved across the garden and lowered himself onto a bench. He patted the wood beside him.

      Enala hesitated at the invitation, still distrusting despite everything the man had done for her. Finally, reason overcame caution, and she nodded. Taking a seat, she shook her head. “I…don’t remember,” she said softly, “It’s all a blur. There was a man, a woman had been kidnapped... Some kind of explosion. I got hurt, by a sword I guess, but I don’t remember the wound. Next thing I knew, I was waking up in an alleyway somewhere.”

      Elynbrigge nodded. “And before that, child? What is your name? What was a girl such as yourself doing on the streets to begin with?”

      Enala pursed her lips and looked away. “My name is Enala,” she replied, “and…I made a mistake. That’s why I was there.”

      “It must have been quite the mistake, my dear Enala,” Elynbrigge mused, his white eyes staring off into the distance.

      Suddenly, inexplicably, Enala felt tears in her eyes. She blinked, trying, and failing, to keep them from falling. A sorrow, one she had carefully hidden from herself all these months, came rushing to the surface. She realised in that instant how lonely she was, how much she missed her parents and Nerissa. How much she longed for her old life.

      “I ran away,” she choked on the words.

      “I see,” was all Elynbrigge said.

      Enala closed her eyes, struggling to control her sobs. An arm wrapped around her, pulling her into a hug. Another sob tore its way up from deep in her chest as Enala cried into Elynbrigge’s shoulder.

      “I don’t know what to do, Elynbrigge,” she gasped. “They must hate me!”

      For a long while, Elynbrigge said nothing, just let her cry, let the sorrow pour out of her. When they finally disentangled, he looked down at her. When Enala met his gaze, it seemed as though his white eyes could see into the depths of her very soul.

      “You believe this?” he asked. “That your parents hate you for running away?”

      Sobbing, Enala nodded. “They must!” she gasped. “After everything they did for me, I ran away without even saying goodbye. How could they not hate me for that?”

      “They are your parents,” Elynbrigge replied simply. “You think there is a limit to a mother’s love? To a father’s devotion to his child?”

      Enala hiccupped, the wheels of her mind slowly turning. “You think…they would forgive me?”

      “I do not think, my dear Enala, I know,” Elynbrigge said simply.

      “You know?” Enala asked, blinking, “How could you possibly know that?”

      Elynbrigge’s smile spread. Without answering, he got to his feet and offered Enala his hand. She stared at it for a moment, confused, before accepting it. Silently, Elynbrigge lead her from the courtyard, back into the sun-filled corridor.

      Enala walked meekly alongside him, surprised by how refreshed she felt, as though his magic had done far more than just heal her wounds. Somehow, his green light had banished the darkness in her, had cast out the shadow that had clung to her since that day by the river. She found herself smiling.

      They moved together out into the main hall, where a dozen worshippers knelt before a marble alter. Leaves and vines and trees had been carved into the stone. A young woman stood amidst the foliage, her hands spread, rays of light seeping out to touch the life around her. It was the Goddess Antonia, mistress of the Earth, deity of Plorsea.

      But the alter did not hold Enala’s attention. Her gaze travelled on to where the worshippers knelt, drawn inexorably across the green carpets, as though a part of her already knew what she would find.

      They knelt near the back of the temple, backs straight, heads bowed. Enala’s heart began to pound as she recognised them. Her fear came rushing back, and with it the desire to flee, to escape the consequences of her foolishness. She tensed, readying herself. Silently, the hand around her wrist tightened. She glanced up and found Elynbrigge’s white eyes on her.

      “They have come to this place every day for the past year,” he said softly. “Rain or shine, they have come, and prayed for the return of their daughter. They have never told me their names, where they come from, how she was lost. Only that their daughter had blue eyes and blond hair, with a single lock of purest scarlet.”

      Enala swallowed, her mouth opening and closing, unable to speak through the lump in her throat.

      A smile twitched on the old priest’s lips as he went on. “I knew who you were the moment I saw you, Enala. But I have not told them you are here. For two days you have slept, and they have waited, not knowing you were so close. How I have longed to tell them. But I know now, so much better than I did as a young man, that we must make our own choices. I did not want to rob you of this choice. It remains yours to make. Your parents are here, waiting for you. What will you choose?”

      Looking from the priest to her parents, Enala slowly shook her head. Her fingers trembled as Elynbrigge relaxed his grip around her wrist. She pulled her hand free. Her legs were already moving, drawing her across the temple towards her kneeling parents.

      They didn’t notice her until she was halfway to them. Her mother looked up first, her blue eyes widening as they found Enala standing there. A hand went to her mouth. Tears gathered, and streaked down her cheeks. Beside her, her husband looked up at her gasp. His eyes locked on Enala, and his lips tightened. A tremor went across his face, before the emotion of the event caught him, and he, too, began to cry.

      Gasping, trembling, sobbing, Enala ran to them. Coming to their feet, they caught her in their arms, hugging her so tight Enala thought she might explode. Enala didn’t care. All that mattered was that they were there, that they were holding her, that they were real.

      “Mum, Dad!” the words tumbled from her in a rush.

      “Enala,” they cried back, voices choked with emotion.

      Together they sank to their knees, a pile of hugs and joy and wonder.

      When Enala finally recovered enough to speak, she looked up at them, hiccupping, shivering as her fear returned. “Mum, Dad, I’m so sorry,” she choked.

      “Ssssh,” her father replied, hugging her to his chest, “ssshh, it’s okay, you’re home now, you’re safe. We’re here.”

      “But…”

      “No buts,” her mother cut her off. Joy radiated from her face as she stroked Enala’s hair. “We’re here. And we’re not going anywhere. You’re home.”

      “Home?” Enala asked, pulling away for a second, staring up at them. “What do you mean?”

      Her mother smiled. “We’re not going back to Dragon Country,” she replied, “You’re ready, Enala, we see that now. We can stay here. We can make Chole our home again.”

      Closing her eyes, Enala let out a breath she hadn’t realised she’d been holding. Even as she’d walked towards them, a part of her had been terrified of what would come next, of returning to Dragon Country, and her solitude. But now they were saying she didn’t have to go back, that they could start a life here – a proper life, not one spent skulking in dark alleyways.

      Shaking her head, Enala buried herself in her parents’ arms again.

      “Thank you,” she whispered.
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      Merry Christmas and a happy start to 2018 everyone! This was just a fun little project I wanted to write to get myself back into the Epic Fantasy mindset (after spending last year writing scifi), but I hope you liked the tale anyway! Enala was certainly one of my favourite characters from my original Sword of Light trilogy, and it was great to fill in a bit of her backstory here! For those of you who haven’t already read my original trilogy, the story starts with Stormwielder, which you can grab for free by subscribing to my newsletter below! Anyway, if you enjoyed Dragon Born, don’t forget to head over to your venue of choice and leave a review!
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