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THE ILENIAN ENIGMA

A powerful evil. A deadly destiny. Will a young warrior fulfill his calling or doom millions of lives?
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SERIES READING ORDER

This is the reading order, top to bottom, following the chronology of the main story of this fantasy universe. All series are related and tell a part of the overall epic story.
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Dedication

This saga is dedicated to all my unconditional readers. Thank you so much for all the support.


Chapter 1

Mounted on Eki, Nahia watched the portal close behind her out of the corner of her eye. The scorching desert sun struck her dragon rider’s armor with its ardent rays that seemed to want to melt her. She had only been a moment in the midst of that endless sea of sand, and she could already tell it was going to be a most searing experience. They had arrived using the Pearl in the Reborn Continent. She could barely believe they were in Tremia. Despite the scorching heat, she was very glad to be there.

She suddenly wondered whether a Flameborn would be protected from that impenitent sun shining in such a clear blue sky. She did not know. She watched the bright star, shading her eyes. It looked like a great ball of fire, levitating high and burning everything its rays touched.

She let the air out of her lungs. Fire could not burn her, so surely the sun could not either, yet she felt hot inside the heavy armor. That was not a good sign. She might not roast, but she had the feeling she could end up cooked in her own sweat inside the metal protection she wore. She looked down at the ground and saw she was surrounded by blood-colored rock. It was most singular: where the rock ended, endless sand dunes began.

So, this is the desert, she received Eki’s mental message who, just like her, was watching everything around them with great interest.

It looks like it. It’s the first one I’ve ever seen, you?

It’s also my first desert.

It’s not very pleasant.

I can tell through our link that you’re heating up. It seems that staying at an adequate temperature is going to be a challenge in this environment.

Undoubtedly. Doesn’t the heat affect you? Nahia asked, intending to solve a doubt that had just jumped across her mind.

Of course, like any living creature. We suffer from both extreme heat and cold.

Can this sun burn you? I thought your dragon scales protected you from everything.

They do protect us from practically everything. The sun rays don’t burn us, but its heat penetrates out bodies and affects us.

That’s most interesting.

Interesting because it’s a fact you can use against us?

Nahia sighed. The answer had been intentional. That subject was so crucial it got between them, and it was going to cause many headaches. She had been thinking a lot about it during the journey from Kraido to Tremia, and she had come up with an answer she was sure would counter Eki’s criticisms. One for which the silver dragon had no defense or reply. Or so she hoped. Now she used it.

You can always give us our freedom, and then we wouldn’t have to use anything against you.

Eki was quiet. Nahia waited to see whether her answer had achieved the result she intended.

We’d better not cloud our relationship with that subject, Eki sent her, and through the bond that linked them Nahia perceived that he felt embarrassed and upset. Her reply had affected him.

Yeah, we’d better, Nahia replied, and she was left somewhat easier seeing that her reply had worked pretty well. She did not want to fall out with Eki, not only because she risked her life in doing so, but because, somehow, she respected the silver dragon. He had never treated her poorly; on the contrary, he had always treated her with a certain respect and consideration. This was something Nahia appreciated, since as her dragon lord he could treat her as the slave she was.

Two mid-sized dragons watched them from atop the rocks around the Pearl where the portal was finishing closing. Three others were flying over the mountain range of red rock that stretched on toward the north. The ones that were flying appeared to be patrolling the area, since two were flying north from the south and the other one in the opposite direction. They were doing so quite low, about two hundred and fifty paces above the ground, as if they were expecting to attack something land bound.

Welcome to the domains of General Iama-Area-Urdin, the dragon sent them. It was dark brown with red streaks and was standing on their left, watching them with half-closed eyes.

We come with orders to report to the general, Eki replied.

The general is in the city. We have taken it back recently. Iama-Area-Urdin is establishing order, sent the other dragon on top of the rocks. It was red with blue streaks. It looked eastward.

Nahia followed its gaze, but she was unable to locate the city in the midst of the immense desert. All she could see was sand.

Taken back? Eki was puzzled.

That is correct. There was a revolt… of the soldiers of the Brown Army, the red dragon went on explaining.

When she heard this, Nahia felt her heart leap with joy. That could only mean the rebellion had begun. She had no doubt her comrades of the Red Squadron had been the instigators.

Strange things have happened in this place… dragons have fallen, the brown dragon added, shaking its head and looking annoyed.

I am sorry to hear such bad news, Eki sent.

Nahia was very happy with the bad news, but she felt Eki was not. He did not like the idea of dragons dying.

The general informed us that a Swift Dragon and its Rider would arrive, the brown dragon sent them.

We must warn the general, wait here, the red dragon sent them before it took off with a powerful leap.

Nahia looked at the mountain range with curiosity. If they were watching it, there had to be something of interest in it.

A lot of surveillance, are you expecting trouble? Eki asked, looking at the three dragons flying low over the mountains.

The rebels are hiding under those mountains. Cowards and traitors have allied with a desert tribe that lives inside that red mountain range.

Oh, I see.

If any poke their heads out, we kill them.

Nahia did not like this reply at all. Her friends must be there, taking shelter. She hoped nothing bad had happened to them, that they would all be well. But knowing that dragons had died indicated there had to have been some very tough and dangerous combats. She hoped that Lasgol and the Snow Panthers had helped and that, somehow, they had reduced the danger. No doubt they had acted, because her comrades of the Red Squadron would not have been able to kill several dragons by themselves. She did not think it possible.

Suddenly, one of the three dragons in the air, the red one, roared. It lunged to attack the right side of the mountain with its elemental breath of fire. It launched an enormous flame onto the rock. There was a scream of suffering and a figure fell, burned, from the red rocks of the mountain to the arid sea of the desert around them. Nahia’s stomach knotted; she wished it was not any of her friends. It must have been a lookout from the local tribe. She thought about that poor man’s family and felt terrible for them.

They attempt strange maneuvers we do not fully understand. They come out of the rocks as if seeking to evade us, which is impossible. In any case, we kill them, problem solved, sent the brown dragon.

It does not make much sense to come out in the open. Unless we have managed to penetrate their mountain, Eki reasoned.

We have not done that yet. They have abandoned the few caves we have managed to break into. They are now hiding in the bowels of the mountains in the deepest parts, underground, far from any entrance.

Then they do not pose a threat, Eki said, belittling the fact.

True, but the general wants them all dead, to the last of them. It wants to avenge the death of three of its dragons, and it will not stop until it succeeds.

I see. Eki said nothing more, but Nahia picked up through their bond that he did not like that. The reply had saddened him.

Another of the dragons, this one white, threw its storm breath against the opposite side of the mountain. Nahia glimpsed a figure running among the rocks. He was not dressed like a Dragon Warlock, it was a native. The breath chased him as he sprinted, trying to escape certain death. Nahia’s heart cheered the desert native, wishing him success in avoiding the dragon’s breath and escaping. She saw him change directions several times while the white dragon veered in the air above the mountain to face him again. Nahia was trying to pretend so that the two dragons in front of her would not discover her true feelings. The native managed to vanish between some rocks, and the white dragon was unable to finish him off.

They are like desert rats. They run among the rocks and hide so we cannot hunt them. It is frustrating to not be able to get to them and massacre them all like the plague they are, said the brown dragon.

We are very powerful, but the earth and the mountains have always been an insurmountable obstacle for us, Eki sent them.

The brown dragon nodded, moving its long neck up and down.

Unfortunately, that is so.

Nahia was glad the native had managed to escape the claws of the dragons. It gave her hope. They were not so easy to hunt. Surely her comrades were inside that mountain and were all right. Her heart wished it so, and her wish weighed more than logic. Thinking about her friends led her to think of Logan. She felt a pang in her heart as if someone were plunging the tip of a frozen dagger into it. She tried not to fret. Surely he was well too. The Gryphon king would keep him alive. He would be true to his word, just as she would be to hers. They had a deal, and she was going to honor it. She would rescue his brother, and she would save Logan and Aroa.

I can sense you’re restless, Eki sent her.

I was thinking about Logan and Aroa…

I understand. I also get restless thinking about them. We’ll find a way to save them, he sent her confidently.

Nahia wanted to have the same confidence as Eki, but she knew that only a master stroke might save them. She needed a risky plan, a very risky one. She had entrusted it to Egil, and the intelligent Norghanian Ranger would think of something. She trusted him. His friends considered him a master of strategy and planning, and this was just what they needed. How they would manage she had no idea, it was an impossible mission: freeing a Gryphon king from the dungeons of Drakoros no less. She could not even begin to imagine how they were going to carry it out. Every time she tried to think of some part of a possible plan, everything came apart in her mind. There was always something that went wrong at each step of the plan. It was like trying to build a castle made of clouds: the moment a light breeze blew, everything fell apart. The difficulty was immeasurable, at least for her. She hoped and wished it would not be so for Egil.

They waited for a while and finally glimpsed three dragons coming from the east. The largest was an imposing blue dragon. It was accompanied by the red dragon that had gone to fetch the general and another white dragon, also quite large.

Here comes General Iama-Area-Urdin with his captain in command, Zuri-Bigar-Des, the brown dragon announced.

Nahia swallowed and tried to be as calm as she could.

The three dragons landed around the Pearl. Nahia was able to observe the tremendous size of the general and also the captain, which was only slightly smaller than the former. They were impressive dragons, each over eight hundred years old, and they looked lethal.

I see I have been granted the help I requested, the general sent them, and Nahia felt the message in her mind powerfully.

Our leader sends us to serve the general, Eki replied humbly and respectfully.

Then you already know I am General Iama-Area-Urdin, of the armies of Ram-Mar-Oia, the Brown Dragon King. You are in his domains. All the desert lands of this continent belong to my lord king, the general sent them.

So we understand, Eki replied.

We have had trouble. Serious trouble. I will not hide it, although it is a dishonor, a stain on my name, and one I must wash away as soon as possible. Three of my dragons have died inexplicably. Not only that, but their heads were cut off.

Heads cut? How… is that possible? Eki was very much taken aback.

Nahia was a surprised as Eki but delighted at the same time. She had no idea how her friends had managed to cut off the heads of three dragons, but it was sensational news. She had to make a great effort to keep her enthusiasm unnoticed.

I do not know how, but it happened. That is why I asked to be sent a Swift dragon and Rider. Someone has killed dragons, and in a very striking way. I see this as a serious threat. A warning of what is to come. You are here to find out what has happened and end the threat.

I understand, sir. Do not worry, we will accomplish the mission. We will find out what happened and end the threat.

There has also been a rebellion. No doubt it had to do with the death of the three dragons. The soldiers who occupied the city rebelled and joined the desert tribe that lives in these mountains. They all hide under our claws. We must finish them all off. We will send a specific message that any attempt to rebel will end with the full extermination of the insurgents. Have I expressed myself clearly enough?

Yes, my general, Eki bowed his head.

Captain Zuri-Bigar-Des will be in charge of keeping the city to the east. He has five thousand reinforcement soldiers I have granted him from the army of the Brown Dragon King. These are loyal, and I want them to stay that way. The best way to do so is by squashing the insignificant rebellion that has taken place here. That is what I expect.

We will fulfill the general’s orders, Eki assured.

Nahia did not want to fulfill those orders; much to the contrary, she hoped to be able to help her comrades and the rebellion. The problem was that she was surrounded by dragons and her possibilities were few, if not nil. That they had been ordered to end the rebellion did not help either. On the other hand, being there, in the midst of the conflict instead of a distant place, gave her the possibility of doing something. This cheered her. She only had to be extremely careful and persuade Eki to help her.

She sighed. This was not going to be at all easy.


Chapter 2

Inside the Mountains of Blood, the home of the Desher Tumaini, a meeting was under way.

“The lookouts report the arrival of another dragon, as well as the general of the dragons that has gone out to meet it,” Aibin told the members of the meeting.

“They must be reinforcements, which means they will try to come in again,” Daphne said, wrinkling her nose.

The meeting was between the leader of the Desher Tumaini’s brother, several of his tribal counselors, and the Red Squadron in full. They were in the war cavern, where war decisions were made. Aibin had managed to obtain a blue gem ring from Asrael which allowed him to speak the language of Kraido and thus could understand the rebels. Aibin had already established paths of communication with Norghana, the Frozen Continent, and Rogdon. This allowed him to be informed and get help, such as the translator ring.

“The general doesn’t usually come out to welcome the newly arrived dragons. They are the ones that go to the city to pay their respects,” Aibin said.

“Then it was an important dragon,” Taika guessed. The Felidae remained thoughtful.

“Another general?” Lily asked.

“If one general presents their respects to another, it’s because there’s a change in command,” Aiden explained. The Drakonid said it with absolute confidence.

“This dragon was smaller than the general,” Aibin said.

“Then it’s not a general,” said Ivo. “Generals are always large in size and power.”

“As long as it’s not our leader,” Lily said with a shrug.

“The dragon was silver,” said Aibin.

“Then it wasn’t our beloved squadron leader.” Lily breathed in relief.

One of Aibin’s counselors whispered something in his ear.

“I’m told the dragon had a rider. One in elaborate red armor,” Aibin said.

“A Swift dragon and its rider?” Aiden frowned. “That’s very odd. They’re only requested when there are serious situations. When dragons…”

“Die…” Daphne finished the sentence. “Which is what’s happened here.”

“Bad business if they’ve sent a dragon and its rider here. That means they’re taking us seriously,” said Taika. “It’ll have come to finish us off.”

“We’re safe down here,” Aibin assured them.

“How’s the sealing of the last openings in the north area coming along?” asked Logar, the Felidae-lion of the Searing Squad.

“The work is going well, over a thousand people are working on it,” Aibin replied.

“That’s the most critical and weakest area,” Brendan of the Ardent Squad commented. “If they manage to get in they’ll reach the caverns, where there are thousands of sheltering Felidae.”

“We are fully aware, but we can’t use more people for the work, there’s physically not enough room,” Aiden said.

“And if they manage to get in?” Daphne asked.

“In that case we’ll have to abandon the area and take shelter in the caverns in the middle area of the mountains.”

“Which are already very crowded,” said Logar.

“And there might be a catastrophe if there’s a stampede,” Brendan commented.

“We must prevent that by training the Felidae,” said Aibin.

“I’m sure the Felidae will act with courage if the dragons manage to get in,” Taika said.

“Let’s hope so,” Aiden said.

“What we have to do is go out there and defeat them,” Daphne said, enraged.

“None of us likes the idea of hiding under the desert rocks, but we can’t kill dragons,” Logar reminded her.

“As much as we’d love to,” Brendan said.

“We were able to kill them with the intervention of the Snow Panthers. Without them, there’s little we can do against the dragons,” Ivo reminded them.

“Trying to confront the dragons is madness,” Aiden warned them.

“Well, we have to do something. They’re trying to come into the mountain and kill us all by any means possible.” Daphne was desperately seeking a solution.

“So far they haven’t succeeded. Our sacred mountains will protect us,” Aibin tried to calm them.

“It’s only a matter of time before they find a way to get to us or make us come out,” Taika said.

“If they make us come out, we’ll be dead for sure,” Lily commented.

“These mountains have protected us for centuries,” Aibin tried to reassure them in a friendly tone.

“Not from dragons,” Daphne retorted.

“They might not make us come out or enter themselves, but we can’t afford to be overconfident. In life we must always expect the worst option to happen,” Ivo commented.

“Especially with our way of life,” Lily added with a face that meant their lives were in constant turmoil.

“The work of repairing and fortifying the two north entrances is ongoing. The Felidae soldiers are doing a great job and helping our warriors block any opening,” Aibin told them.

“We don’t doubt the courage and hard work of the Felidae soldiers,” Daphne said, looking at Taika.

“What concerns me is that we’re playing a dangerous game where the dragons dig and we block. There’ll come a time when we’re unable to keep up with their rate of destruction,” Taika reasoned.

Aibin nodded.

“We’re like an ant hill before a great enemy. One can do little, but thousands working together can do a lot.”

“I agree with the leader of the Desher Tumaini on that,” Ivo said.

“But one ant or a thousand can’t defeat an anteater,” Aiden said in a negative mood.

“Well, dragons have short tongues,” Lily said, making a comical face.

“Yeah, but a long elemental breath, of two hundred paces,” Aiden replied.

Taika nodded.

“We must always leave two hundred paces of rock between them and us, or else we won’t be safe.”

Aibin took a deep breath and eyed his assistants. He translated the request and they responded, shaking their heads and looking worried.

“We have about a hundred and fifty paces of rock on both sides of the northern part.”

“That’s not enough,” Taika said. “If they launch their breath, it could pass through the rocks and reach the workers.”

“We have to add another hundred paces of rock,” Daphne said.

Aibin was thoughtful.

“We’ll try, but it’ll take longer. The hollows are very large, and filling them with rocks is an immense task. We have to take rocks out of other caverns and carry them to the entrances, and then put them in place with cranes and pulleys.”

“You’ve been doing this a long time. I’m sure you’ve developed techniques and ways of achieving this,” Taika told him.

“Some we have, yes. We have metal rails on which great metal, wheeled containers move. The rocks are transported in them, but loading, pulling the carts, and unloading them requires a great deal of work and effort. There’s also a high risk of accidents,” Aibin explained.

“It’s a risk we must take, unfortunately, if we want to survive and see another day,” Ivo reflected, quite philosophically.

“We must focus on sealing those two caves that look out both on the east side of the mountain and on the west side, adding two hundred and fifty paces of rocks minimum,” Daphne said eagerly. “That’s our priority now.”

“We all agree on that,” Aibin said.

“Can we be of help?” Taika asked.

“We can move rocks, we’re strong,” said Aiden.

The comment surprised Lily.

“Are you offering to move rocks?”

Aiden nodded.

“It’s not my wish to fight against the dragons, but it’s also not my wish that they kill the Desher Tumaini.”

“That feeling does you credit,” Aibin said gratefully.

“We’re also ready to work hard,” Brendan offered.

“And so are we, of course,” Logar joined him.

Aibin raised his hands.

“We already have thousands of Felidae working, with as many Desher Tumaini. What we need isn’t more labor, we need leadership. Your help is a lot more crucial. You must maintain order and morale among the Felidae. They must see us as the leaders and follow your orders.”

“We’ll deal with that,” Daphne said.

“Absolutely,” Brendan nodded. Logar nodded too. “We’ll take that responsibility.”

Aibin nodded gravely.

“My brother is negotiating to get us more food. That’s the other important issue. We have water, although it must be treated for you. And some underground food, but not enough for so many people. We were already tight, but with the arrival of the Felidae, we need food from outside.”

“From outside? How?” Daphne asked blankly.

“I don’t see how that’s possible with those dragons out there,” Taika said.

Aibin sighed.

“It’s risky, but we can get food further north. There’s a tribe that lives off trade, near the sea. They can get food.”

“And how do they bring it here?” Brendan asked.

“There’s a secret tunnel in the northern part of the mountains. It was dug out hundreds of years ago, by the first Desher Tumaini. It’s long, and it goes under several dunes. It allows us to come out much further north of this mountain range.”

“Wow, that’s ingenious,” Lily said.

“We already saw the need to build those tunnels in the past,” Aibin told them.

“Are there more?” Logar asked.

“One in each direction.” Aibin pointed north, south, then east and finally west.

“Can the dragons get into those tunnels if they find them?” Daphne asked.

Aibin shook his head.

“They’re too small. They were made so that one person might go through with a small cart. Impossible for a dragon.”

“But they might find them and use their breath to kill whoever tries to go out or come in,” Taika reasoned.

“Yes, that’s true. We must be very careful.”

“I understand they’ll be used at night,” Logar commented.

“That’s right, it’s the safest time. You leave at night in a convoy of ten carts pulled by people.”

“Desher Tumaini?”Daphne asked.

“Yes, of course.”

“We could use the Felidae soldiers,” Brendan suggested.

“Not a good idea. You have to travel through the desert for several days to reach your destination. It has to be people of the desert.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” Logar nodded.

“Are the supply convoys already on the move?” Brendan asked.

“They are. But because of this situation with the dragons, we’re being even more careful. Luckily, the dragons don’t attack at night. They don’t seem to like darkness.”

“Finally, something positive. If they could see well at night on top of everything else, it would be maddening,” Lily said.

“Yeah, thank goodness they have some weaknesses,” Daphne said.

“Then our priorities now are strengthening the two entrances of the north and getting more food,” Daphne summed up.

“That’s right, and we must cooperate as best we can,” Aiden told them.

“Well, that and survive,” Lily added.

“The desert will help us,” Aibin told them.

Daphne frowned.

“We’re going to need more than the help of the desert in order to survive, I’m afraid,”

“We’ll make it,” Aibin told her.

The meeting ended, and Daphne was left with the feeling that they must do something more if they did not want to die there, but she did not know what.


Chapter 3

Lasgol was looking at the bright moon in the middle of a somewhat cloudy sky. Its silver light timidly illuminated the large cliffs of the east coast. A few leagues away, fire consumed what little was left of the old, magnificent city of Orecor. He felt sad for the city and its people. This had been happening all over Tremia for some time, and the death and desolation the dragons had brought were as heartrending as they had expected.

Together with his comrades, they were to get on a boat from a small pebble beach at the foot of a great cliff.

“I’m not too sure about this plan,” Viggo frowned as he watched the small vessel with one sail from the rocky shore.

“Don’t complain and get on board,” Ingrid told him, motioning to him from where she was standing by the mast.

“Get on and shut up,” Nilsa told him. She was beside Ingrid, fixing the sail.

Viggo grumbled under his breath.

“We’ve already talked about it, this is the best option right now,” Lasgol insisted.

“The best option is to kill those three dragons at the East Pearl.”

“We can’t risk fighting against three dragons with only the aid of my bow and Camu’s magic,” Lasgol explained again.

Dangerous, three dragons be much, Camu sent him from where he was on the shore. He was behind them with the Tauruk-Kapro, Turgus and Kramek, their allies in the Black Army.

“Are they very big?” Viggo asked the Tauruk-Kapro.

“Our lookouts have informed us that all three are mature dragons,” Turgus confirmed.

“They’re not young ones, if that’s what you want to know,” Kramek said.

“Even so, I bet we could deal with them without any trouble.”

“Don’t argue and get on the boat,” Ingrid told him in a serious, firm tone.

Viggo huffed.

“You never do what I say,” he stated, and reluctantly he climbed on board with a graceful leap.

“Look after Camu and the Healer until our return,” Lasgol said to the Tauruk chiefs.

“Don’t worry, we’ll take good care of them,” Kramek told him.

Sure I no can go? Camu sent, looking sorrowful.

“I’d like you to come,” Lasgol told him, “but it’s not a good idea to go to an unknown city sieged by dragons with a creature that looks like them.”

I more handsome.

“Of course, absolutely,” Lasgol smiled at him.

And more powerful. I Superior Drakonian.

“You will be one day for sure. But you’re not one yet, unfortunately.” Lasgol insisted on this because he knew Camu was too much of an optimist regarding his power and abilities. Camu made him think of an oversized child who thought he could do anything until he tried and fell face down. That was why Lasgol tried to educate him as best he could.

I know not good idea I come, but I sad, Camu sent them with palpable grief.

“Don’t worry, we’ll soon be back and we’ll need your help,” Gerd told him as he placed the supplies properly.

“Make sure to spread the word that we’re going to come back with Golden Magic and kill all the dragons that cross our path,” Viggo told the Tauruk-Kapro.

“Rest assured, the message is spreading all over the east. We’re making sure everyone in the Black Army knows,” Turgus told him.

“Will you be all right?” Lasgol asked him, fearing they might be found out and executed by the dragons.

“We’re being sent to the city of Yatro. After the fall of Orecor it’s the only one left on the east coast,” Torkor replied.

“Apart from the island of York, of course.”

“Thank you for getting us the boat and the supplies. And for all your help,” Lasgol said gratefully.

“We’re allies. We fight on the same side. You can count on our help always,” Turgus told them.

“Now and until we finish with the oppressing tyrants,” Kramek said in farewell, and he raised his arm in a sign of victory.

“We’ll make it,” Gerd promised from the boat, also raising his arm in a sign of victory.

“Be very careful,” Edwina told them.

“Don’t worry, Healer, we never get into trouble,” Viggo said, already on the boat.

“Yeah, exactly…” Edwina made a gesture with her hand that it was surely so.

“Couldn’t you have got us a war ship? Not even a swift Norghanian assault ship, but just something that looks capable of sailing the sea. This is a fishing boat,” Viggo commented, checking the vessel from bow to stern.

“It’s all we could find in such a short time,” Turgus apologized.

“The war ships were the first to leave,” Kramek informed them.

“Yeah, and they left this octopus-catching nut-shell for a swift escape.” The tone in which Viggo said this was so ironic it made the Tauruk smile.

“I bet that with that quick mouth you have you’ll be able to fill the sails without any trouble,” Turgus said.

“With one breath of your mouth you’ll have crossed the seas,” Kramek added.

Nilsa and Gerd laughed out loud, and Lasgol smiled broadly.

“I like those Tauruk-Kapro,” said Ingrid with a grin.

“Yeah, you keep encouraging them,” Viggo protested.

They sailed east with their eyes fixed on the sky. They were not expecting to be attacked at sea since the dragons’ armies did not have ships, but the sky was a different story. They were very much aware of the danger that might fall upon them.

“It’s a real shame…” Nilsa commented sadly while she watched the last flames that still consumed the great metropolis of Orecor in the distance, above the cliffs.

Gerd came over to her and put his arm around her shoulders to comfort her.

“It is. Such a splendid metropolis didn’t deserve such an end. Let’s at least be grateful the last citizens managed to reach safety before the dragons’ final attack.”

“Are you sure they reached safety?” Viggo asked, raising his eyebrows as he sat at the bow of the boat.

“Why do you say that? You saw with your own eyes, just like we did,” Nilsa replied.

“We saw the York ships taking them away. That doesn’t mean they were saved.”

“What else could it mean?” Gerd asked him, frowning. He had a blank look on his face, not understanding what Viggo was implying.

Viggo rolled his eyes.

“Do I have to explain to you that York and Orecor have been rival city-states for centuries? What would you do if a rival city about to be destroyed asked for your help?”

“If the dragons were going to destroy it I’d help, like York has done,” Gerd replied in a convinced tone.

Viggo shook his head.

“You’re more naïve than a five-year-old.”

“The fact that you always think ill of others and are distrustful of everything and everyone doesn’t mean the rest of humanity has to be the same way,” Nilsa said accusingly.

Viggo shrugged.

“We’ll see once we reach York.”

Ingrid looked at Lasgol. In the blonde’s blue eyes there was doubt. He also felt it. Viggo’s words carried a certain truth. Rival kingdoms never forgot old quarrels, not easily. On the other hand, York had been punished just as hard as Orecor and the other city-states of the east. It needed soldiers and Orecor was supplying them, skilled soldiers and veterans. He hoped York would fulfill its promise of refuge.

“Let’s hope they keep their word,” said Ingrid, and her tone, although firm, transmitted a certain restlessness.

They covered the distance that separated them from York faster than Lasgol had expected. The crossing seemed short. The weather was good and the sea was calm, with good visibility. They glimpsed the walls of the great island-city in the distance. They were not as tall and formidable as those in Orecor, but they looked impressive.

“The island has the shape of a great horseshoe, although we can’t appreciate it from here,” Nilsa said, “or so I’ve been told.”

“Then the port will be inside, because from here we can only see the cliff and the walls,” said Gerd as he watched with his hand shading his eyes from the noon sun. The sky was fairly clear, and the sunrays fell and caressed them with intensity in their touch.

“It makes sense to have the port protected in the inside,” Ingrid commented as she set the boat’s course from the stern.

“Do we know anything about the inhabitants of the city?” Lasgol asked, who did not remember much about the island or its people. This was not because of his problem but because he had never known much about this city-state, or so he believed.

“I’m afraid not much,” Nilsa told him. “From what we’ve been told and what we learned in Norghana they’re great traders, a very prosperous city, with a lot of gold from sea commerce.”

“I see… but we’ve never been to this island, have we?” Lasgol wanted to make sure he could not remember because there was nothing to remember.

“Take it easy, weirdo. You’ve never been to the island and you don’t know anyone in this place,” Viggo told him.

“We’ve never had contact with anyone in York,” Gerd told him, more kindly.

“Well, perhaps you do know someone or have been to the island, because we have no idea what you were doing all the time you spent wild on your own,” Viggo said.

“I’m sure it wasn’t wild,” Nilsa snapped at Viggo and threw him a look that the Assassin ignored.

“If you say so…”

“That part you do remember, don’t you, Lasgol?” Ingrid asked him.

Lasgol nodded and looked down at the water they were sailing through.

“I remember everything that happened to me after waking up in Norghana after defeating the Immortal Dragon. What I don’t remember are parts of what happened before. That’s why I was asking whether I had been here before the incident…”

“I guessed as much, but I wanted to make sure, just in case,” Ingrid told him.

“With how weird you are, anything might happen to you,” Viggo said accusingly with acidity.

“Don’t pay any attention to him. He’s always like that, but he doesn’t mean it,” Gerd intervened.

“Of course I mean it,” Viggo glared at Gerd angrily.

“Shut up, smart aleck, everyone knows you perfectly well,” Ingrid scolded him.

“Not the weirdo, because he doesn’t remember me. Let me enjoy teasing him a little.”

“Leave Lasgol in peace, he’s suffered enough already. He doesn’t need you to torment him with your bitter palaver,” Ingrid ordered him.

“I’ll let him be for now because you’re asking, my armed bellicose blondie,” Viggo gazed at Ingrid lovingly, blinking hard.

“I don’t know how you bear with him,” Nilsa told Ingrid. “I’ve never known.”

“To be honest, I don’t either, so that makes two of us,” Ingrid agreed.

“Watch out! Trouble!” Gerd gave the alarm as he pointed west, up in the sky.


Chapter 4

They all looked toward where Gerd was pointing.

“That’s no bird. It’s too big, even at this distance,” Viggo noted.

“Dragon!” cried Nilsa.

“Brown, an earth elemental!” added Lasgol.

“Get ready to fight!” Ingrid said, leaping to the stern to secure the boat’s course.

Gerd handled the sail, setting it tight as fast as he could.

Lasgol watched the dragon’s flight for an instant more before fetching his bow. They might be lucky and the beast was only patrolling the eastern coast and had no intention of flying out to sea toward their position. A moment later, he lunged for his bow. They were not lucky; the dragon was heading straight to the island and would see them at any moment.

“It’s going to see us!” Nilsa warned as she aimed her bow with an Elemental Fire Arrow.

“Come down here and you’ll see how handsome you are once I take your eyes out!” Viggo threatened as he reached for his two Assassin knives.

The west wind filled the sail and the boat went as fast as it could in a calm sea. But this was not a swift vessel, and it seemed to take an eternity to sail the waters. Ingrid knew this and set the course toward the island, to the nearest cliffs. They would not have time to skirt the coast and reach the harbor at the back.

“We have to reach the shore!” she told her comrades.

Lasgol aimed his golden bow. He watched the dragon’s flight very closely and started to call upon his pre-combat list. One by one, his magical skills manifested with green flashes that ran through his body. He realized that in that small vessel, in the middle of the sea, they were an easy target for a dragon. They had no possible defense. It was going to destroy them.

“It’s coming down on us!” Gerd warned.

“Release at its eyes!” Nilsa cried.

Ingrid picked up her bow and nocked an arrow.

“This isn’t the best time to admit this, but you’ve no idea how much I’ve missed having a bow in my hands.”

“Don’t worry, my beautiful blonde, you’re going to have the chance to recover your skill in the blink of an eye,” Viggo said with a wink. Then he grasped his bow and nocked an arrow before aiming in the direction of the dragon, which was heading straight to them.

“Watch out, it’s upon us!” Lasgol warned.

The dragon flew down from the sky to finish them off, approaching at great speed. It had seen the vessel, and the group’s luck had run out. It roared as dragons liked to do before attacking, to scare their victims and announce the death coming to them.

The five Norghanian Rangers did not flinch before the dragon and its threat. They were more than weathered in all kinds of dangerous situations, this was but one more. They aimed their bows at the dragon’s head while they measured the distance that separated them. Once it reached three hundred paces, they would release. The boat followed its course, with set sail and helm. It moved slightly with the waves, but they were expert shooters and were already calculating the compensation and the moment of release subconsciously. The more than a thousand experiences lived, the innumerable fights they had been in on land and sea, were now added to their expertise.

“Four hundred paces!” Nilsa warned.

“It’s a medium dragon, young!” Lasgol identified it.

“The faster it will fall!” Viggo said cheerfully.

“Ready to release!” Ingrid said, and in her tone they heard the strength and courage of their captain and former First Ranger of Norghana.

“Three hundred!” Nilsa called.

“Release!” Ingrid ordered.

Lasgol called upon his True Shot and Powerful Shot. He did not want to miss; he needed to hit hard to force the dragon to stop its attack, something quite unlikely. There were two green flashes, followed by a golden one when he sent a large burst of energy to his bow so it would give golden power to the shot.

The dragon opened its mouth at that moment to launch its elemental earth breath onto the boat and its occupants. It was flying down in a diagonal with its wings spread, measuring, just like its rivals, the distance that separated them. It sought to stone them with its powerful gush of stones, rocks, and dirt. It started sending its death breath, but there were still a hundred paces to the boat, and it first hit the sea in front of the vessel. It flew on, and its elemental breath came closer to the boat trying to flee to the island in the middle of the sea further east.

Five arrows reached the brown dragon’s head before its breath hit the boat. Nilsa’s hit the left eye. Ingrid also hit the left eye on the side, but she did not make a bull’s eye like her redheaded friend had. Viggo and Gerd hit the right eye, but they did not make bull’s eyes either, hitting above and somewhat to the right. Lasgol hit the right eye full in the center and the arrow penetrated deep after bursting into flames. The explosions of their Elemental Fire and Earth Arrows blinded and annoyed the dragon, preventing it from hitting the boat. The gush of rocks and stones went past them without hitting them. The dragon roared in rage and pain and rose up in the sky.

“That’ll teach you, dratted lizard!” Viggo shouted at it.

“I believe it’s had a very unpleasant, small surprise,” Ingrid nodded.

“We’ve punished its eyes hard. It might go away,” Nilsa commented hopefully, although it sounded more like a wish than a possibility.

“I don’t think it’s enough for it to leave. It’s not blinded,” Lasgol said, watching the dragon flying up high, roaring.

“Well, if it comes back down we’ll leave it blind as a mole,” said Viggo.

“It’s veering…” Gerd looked at the dragon and then the island. “We’re not going to reach land in time…”

“The beast is coming back, attack!” Ingrid ordered.

They all raised their bows.

“To the eyes!” Nilsa yelled.

“Blind lizards don’t fly for long!” cried Viggo.

They aimed as the dragon descended from the north, facing the middle of the boat. This time it was coming from a new direction, and more prudently. It had been surprised in its first attack, but it was not going to be like that in the second. Dragons were intelligent, not mere beasts with a murderous instinct.

“It’s going to tear the sail and break the mast!” Gerd guessed.

“Open up to bow and stern, clear the middle!” Ingrid ordered.

Lasgol and Viggo leaped to the stern. Nilsa, Ingrid, and Gerd moved to the bow. They raised their bows again and aimed. The dragon was at three hundred paces. They had time to hit it, but the dragon changed strategies. With a roar, it spread its wings and braked its flight in midair. Turning its body, it kept coming down toward the middle of the boat with its claws first instead of its head.

“It’s coming, claws first!” Nilsa cried.

“Release!” Ingrid ordered.

The five released, trying to hit the dragon’s eyes, but the claws and body of the beast were in the way and the arrows hit those areas instead of the head. There were elemental explosions, but they were not enough to deflect the dragon’s attack. Lasgol managed to hit the right eye again thanks to his True Shot skill, and this time it blinded the eye, burning it with the fiery explosion of elemental fire. The dragon roared with pain and rage but did not change direction or the form of its attack.

“Move back! It’s going to destroy the boat!” Ingrid yelled.

“To the water!” Nilsa cried.

They dived into the water from the bow and stern an instant before the dragon hit the boat with all the weight of its body and the inertia of the attack from the air. There was a terrible noise of broken wood and horrible cracks as an explosion of wood chips, sails, and splinters flew off from the boat in every direction. The dragon touched water with its claws after destroying the vessel completely and tried to rise again. It could not. Its legs and tail had plunged deep into the water, and when it tried to take off again it fell forward on its snout, hitting the surface of the sea with tremendous force.

The little vessel was completely destroyed. Thousands of bits of wood were scattered everywhere, with only a piece of the bow and the stern still in one piece, floating as the remains of a terrible wreck.

“Swim toward land before it recovers!” Ingrid told them.

“Swim, swim!” Gerd joined her as he swam with strong strokes toward land. Nilsa followed at once, and Viggo followed her with the innate grace and agility that were characteristic in him even when swimming.

Lasgol watched the dragon from beside the remains of the bow. He saw the difficulties it had getting out of the water. It had not calculated the attack accurately and had plunged in too deep. Now it could not get its wings out of the water to fly off. No doubt it eventually would, but right now it was in trouble. This gave him an idea. He swam to the remains of the stern that were still floating and climbed onto them. He managed to keep his balance standing thanks to his Improved Agility skill. He raised his golden bow and nocked an arrow. They were both soaking wet, but he did not need an elemental explosion to hit true.

Viggo looked back and realized what Lasgol was doing.

“The weirdo is attacking!” he warned his comrades.

The others looked at Lasgol from the water as he stood on what little remained of the stern.

“Let’s reach land and try to cover him from there!” Ingrid cried.

They swam for their lives while Lasgol was already calling upon his True Shot, Powerful Shot, and Multiple Shot skills, one after the other.

The dragon shook its head and roared. It had not seen Lasgol and was trying to beat its wings and get out of the water like a colossal sea bird.

Lasgol released after feeling the three green flashes and the golden one. Three simultaneous arrows flew from his bow and hit the dragon’s left eye directly. A terrible roar assured him he had hit his target. The dragon seemed to lose its aplomb on the water. It beat its wings in a weird, desperate way and started to sink in the sea.

This gave Lasgol a chance he was not going to waste. He summoned his three skills one after the other and sent a great amount of energy to the bow. This was his last possible shot, because the remains on which he was balancing so as not to fall in the water were sinking under his weight.

The dragon emerged from the water like a flying fish, trying to get its whole body out with a great leap, and beat its wings to gain height. Lasgol felt the water at his ankles. He was sinking; he had to release before the water reached the bow.

The dragon rose a little and managed to get almost all its body out of the water except its back legs and tail.

Lasgol released.

The three arrows hit the dragon’s left eye and plunged in deep. This finished blinding it.

With a terrible roar, the dragon rose, beating its wings desperately. A moment later it was flying off erratically. It rose and veered right for a moment longer before veering left. It seemed to lose its direction entirely and began to lose height. It was roaring desperately and moving its head to either side. It was blinded and had lost its sense of direction. It flew a little more and dropped sideways to the sea. It hit the water with a tremendous blow against the water and was left floating on the surface. It started to sink.

Lasgol slung his bow onto his back and started sinking too, then he swam fast toward the shore and his comrades who covered his retreat from the small rocky beach.

“Take it easy, it’s not following you,” Gerd told him as he reached out to help him out of the water.

Lasgol looked over his shoulder and saw the dragon in trouble in the sea, the water growing rougher.

“Thank you,” Lasgol said, taking Gerd’s hand. The giant pulled him out of the water. “Everyone well?” he asked, looking at his friends.

“Wet and bruised but nothing important,” Ingrid reported.

“If you had planned on attacking the dragon you could’ve warned me. I need more notches in my dragon-killer belt,” Viggo protested.

“I didn’t plan it, it just came out that way,” Lasgol said with a shrug.

“Did you blind it? Because it’s stumbling in the water, changing direction all the time,” Nilsa asked him.

“Yeah, I finished blinding it. It’s the best option we have against them and the one I always try to achieve.”

“It works better than I thought it would when you explained,” Ingrid admitted. “For such large and powerful beasts as they are, their eyes are an interesting weakness.”

“Every creature in nature has some weakness, even the fiercest,” Gerd said.

“And it appears the flying lizards don’t swim well either,” Viggo commented, pointing at the dragon as it struggled not to drown.

“This is interesting, they’re not good swimmers,” Ingrid commented, as if making a mental note of the discovery.

The dragon tried to get out of the water and take off several more times, but as soon as it got half its body out of the water it fell back in. Its movements were off balance and violent. It looked desperate and roared when water was not filling its mouth. In the end, it could not manage to leave the water. The deep sea swallowed it.

“So, we now know one more way to kill flying lizards. You simply have to injure them and make them fall in the sea,” Viggo commented, satisfied.

“Super simple,” Nilsa said with a face that indicated just the opposite.

Gerd looked upward toward the high cliff and the wall above it that were at their back.

“Well, after a rough journey we’ve arrived to York,” he announced, and they all turned around and looked at the city walls.

“True, here we are,” Nilsa nodded.

“Let’s see what this place has in store for us,” said Ingrid.

“It will certainly be interesting,” Viggo stated.


Chapter 5

Lasgol and his comrades were looking for a way to get out of that small rocky beach. The cliffs were very high, and they seemed cut with an axe by a war god. They thought it would be too dangerous to climb them, and they could see no clear way of getting out of there. The beach ended in the water at either end.

“I think we’re going to have to swim around this island-city-fortress,” Gerd said thoughtfully.

“And if we don’t find where to get a hold? Maybe there is nothing but cliffs…” Nilsa scratched her head, looking unconvinced with the idea.

“We can shout for help, surely there must be a guard on that wall,” Ingrid said, pointing at the battlements on the cliff.

“Heeeyyyyy! We’re down here!” Vigo shouted upward, using his hands as an amplifier.

“Not sure they’re going to hear you...” Nilsa told him.

Viggo took her comment as a challenge and shouted even louder with all the power of his lungs and throat.

“We’re down here! Heeeyyyyy! On the beach!”

“You’ll make us deaf,” Gerd protested, covering his ears with his hands. Lasgol watched the wall on the cliff, trying to see whether any heads appeared. He was using his Hawk’s Eye skill which allowed him to see a lot further than any normal person. He made out three metal helmets.

“They’ve seen us, you can stop shouting.”

“Are you sure?” Viggo asked.

“Yes, I can make out three soldiers looking down here.”

“Just in case, I’m going to shout once more. Heeeyyyyy! Heeeyyyyy!”

Nilsa and Gerd covered their ears as Ingrid gave a deep sigh.

Lasgol was grateful his Owl Hearing was no longer activated. He smiled. His vociferous comrade was really something special, to call him anything.

They waited for a while, sure they had been seen and heard. That did not mean they would be rescued. But they entertained that hope. If not they would have to swim quite a way.

It was not necessary.

“It looks as if they’re coming to pick us up,” Gerd said, nodding toward a group of soldiers approaching in a ship from the east. It was a large ship, and it looked military.

Nilsa grabbed her bow and quiver which she had been drying in the sun.

“Wonderful,” Viggo cheered up. “This little beach loses all its charm after a while. My bottom is sore from sitting on all these pebbles.”

“I guess they’re York soldiers,” Ingrid commented.

“Remember, don’t be too trusting,” Viggo warned them.

“Let them rescue us and then we’ll see,” Ingrid replied to him.

The ship arrived in front of the beach. An officer, who must be the captain, motioned them to wait. A small row boat was lowered from the ship, and a soldier got on board and rowed toward them on the beach.

“Thanks for the assistance,” Ingrid said gratefully.

The soldier made signs that he did not understand and motioned for them to step on board.

They did so and the soldier rowed back to the ship. They were helped on board, and then they brought the row boat up. They did not see any aggressive or threatening attitudes, so they did not become tense. Viggo was watching the soldiers with narrowed eyes; he did not trust them and was ready to act.

Lasgol was studying the York soldiers. They looked like something out of a parade celebrating the glory of their kingdom’s heroes. They wore white tunics of very good quality and over them a golden cuirass. Their helmets, greaves, and vambraces were of the same color. They carried short swords with a gold hilt. When the sun shone on them they glittered a blinding gold. Lasgol looked at Ingrid, who like him was also studying the soldiers. The blonde Ranger signaled to him that she was also very surprised by their attire.

“These people clearly aren’t familiar with the notion of discretion…” Viggo commented under his breath unobtrusively. “With how they glow, they’ll be seen from miles away.”

“A little too ostentatious indeed,” Nilsa agreed as she squinted, blinded by the golden flashes their armor emitted.

The captain came over to them and said something they did not understand. They indicated as much with gestures. The captain pointed at them with his finger and then at the island. This they did understand. He also made gestures about the dragon and them shooting arrows at the beast. He applauded, which they took as him being impressed. Several soldiers watching them also applauded.

It was clear that those in the city had watched the combat from some point on the wall on the cliff. Lasgol guessed this might open the gates of the city-island to them. It was not every day that a small group killed a dragon in front of those coasts. It appeared this had impressed them, and it was likely the Yorkers might want to have them with them. Whoever killed a dragon was surely more than welcome in any city in Tremia.

The captain indicated that everything was all right, and a moment later the ship veered on a course back to somewhere on the island. Lasgol thanked him for the rescue and felt like getting to know the city-island-fortress that had been capable of surviving the dragons’ attacks. He wondered how they might have achieved it. From what they had heard, it was in part because the rulers of the city had hired magi to whom they paid large sums of gold. He wanted to find out whether this was so and what kind of magi they were. He also wanted to see what the city was like and the culture of the inhabitants.

They were taken to the bow of the ship and given water, food, and blankets to dry themselves, which they greatly appreciated. Viggo remained alert and watched everything with suspicious eyes, as was usual in him. The rest of the group was more relaxed. They were being rescued from the wreck they had suffered, and they did not notice anything weird. That did not mean they might not be taken in, but Lasgol doubted such was the case.

The ship went around the island fast, and they found out that indeed it was horseshoe shaped. They went in toward the foreground of the mass of land and saw that the cliffs surrounded it entirely. In the innermost side of the horseshoe they saw docks, but not steps that went up the cliff, which they found odd.

“Those docks without steps… how are we going to get up to the top of the cliff?” Gerd asked as he stared at the docks with armed ships.

“And where is the great fleet that escaped Orecor? There are quite a few ships, but not that many,” Nilsa commented.

“It’s not a good idea to leave all your ships grouped together. If an elemental fire dragon attacks them, it will destroy all of them in the blink of an eye,” Ingrid said.

“They must have hidden them… along the coast… or even out at sea…” Lasgol reasoned.

“Or killed all the people from Orecor and sunk their ships,” Viggo said.

“Will you be a little more positive?” Nilsa pleaded.

“A realist is what I am. From the land of Re-al-i-ty.”

“Whichever it is, we’ll soon find out,” said Ingrid. “Let’s be alert and ready. I doubt Viggo is right, but it’s better to be wary.”

They arrived at the pier and docked among several war ships. The harbor was very busy. A large number of soldiers watched from the dock and the ships, but there were more workers than anything else. They all wore black tunics, and on the chest they had embroidered the picture of several coins and a word underneath these that they did not understand. That they were workers there was no doubt, since they were carrying crates, sacks, skins with water or wine, besides weapons and food from the docks to the ships and the other way around. A smaller group of civilians wearing white silk tunics with embroidered golden ships on their chest were giving orders to the workers.

“Funny clothes these workers wear,” Gerd commented.

“As are the ones the merchants who are giving them orders are wearing,” Ingrid commented. “I’m guessing they’re merchants, because they certainly aren’t soldiers, they’re not wearing armor.”

Lasgol watched them. The traders’ clothes were of high-quality silk, and those of the workers were also very good quality cloth. The shoes they wore were also expensive. It was obvious they had coin. It did not surprise him that the traders were well off, but the workers’ wealth did who, for what they were, dressed in tunic and footwear of great quality. This was not usual in Norghana or in other kingdoms.

“Have you noticed that all the soldiers wear golden armor? I thought that only our rescuers had them as if they were a welcome committee and that was why they were in their dress uniform, but I see it’s everyone,” Gerd said, looking at those on watch duty in the harbor.

“Very funny indeed, big guy. The cuirasses, shields, and spears are of gold, which is unheard of. If they have so much gold… we might get rich here,” Viggo smiled, and his eyes shone.

“They must be steel with a coating of gold-colored paint,” Ingrid told him. “It’s more logical. Apart from being expensive, gold isn’t forged like steel.”

“Even so, these people are rich, and they like to show it. We’ll have opportunities…” Viggo said, rubbing his hands.

“You just forget about opportunities,” Ingrid stopped him. “We’re here for something specific, and that’s not to make money.”

“There’s always a time to fill one’s pockets, if you’re skilled. One of my goals is to become very rich and have a title of nobility and land. This city has crossed my path—if there are possibilities, I must take advantage of them.”

“Is this city so important?” Lasgol asked.

“This city is said to be the richest in all of Tremia, that the streets here are paved in gold,” Nilsa told them.

“Because of trade,” Ingrid said. “I also seem to remember hearing similar stories.”

“That’s right. Of all the city-states of the eastern coast that form the Coalition of City-States, York is the richest. Its peoples are natural tradesmen and its rulers are extraordinary business men,” Nilsa explained.

Ingrid nodded.

“From what I’ve heard, they controlled the trade routes between the eastern cities, and also made business with other large kingdoms such as the Nocean Empire and Irinel.”

“That might have been before the dragons’ invasion, but I highly doubt it now,” Viggo said. “But if they still have gold to spend on the best Assassin of Tremia, I’m not going to stop them.”

“Sure, you’ll volunteer,” Nilsa told him.

Viggo smiled and put together his open hands as if waiting for gold to fall into them.

The captain came over to them and motioned them to follow him. They took their things and did as they were told. As soon as they set foot on the pier, a dozen soldiers stood on either side, escorting them. It did not surprise Lasgol; they were armed foreigners, and in the current times all precautions were too little. The captain spoke to the officer in command of the soldiers and then went back to his ship. The officer looked at them from head to toe, studying them. He seemed to be deciding whether to let them enter the city or not. He finally came to a decision and signaled them to follow him.

They went after the officer to the middle of the high cliff, where he stopped about fifteen paces from the wall. He motioned them to wait behind him. He looked up to the wall on top of the cliff and then gave three short whistles, following a pattern. Lasgol guessed it was some kind of call. From the wall they heard three whistles in reply. A moment later above the wall there appeared three long posts, and from them hung a wooden platform that began to descend slowly.

“So that’s how they bring things and people up or down in this island,” Gerd commented, not missing a detail.

“I’m not sure that’s very stable,” Viggo said, seeing the platform swaying slightly to the sides, since it was hanging from three ropes that passed through a very large ring at the top.

“I guess they must have thought it out well. They must’ve been doing it for a long time,” Ingrid told him.

“There’s many a thinker with crazy ideas,” Viggo replied as he watched the platform with distrust.

They watched the platform reach the ground. They saw it had four walls, three feet tall each, and a small gate that was nothing more than the absence of wood in part of the front wall.

The officer motioned them to get in.

Lasgol and his friends exchanged uncertain gazes. In the end, Ingrid went in and the others followed her. Once inside they heard whistles, and the platform started going up slowly.

“Wow, chains and pulleys, like the gate of a castle,” Gerd said, checking the mechanism they were pulling them up with.

“The chains aren’t gold, look at that,” Viggo noticed.

“That would be a waste. What a way to squander money,” Nilsa said. “There are more than three hundred feet from the harbor to the top of the wall.”

Viggo looked up.

“Pretty high indeed.”

At that moment the chains shrieked and the platform swayed as if it had hit the cliff wall. They all held on tight so as not to lose their balance.

“By the snow-capped peaks, we’ll fall!” Viggo cried.

“Hold on tight,” Ingrid entreated them.

The platform stabilized again after a moment of swaying and then went on up.

“What a scare!” Nilsa was looking down, horrified.

“Those above, be careful! Fragile, valuable merchandise!” Viggo shouted at them.

The ascent of the platform went on for quite a while. As they were going up they heard more whistling, and suddenly several platforms began to go down to the harbor, one on their right and the other on the left of the one they were on.

“It does look like they use this method a lot,” Lasgol commented as he watched the way those platforms worked with great interest.

“Those two platforms are passing too close to us, if they sway they’ll hit ours,” Viggo protested.

“Don’t be a whiner, they wouldn’t hit us even if a hurricane was blowing,” Ingrid told hm.

Viggo eyed the two platforms and then looked down.

“If they throw me off, I’ll plunge into the water head first.”

“Do you think you’ll clear the ships? There are a lot of them,” Nilsa said with a sarcastic chuckle.

“Where I put my eye I put my head.” Viggo motioned jumping off the platform.

Gerd and Lasgol laughed at his words while Nilsa and Ingrid shook their heads.

They arrived at the top without any more swaying or any other events. The battlement of the wall was prepared for loading and unloading material, people, and goods from the platforms. There were wooden and stone structures besides the pulley cranes all along the wall that looked down on the harbor. As in those, they found a multitude of workers dressed in their black tunics and traders giving instructions all along the battlements. There was an infinitude of them, and they filled the extension of the battlements. The soldiers simply watched the area as stoical figures that shone in the sun.

A new officer approached them with about twenty soldiers. They had been waiting for them. He motioned them to follow him, and so they did. Viggo glanced at the docks below one last time. He made a face meaning the height was too much and turned around.

Lasgol tried to see what the city was like from the wall, but there were so many people working that they made an almost impassable barrier. He would have to wait to get down from there. What he did glimpse was a multitude of golden flashes coming from below, as if they were over a city shining in golden hues. This soothed him. The golden color was the one that brought down dragons, the one that allowed them to be safe from the evil creatures. The fact that this city and its people shone in that color eased him. He knew they were not safe from the dragons and that the golden flashes would not defeat the creatures, but even so he felt more relaxed. At least for the time being.


Chapter 6

They went into the city down the eastern wall that looked out on the harbor, walking down stone ramps prepared for the transport of goods. On their way they crossed with caravans of donkeys and mules that were going up in an orderly manner, loaded with goods or pulling carts filled with crates and sacks. There were lines on the floor marking the paths they had to follow up or down so they would not get in each other’s way. The flow to the battlements and from these to the city below was ordered and continuous. They went down to the streets of the city. There was so much traffic on the ramps they were unable to appreciate anything else but the fact that the city shone white and gold. What they saw when they set foot in the streets astonished them.

“It can’t be…” Nilsa said, her mouth dropping.

“The streets… are really made of gold…” Gerd was staring at the avenues that opened ahead of them and could not believe what he was seeing.

Viggo crouched down and scraped the floor with a knife.

“Now we’ll see whether it’s gold. They can’t be so crazy.”

“It’s not only the streets, look at the façades and roofs of the buildings…” Ingrid pointed at the houses to her right.

Lasgol was dumbstruck, all the roofs that still survived were made of gold. The houses, of a bright white, also had golden doors, windows, and roofs. It was unbelievable.

“It doesn’t even look as if they’ve been affected much by the dragons’ attacks. There is damage in several areas, but everything shines as if it were new.”

“And made of gold,” Nilsa added, still unable to believe her eyes.

“It’s an amazing city,” said Gerd as he looked around everywhere with eyes that threatened to pop out of their sockets.

“It’s paint, but it does indeed have some gold powder. The blasted rich have painted streets and buildings with gold powder.” Viggo was so surprised that he stared at everything with eyes that wanted to take roofs, windows, and doors away with him.

The captain and the soldiers escorting them stopped when they saw they were not moving, standing still, trying to understand how this was possible and come out of their astonishment.

“I always believed the streets of gold to be an exaggeration,” Nilsa commented.

“Well, it certainly doesn’t look that way,” Gerd said, bending over to touch the cobblestones under his feet that were the color of rusted gold.

The captain waited patiently for them to get over their astonishment while they went on staring at everything with obvious disbelief reflected on their faces. It was clear that this was not the first time the officer was witnessing the surprise the city caused in newly arrived foreigners. After a moment, he motioned them to move on.

They crossed the first neighborhoods of the city and saw that some parts had indeed been punished by the dragons’ attacks. The avenues, buildings, fountains, statues, and parks had been damaged. But other areas looked intact and shone brightly with the glow of riches and ostentation.

Viggo could not help a smile of satisfaction curving his lips.

“I’m going to like this place very much, I feel it,” he told his comrades, passing his hand over the handle of a door that was solid gold.

They walked by a fountain whose upper part was a spear tip, also gold. Ingrid grabbed Viggo’s arm so he would not climb on the fountain and pull out the spear tip to take with him.

They arrived at a large round plaza where there were several statues. These were not of soldiers and military heroes, like in Orecor, but of merchants and businessmen. They wore tunics, and in their hands they carried baskets filled with gold and books, also golden.

“I’m taking one of these baskets. They’re filled with real gold coins.” Viggo was pointing at the nearest statue.

“You’re not going to take anything,” Ingrid told him.

“But it’s right there for anyone to take,” he protested, making to go toward the statue.

“Don’t you see that no one’s taking anything?” Nilsa told him.

“Because they’re fools. If it’s there, you take it. It’s like an apple in the tree,” Viggo argued.

“I don’t think so. If they don’t take it, it must be because it’s forbidden,” Gerd corrected him.

“And it’s not like picking an apple from a tree,” Ingrid snapped at him.

“They won’t mind, there’s gold everywhere.” Viggo waved toward the houses around the plaza. “I bet they’ll take it as an insult if we don’t take that gold.”

“Yeah, sure. Keep your hands still, you’re too quick with them,” Ingrid ordered him.

Lasgol could not blame Viggo. The truth was there was gold everywhere, and not in closed chests or protected but used as decoration for buildings and parks. He found it a terrible waste. Using only the gold of those statues they could buy an infinite amount of food in other kingdoms and feed all the needy. That was another thing there did not seem to be in this city. There were no beggars and homeless people anywhere to be seen. There were workers in their black tunics and businessmen and traders in white ones, apart from the soldiers. But there was no sign of poverty. It made sense, since if they were so rich there should not be poor people in the city. For this the rulers ought to be fair, which Lasgol knew was not usually so. He hoped to be wrong and that it would be the case here.

The officer motioned them to keep going, and they soon entered a quadrant of the city that did not have houses but barracks and other military buildings. They were rectangular, large and tall, capable of holding thousands of soldiers. They were painted in silver and had decorations in gold at their base and on the top. They did not have roofs but large terraces where they could see hundreds of archers ready. All the buildings had suffered attacks from the dragons and taken critical damage. Two had fallen down, and there were workers clearing the area.

As they went along they saw groups of soldiers practicing in the squares adjacent to the buildings. Each one had a yard at the front and another at the back, and there were soldiers exercising in each.

“Look, those are soldiers of Orecor,” Ingrid pointed out, recognizing them.

“Yeah, that’s right, they’re training with the Yorkers,” Gerd realized.

“I don’t see how they can train, they must all be blinded by so much shining gold,” said Viggo.

“Didn’t you say they were going to lock them up or kill them?” Nilsa said accusingly.

“They must be in need of reinforcements, these little golden soldiers, and that’s why they’re not going against their former rivals.”

“It’s most likely after fighting the dragons all this time,” Ingrid reasoned.

“That it hasn’t happened this time doesn’t mean I’m not right,” said Viggo, firm in his beliefs.

“Yeah, and you’re always right, we know,” Nilsa said, very ironically.

Viggo nodded.

“Of course I’m right.”

Another group of Orecor soldiers passed before them at a military pace. These were archers. After them came more soldiers, these from York, also archers. They went into one of the buildings that had two very damaged façades but was still standing. They seemed to be going up to the roof terraces.

“It makes me feel at ease to see that the Orecor soldiers have joined the Yorkers and seem to be doing fine,” Gerd commented.

“Yeah, me too,” Lasgol agreed. “Need unites them. Rivalries and envies vanish in times of great hardship.”

“I hope it’s the same in all the kingdoms of Tremia,” Gerd said.

“The few that haven’t yet fallen,” Nilsa pointed out.

“All kingdoms must unite and fight the dragons together,” said Ingrid.

“Including our allies of their world,” said Lasgol.

“I wouldn’t trust those much…” Viggo started to say.

“We trust everyone who unites against the dragons,” Ingrid cut him short. “That’s how it must be.”

They went past the military buildings and arrived at a palace. The front part had suffered much damage and was not transitable. The officer led them to the back, which was still standing and very well kept. The palace was surrounded by York soldiers on guard duty, so they guessed that the leaders of the city were housed here.

They went into the palace and saw at once that it was of impressive splendor. If it was white and gold on the outside, inside it was gold and white. They had to shield their eyes from the brightness of the walls that were painted gold. The curtains on the windows were white silk. The carpets, armchairs, and chairs were white and gold. The whole interior was heavy and ostentatious. Vases, candelabra, pictures—everything looked to be of incalculable value.

Viggo stared at everything with large eyes that shone when meeting the reflections of the gold. His smile was one of greed.

“Don’t you even dream of taking anything,” Ingrid warned him.

The officer signaled them to wait. The escort stayed with them in the room while the officer left.

“This is more than excessive, don’t you think?” Gerd said, looking around the room and its luxurious decoration.

“Not at all, I love it. When I’m rich and noble I’ll have a castle decorated like this, all in gold and silver. And with many silks, that too,” said Viggo dreamily.

“Well you won’t live with me then,” Ingrid retorted.

Viggo looked at her with the eyes of a sad cat.

“My precious belligerent blondie, of course we’ll live together in my golden castle surrounded by gold.”

“You can forget about that dream. This is an unbearable show of ostentation, my eyes hurt just from looking.”

“We can have a little less gold on the walls, but the rest is very nice…”

“Viggo, don’t be a moron. We’re Norghanian, our decoration is cold and simplistic.”

“Yes, that’s why… one can dream…” Viggo blinked hard, looking at Ingrid.

The First Ranger shook her head firmly.

Viggo sighed.

“Less decoration, noted,” he said and made as if to write it down in a notebook.

Gerd and Nilsa smiled. Lasgol was interested in the sounds he could pick up from under the floor. He could hear them thanks to his Owl Hearing skill. Just in case, he had gone over his pre-combat list. It was not that he distrusted the intentions of the Yorkers, but Viggo did have a point. One must always be wary and ready for the worst.

“I think they’re underground,” he told the others.

The others remained silent, listening.

A moment later, three figures came into the room, preceded by the officer who had brought them here. The captain made signs as if introducing them. The oldest of the three figures spoke.

“I am Hitzari, language translator and interpreter for my lord Urrejaun,” he introduced himself and his lord, whom he bowed to.

“Welcome to York,” Urrejaun said, and Hitzari translated. “I am the leader and regent of the city in these turbulent times we are living.” The ruler was dressed in a very elegant white silk tunic, of fine manufacturing, with gold trimming. On his chest he wore the symbol of two gold embroidered hands with gold coins falling from them. Above this embroidery they could see an eagle, also gold. “Forgive me for making you wait. Because of the dragons’ attacks, we now spend most of our time in the cellars. It’s safer,” he apologized, pointing at the floor.

“We understand, it’s the times we’re living in. Thank you for rescuing us,” Ingrid replied with a bow.

“It’s the least I could do. You killed a dragon at sea. That’s what my lookouts have told me at least. It’s true, isn’t it?”

“It is. It attacked us and we killed it. But it destroyed our vessel,” Ingrid nodded.

“It’s a real feat to kill a dragon, more so for such a small group of warriors and in the middle of the sea. It’s astounding.” Urrejaun was deeply impressed.

“We need to understand how you did it,” the other figure who was wearing a deep-blue tunic with gold embroidery said.

“Excuse Magures. He hasn’t even introduced himself he is so interested in what happened,” Urrejaun told them.

“Oh, yes, forgive me. I am Magures, First Mage of the city. I’m in charge of all the magi. And I’m extremely interested in knowing how you killed the dragon. No doubt it was with magic, since it cannot be any other way.”

“Well, they can be blinded and left to die like that,” Viggo intervened.

“True, that’s possible, although not something easy to achieve. Was that what happened?” Magures asked.

“Yes and no…” Viggo said and left it at that.

“I see you are reserved. It’s natural that you are wary. You’re in a new land and don’t know us,” Urrejaun said in an understanding tone.

“Yes, it’s only natural that you don’t trust us,” Magures nodded.

“Only tell us for now whether it’s true that you killed the dragon by using magic,” said Urrejaun.

Ingrid looked at Lasgol and let him answer. They could pretend, but they would get nowhere that way and might anger their rescuers. It was better not to do that. Lasgol thought for a moment longer and then replied.

“We blinded and killed the dragon using special Norghanian arrows, and my magic, together with that of this bow.” Lasgol indicated his back where Aodh’s Bow was slung.

“Very interesting,” Magures said with bright eyes. “You don’t look like a mage.”

“I’m not, not in the traditional way, although I have been taught by a great mage.”

“Oh, I see. But you look like a warrior.”

“That’s because I am. I’m a Norghanian Ranger. We all are. I also possess magic.”

“We know about the Norghanian Rangers, your reputation precedes you,” Urrejaun said.

“What type of magic do you have?” Magures asked Lasgol.

“My magic is essentially Magic of Nature.”

“Oh, curious. Similar to that of the Druids?”

“Yes, similar, but I believe there are some differences.”

“Among my magi there are different types of magic, isn’t that so?” Urrejaun asked Magures.

The mage nodded.

“We have water, fire, blood, curses, spirit, and strength magic, and one Druid…”

“Those are many types of magic,” Ingrid said, looking impressed.

“They’re all very few to fight against the dragons,” Magures said regretfully.

“Very fortunate to have so many magi when there are so few, and more so in times of war,” Viggo said, raising an eyebrow.

Urrejaun smiled. He understood the veiled intention in Viggo’s comment.

“Gold is greatly persuasive. Our city is rich, as you have been able to see. Our chests are filled with gold thanks to a very lucrative trade. They have been for centuries. It’s true that lately they’ve suffered, and that we’ve spent enormous amounts of gold to be able to survive the dragons when we don’t have a great army or many magi.”

“You’ve bought them,” Viggo guessed.

“We’ve recruited them and we pay them handsomely, both the soldiers who defend the city and the magi. Especially the latter, since without them we would already be dead and the city destroyed. Magic is what defends us from the attacks of the dragons.”

“It must be nice to have so much gold when other kingdoms have succumbed for not having it,” Viggo smiled at him with sarcasm.

“This is a city of trade, it’s always been that. Well-done business generates great riches. We are experts in this art. Here trading is indeed an art and is studied and practiced until sustained benefits are obtained. Thus have we survived until now, trading, not training soldiers like our neighboring kingdoms. They’ve fallen, and we’re still sanding. I believe our approach was the adequate one,” Urrejaun refuted, smiling in triumph.

“Without a doubt the results point to that,” Ingrid agreed.

“The magi were recruited by the city at the beginning of the dragons’ invasion,” Magures explained. “None of them regret it, that I can assure you. And it’s not only because of the gold. They know that serving in any other kingdom they would already be dead.”

“They were smart indeed,” Viggo had to agree with him. “Now you have one more mage. One of Golden Magic,” he said in an accusing tone, looking at Urrejaun.

Magures and Urrejaun exchanged a glance.

The leader of the city spoke after a moment.

“We do indeed. It’s a secret we would like to keep. How do you know?”

“We know him. He’s our friend. We’ve come to see him,” Ingrid explained.

“Well, this is even more interesting,” Magures said.

“We helped Dameros and Aquasmares and the other magi leave the city to come here,” said Lasgol.

“Dameros told us what happened. I guessed it was you, especially when you killed a dragon in front of my coasts. I’m glad you managed to get out of Orecor alive, Dameros wasn’t sure you would make it.”

“We’re still alive and ready to fight,” Ingrid said seriously.

“I hope against the dragons and not against the people of York,” Urrejaun told them.

“We hope to be allies of the people of York,” Ingrid assured him in a firm voice.

“All who fight against the dragons are allies of our people. You may consider yourselves safe and among friends.” Urrejaun opened his arms in a sign of friendship.

“We accept that friendship, and we’ll do what we can to help this city,” Ingrid told him.

Lasgol knew that this offering was good. They needed allies and help. What he was not sure of was whether Urrejaun would grant them access to Dameros and his magic. It was a very precious gift, and the leader of the city was very much aware of it. Lasgol watched him, and then his First Mage. He had the feeling that they would be very protective of their new acquisition. It was only natural, since it might save the kingdom and the thousands of lives on this island. They would have to wait and see whether they were granted access to the mage, and how much.


Chapter 7

Nahia and Eki were waiting at the top of a tower to have three prisoners brought to them for interrogation. General Iama-Area-Urdin had told them they would provide information about the situation.

Have I ever told you about my squad? Nahia sent Eki.

The Igneous Squad, of the Red Squadron of your Drakoros class group?

Yeah, them.

You’ve told me some, but not much. Through our bond I can feel that they mean a lot to you.

They mean much more than a lot. If I am alive and with you it’s in great part thanks to them. I owe them a lot, but besides that, I carry them here. Nahia beat her chest with her fist.

I’m glad you trust me with personal matters. It strengthens our bond, and it shows you trust me.

Yeah, right…

But…?

It’s only that we might encounter them here…

Eki thought for a moment.

Oh, I see, you don’t want anything bad to happen to them.

That’s right.

I understand that if that’s your fear, it’s because they’re with the rebels.

It’s very possible, yes. I might be wrong and they’re not, but if we encounter them, I don’t want anything to happen to them.

This wish of yours, no matter how logical it might seem to you, endangers both of us. If General Iama-Area-Urdin finds out that we don’t fulfill our duty, he’ll execute us.

I know that I’m asking a lot of you and that you don’t need to do it, but I assure you that, in fact, my squadron can help us achieve Aroa’s and Logan’s freedom.

I don’t wish to go against your comrades and friends, but right now, if they are with the rebels, they are our enemies. You’d better see it that way, because if we don’t fulfill our mission and die, Aroa and Logan will die with us too.

Sometimes I hate that you’re so intelligent.

Because I turn your arguments around?

Yeah, exactly.

Perhaps you ought to reason better then.

We’re not going to attack my squadron or allow them to be killed. Nahia was adamant.

That’s very dangerous for us. Too much. I’m sorry, but I won’t let Aroa die for your squadron.

Nahia breathed out loud. She had lost the argument. Anyway, it was one she had to have with Eki because, if she was right, her squad was at this moment under the rocks, close by. Eki did not want to cooperate, and she understood his point of view. But she had to warn him, because if they encountered them, she did not want him to attack them or help get them killed.

Well, I had to tell you.

And I appreciate that you told me, although I don’t share your point of view.

We’ll never share the same point of view, since I am a slave and you a master.

Eki threw his head back, just slightly, but he did. The answer had hurt him. Nahia could feel it through the bond.

To soften things a bit, Nahia added, At least not as long as things go on the same way.

A dozen Felidae soldiers of the Brown Dragon King brought them three Felidae prisoners. They forced them to their knees before Eki and Nahia. They were in chains and had been beaten with a vengeance. A moment later, Captain Zuri-Bigar-Des, who was in charge of the city, flew down.

The prisoners you wanted to question, it sent them as it landed beside them.

Nahia watched the great white dragon. It had cruel eyes and black streaks that ran along its sides, indicating that it had some darkness magic.

Thank you, Captain, Eki sent.

Nahia and Eki had agreed she would send him the questions and he would ask them. The captain would not be at all pleased that a rider performed the questioning. It had to be her dragon lord. Eki preferred to pretend to run the questioning so as not to take any risks, so he agreed to it. He also agreed to Nahia’s request.

You three were here and witnessed what happened, is that so? Eki asked.

The three Felidae nodded without lifting their heads. They were looking down and terrified.

Is it true that ten thousand Desher Tumaini warriors with ruby eyes came to the gates of the city?

The three nodded.

They say they were led by Humans. Were they Desher Tumaini?

They shook their heads.

They also say that a squadron of Dragon Warlocks was with the leaders.

The prisoners nodded.

Nahia had the confirmation she needed. That was her squadron and the Humans were Lasgol and his comrades, it could be no other way.

There is talk of three dragon heads. Did you see them?

The three nodded.

Nahia felt through the bond with Eki that the silver dragon was upset by this. He did not approve of dragons dying.

Did you witness the death of the dragons?

None spoke, they were afraid.

Speak. You have my permission to address me. Nothing will happen to you. I am asking you directly, answer freely, Eki assured them.

“Only one… here, in the city…” replied one of the prisoners whose eye was totally swollen shut after the beating he had received. He was a black panther Felidae.

How did it die?

“Nets… they threw nets at its wings. When it crashed, the white-skinned humans… killed it with a shining weapon… gold,” another prisoner with an ugly gash on his head said. This was a tiger Felidae.

What weapon?

“I think it was a bow…”

They are lying. No weapon, least of all a bow, can wound us, the captain sent, along with a strong feeling of rage.

Nahia knew it was Lasgol and his golden bow and she would have loved to tell the pompous captain how wrong he was, but she would not have achieved anything by that. Besides, the less the dragons knew about the Golden Weapons, the better. That way they would be able to surprise them over and over.

Let us not dismiss the possibility. You say that the weapon shone as if it were gold, right?

“It was that color… then there were strong golden flashes.”

How did you see them?

“I was on the battlement above the gate. We all saw them…”

You saw them too?

“I… yes… strong flashes…” said the one with the swollen eye.

“Gold…” the third added, who had not said anything so far and had a badly injured jaw. It was a cheetah Felidae.

Perhaps it was not a bow, perhaps it was Golden Magic that was used, Eki sent after hearing the prisoners’ testimony.

That would make more sense. But there are no Golden Ones here. We have not seen any since we first invaded, and neither had the dragons that came first to this world to explore and establish the level of risk the campaign would have.

Are you sure the weapon used was golden? Eki asked the prisoners.

The three nodded.

In my opinion, we have before us a case of an attack with a Golden Weapon or Golden Magic, otherwise the Humans could not have killed three dragons, Eki said.

They were Humans, not Golden Ones, so they could not have their blasted Golden Magic, the captain retorted.

I can think of many possibilities regarding that… Eki commented as he remained thoughtful.

You do not think a Golden One did this? the captain sent, together with a feeling of puzzlement.

Nahia did not like where the conversation was going, so she decided to cut it short.

Eki, don’t go there. Leave the Golden Magic and Golden Ones out of this.

Why? That’s the most likely explanation, although it’s true that no Golden Ones have been seen in Drameia.

That’s why. It’s a farfetched idea. Let it be.

And yet, through our bond I can sense that you’re worried, that I’m close to the truth…

Eki, let it be. Tell him it’s an absurd assumption.

But I don’t think it is. More so, seeing your reaction, I believe I’m on the right track.

If you want to save Aroa, leave the Golden Ones and Golden Magic alone, Nahia sent him, together with a feeling of warning.

I see…you’d do well to trust me and tell me what you know.

And you’d do even better trusting me and what I know.

Without telling me, you mean.

Exactly. Our interests don’t exactly run parallel.

Eki looked at the prisoners, then at the captain. Nahia was glad to be riding on his back, because otherwise the look he would have given her would have pierced her like two lightning bolts.

Thinking twice, my assumption is a little farfetched, you are right. The captain is correct. No presence of a Golden One or their Golden Magic has been detected in Drameia. It had to be something else.

The dragon captain lifted its head proudly.

Thank you for admitting so, the captain said.

Then, what is the captain’s assumption about the way the dragon died in front of the city?

Its wings were submitted with nets. It must have broken its neck when it crashed headlong.

Eki nodded repeatedly.

That is a good assumption. A dragon might break its neck if the impact is hard enough, and it would render its body useless, although alive.

Without control of its body, the Humans would have been able to kill it by attacking a defenseless head.

It would not be defenseless, it could still use its magic.

They must have killed it before it was able to use it by attacking its mouth and throat.

Eki nodded reluctantly.

Nahia knew Eki was not swallowing that hypothesis. She feared his answer.

But Eki went along with the captain. Yes, that is possible.

Nahia was detecting through the bond with Eki that he did not believe that had happened. It was likely, but it was not what he thought had happened.

Ask them why they stayed in the city with the Noceans. Why didn’t they flee to the Mountains of Blood with the other Felidae? Nahia sent Eki.

It’s not relevant to the investigation, he replied.

Yeah, well, but I want to know, I’m intrigued.

Eki sighed.

Why did you not escape with the others?

These cowards stayed to await our return instead of standing up to those rebelling, the captain intervened.

How many remained?

A couple dozen. We have them in the dungeons. We have been questioning them, the captain explained.

Let them answer, Nahia sent Eki.

Answer, prisoners, Eki ordered.

“We… are loyal to our dragon lords…” the panther said.

“We didn’t betray our lords,” the cheetah said.

You are traitors all the same, for not dying while stopping the rebels! the captain sent very angrily.

The three prisoners bowed their heads even further.

Captain, do not let the prisoners be tortured any more. I need to be able to question them, and if they are in a bad state or die they will be useless to me, Eki sent, together with a feeling of frustration.

Nahia realized that Eki was not telling the whole truth; it was not that he needed to question them, it was that he did not want them to be tortured. Once more, Nahia had evidence that Eki had a good heart. This always surprised her since, in the end, he was a dragon, just like the ruthless captain.

I will try to keep them useful, but there were some who did not cooperate and did not survive.

Nahia picked up the rage and frustration Eki felt. And how he controlled himself. This did him credit; she was not good at controlling her emotions.

Thank you, Captain, I appreciate it.

Nahia had an idea.

Ask him what the condition of the city is and the general’s plans.

Eki watched the city for a moment, thinking.

I see the city is under control and the rebels under the red mountains are too. What plans does the general have?

Our leader marches to the west shortly. The Nocean cities are resisting and refuse to yield. There are orders to focus the efforts on the conquest of the cities west of the desert.

For any particular reason?

It is where the Noceans are stronger, and where their emperor is. He changes cities constantly.

I see. Once the west of the deserts is conquered and the emperor killed, the east will fall.

That is the general’s plan. I do not know the details—my mission is to keep this city under control, and that is what I intend to do.

Of course, Captain.

Do you need anything else, Swift Dragon?

Eki looked thoughtful.

I would like to see the bodies of the three dragons. I need to understand how they were killed. One broke its neck, but what happened to the other two?

Why is it necessary to know how they died? They are dead, that is what is relevant. The captain shook its head, not understanding.

Because I do not want to end like that… and it might happen at any moment, as it happened to them. Eki’s reply was accurate and quick. The captain was upset, as it implied it might also die at any moment.

Indeed… true… I will take you to the bodies. We buried them in the sand north of the city.

Thank you. We will need them completely unburied. There will be important evidence on those bodies, Eki sent.

I will make sure it is done, the captain sent and flew off.


Chapter 8

North of the city of Jafarika, Nahia and Eki contemplated the bodies of the three beheaded dragons. The city workers, over a hundred Nocean Humans, had unburied them, not without great effort, under a scorching sun. A large number of Felidae soldiers watched them.

The pit is huge, Nahia commented. She had expected it to be, since three dragons took up a lot of burial space.

And deep, Eki nodded, watching from the edge as the last workers came out of the pit.

Three bodies with their heads beside them, Nahia commented, who was finding it hard to hide how pleased and proud she was of her friends. That was a real feat, at least for her. She did not know whether Lasgol and the Panthers did this often, but she doubted it. Killing a dragon was very complicated, killing three was a truly great feat.

You should show some repulsion for these events, Eki sent her.

I’m pretending as best I can.

Not enough. Luckily the captain didn’t want to be here to witness it, but if he were, your behavior might reveal you.

I’ll make a face of tremendous repulsion when there’s a living dragon present. Here there are only Human workers and Felidae soldiers guarding them. There’s no danger.

It might be worth it to rehearse a little.

Don’t worry so much about me. I’ll pretend properly when I have to.

Eki snorted. Nahia did not need to pick up how he felt through the bond. She was very aware that the silver dragon felt very frustrated with her and the situation they were involved in. Their relation was going to get tense, very much so. Nahia did not want it to reach the point of rupture, but she feared it might. Events would dictate it. One good thing the situation had was that the new Felidae soldiers, the ones brought by the general, could see the dead dragons. This would generate positive rumors and help the message to keep spreading among them. By the stunned looks she saw among the soldiers, it was already having an effect.

I’m going down to see what happened.

I can tell you if you want.

You know what happened? Eki sent, surprised.

Not in detail, but I can guess what happened. And yes, I can assure you it had to do with a golden bow and Golden Magic.

I see. You know whoever killed them? And I guess it was more than just one.

Nahia wondered whether to tell Eki the truth or not. Both options had advantages and disadvantages. If she said nothing, there would be fewer problems and one less dragon knowing who the Snow Panthers were and how dangerous they were. But Eki would take it as a lack of trust and their relationship would suffer. If she told him, it would mean more danger for the Snow Panthers and a better relationship between the two. Perhaps having a better relationship she would be able to persuade Eki in the future—because right now she did not think it was possible—to be more open in his views of the slaves and his position with the dragons.

Nahia sighed deeply and thought again. She decided to work on the future. Eki had a good heart. She only had to make him see the reality, the truth of the slave peoples and the evil of what the dragons were doing. She might never succeed, but she wanted to try, even if it was riskier for everyone. It reminded her of the situation with Aiden, who did not share the group’s vision but who had never betrayed them. She might reach a similar understanding with Eki. The great difference was that Aiden was a Drakonid, a slave in the end, and Eki was a dragon, and a Swift one besides.

Because I want us to go on being friends and our bond to stay strong, I’ll tell you that indeed I do know who did this. And also the reason and the way.

Eki lifted his head. Nahia was on his back, in her saddle, and could not see his expression, but she guessed it was hard.

I see. Rebels, friends of yours.

Exactly.

I’m going down to investigate anyway, I want to make sure. And also to learn.

Learn? Nahia was surprised.

In every new situation, more so in one like this, there’s much you can learn. I like knowledge, as you know.

Yes but knowledge is one thing and dead dragon bodies a different one. Nahia was squeamish just looking at them.

Stay up here if you want. I won’t take long.

Yeah, better. Nahia got off Eki’s back and set foot on the sand. But don’t take long, or else I’ll melt inside the armor. This sun is criminal.

Eki nodded, and with a leap and the help of his wings he went down into the colossal pit and began to investigate, starting with the heads.

Nahia watched Eki doing his appraisal. As she feared, Eki was taking longer than desirable, and she began to boil inside her armor. Several Felidae soldiers brought her a portable canvas and set up a sort of tent to protect her from the sun. A little shade and the waterskin felt like a real luxury.

At last, Eki seemed to have all the information he needed and came back up.

I finished the study.

And? What conclusions have you reached?

The three died from wounds in the head, eyes, and mouth, to be precise.

With their heads on, you mean.

Beheading happened after death. Which makes sense since, once dead, a dragon loses its magical protection. And I believe magic was used to cut off their heads, since the scales are still equally resistant after death.

And how were they killed?

They were blinded with arrows. They had arrow wounds in the eyes and forehead.

I understand about the eyes, because they don’t have scales and the arrows can wound them, but the forehead? How do you explain that? Nahia wanted to see how good Eki’s guesses were. She knew he was a scholarly dragon and clever, but she wanted to see how much.

Eki nodded.

As I had guessed from the questioning, a bow has been used. A very special one, with Golden Magic. Otherwise, no arrow would be able to pierce through the scales of a dragon.

Wow, you’re a true death investigator.

Am I right?

Nahia bowed her head.

Didn’t you say you were sure?

It’s the most logical explanation, seeing the evidence and the witnesses’ testimonies… but since you know the truth, I want to be sure.

I’ll tell you. Yes, you’re right. Also that the person who wields the bow is a Human friend of mine and that both he and his friends are formidable archers.

I see. Human archers, from Drameia.

Here they call it Tremia, and yes, they are from here. They are fighting so as not to be enslaved or exterminated by your dragon friends. I don’t think you can blame them for defending themselves from the invasion of their homes.

Eki was silent for a moment.

I am aware of what’s going on here and that the Humans of this world are suffering, I see it right now. Eki looked at the Noceans, who were covering the bodies again under the Kraido Army’s supervision.

At that moment, they saw General Iama-Area-Urdin leaving the city, accompanied by two dragons, heading west.

He appears to be going to war in the western deserts, Nahia commented.

Captain Zuri-Bigar-Des stays in command of the city, Eki sent her, looking toward the metropolis.

Nahia looked too and saw the white dragon flying in circles over the city.

It looks that way. Now that we know what happened, what do you want to do? Nahia asked Eki.

We’ll carry out our orders. We were sent to find out what happened here and end the threat. That’s what we’re going to do.

Nahia let the air out of her lungs in a long sigh.

I was afraid you’d say that. If you follow orders, we might find ourselves in a very complicated situation. There’ll be serious trouble.

You mean between you and me?

That’s what I mean. I’m not going to let you end the threat, because my friends are the threat.

Eki looked at her with narrowed eyes. Nahia did not need to know what he was thinking. She could feel it through the bond that joined them. She could feel great frustration, but also concern, much concern.

For now, we’ll follow the orders. When the time comes, we’ll decide what to do.

Nahia did not want to press the situation anymore, but she also received a feeling of anguish, the same one she was feeling herself.

They went back to the city and spoke to the captain as it watched over its domains from one of the highest towers.

I have checked the bodies, and I have my conclusions, Eki told the captain.

And what are those conclusions?

One broke its neck, as the captain accurately guessed. The other two dragons were riddled with arrows in the eyes and mouth. They were most likely blinded, and hence they finally died.

Nahia was surprised Eki did not mention anything about the bow and the Golden Magic used.

Cowardly, treacherous archers! We increasingly hear that the enemy is using bows to blind us with their arrows.

It is a valid strategy. Our eyes are the most difficult place to defend.

Nahia noticed that Eki had not said ‘weak point’. The dragons did not believe they had weak points.

It is of cowards, and that is what they are. Despicable, cowardly Humans.

Now that I know what has happened, and seeing that the enemy is not in the capital…

It might be. There are thousands of Nocean Humans here. The captain cut him short.

It was not Nocean Humans. It was white-skinned Humans. They are from the north. There are not any Humans in the city with those characteristics.

True. It is what the prisoners said they had seen, white-skinned foreigners, the captain nodded, remembering the prisoners who had testified before Eki.

That is correct. They must be hiding in the red mountains. It also explains how they surprised the first two dragons by the portal.

Go to those mountains and get them out from under the rocks. There are three dragons there now, they will help you.

Eki nodded.

Yes, sir, we will go at once.

Eki turned around, and with a leap he took off.

You said nothing about the golden bow. Why?

It doesn’t make sense to explain something to someone who doesn’t want to hear and refuses to accept it.

Sure, there’s no one blinder than those who don’t want to see, Nahia sent him.

Yes, exactly. Explaining a theory the captain wouldn’t want to accept is meaningless. It’s valuable information, which I’m keeping for now.

Until someone wants to listen…

Until I believe it’s time to use it.

I hope that’s never.

Eki tilted his head.

We’ll see.

A while later, Eki was landing on the red rock of the mountains, beside the Desert Pearl.

The dark-brown dragon with red streaks they already knew came to meet them.

Des the captain send you?

That is correct. Your name is? Eki asked in a polite tone.

I am Vig-Des-Marroi, and I am assigned to the surveillance of this place.

Very well, Vig-Des-Marroi, we must end the threat, and our investigations indicate they are under here, Eki summarized.

That is going to complicate things for you. Those Human desert rats hide underneath, and there is no way to get them out.

They could hear roars and the sounds of battle. Nahia did not like that at all.

What is it? Eki asked.

Esker-Gorri-Lelo and Erdi-Zuri-Ask are attacking the two sides of the last stretch of the north range. It is there that we believe the treacherous Felidae, who took shelter here with the natives of the deserts, are.

That made Nahia nervous.

Ask how they are attacking, she implored Eki.

What kind of attack are they using?

The natives have sealed the two entrances, one on each side, that grant access into the mountains. We are attacking those entrances and opening a way. If we manage to get in, we will reach the great caverns inside where the traitors are hiding.

Elemental attacks, or brute force? Eki wanted to know.

Both, but in this case, to move rocks brute force works better. It is arduous, but they are managing to make their way inside.

I should see it. I am going to get closer, Eki said.

Go ahead. But you will not see any natives, they are well hidden. They always disappear when we begin our attempts to penetrate the mountain.

Understood. Eki nodded to the brown dragon and took off toward the north area of the mountains.

Nahia was very worried. If they had two dragons trying to get in, sooner or later they would succeed, and that was very bad news.


Chapter 9

Work inside the Mountains of Blood did not stop day or night. Everyone, natives with ruby eyes and Felidae soldiers, was aware they were risking their lives. They knew and feared the dragons might get through one of the entrances at any moment and kill them. The carts that carried the large rocks used to block the two entrances advanced slowly but steadily. The Felidae pulled on them with thick ropes, and the desert natives pushed the sides and backs. No natural light came into those caverns to the north of the mountain range of the desert, and the torches and oil lamps lit up the place so they could work.

In the great cavern to the east, the repairs went better. The carts came with greater ease than to the large western cavern. There things were more complicated; thousands of soldiers and Desher Tumaini worked as if they were building the greatest monument ever built. The noise was deafening, especially when they unloaded the carts, but also when they carried the colossal rocks on them. The largest carts were no more than long steel platforms with wheels pulled by ropes.

The atmosphere was not only loud, it was also dirty. Earth, sand, dust, and dirt from the rocks filled the caverns. Many of the workers wore scarves to protect their nose and mouth. Luckily they had water, and there were groups of Tumaini whose work was to provide it to the workers. Already several Felidae had dropped, having difficulty breathing and swallowing. A group of nurses with stretchers ran over as soon as a soldier or native fainted. There had also been more serious accidents such as cave-ins and a cart tipping over that had taken some lives.

The Igneous Squad had a shift, and they were talking to a group of officers of the Felidae soldiers of the Brown Army. They were in the central cavern, the largest, and from it they could see the works at the end, both east and west.

“What’s the quality of the air today?” Daphne asked.

“Better today than the last few days,” Captain Tremes said. He was an enormous, powerful lion whose mane was red with the earth and dirt of the place, as well as stuck to his body with sweat from his efforts.

Daphne nodded. The work raised too much dust, and it was difficult to breathe after a few hours in the area.

“We have to move those carts faster,” Taika told the captain.

“The problem is not the carts themselves. The thing is that loading and unloading them is terribly hard,” the officer explained.

“We can push them well between groups of a hundred soldiers once they’re trained how to do it and have practiced the rhythm of the movement. But the loading and unloading times are very long,” another of the officers, a tiger called Lenox with a fierce gaze said.

“We’ll have to think of something,” said Ivo, looking at Taika.

The Felidae-tiger was already turning the issue over in his head. “The pulley cranes built for loading and unloading the largest rocks are strong but slow, I’m afraid. Modifying them so they work faster would take time, and it’s risky. We might lose them if the design isn’t good.”

“I don’t think now’s the time to take more risks,” said Daphne.

“Yeah, better slow but safe,” Ivo joined her.

“On another note, how’s the morale of the soldiers?” Lily asked.

“Not bad,” Captain Tremes replied with a calm wave.

“Considering the circumstances, I guess,” Ivo commented.

“Yeah, sure. We’d all rather be doing something else, but there aren’t many complaints.”

“That’s surprising, given the harshness of the job,” Aiden commented.

“It’s hard work, but everyone knows that if it’s not done we’ll die, and that’s better incentive than good pay, a lot better,” said Lenox.

“We’ve quieted the few complaints quickly, there’s no need to have a couple of whiners demoralizing the rest,” Tremes said.

“Is there anything we could do?” Daphne asked.

The two officers looked at one another and then looked at the rest, who remained silent.

“They say you’re the squadron that started the revolt… in Kraido…” Tremes started to say.

“The soldiers want to know… if…” Lenox added.

“They want to know whether it’s true,” Taika helped them finish.

“It’s true,” Lily reassured them, nodding hard. “We’re the Red Squadron that started the revolt in Drakoros, the Academy of Dragon Warlocks.”

Tremes and Lenox nodded.

“And the leader? Is she here with us?” another of the officers asked, this one a black panther.

“No, the leader, the Flameborn, isn’t here, but her squadron is,” said Daphne.

“Perhaps… it would be good to tell the soldiers. It’ll help them go on with renewed strength,” Lenox suggested.

“Yes, it’ll give them hope,” Tremes added.

Daphne looked at her comrades, who nodded.

“Fine. Today at the shift change we’ll talk to them,” she told the officers.

“Thanks, that’ll help a lot.”

“They have a right to know. Another thing is how much it will help in this situation,” Daphne told them.

Three ruby-eyed warriors came to the squad, and the oldest of them spoke.

“Aibin,” he said pronouncing as well as he could so they would understand him. He mimicked speaking, putting his hand to his mouth, and then pointed south.

“Aibin wants to speak to us,” Taika interpreted.

“Now?” Daphne said blankly.

Taika pointed at the floor three times.

The warrior nodded and pointed at the floor three times.

“Now,” Taika concluded.

“It must be something important, because we haven’t finished our shift,” Daphne commented.

“Yeah, something’s happened,” said Lily.

“Let’s not be hasty, it might not be serious,” Ivo said, trying to make light of it.

“Sure, as if everything that’s happened has been good,” Lily said with irony.

“Come, let’s go and see what it is,” Daphne said.

They went with the warriors to the meeting cavern. Aibin was waiting there, and he had summoned the Ardent and Searing Squads too.

“Thank you all for coming so quickly.”

“Is anything wrong?” Lily asked, raising an eyebrow.

Aibin watched them for a moment.

“What is it?” Daphne saw in Aibin’s eyes that it was important.

“We’ve received a message…” Aibin went on.

“From who? Who’s it for?” Taika asked eagerly.

“It comes from Rogdon.”

“Then it’s not for us,” Lily said. “We don’t know anyone in the western kingdom.”

“Well, the message has come from Rogdon, but it’s not for the Rogdonians in particular, it’s for the rebels, for you,” Aibin said.

“Now you have all our attention. What does the message say?”

Aibin reached for the message in his belt and handed it to Daphne. The Fatum opened it. It was a short note. It was in the Kraido language, and she read it out loud:

This message is addressed to all who fight against the dragons.

Especially to all the rebels of Kraido. It is a message from their leader.

You must all know that the dragons have a weak spot.

There is a way to incapacitate them completely.

You do this by hurting the central point of their nervous system.

It is located where their necks end on their backs.

Where the riders have their saddles to protect it.

If you manage to hurt it, the dragon is rendered helpless, unable to take any action.

Spread this information. Let everyone know. Take advantage of it.

Hail the cause of freedom!

Signed:

The Prisoner.

It’s a message from Egil!” Lily cried.

“One of great importance,” Taika noted.

“How did they find this out?” Logar asked, puzzled.

“Doesn’t matter how, the important thing is that we can use this against the dragons,” Brendan said excitedly.

“If we incapacitate them, problem solved,” Ivo commented.

“I don’t know that the information is correct,” said Aiden. “There’s never been the smallest rumor of something like that.”

“Because the dragons have made sure to keep it well hidden,” said Daphne. “This comes from Nahia, who somehow has made it reach Egil, and from him it reached Tremia.”

“Which means the war camps are already receiving it,” said Taika.

“This is excellent news indeed,” Aibin nodded. “It gives us hope.”

“Not so fast. Even if the information is correct, how are we going to pierce the scales and the magical defense of a dragon to reach that nervous central spot?” Aiden asked, shaking his head.

“That’s true, it’s a great obstacle,” Logar commented.

“That’s what I was thinking too, their defenses are still our greatest problem,” said Valka, the Tauruk of the Searing Squad.

“I’m not saying it’s not, but at least now we know where to strike,” said Brendan.

“It’s more than that. We just need an attack that gets through their defenses. If it does, dragon incapacitated,” noted Cordelius, the huge Kapro of the Ardent Squad.

“Even then, we need an attack to get through their defenses and then strike in the exact spot,” said Aiden.

“Don’t pay attention to Aiden, it’s a great boon,” Lily said, very pleased.

“Now, all we need is an attack that will get through their defenses,” Daphne reasoned.

“It reduces the risk greatly and gives us a lot more possibilities of success,” said Taika. “Although Aiden is right, we still need to get through the dragons’ defenses.”

“We need a Golden Weapon…” Daphne grumbled.

“One that those of us who have silver blood can use,” said Ivo.

“Only such a weapon doesn’t exist,” Aiden told them.

“Or they haven’t been found yet,” Logar replied.

“Or made,” added Brendan.

“This message gives us renewed hope,” Evelyn stated. She was the Fatum of the Ardent Squad.

“We’ll find a way, it’s only a matter of time,” Beck, the Fatum of the Searing Squad, declared.

“Exactly. We have to survive and find a solution,” Aibin said encouragingly.

“Nahia and Egil have taken great risks to send this information because they know how valuable it is,” said Daphne. “Aibin, can you make the translated version reach all the kingdoms of the Humans?”

Aibin nodded.

“I’ll do that right away. We’ll send pigeons with the message to all our allies.”

“We must also make it reach Jafarika,” Taika said.

Aibin nodded.

“It can be done.”

“We must keep sending the message to all the soldiers of Kraido. It’s essential,” said Daphne.

“Very well, it will be done,” Aibin reassured her.

“Now we’ll have to inform our own soldiers, they need some good news,” said Lily.

“Yes, you’re right, let’s all go. We’ll address them all.”

In the central cavern, up on the walls, the three squads watched all the Felidae soldiers gathering. The officers had ordered them to stop working to listen to an important message from the leaders of the rebellion. Even those who had been resting had wanted to come and hear what the leaders had to say.

“Everyone, listen to me, I’m Daphne, Fatum, Dragon Warlock of the Igneous Squad of the Red Squadron!” she spoke as loud as she was able. There were several thousand soldiers gathered there.

As soon as she started speaking, all the soldiers grew quiet. They filled the whole central cavern and some did not fit in, listening from the other two adjacent caves. Daphne felt as if she were addressing a sea of soldiers, the greatest army in the world. Speaking in public was not her thing, and she felt vulnerable and uncomfortable.

“I’m not the kind to give speeches, and I don’t like to draw attention. But today it’s necessary. I’m addressing you all on behalf of my squadron mates you see behind me. I do so because I have two very important things to tell you. The first one is that we know there are doubts among you about whether we are the group that started the revolt in Drakoros, the Academy of Dragon Warlocks in Kraido. The answer is yes! We are the ones who planted the seed of rebellion and made it grow. These you see here,” Daphne said with a wave toward her squad comrades. “But the leader of the revolt, the Flameborn of whom you’ve heard countless rumors of, isn’t here with us right now. I know this concerns you, it’s logical. Those of us here are her squadron, and we are moving forward with what we started secretly in Drakoros. We are leading the revolt in the absence of our leader. Be rest assured about this,” she said and waved at her comrades again.

There were murmurs and comments among the soldiers. Some were surprised, others disappointed, but most were affirmative. The soldiers wanted to know whether they were doing the right thing, that they had not made a mistake in rebelling. It was natural and understandable—they were risking their lives.

“The second thing I want to tell you is that we’ve received a very important message from the Flameborn, the leader of the revolution. It’s a message that has come from Kraido to us. It contains information you must all know. I’m going to read it so that you know exactly how it was transmitted.” Daphne read the message to the soldiers. As soon as she finished, the great cavern filled with hundreds if not thousands of murmurs and cries of all kinds.

Daphne raised her hands.

“This gives us even more hope. Now we know they have a weak spot we can attack. Until now we could only blind them, but soon we’ll be able to incapacitate them. It’s only a matter of time before we find out how to do it.”

The soldiers burst into exclamations of joy and cheers in favor of the revolt.

“For the rebellion!” Daphne drew her sword and raised it in a sign of victory.

“For the rebellion!” her comrades joined her.

“For the rebellion!” the soldiers cried as one.

“Death to the dragons, for freedom!” Daphne cried.

“Death to the dragons, for freedom!” five thousand souls shouted at once, echoing throughout the caverns.


Chapter 10

Lasgol and his comrades were waiting that morning in the enormous, ostentatious room decorated with silks, gold and silver. They were accompanied by Urrejaun, leader of the city, Hitzari, language translator and interpreter, and Magures his First Mage. Leader and mage seemed very interested in them, perhaps too much. They had been asking them many questions since they had arrived at the island a few days before, and almost all of them had to do with dragons and how to kill them.

The leader of the city had two captains with him and a dozen soldiers of the guard; he seemed as wary as he was rich. Lasgol and his friends had been collaborating and answering all their questions, but in the last meeting they had demanded to see the golden mage before answering any more questions. They also did not want to give them valuable information like that concerning Elemental Arrows, which was one of the subjects that most interested Urrejaun. Their preparation was a secret of the Rangers, one they could not reveal just like that.

The door opened and three figures wearing bright, elegant robes came into the room. One wore a green robe, the other one a golden one, and the third one the color of the sea.

“I see you are safe and sound, of which I am very glad,” Celopus told them.

“It’s our pleasure to see you alive and well,” Ingrid replied and stepped up to hug the former interpreter of Orecor.

Lasgol was glad to see the interpreter and immediately recognized the other two figures with him: two magi, also of Orecor.

Dameros and Aquasmares smiled and greeted the group.

“We’ll need you to translate again,” Ingrid told Celopus as she glanced at the two magi.

“It’ll be my pleasure,” Celopus bowed in a courteous greeting.

“Did you manage to get rid of the Gotirus?” Dameros asked, and there was some unease in his gaze.

“Yes, we did, you may rest assured. The Gotirus will never bother you again,” Ingrid confirmed.

Dameros and Aquasmares gave a sigh of relief. Their faces showed the relief they felt at the good news.

“It makes us easy to know it is so,” Aquasmares told them. “We weren’t sure, and we were afraid they might appear on the coasts of York making demands.”

“I stabbed them all in the heart, one by one. They’ll never bother anyone ever again,” Viggo told them.

Dameros and Aquasmares nodded and relaxed.

“Why have you come here then?” Dameros asked them. “I thought you’d go back to your land. When we saw you we thought something had gone wrong.”

“Something is going wrong,” Lasgol said. “Three dragons at the Eastern Pearl. They’re preventing us from going back,” Lasgol told them.

The two magi looked at each other.

“You need our help?”

“That’s right,” Lasgol said. “We need Golden Magic to be able to face the dragons and defeat them. It’s too risky to try without help.”

Viggo unsheathed his knives amazingly fast and startled the guards, who stared at him blankly.

“My dragon heart-stingers need a golden bath that will allow them to pierce through the scales of those reptilian beasts with wings.”

Dameros nodded.

“I see, but what you need isn’t that easy to achieve…”

Lasgol was about to reply, but Ingrid gave him a look of caution. He said nothing and realized she was keeping an eye on Urrejaun and his people, who were listening very attentively to everything that was being said. Hitzari was translating for his lord and companions at the same speed as they spoke. Urrejaun realized he was being watched and intervened.

“You mustn’t fear speaking in front of us. We’re friends and allies. I’ll help you, I promise. Besides, Dameros and Aquasmares have already told me what happened. We’ve had knowledge of Dameros’ magic for several years. I tried to buy his services from the Gotirus, but they always refused, even though I offered to shower them with gold. I don’t blame them. They did the right thing. Gold coins don’t kill dragons, Dameros’ magic does. That makes him an invaluable mage.”

“And we need him to save the city,” Magures added.

Lasgol and Ingrid exchanged glances. They did not have many options. It was going to be very difficult to have a private conversation with Dameros, considering the interest Urrejaun and Magures had in the mage. They both nodded unobtrusively.

“Dameros, we saw you creating spheres of golden energy for the soldiers of Orecor. We need something similar so we can use our weapons against those dragons,” Ingrid finally asked him straightforwardly.

The Golden Magic mage began to pace the room with his head bowed, thinking.

“I know what you’re asking. It’s the same thing the Gotirus wanted. But as I’ve told you, it’s not so simple.”

“You did say it was complicated, but that doesn’t make it impossible,” Gerd reminded him.

“I know. Unfortunately, the spheres I create are magical containers that grow unstable over time. They break up after a while. Something similar happens with the golden energy. After a while it fades and is no longer usable.”

“Can’t you create stable containers that will maintain the energy?” Lasgol asked him.

“I’ve tried… and I haven’t been able to,” Dameros bowed his head.

“The containers we tried to use, like mage’s orbs, don’t work,” Aquasmares explained. “The golden energy degrades inside them as fast as if it weren’t contained.”

“Then we must improve those orbs,” Ingrid said confidently.

“That’s what we’ve tried, but as Dameros said, we haven’t been successful,” Aquasmares said with regret.

“You must also consider that the weapons that become imbued with Golden Magic gradually lose it again. It lasts a very short period of time, it doesn’t adhere to them,” Dameros said.

“That’s the second thing we must achieve,” Ingrid sentenced, not allowing the presented problems to affect her,

“Then, if I understand correctly, we must develop an Orb of Golden Magic to contain the golden energy and somehow make it adhere to the weapons and hold fast,” Nilsa summarized.

“These are problems a few smart magi should be able to solve,” Viggo said looking at Dameros, Aquasmares, and Magures. “You also have seven other magi in the city. Between all of you you ought to find a solution to these two little problems.”

“It’s being investigated…” Magures was thoughtful. Then he looked at his lord.

Urrejaun nodded.

“Since it’s something that would also benefit our soldiers, we’ve begun to investigate, without much success, I must say.”

“So many magi for such small problems. This reminds me of our mage Enduald, who is small in size but great of mind. If you can’t find a way, I bet he can,” Viggo told them.

“We’ll do it here,” Urrejaun replied in a severe tone.

Lasgol was sure, from the leader’s reaction, that the leader of the city wanted the success for himself.

“Well, in that case, while the other magi study it Dameros is coming with us so he can recharge our weapons with Golden Magic,” Viggo offered.

Urrejaun frowned.

“That’s not going to be possible. Dameros is staying in York,” he said firmly.

“Is he a prisoner?” Ingrid asked, narrowing her eyes.

“No, he’s a guest, a very important guest, and you know why, you need no explanation. He was crucial for Orecor, and he’s crucial for us now. The dragons destroyed Orecor, and they’ll soon destroy York. Then they’ll come to finish us off, we need him here.”

“You already have other powerful magi,” Nilsa told him.

“None is a golden mage. That’s why he can’t leave. I’m sorry, but I won’t let him leave.” Urrejaun said this very seriously, and the guards stiffened. The two captains reached for the pommels of their swords.

Dameros waved his hands, asking for calm.

“Peace, please. Everyone, calm down. I’m not going to leave. I can’t abandon my people, what is left of my nation. We are now refugees here, and we must help those who have sheltered us, saved our lives and that of those who protect us.”

“We can protect you,” Ingrid offered.

“You might protect me, but not all my people. And in any case, I still have a debt of gratitude with York which I’m going to honor.”

Lasgol realized that Dameros was not going to leave the city and that Urrejaun was not going to let him either. His hope of obtaining Golden Magic to reach Norghana through the portals was beginning to fade. He saw how Viggo was looking at Dameros and guessed his comrade was thinking about using less than legal methods. They could kidnap Dameros and take him away, forcing him to help them. It was possible. Viable, however? Hardly. Lasgol did not like the idea at all. It was one of those ideas that later had negative ramifications, not at all desirable. They would have to think of another way.

“The best option for all of us is to find a way to contain the Golden Magic without it degrading,” Lasgol said. “That’s what we should focus on.”

Dameros nodded.

“That’s what I think as well. Once we achieve it, I can imbue objects with my golden energy and everyone will be able to use it.”

“Everyone?” Viggo raised an eyebrow and then stared at Urrejaun.

The leader of the city picked up at once what Viggo was insinuating.

“I don’t see why we can’t reach a collaboration agreement,” Urrejaun said, spreading his hands and arms in a friendly gesture. “I’m ready to export Dameros’ Golden Magic in exchange for goods that will facilitate the fight against the dragons.”

“That is a commercial deal,” Nilsa said.

Urrejaun nodded.

“That’s right. After all, we’re a city-state that has forged itself and survives thanks to trade. It’s always been like that and it still is, despite the dragons.”

“What sort of goods does the city request in exchange for the Golden Magic?” Ingrid asked distrustfully. “Gold? Steel?”

Urrejaun smiled.

“We have more gold than we can spend in several generations. Steel comes in handy, but it’s easy to obtain in exchange for gold. In the case of the Golden Magic, something as precious as gold falls short.”

“What do you want then?” Lasgol asked him, already suspecting it would be something difficult to provide.

“In this case, something only you have and which is very valuable in the fight against the dragons,” Urrejaun replied.

“The Rangers’ Elemental Arrows,” Ingrid guessed.

“That’s right. I’m very interested in those arrows of yours. We could use them against those beasts when they attack. They would be very good for us. We can, indeed, produce them in great numbers with the gold we have,” Urrejaun said.

“The making of Elemental Arrows is a secret of the Rangers we can’t share,” Ingrid replied. “It would mean betraying our people.”

“Not even the Norghanian army knows how they’re made. The Rangers make them,” Gerd added.

“For the whole army?” Urrejaun asked, surprised.

“The army makes them with the help of countless workers and artisans, but the composition of the explosive load is a secret and they don’t know it. They only mix the components in the already established proportions, but they don’t know what components they are,” Gerd said.

“We could ask for them to be sent from Norghana,” said Nilsa. “A trading agreement—arrows for golden energy. Norghana would surely accept that.”

“Too slow, Norghana is so far away. The shipments would take months to reach us.” Urrejaun shook his finger, and his face showed rejection.

“It’s all we can do…” Ingrid told him. “We’re Rangers. Our honor is at stake. We can’t betray it, we won’t fail our oaths.”

“In that case, I’m afraid I can’t give you access to my golden mage,” Urrejaun sentenced.

“What do you mean you can’t?” Viggo asked, looking very unfriendly.

The soldiers stiffened again.

“I’m not going to give you the mage’s Golden Magic in exchange for nothing. It’s the first rule of trade. There’s no benefit for me, for my city,” Urrejaun told them.

“It’s not your magic, it doesn’t belong to you,” Nilsa rebuked.

“Dameros came to me, to my city, for help. It was granted. We sent our fleet to help him. He’s indebted to me. Besides, as long as he’s in this city, he’s under my protection but also under my orders.” Urrejaun said this in a very hard tone, it was not bravado.

“This isn’t a mere commercial deal. There are thousands of lives at stake. We need that Golden Magic,” Ingrid told him.

“Exactly, the lives of the inhabitants of this city. The ones it is my duty to protect and serve with diligence. You want to save Norghana, and I understand that. I want to save York. Our positions are very clear. No one in this city will ever make a deal in which they’ll lose, and that’s what you’re asking me to do. Nothing is for free in York. Everything is traded for, and benefit is gotten out of everything. Thus it has always been, and thus it will go on being.”

There was a moment of tense silence.

“We could reach an agreement,” Lasgol said.

“That is more my kind of idea,” Urrejaun replied.

“Golden Magic for Elemental Arrows. We’ll discuss it with our leaders,” Lasgol told him.

“You’d better persuade them if you want Dameros’ magic,” Urrejaun pointed his finger at the mage, who had his head bowed.

“We will, but before that we must find a way to store the golden energy,” Lasgol replied.

Urrejaun nodded.

“True. We’ll find a way to do that. You, send messenger pigeons to Norghana to persuade your leaders.”

Lasgol looked at his comrades, who were watching him with eyes that suspected he was planning something. Indeed he was. In the first place, gaining time. In the second, not angering their hosts. In the third…. well, the third would come eventually.


Chapter 11

Lasgol, accompanied by Celopus, went to the underground laboratory of the magi of York. From what the good interpreter had told them, this was the place where the city magi researched and experimented. They were focused on finding ways to defeat the dragons. Since Dameros had arrived in the city, they were also looking for the way to contain his Golden Magic. The goal was to be able to carry it and use it whenever necessary without it degrading or being rendered useless.

They went down two flights of stairs to a second underground level. Soldiers of the city kept watch all the way down but they were allowed to pass. They had permission from Urrejaun, and no one stopped them. The cellar they accessed was strengthened by steel beams and a double door, also steel, blocked their way. Two guards were watching it.

Lasgol touched one of the robust beams that supported the ceiling.

“It’s to prevent cave-ins when the dragons attack,” Celopus explained.

“I can feel something strange in these beams…” Lasgol felt a tingling at his nape and a feeling he already remembered. “Is it magic?”

“That’s right, they’re reinforced with magic,” Celopus confirmed.

“Interesting measure of protection,” Lasgol’s eyes narrowed.

“Both columns, ceilings, and walls have magical reinforcements so that our magi won’t die buried by any cave-in of the building, which is something that tends to happen when the dragons attack.”

“I see. And placing the lab on the surface puts them at an even greater danger…” Lasgol said thoughtfully.

“It’s the lesser of two evils, I’m afraid. Being underground is dangerous in an attack, but being above is even worse. At least that’s how the city magi see it.”

“Without a doubt,” Lasgol agreed. In fact, he found those safety measures brilliant. Of course, in order to maintain them magic was required, and that had a cost. But they were in the richest city of Tremia, and here the word “cost” barely had any meaning. If they had seven or more magi, they could allow themselves the luxury of strengthening buildings with magic. What Lasgol did not fully understand was what type of magic allowed reinforcing physical structures. He was not familiar with it, and this intrigued him even more.

The guards watching the door knocked hard on it. Lasgol picked up that it was also protected by magic and could not be opened from the outside. There was a click followed by a buzz, and the door started opening slowly. Lasgol noticed that it was as thick as a pillar and must weigh a ton.

They went in and saw three heavyset soldiers operating the door. They closed it again once they were inside.

Lasgol observed the place he had walked into. It was enormous. He was surprised. He had expected it to be a small laboratory for experiments and studying. But it was very wide and particularly long. It was six times as long as the room where Urrejaun had seen them. The stone walls and the ceiling were reinforced with metal, as were the support columns. They were not painted gold like other buildings in the city, which Lasgol appreciated. They were white, and the light of the torches and oil lamps that lit up the place bounced off them, making the room appear larger. They could see very well despite being two levels underground, which was necessary to carry out dangerous experiments.

He watched closely and made out eight divisions or areas. In six of them he saw magi working with their assistants. Each area had work tables, cupboards and shelves, elegant sofas and armchairs, and a small library with tomes Lasgol guessed were of magic. There were strange objects everywhere, he knew not what for, although they all looked like tools and gadgets only a mage might need.

“Nice place…” he said to Celopus, unable to hide his amazement.

“It is extraordinary indeed,” the old interpreter smiled at him. “Few are granted permission to be here.”

“I’m honored,” Lasgol said, since Urrejaun had given him permission to go down and interact with the magi. But only to him, so as not to annoy them with large groups of visitors. His friends thought it was fine and yielded to the request, since they did not have much to offer in the magic field. They had decided at once that it had to be him since, having the Gift, he was the one who most might learn or contribute to the experiments.

Celopus smiled. “As am I.”

Lasgol saw that several of the magi were experimenting with magic without any demur or modesty. Furthermore, several seemed to be collaborating, working together, which also surprised him. As far as he knew, magi were very reserved and jealous of their work and discoveries. They rarely worked in the presence of other magi, this he remembered, although he did not know who had told him so or whether he had read it somewhere.

He scratched his head. For a moment, he thought maybe he was remembering incorrectly. He watched the magi working together, very concentrated, and knew he was not. This was not usual. He did not know how Urrejaun had persuaded them to work there and collaborate, but it was a real feat. Then he thought of all the gold the leader of the city had at his disposal and he reasoned that Urrejaun most likely had showered them all in gold, which was why they were working together.

He saw Dameros in one of the sectors in front of a table filled with orbs and other kinds of crystal containers. He looked absorbed in his work. To his right in another sector was Aquasmares with another Water Mage from Orecor whom Lasgol recognized. He was glad he had survived. Behind them he saw an Air Mage; he had no trouble recognizing that type of magic because the man had created a whirlwind the size of a person that danced, spinning like a giant top. The mage was directing the whirlwind with his hands, and for a moment Lasgol had the impression that it was a living entity.

He watched the mage who was beside the Air Mage, but he could not recognize his magic. He looked peculiar. He had dark skin and was dressed like a desert dweller, with a robe and a red scarf around his head. His dark eyes looked bloodshot. A short, pointed black beard hid his chin. His waist was decorated with a skull and bones which Lasgol identified as human. Around his neck he wore a pendant made of teeth that looked human.

“That mage… the one in red that looks so sinister…” Lasgol asked Celopus.

“Sinister he is indeed, and very dangerous,” the interpreter warned him.

“What type of mage is he?”

“That’s a Sorcerer of the deep deserts. His specialty is Blood Magic.”

“Hmmm… that doesn’t sound very good…”

“From what I know, he can make your blood leave your body, or burst in your veins, and all kinds of magic that has to do with blood that is most sinister.” Celopus said it almost in a whisper so the sorcerer would not hear him, although he was quite far away.

“Well, it doesn’t look good. I don’t know what he does, but there seems to be boiling blood in that silver bowl he’s conjuring over.”

“I’d rather not know. He works with another mage of the deserts.” Celopus nodded toward the mage who was beside him.

Lasgol watched him. His skin was the dark kind of the deserts, and his eyes were dark and shone with a putrid green hue. His beard was dark and tied in three braids from which hung animal teeth. He also dressed in the desert garb, but his robe and turban were green, a sickly shade of green. He wore pendants and a belt with different animal bones, and he was conjuring over a thick green liquid from which rose a greenish vapor.

“That one doesn’t give me very good feelings either.”

“He’s a Sorcerer of Curse Magic. His specialty is spells that cause sickness to others. Sicknesses that cause horrendous deaths. Some quick, others very slow.”

“Wow… I’ll try not to go near him or his experiments.”

“You’d do well. If you breathe those greenish vapors he produces, you can die. It’s happened with several of the assistants he’s had.”

“Are they poisonous?”

“They’re noxious. I don’t think its poison that he uses, but his own evil magic. But people die, that’s for sure.”

“Ohhh.”

“The one who uses poison is the mage standing behind him.”

“I know what type of mage he is, he’s a Druid.”

“That’s correct, he’s from the kingdom of Irinel. He managed to escape alive and arrived here when the dragons destroyed the kingdom. Now he serves the city. He’s working on the development of poisons that might affect the dragons, as well as other ways of attacking the dragons.”

“I see. Has he succeeded?”

Celopus shook his head.

“I’m afraid not yet. It appears that dragons bear well with poisons. Now he’s focusing on trying to contaminate their eyes and airways so that even if he can’t kill them it might affect them and impair their attacks.”

“Good idea.” Lasgol watched him work with bowls of different substances he was mixing.

They looked on for a moment. No one was paying them any attention. All the magi and assistants were engrossed in their experiments. Lasgol had the feeling that if there was an explosion in the middle of the laboratory those magi would not even flinch, they were so concentrated on what they were doing.

At the far end of the room, apart from the others, he saw a sorceress. Seeing her, he knew her magic had to be powerful, since it radiated an almost translucent light that enveloped her. She was wearing a white robe and her hair was long, straight, and white. She could not be too old, but there were wrinkles on her forehead.

“You have a Healer?”

Celopus looked to where Lasgol was looking.

“Marindar isn’t a Healer.”

“She isn’t? What type of mage is she?”

“Until Dameros came she was the most important sorceress of this city. Urrejaun’s pride and joy. He persuaded her to come here and help the city a long time ago.”

“What type of magic does she have?” Lasgol was very intrigued. The woman could not be over forty-five, but her wrinkles and snow-white hair made her look older.

“It’s a type of magic different from the most common varieties. They call it Strength Magic.”

“I don’t know that one…” Lasgol searched his damaged memory but could not find any reference. This might be because he had never heard of it or because the memory had been deleted. He could not tell which it was.

“She’s the one who designed all the reinforcements of the beams, walls, ceilings, and doors of this laboratory and other important buildings.”

“Aha… I see. She’s the one maintaining the buildings.”

“That’s right. She’s been working on strengthening the city. Thanks to her, many buildings haven’t collapsed.”

Lasgol was thoughtful.

“She alone can’t feed energy to all the reinforcements of the buildings throughout the city.”

Celopus smiled.

“That’s right. She creates them. They are fields of force that must be maintained. But she can’t do it alone—the other magi must provide energy to maintain them, since all magic consumes energy, as you well know.”

“I do indeed. I guess the other magi don’t like it much.”

“Indeed. Especially the Nocean Sorcerers. There have been altercations about that. A very ugly disagreement. She no longer speaks to any of the other magi.”

“Ohhh, that bad?”

“Well, she’s always been very private, and since the altercations she’s stopped talking to the others.”

“I understand that the magi don’t want to give their energy. It’s a precious commodity, and scarce. But the city needs it, and they should collaborate.”

“They do, but by Urrejaun’s orders, not because they want to, and they blame Marindar for having to do it.”

“I see. Do you think I should talk to her at some point? I’d like to learn about her magic.”

“You can try. I can’t assure you that she will want to speak to you or that she will.”

Sure, I don’t blame her. I’ll try anyway, but now I want to see what Dameros is working on.”

“All right,” Celopus looked toward the working area of the golden mage.

Lasgol had great interest in seeing what advances Dameros was achieving, if any. For everyone’s good, he hoped Dameros got lucky. Otherwise they were going to suffer greatly in the unequal fight against the dragons.


Chapter 12

They headed to Dameros’ work area.

“You’re very well informed of everything that goes on down here,” Lasgol commented to Celopus with a smile.

“I spend a lot of time here with Dameros. He tells me. Besides, I help the magi understand one another. They’re all from different regions and speak different languages. The language of magic might be universal, but the spoken one isn’t,” the old interpreter smiled.

“You’ve no idea how much I appreciate your knowledge of languages. It’s fabulous that you’re capable of understanding all of them.”

“I have more trouble with the Noceans of the deserts since they speak dialects, not traditional Nocean, but I manage. I have a good ear.”

“No doubt,” Lasgol smiled at him. He was very impressed with the interpreter being able to understand all those languages.

“It’s funny, when they do joint magical experiments they barely need spoken communication. It’s as if their magics understand one another.”

“Interesting. I’ll have to try it.”

“I don’t recommend you do so with the Nocean Sorcerers.”

“Don’t worry, I wouldn’t dream of it. I was thinking of a friend, Camu, whose magic is special and difficult to understand.”

“I can only say that I’ve seen how the magics here communicate. Sometimes for good, other times for disaster. They’ve already had to clear the laboratory several times.”

“Did any magi die?”

Celopus shook his head. “Only assistants, poor wretches.”

Lasgol knew that magic could be very dangerous, especially when you experimented with it. He was sorry there had been human losses, but he also understood how important those experiments were. If they obtained any advantage over the dragons, it might save thousands of lives.

“Let’s go and talk to Dameros,” he said to Celopus, and they went over to the Golden mage in his sector. At that moment Aquasmares also went over to Dameros from his own adjoining section. They both started watching an object very closely.

“How’s the research going?” Lasgol asked, and Celopus translated.

The two magi raised their heads at the greeting. They were both perspiring and looking tired. Lasgol had no doubt they were both working very hard.

“We’re trying to make the golden substance hold inside the container, but so far we’re not succeeding.” Dameros showed him an orb and inside the golden energy that seemed to be dying out, vanishing as they watched it.

“Does it vanish on contact with the glass of the orb that contains it?” Lasgol watched the phenomenon, trying to conjecture in his mind what was happening inside it and the cause.

“That’s correct. Just as it loses consistency when impregnating a weapon. It’s as if it weakens until vanishing entirely.”

“I’ve covered the inside with ice water to see whether the effect is different,” Aquasmares explained as he showed Lasgol another orb where he could see a layer of bluish ice.

“And what happened?” Lasgol asked, very intrigued. He studied the crystal sphere very closely.

“It held direct contact with the orb’s crystal better. Not enough to be viable, but it’s an improvement,” Aquasmares said.

“How interesting.” Lasgol was staring at the ice inside, his interest piqued.

“It is, and it proves that it’s possible to contain the golden power with the use of magic, which is very positive,” Dameros said in a hopeful tone.

“Isn’t it possible to create a magical container with your spheres and reinforce it so it holds longer?” Lasgol threw out the idea.

Dameros started pacing in front of the work tables of the laboratory with an absent gaze.

“My container degrades just the same, even reinforced with a layer of ice. We just tried that.”

Lasgol understood and sighed.

“Well, the fact that it holds longer inside the orb is more than an improvement. I’m sure you’ll find the way.” Lasgol tried to infuse some optimism and hope in the two magi.

“That optimism is what we need. We sometimes lose it,” Dameros admitted. “We’ve tried other elemental magics, like Fire, but as we guessed its effect is pernicious on the golden energy.”

Lasgol nodded.

“We could try with my Nature Magic, although I doubt it’ll work. Also, I don’t know how to do it very well,” Lasgol offered, intending to help.

“Let’s try. We lose nothing for trying,” Aquasmares said.

“That’s true, let’s try it out,” Dameros said.

Lasgol breathed in deeply and relaxed.

“Go ahead, I’m ready.”

Dameros extended his hand, palm up, and conjured, muttering Words of Power. He created a small sphere filled with golden energy on his palm. The sphere hovered above it without touching it.

“Try to cover it with your magic in order to contain it,” Dameros told him.

Lasgol concentrated and tried. He put his hands over the sphere as it hovered above Dameros’ palm. He did not know whether he would be able to contain that energy without destroying it. What he had clear was that he ought to encapsulate it, so he began to send his own energy and form a cloak around Dameros’ sphere. His energy began to interact with the energy of Dameros’ layer. Lasgol tried to keep the contact between both energies light, so that his own would not interfere with that of the Golden mage.

For a moment, something interesting happened. Lasgol’s energy slid over Dameros’. They were clearly visible and different. Lasgol’s was an intense green, alive, of nature. Dameros’ was golden. The green energy enveloped the golden sphere entirely, and Lasgol had a feeling of triumph. He did not know very well how he was doing it, but his energy came from his hands and surrounded the sphere. He tried to also make an enveloping sphere. It took him a long while, but he finally succeeded and also managed to stabilize the shape.

“There it is,” he said and looked at his creation, satisfied. Little by little, his magic was steadily improving, working better each time. He felt that with every passing day it was less difficult to use his Gift, as if he were healing from a weakening illness with the passage of time. He was happy with how he was progressing in his recovery.

“Very good, let’s put it into an orb and we’ll quantify the positive effect,” said Dameros.

Aquasmares brought an orb divided in two halves. He placed the lower part beside the sphere, and Dameros moved the sphere of energy gently until it was inside. Aquasmares placed the top half of the orb, and when the top and bottom of the orb touched, the orb flashed and was sealed. The sphere of golden energy with Lasgol’s cloak of energy enveloping it was locked inside the orb. It was now a single crystal orb.

“Wow, I did not know orbs worked this way.”

“This is the cleanest way to do it,” Dameros told him.

“There are others. You can make the energy enter through a tiny orifice you then seal, but we prefer to manipulate the sphere with power as little as possible,” Aquasmares explained.

“The experiment is more exact this way. The manipulation of the sphere in order to introduce it in the orb might create problems,” Dameros added.

“I see. So what now?”

“Now comes the boring part of the experiment,” Dameros told him with a shrug.

“We have to wait and measure,” said Aquasmares.

They waited for a while. Lasgol did not know how they were measuring, only that the two magi watched the orb and the sphere inside it, and every now and then they projected light on the orb with a strange tool. He realized these magi were expert researchers, he had no idea beyond trial and error, which was the only method he knew.

The two magi made a couple of final measurements and obtained the result.

“The degree of degradation is very similar to what we obtained with Aquasmares’ protection,” Dameros stated.

“Yes, indeed, almost identical,” the Water mage confirmed.

“Then it’s no good…” Lasgol was greatly disappointed. He had hoped the result would be better, that his magic would help. That was not the case.

“It’s not optimal,” Aquasmares commented.

“It’s not what we’re looking for,” Dameros concluded.

“Pity, I was hoping to be able to help.”

“Don’t regret it. We must keep trying. We’ll find a way,” Dameros said with energy. “We’ll manage to contain it in an orb and it won’t degrade, I’m convinced.”

“Let’s not forget that we must investigate how to use the golden energy in other forms…” said Lasgol.

“What do you mean?” Dameros asked.

Aquasmares tilted his head.

“Other forms?”

Lasgol nodded.

“Yes, ways more harmful to dragons.”

“Explain yourself,” Dameros told him with a blank look.

“I mean making it explode,” Lasgol added.

Dameros and Aquasmares looked at Lasgol with faces that showed he had just increased the difficulty of their work.

“If we manage to encapsulate the Golden Magic in a glass orb we might be able to, but we must succeed in this step first,” Dameros said.

“I understand that you want to throw the orb, making it explode on impact,” Aquasmares guessed.

“Yes, that’s the idea. Like our Elemental Arrows which explode on impact,” Lasgol told them.

“It sounds complicated to make it explode,” Dameros frowned, perspiring profusely.

“Yes, it does. Energy doesn’t explode by itself, we’d have to make it react with something,” Aquasmares elaborated.

“Yeah, it sounds complicated to me too, but if we find out how to make an orb loaded with golden energy explode, it would be something to throw at the dragons that would hurt them, perhaps even seriously,” said Lasgol.

“An explosion of golden energy would surely hurt them,” Dameros nodded.

“I agree that it would work, in theory,” said Aquasmares.

“And if it works, we could make Ranger arrows with Golden Magic. My comrades have already thought about them. The archers could do serious damage to a dragon and they wouldn’t need a golden bow like mine, or have Dameros nearby to dip the tips of the arrows in golden energy as they do now.”

“Those ideas are very interesting, undoubtedly. And they might be viable, but the difficulty they pose is tremendous. For now we’re having enough trouble containing the energy, I don’t even want to imagine what it would take for us to do what you’re suggesting,” Aquasmares said.

“There’s no need to despair, before it was only me who experimented with this. Now we have this laboratory and everyone working against the dragons,” said Dameros, waving his hand at the rest of the magi gathered there. “I’m sure we’ll obtain important advances. It’s only a matter of time and patience.”

“I hope that’s how it’ll be,” Aquasmares nodded. He was not as optimistic as the Golden mage.

“I’m sure that between all of us we’ll succeed,” Lasgol said, trying to infuse confidence and hope in the two magi. If they succeeded, they might turn the war against the dragons. That was his hope.


Chapter 13

Nahia and Eki arrived at the north stretch of the mountain range. Nahia was surprised by how long it was. Now she could understand why the dragons were having so much difficulty finishing off the rebels and the Desher Tumaini. The red mountains were also impenetrable, like a great fortress in the shape of a long range that looked endless. The rocks posed an immense obstacle for the dragons. Although they were creatures of brutal force and powerful magic, there was little they could do against a mountain. Nahia thought it was a lesson of nature to the all-powerful dragons.

I see Esker-Gorri-Lelo, Eki sent to Nahia.

I see it too, it’s attacking what looks like the entrance to a cave on the side of the range.

Let’s get closer and watch.

Nahia was very curious and anxious to know what was going on there.

Eki landed behind the red dragon, which stopped its attack when it saw them coming.

Nahia saw that the large cave the dragon was trying to get through was filled with rocks. It was as if a great cave-in had occurred inside, blocking the entrance. She guessed it was not fortuitous but the work of those sheltering inside.

Swift Dragon, Esker-Gorri-Lelo saluted with a slight bow of its head.

Nahia found it odd that the dragons should salute Eki with such respect, but it was customary, since Swift dragons were above common ones in rank. All except army officers, such as captains and generals.

I have come to inspect the area and see how we can trap the traitors and the desert natives, Eki informed them.

I am attacking this entrance and Erdi-Zuri-Ask the other one on the opposite side of the mountain a little further north.

Eki looked at the entrance to the cave filled with huge rocks that had to weigh tons. Also at the ones the red dragon had managed to take out, which were scattered at the entrance.

Is it going well? Eki asked.

Let us say it is just going. For every rock I remove, they put another one inside. It is a most frustrating game. Those miserable mice piling rocks so the cat will not eat them.

I imagine. Why are only two dragons working here?

We have asked for reinforcements, but the general needs all his dragons in the west. The only reason we are here is because of what happened…

Because of the deaths of the three dragons that were watching the portal and the city, Eki said.

That is correct. That is the reason.

Do you believe you will be able to get in?

Nahia wished it would say no. But she was not all sure. The strength and brutality of a dragon were tremendous.

We will manage in time. No matter how many rocks they put up, we will eventually manage to make them fall inside and then be able to get in. What enrages me is not being able to enter already and incinerate them all inside. They are just on the other side of the rocks, and there are thousands of them.

I understand, it is very frustrating.

Nahia had to hold back so as not to send a message she would later regret. She had to play a role there and let Eki lead the investigation and deal with the dragons, no matter how much she wanted to intervene. So far the dragons had not breached the caverns, and that was what mattered. Her comrades were safe.

A large shadow made them look up, and they saw Erdi-Zuri-Ask announcing its arrival with a powerful roar. The white dragon reached their position and landed beside the red dragon.

They go almost at the same pace I go. I take out two rocks and they put two more inside. There is no sense in keeping this up, the white dragon sent, along with a feeling of great frustration.

Nahia thanked the heavens that these dragons were not as clever as they were supposed to be. An advantage to consider and try to exploit here in the desert. Unfortunately, Nahia knew there were much more intelligent dragons than these two.

Yes, it does not seem to be the best idea, Eki sent them, and Nahia thought she detected certain gloating in the message. Eki was thinking the same as her.

We have to make way in two entrances, and there are only two of us, Esker-Gorri-Lelo complained.

Nahia thought that perhaps the desert sun was melting their brains. It was a fact that the sun was tremendously hot, and that it might be affecting the dragons’ reasoning might also be true. Something else to investigate. She was roasting, that was for sure. The armor protected her from the sun’s rays, but not from the heat. The longer they spent in the open, the more she stewed in her own juices.

Let us both try on this side, Erdi-Zuri-Ask suggested to Esker-Gorri-Lelo.

We will surely go faster, you are right, the red dragon replied.

If we go faster than they do, we have that part won, the white dragon said, its intellect having apparently awakened it was so frustrated.

Come on, we must kill the traitors! Esker-Gorri-Lelo sent.

And the desert rats that shelter them! Erdi-Zuri-Ask sent back, and the two dragons began to send their elemental breaths against the rocks. Nahia did not know very well why, but she understood very quickly. The strike of the elemental stream, with all its power and force, sent earth, sand, and small rocks through the air. The strength of the combined attack made them jump. It was not only the fire and lightning attacking the rock, it was the strength of the power of the attack, which punished everything in its way.

You had better move back, Erdi-Zuri-Ask sent them.

The rocks will hit you if you do not stand in the right place, Esker-Gorri-Lelo warned them.

A moment later, they stopped using their elemental breath and started throwing rocks back with their front claws. They grabbed huge rocks and threw them with tremendous force.

Nahia noticed that they used their tails as leverage to keep their balance, together with their hindquarters. They threw the rocks as if they weighed nothing. As if they were made of paper. The brute force of those monsters was horrific.

They used their breaths on the rocks in front of them again. Stones, sand, and earth flew off from the tremendous impact of the elemental streams of fire and lightning. The white dragon also created gusts of wind capable of blowing away anything that was not rock.

Nahia watched the destruction they were capable of and started growing deeply concerned.

Inside the mountains they were already aware of what was going on. They were working as hard as their strength would let them to block the hole the two dragons were making on the other side of the wall of rocks and stones that blocked the entrance to the great cavern. All the soldiers and members of the Desher Tumaini tribe who could fit were in the western cavern trying by any means to prevent the dragons from entering.

The cries of the officers were dulled by the noise of the rocks that struck the walls of the cavern.

“We can’t bring in more people, there’s no space,” Aibin told the members of the Red Squadron, who were watching the proceedings with great concern.

“We have many hands willing to work, but not all fit in, and it’s also not optimal,” Taika said thoughtfully.

“Yes, they seem to be hampering each other,” Ivo commented. “They work in a disorganized manner.”

“They’re nervous, and they’ll be increasingly panicked if rocks keep falling on the outside,” Aiden warned.

“We have to establish order,” said Lily. “The officers aren’t capable of it.”

“They’ll listen to us,” Taika said.

“Fine, we’ll divide the task into three,” Taika proposed. “Ardent Squad, deal with the loading of the carts. Searing Squad, you handle transport. We’ll deal with the unloading.”

Brendan and Logar nodded.

“Let’s get down to it. By the noise they’re making, things don’t look good,” said Ivo.

“The lookouts report that there are three dragons out there,” Aibin told them.

“If the three attack the entrance at the same time, this is going to get very complicated,” Lily said with a look of disgust on her face.

“Three dragons could make holes. They’re too powerful for those rocks to stop them,” Aiden said.

There was a long moment of silence. They did not want to admit it, but Aiden was right.

“We have to assume the worst might happen,” Daphne warned Aibin.

“I see. I’ll go and talk to my brother, have him prepare a line of defense further south. If they manage to get in, we’ll have to retreat quickly to the smaller southern caves.”

“Will we be able to get through?” Logar asked.

“The problem is that the corridors get narrower as we go south, and there are too many people here, thousands of people. There will be blockades, I’m afraid,” Aibin said, thoughtful.

“We’ll have to organize it very well,” Daphne said.

“If they get in, the evacuation will be chaotic,” nodded Taika.

“And the dragons will catch the laggards,” said Logar.

“I’ll think of something,” Aibin told them. “We’ll leave one passage open,” he said.

“Are you sure?” Brendan asked him.

Aibin nodded.

“I am. You’ll be able to withdraw.”

“I don’t mean only that… I mean the dragons. It’s a risk letting them move inside the caverns.”

“It is, but the Desher Tumaini know what we must do. If we can save you, we will. We’ll wait until the very last moment, then we’ll seal the entrance to the mid section of the mountain.”

They all understood what would happen if they did not manage to cross in time.

“Very well, everyone, get to work! We have to stop them from getting in!” Daphne told them.

The three squads went in among the crowd of soldiers and natives and separated, each to carry out the task decided. The tide of people, carts and rock, and the terrible noise that reigned in the place seemed to swallow them. A moment later, the Igneous Squad reached the pulley cranes that dumped the rocks against the barrier that blocked the entrance. The cranes were enormous structures of metal and wood between fifteen and thirty feet tall. In order to operate them they needed an army, which they had, luckily.

The Searing Squad reached the carts and started putting things in order. The carts were also colossal, and once loaded moving them was a task for titans. They required hundreds of men per cart.

The Ardent Squad vanished into the back cavern where they were cutting large rocks that were later loaded on the carts to be transported to the west entrance.

The noise of falling rocks told them they needed to go faster. Outside the dragons were moving fast, and they had to be as fast or faster to prevent them from coming in.

The two dragons outside were managing to remove many rocks and were beginning to open up a path. It was taking them a lot of effort and time, but they were managing to move away large amounts of rocks and earth. Their progress was remarkable.

Nahia saw that the situation was becoming ugly. She began to fear they would make a hole and get in. The brute force of the two dragons was tremendous. Seeing the pace they were making, the might succeed.

Can you not help, Swift Dragon? Esker-Gorri-Lelo sent.

Yes, indeed, those responsible are in there, help us, sent Erdi-Zuri-Ask as it attacked a section of the entrance with its elemental breath.

Nahia feared Eki’s response.

My elemental power is not like yours. I am afraid it has no effect in this situation.

Sure, you silver dragons have a very weird magic, the red dragon sent as it threw another rock over its head.

Your magic might not work in this situation, but your body surely must. You can remove rocks, even if they are not the big ones, the white dragon that was a lot bigger than Eki sent.

Eki said nothing for a moment.

Refusing any longer would be suspicious, Eki sent to Nahia.

You can’t help them. If they get in there’ll be thousands of casualties.

But I can’t stay here doing nothing when my mission demands I go in.

Don’t do it, Nahia sent Eki, along with a feeling of the greatest concern.

In order to reach those responsible for what happened, which is your duty, you must help us, Erdi-Zuri-Ask told him.

It is not a glorious task, but if we have to remove rock to destroy the enemy, we do it, Esker-Gorri-Lelo sent him.

The comments now came with a certain degree of annoyance. The two dragons were not going to accept Eki not helping them.

At that moment, Captain Zuri-Bigar-Des appeared over their heads. It landed beside them.

How is it going? Will you get in?

If the Swift dragon helps us, we will succeed, Esker-Gorri-Lelo replied.

Indeed, but it seems he does not like hard work, Erdi-Zuri-Ask sent.

The captain looked at Eki.

I know it is a task far below what a Swift dragon usually does. But in this case, the reward compensates it. The perpetrators of the murder of the three dragons are in there. Help, go in and kill them. It is what the general wants. That is what you must do, and I am ordering you, the captain sent, and it did it in the clear tone of an order Eki was not going to be able to refuse.

Fine. It is not a job for a Swift dragon, but I will help. I do not disobey the orders of my superiors.

No! Nahia sent to Eki as a cry of despair.

Believe me, it’s better this way. Eki began removing smaller rocks.

Very well, I will leave you to it. I expect positive news. I will be in the city. If I leave at all, those human rats of the desert and the Felidae slaves stop what they should be doing. The captain took off with a leap and roar of rage.

Esker-Gorri-Lelo and Erdi-Zuri-Ask went on punishing the rocks with their elemental breaths to then clear away with their claws the destruction they managed to make. Eki was not using his elemental breath. He limited himself to carry out the smaller rocks beside him. The three stood right in front of the entrance to the cavern, and they filled it entirely: the red dragon on the left, the white one in the middle, and Eki on the right. Nahia had dismounted and was watching from a few steps back with her heart in her throat.


Chapter 14

Daphne was sweating profusely, covered in dirt and sand. The scarf that covered her nose and mouth helped, but her lungs were feeling it.

“Unload! To the left, higher!” she shouted, giving indications to the soldiers operating the cranes on the left side. They were lifting a huge rock from one of the carts and were about to release it upon the others that blocked the entrance. The vital thing was to unload them with care and in the proper place. If they failed in the unloading there could be an accident that might cost lives.

“Up, more to the back!” Taika was ordering the crane on the right. He was also covered in dirt and dust and had a scarf protecting his nose and mouth.

“Load faster!” Ivo was ordering in the middle, pointing his long, powerful arms.

In order to operate the large pulley cranes, hundreds of people were needed to pull the ropes that lifted the rocks and made them turn afterward. Each crane had over three hundred soldiers and natives devoted to pulling on many ropes of great thickness. Although the system of pulleys helped a little, the workers did most of the work of lifting the tremendous rocks from the carts toward them. The cranes had braided nets shaped like a spoon. They picked up the rocks and lifted them. It was all very primitive and manual, but it worked. Of course, it worked because there were thousands of people pulling on ropes and carts.

The most dangerous operation was loading a great boulder on the crane, as well as the one that took the longest. The unloading team, made up of a hundred men for every cart, struggled to pass the crane’s spoon net under the large rocks. There had already been accidents and even a couple of casualties. When this happened, the stretcher bearers took them away fast to try and save their lives, and also not to let morale drop among the other workers.

There was a very loud noise. Two heavy rocks had been knocked down on the other side. The sound reached them as if it were right there. No light was coming in, so the dragons had not managed to enter yet.

“They’re very near!” Lily realized as she directed the soldiers who were maneuvering the cart they had just unloaded.

“The dragon lords will come in. All this is in vain,” Aiden said while helping several Desher Tumaini push a rock that had fallen inside.

The situation was becoming desperate. Groups of soldiers and natives of the deserts were beginning to carry rocks between them, like ants in a colony trying to block an opening where water would come in and drown them all. Only in this case, what would come in would be fire, lightning, and rock.

In the middle of the great cavern, the Searing Squad was directing the operations of the transport carts. Five lines of them moved forward, pushed by a couple thousand soldiers and ruby-eyed natives. Logar was with line one. On his right was the Drakonid Lita who, unlike Aiden, supported the rebellion completely. She went with another loaded cart. Valka, the strong Tauruk-Kapro, was with line three. Beck was with the next line. Compared with Logar, Lita, or Valka, the Fatum looked like a child, but he gave orders as well as they did. In the next line was Rogis, the Scarlatum, who was coughing from the heavy air they were breathing. Balk was in charge of clearing the way back and was at the back giving orders.

In the next cavern, toward the south, where they were getting the rocks and the dirt to block the opening, was the Ardent Squad. Brendan and the Kapro, Cornelius, were giving instructions on which rocks to cut. An infinite number of soldiers and natives worked on cutting the rock with hammers, chisels, and steel bars that ended in sharp points. It was a tremendous and exhausting task, so the Felidae-panther, Lara, and the Fatum, Evelyn, were making sure the workers rotated and were well directed. Draider the Drakonid and Elsa the Scarlatum helped direct the transport of the rock to the loading area of carts.

They all worked with all their might and spirit. And they were all aware that in spite of this there was no assurance of their safety. The greatest problem they had was that even being so many, they were too slow in extracting the rocks, transporting them, and placing them to block the entrance. For every rock they managed to put in place, the dragons outside took two out. If this pace continued, it was only a matter of hours before they would lose the battle and the dragons would manage to get in. The Red Squadron was well aware of this, and that was why they were trying by any means to speed up the process and prevent the dragons from breaking in.

Outside, night had already fallen, and Nahia watched the three dragons working without pause. She was expecting them to stop to rest at any moment, but so far this had not happened. This filled her with apprehension, because she saw the amount of rock and dirt they had already removed, and it was colossal. Behind the dragons a mountain was piling up with all they were taking out of the entrance of the cavern. The more the pile grew, the more worried Nahia became.

A little more and we will have it, Esker-Gorri-Lelo sent, along with a feeling of triumph, and then it used its elemental breath of fire to eliminate the earth around a large boulder it was going to remove.

Yes, I can already smell them. Today I will dine on Humans, Erdi-Zuri-Ask sent. The white dragon threw a boulder to one side, almost as if it were attacking it.

Should we not take a break? Eki sent.

Nahia felt through the bond that Eki was not really tired. It was a way to waste time.

Now that we almost have them? No way, the red dragon sent.

If we rest now and they do not, we will lose the advantage we have, the white dragon sent.

I am not used to such rigorous work, Eki sent, although this was true, it was not the reason why he wanted to stop.

Hah! The glorious Swift dragons. You may be very good and fast in the air, but as for working on land... Esker-Gorri-Lelo sent him.

I hope you are better at killing than moving rocks, it sent, and Erdi-Zuri-Ask launched an elemental attack at some rocks that were about to fall.

Eki was pretending, and although he had moved rocks, he had done it very slowly.

We Swift dragons are the fastest and most maneuverable in the air. We are also excellent fighters in the skies. Moving rocks is not one of our virtues, Eki defended himself.

We do not doubt that. Your reputation precedes you, especially fighting against those blasted Gryphons, Esker-Gorri-Lelo sent as it kept taking rocks out.

Nothing worse than a Gryphon, I agree with you, Erdi-Zuri-Ask sent.

The next time you need me, please let it be in the air and with Gryphons, Eki sent them, trying to get along well with the two dragons, in case of whatever might happen.

No way. I do not want to have anything to do with Gryphons, Esker-Gorri-Lelo sent.

That makes two of us. It is a lot better to kill Humans on land, Erdi-Zuri-Ask joined in.

Nahia felt her stomach twist at the white dragon’s words. They were nothing but despicable creatures, abusive despots without scruples or conscience which took advantage of being stronger and more powerful than Humans. She was not surprised they did not want to fight Gryphons. Because those might kill them, and they were almost as large and powerful as the dragons. And, most of all, they were superior in the air, no matter how much the dragons believed they were the masters and lords of the sky.

The two dragons went on removing earth and rocks, and Eki kept pretending as best he could. And then the prophetic moment Nahia was fearing arrived—the white dragon managed to get out a huge rock, and something in the entrance of the cavern shifted. There were a couple of cave-ins, one inward and the other outward.

I see them! They are ours! Erdi-Zuri-Ask sent.

Kill them all! Esker-Gorri-Lelo sent.

The white dragon sent its elemental breath through the hole it had managed to make with all the power of a stream of storm.

Inside, Daphne was shouting at her working team in the lower area of the barrier of rocks.

“Move back! More are going to fall!”

“They’ve made a breech!” Taika warned.

Ivo and Aiden were trying to get several soldiers out from under the rocks that had fallen inside.

“Back up the cart or we’ll lose it!” Lily cried, trying to prevent a second cave-in from destroying the cart they had just unloaded.

The elemental storm breath of the white dragon came in through the top part of the cavern. The hole they had managed to open suddenly became visible when the stream of winds and lightning rushed in. More rocks and earth burst into the cavern.

“Watch out! Dragon storm breath!” Taika cried.

“Duck so it doesn’t reach you!” Daphne shouted.

The bolts of lightning and the winds entered at a higher level, and stones and earth rained inside with the power of the stream and winds. Some lightning bolts bounced around and nearly hit several soldiers.

“We have to block that breech!” Taika shouted,

“I’ll do it,” Daphne replied and began to direct one of the cranes they had just loaded with an enormous rock.

The soldiers who maneuvered it followed Daphne’s instructions while rocks and earth kept falling from the dragon’s elemental breath.

Seeing that the dragons had managed to open a breech, spirits began to drop and nervousness grew throughout the inhabitants of the cavern.

“Keep going! Keep working!” Logar shouted while he gestured in the middle of the cavern, directing his line of carts. Many of those pulling the carts had stopped to watch what they believed was the beginning of the end.

“We have to bring more rocks! Quick!” Lita shouted at her column of carts as they stopped when they saw the elemental attack through the entrance to the cavern.

“We must block the hole! I need more rocks!” Valka was shouting at her line of carts as they also watched, fearful, as the wall of rock began to crumble.

“We can still stop them!” Beck was shouting at his line of carts to raise the workers’ spirits.

In the back cave where the Ardent Squad was working on cutting the rock, Brendan and Cornelius realized what was happening. Luckily, most of the soldiers and natives with them had not.

“Keep working with everything you have!” Cornelius encouraged them.

“We have to get more rock!” Brendan was trying to make them go faster, but everyone was very tired and had little strength left. After giving instructions, he poked his head out to see how the Igneous Squad was doing and saw Daphne at one of the cranes.

“We have to put more rocks in that hole! Quick!” she was shouting at the soldiers pulling on the ropes lifting a big heavy boulder. They managed to lift it by pulling all as one.

“More to the right!” Daphne indicated, pointing at the hole. Earth and stones were falling on her because of the elemental attack, and she was covering her head with her arms.

At the opposite end of the cavern’s entrance, Taika was directing another of the cranes with the same intention.

“Upwards! Turn left!” he indicated to the soldiers operating the crane.

The two enormous boulders on both cranes were almost in position to block the open hole.

“Wait for me to tell you when to release!” Daphne told her workers.

“Wait for my word!” Taika told his.

The elemental breath stopped entering the breech. The dragons could maintain their breath for a good while, but not indefinitely. The magical skill had a limitation of time and power. Luckily for them, all magic had limitations, including that of dragons.

“Now, release!” Daphne ordered, seeing the breath was no longer coming in.

“Release! Quick!” Taika told his workers.

The two boulders dropped into the breach. First the one on Daphne’s side and then Taika’s a little above the first. Between the two, they blocked the opening.

“Great work!” Lily cried happily.

Ivo and Aiden had finished taking out the dead and wounded from under the rocks and looked toward the ones that had just been placed.

“Will they hold?” Ivo asked, his forehead covered in sweat mixed with earth.

“Nothing holds against the power of dragons,” Aiden said.

As soon as he said this, terrible flames came in through the two boulders. It was the red dragon that was attacking now.

“They will hold,” Lily said with determination.

The flames kept coming in through the cracks between the boulders, as if they were seeking a path in to lick them with tongues of fire. They all watched, worried.

One of the two boulders, the one at the top, moved and then became loose. A moment later it fell on the floor with a loud noise. The flames kept coming, filling the space it had freed.

“Move back!” Daphne cried.

Ivo and Aiden threw themselves sideways, and the boulder fell in front of them and then rolled further in. It was so large that it went over twenty of the crane workers, who died, crushed. Then it hit one of the carts carrying more rocks, and the noise was tremendous.

Lily looked at Aiden as he was getting up from the floor.

“Sometimes I truly hate you.”

“I simply tell the truth,” the Drakonid replied as he helped Ivo get up.

A great roar came in through the hole, followed by more flames.


Chapter 15

Daphne watched the incoming fire, deeply worried, but she could not let it show. The group of crane workers she was leading must see her strong and commanding confidently.

“We can’t give in!” Daphne shouted. “Stay in your posts!”

“We need another boulder, quickly!” Taika called from the other side to those coming with the carts.

Ivo and Aiden came to help while the flames and the force of the elemental attack were beginning to make the other boulder just placed in danger of collapse.

“More rocks, quickly!” Lily called from the middle.

Logar arrived with a cart transporting an enormous boulder pulled by his working team.

“Here, Taika, take this one,” he told them.

Taika nodded and gave instructions to his crane team. With Logar’s help and that of the cart pullers, they managed to place the boulder in the crane.

“I’ll go back for more,” Logar told Taika and took the cart. His work team pushed hard and cleared the area.

On Daphne’s side, Lita was arriving with another cart pulled by a hundred soldiers and natives. They were bringing another huge boulder.

“Thanks, Lita,” Daphne said gratefully.

At once, Daphne’s group set to load the boulder on the crane. The people pulling the cart helped as best they could.

There was anxiety in their faces. They were watching the opening with eyes that did not want to see what they were witnessing. The fire was coming in with a vengeance, and the bad thing about fire was that it burned anything it touched.

“Everyone, stay focused! All at once!” Daphne cried.

“Let no one stop!” cried Lily, seeing more flames coming in.

Suddenly, some flames managed to reach the middle crane. Lily held her breath, wishing it would not burn, but there was no such luck. The structure caught fire. First the top part, the closest to where the stream of fire and flames were coming in. Then it started to run down, as if the flames wanted to reach the floor to catch them. It seemed to have a life of its own, and very bad intentions. The worst thing was that they could not do anything. It weighed too much to move, and it was fixed to the floor with large rocks they could not move either.

“Release the ropes, the fire will reach them,” Ivo told those who were pulling them as he watched the crane burning like a funeral pyre. Over twenty-four feet tall, it burned at tremendous speed.

And things grew worse a moment later. The white dragon joined the red one and the two attacked the rock they had just placed, which was already moving.

“Watch out! It’s moving, it might fall!” Lily warned, indicating the huge boulder.

“Move away from the crane, it’s going to collapse!” Aiden told the people in the first lines.

An instant later, the huge flaming crane fell to the floor like a burning giant. The workers ran to find safety.

Taika was trying to direct a boulder where the attack was taking place.

“To the left! Carefully!” he said, directing the operation.

Daphne was also trying but was having great difficulty. The crane had fallen beside her, and the flames prevented her group from working.

“Put out the fire on the crane and take it away!” she ordered.

A large group of soldiers came with buckets of water that were already there to drink and threw them at the flames. Then they used their clothes to put out the remains of what the water had not put out.

Ivo and Aiden joined in helping to put out the fire and remove the remains from the spot.

“We must remove this from here at once,” Ivo told Aiden.

The Drakonid nodded. “Agreed.”

They worked as fast as they could. Luckily, there were many people in there and they all managed to do it quickly, though not without pain. Many ended up with hand and arm burns.

The fire was entering through the opening, and it was clear the rock was not going to hold up. A moment later, the rock fell in with a great clamor. It hit the lower part of the barrier at the entrance, first killing those working there, and then it burst inside, killing a hundred of the group of Beck’s carts, who were arriving with more rocks.

“Blazes!” Daphne cried regretfully.

“We have to block it now!” Taika told her.

They both directed the groups in their cranes and gave them instructions. The teams were very scared.

“Never fear; we’re going to succeed!” Daphne was trying to cheer them.

“Focus on the work, don’t think about the attack!” Taika shouted.

Their working teams seemed to calm down a little and drew from their hearts to keep working. Daphne and Taika made them wait until the elemental breaths had ended and then gave the order to place the two boulders.

“Now, quickly!” Taika told them.

“Let’s go, now!” Daphne ordered.

The teams pulled on the ropes to put them in place. A moment later, they had them blocking the hole.

For an instant they all waited, alert to the two new boulders blocking the way. Nothing happened.

“We did it!” Daphne cried. “Working together, we can succeed!”

The crane and carts teams watched the success, and hope was renewed in their hearts.

And at that moment, fire, lightning bolts, and earth hit the rock Daphne’s group had placed and it burst inward. It fell on top of them, crushing a hundred. Many died, and others were left wounded amid cries of pain.

Through the hole created, the two streams of elemental breath burst in.

Outside, Nahia could not believe the bad luck they were having. Vig-Des-Marroi, the brown dragon, had come to see how they were doing and had taken Eki’s place at the request of the other two dragons. Eki had stepped back with Nahia.

That is how I like it! We have made way again! the red dragon sent, exultant, as it went on delivering its breath of fire.

I told you already that the three of us would do it, Erdi-Zuri-Ask, the white dragon focusing on attacking the same rocks as the red one, sent.

I had only come to say hello, but this is a success I am glad to join, Vig-Des-Marroi sent as it struck hard with its elemental breath of rocks and stones, joining in the attack with tremendous force.

With you we will go faster than with the Swift dragon, Esker-Gorri-Lelo, the red dragon, sent.

No offense meant, but with the elemental breath of earth we are going much faster, the white dragon sent to Eki.

None taken, I understand it is a better solution to the problem.

Yes, I did not mean to offend you, I only mean that you are not well suited for this, the red dragon sent him.

Eki sighed.

No problem, I understand my limitations, Eki pretended.

Nahia was very restless. They were about to succeed in breaking in. Why did that dragon have to come just then?

They’re going to get in, she sent to Eki.

It’s inevitable. Their power is greater than what the defenders can do to stop them.

We have to do something. Nahia was seeing they were about to make it.

We’re not going to do anything, if we do, those three will kill us. Nothing’s going to stop them from enjoying their reward, they’ve built up too much effort and frustration to allow anything to change that.

I’m not going to let them kill my friends.

If you do anything, those three will kill you and then Logan will die. Is that what you want?

Of course not!

So, stay still, be quiet, and don’ intervene. I swear that in the state of fury those three are, they wouldn’t have any mercy on you.

Nahia knew Eki was right, but she could not let those monsters enter the mountains and kill everyone. She had to think of something. The thing was, nothing came to her mind. What she would not give for Egil to be there to help her with some brilliant idea. Although in that situation, even he would find things difficult.

The three dragons launched their elemental breath onto the other boulder the defenders had just placed. And with the combined power of the three, the rock burst inward.

Oh no! Nahia cried.

They’ve breached the mountain, I’m sorry, Eki sent, along with an honest feeling of regret for her.

Inside the cavern, the rock fell on Valka’s work team, killing half of those pulling the cart toward the entrance. The Tauruk-Kapro was saved by a hair’s breadth; less than that and the rock would have struck her straight in the head.

Now the hole they had managed to make was big enough for one of the dragons to put its head in. Taika quickly realized this.

“Retreat! They’re going to put their heads in!” Taika shouted.

Daphne saw the three streams coming through the opening, making it bigger. They were eroding the space around it to make it larger. Taika was right. A head could get in at any moment and launch the elemental stream at them. They had to retreat. It broke her soul to have to do it, because it meant an enormous defeat, but they could not stay there, they were all going to be killed.

“Everyone, move back!” Daphne yelled.

The work teams started to leave their posts, but they were very slow and in shock.

“Flee! Quickly!” Aiden was pushing people so they would move faster. There were several thousand people there, and evacuating them was not going to be easy.

Ivo looked at the opening and knew they all had to get out of there.

“Everyone out! Retreat!” he shouted at the top of his voice.

Several more rocks fell inside the cavern. The last defense barrier was crumbling.

“Everyone, get back!” Logar was shouting at his group.

“Leave the carts! Get out of here!” Valka shouted too.

Every member of the Igneous and Searing Squads shouted retreat to their teams. They pushed them amid shouts and were finally making them move. But there were too many for all to move at the same time, they were retreating too slowly.

“Abandon the cavern!” Daphne shouted, waving her arms for them to run out of there.

“Move! The dragons are going to come in!” Taika shouted, pointing at the ever larger hole.

The boulders vanished outward, which meant the three dragons were removing them with their claws. The defensive wall began to disappear. The whole top vanished before the terrified eyes of the defenders as they withdrew from the great cavern.

Suddenly, the middle of the barrier was thrown inside. The three dragons were about to breach the wall of rocks entirely.

“They’re coming in!” Daphne shouted.

“Retreat!” Taika called.

The lower part of rocks sealing the entrance crumbled inward like a broken dam. Large boulders rolled inside after striking the base of the entrance, running over the defenders, killing and wounding the laggards.

“Help the wounded and withdraw!” Ivo cried.

Aiden nodded.

“Come quickly, they won’t take long now!”

Lily had thrown herself to one side to avoid the rocks and was getting up. Aiden reached her side and helped her back to her feet. She was covered in dirt from head to toe, nearly unrecognizable.

“We must retreat inward.”

“The defense… is it lost?” she asked hopelessly.

“We have to get out of here now, come on.” He grabbed her arm, and they ran toward the southern cave.


Chapter 16

The Igneous and the Searing Squads were trying by any means possible to have everyone abandon the cavern. They yelled and pushed the soldiers and natives as they were withdrawing, but not fast enough.

Daphne wanted to fight, to stand up to them, but the soldiers were wearing work clothes just like the natives. They did not have their armor or weapons to defend themselves with, they could not work carrying them. All their equipment was in the caverns to the south, where they changed before each shift. And it was not as if this shift could fight much after working without pause to prevent the dragons from coming in. They were exhausted from all the effort they had made, and it showed on their faces.

They heard a collapse, and the barrier of rocks that sealed the entrance was finally entirely destroyed. The red dragon roared and entered the cavern.

Filthy desert rats! I am going to kill you all! it sent and launched its breath of fire sweeping over everything in front of it within a range of two hundred paces.

Panic came over the soldiers and natives who were trying to escape, and there was a stampede toward the southern caves. The fire did not reach anyone, since they were already over three hundred paces away, with the exception of the Igneous and Searing Squads, who moved swiftly to get out of reach of the dragon.

“We have to move back!” Daphne warned.

“Stay two hundred paces away!” Taika shouted.

Aiden looked at the red dragon as it roared victoriously.

“It’s furious. It’s going to kill as many as it can.”

“It would kill them just the same if it were calm,” Lily told him, also looking at the dragon.

“Well, let’s stop it then,” Ivo told them.

The dragon took a couple of steps in and launched its breath of fire again to clear whatever might be ahead of it. It only reached the large boulders that had fallen inward and the abandoned carts. The ropes used to pull them caught fire, and the cavern seemed to be filled with flaming snakes as the ropes burnt out.

The cavern was left empty with the stampede, with the exception of the dead that were burning, or would be as soon as the red dragon came further in. In the chaos of the escape there had been pushing, tripping, falling, and worst of all, trampling. Some had stepped over those who had fallen in the midst of the chaos, with the result of many injured. The ones lagging behind were trying to get them out of there as fast as possible.

The Igneous and Searing Squads reached the adjacent cavern to the south. Brendan and the Ardent Squad were waiting for them. Between all of them they rescued the last injured, and several groups of soldiers came to take them away. These had not let themselves be driven by the panic of the situation, luckily.

“Thank you,” Logar said.

“Good work,” Daphne congratulated them.

The soldiers said nothing as they took away the wounded.

Brendan pointed south.

“They’re all running to the deepest caverns.”

“Aibin must have prepared the retreat,” Taika commented.

“Let’s hope so, because otherwise…” Lily was looking back at the cavern they had just abandoned.

The white dragon had also entered and roared, proclaiming its victory. Then it launched its breath of storm, sweeping everything in front of it.

“We must cover the retreat,” Daphne told them.

“You want to stand up to the dragons?” Brendan asked in surprise.

“That’s quite reckless,” Logar told her.

“They’ll kill us,” Aiden assured her.

“They’re going to be very annoyed if a group of Dragon Warlocks attacks them, of that I’m sure,” Lily replied.

“They won’t forgive such a betrayal,” Taika sentenced.

“They’ll kill us,” said Aiden.

Daphne looked to the south. There was a human blockade at the exit of the next cavern. There were too many people to evacuate in a fluid manner.

“They’re going to reach them. If we don’t do anything, they’ll kill them,” Daphne said with a wave at the backs of the last ones in the next cavern.

“They’ll also kill us. There are three dragons,” Aiden said, pointing.

The brown dragon had just entered the cavern, and like its two companions it roared loudly and launched its breath.

“They won’t leave anyone alive,” Ivo said. “They’re coming to kill us all.”

“We have to protect the retreat somehow,” Daphne said, “make them waste time so our people can escape.”

“We can’t put ourselves in front of three dragons, they’ll shred us,” Logar told her.

“Not in front of three, of course, but further on we might have a chance. Let’s run south,” Taika said.

The others did not know what he meant, but the dragons were already coming toward them, so they could not stay put.

“Quickly! To the south!” Daphne cried.

The three squads ran off and crossed the cavern they were in. The dragons went on roaring and sending their deadly breath as they advanced with powerful strides. Luckily for the pursued, the caves were very wide but not so high. The dragons could not fly in them. The red dragon tried to and hit the top of the cave, dropping like a sack of stones. The other two did not even try.

The squads crossed the next cave to the south, always running in a straight line. There were caves right and left, but they were dead ends. Besides, they were large enough for the dragons to get in, so they were places that did not offer any shelter.

They arrived at the human blockade.

“Move! Quickly!” Daphne shouted at them.

“The dragons are coming! Run!” Lily yelled.

They looked back and saw the dragons entering the second cavern. They started sending their breaths into the adjacent caves. They had come to burn everything, and they were not going to leave anyone alive. They roared in victory, one after the other.

Outside, Nahia could bear it no more.

Let’s go inside, she sent to Eki.

It’s not a good idea…the silver dragon replied.

I know it’s not a good idea, but I want to be in there. Come, Nahia insisted as she got up on the saddle

You’ll get into big trouble. You might even die. Eki was trying to make her reason.

Go in. If I have to die it’s my own business.

What if I don’t go in?

I won’t make you, I’ll go in alone.

Eki thought for a moment.

This is a very bad idea.

Then I’ll go. Nahia started to dismount.

Wait, we’ll go together. Ride.

Nahia sighed.

Thank you, she sent to Eki as she got in the saddle again.

Treading carefully, Eki entered the great cave. In front of them he saw the three dragons moving south as they launched their breaths before them. Further in they saw the squads, and beyond them the fleeing defenders.

Those I see over there are Dragon Warlocks, Eki sent Nahia.

They’re not just any Dragon Warlocks. They’re the Red Squadron, my squadron.

Eki sighed.

I had guessed it already. That means we’re going to have serious problems.

They might be able to escape.

So far they look trapped, without an escape.

They’re very decisive, they’ll get out of this one, Nahia said confidently.

Let’s hope so….

Eki did not move, while the other dragons did.

What are you waiting for? Come on, Nahia sent him.

From here we can see what goes on. There’s enough light with all those torches on the walls. It’s more prudent to stay here.

I don’t want to be more prudent. I want to go forward.

That’s why I’m saying we’d be better off staying here watching without intervening. If your friends are as good as you say, they’ll get out of this one. We needn’t do anything.

Don’t use your mental games on me. You might be a scholar and very clever, but I’m not dumb. You’re doing this so I don’t intervene and get us into trouble.

It’s the most reasonable action, given the situation we’re in.

I’m not going to do the most reasonable thing. My friends are in danger. Go on, or else I’ll go on by myself.

Eki sighed again, deeply.

Fine. But don’t do anything.

Eki started walking after the three dragons. When he was closer, the white one noticed.

It is okay if you want to watch, Swift dragon, but these Human rats are ours.

You are not going to take away our entertainment, the red dragon sent.

Nahia could not stand these monsters. For them the situation was amusing, something entertaining. Eki went past a group of burnt Human bodies. Monsters without scruples, that was all these beasts were. She was afraid they would kill her friends. She wanted to shout that she was there, but that was certainly not a good idea. She would gain nothing and the dragons would realize she knew them, which would be very bad for her. It was better not to say anything for the time being. They would follow them. Nahia was hoping her friends would save themselves. She wanted to go and help them, but Logan’s life was at stake. Eki was right; if she died or was imprisoned, then Logan would die. She could not let that happen.

I will not interfere, yours is the victory, and the spoils. I only want to get the leaders and execute them for what they did, that is my mission, Eki sent them.

Once we catch them there will be little left to execute, the brown dragon sent him.

Nahia had to muffle a cry of rage and frustration. Her flame was beginning to burn inside her.

The blockade of soldiers and natives finally got through. They seemed to flow faster toward the inner caves. The Red Squadron followed them closely. As they went through the entrance that had caused the block, Daphne realized why it had happened. It opened into a narrower cave, and the entrance itself was quite small. The dragons would have to go in one by one, there was not enough space for two abreast.

“Run! Everyone! We must gain advantage on them!” Daphne shouted.

“Quick, quick!” Brendan shouted too.

“More fluid!” Logar said in an attempt to make them move faster.

Taika stopped for a moment and looked back at their pursuers. They came launching their breaths right and left, like exterminators.

“They’re taking their time, that’s good for us,” he said.

Daphne looked back.

“Am I seeing a fourth dragon?”

“I think so, a silver one,” Taika replied,

“Four dragons…. this is going from bad to worse,” said Lily.

“Let’s keep going south!” Logar begged them.

The whole squadron ran, following the soldiers and natives. Before they reached the next cave, they went through a passage that joined both caves. This one was also narrow. Only one dragon would be able to get through. They came out into a larger cave and saw Aibin at the far end waiting with a hundred warriors who carried torches in their hands. The entrance to the cavern was dark, since there was no light in the passage before or in the cave itself.

“Come quickly,” Aibin told them, motioning to the exit beside him. The soldiers and natives were already leaving that way and running south.

“Is everything all right?” Daphne asked.

“Yes, in the next cave the path forks in two, and we’ve divided the flow, that’s why it’s going faster now.”

“Wonderful, because the dragons are already on our heels.”

Aibin was very serious, which meant something was wrong.

“What is it?” Taika asked him, realizing.

“The exits of both caves come together again. We’ll have another blockade, they are too many to pass all at once.”

“And the ones at the end will be caught by the dragons,” Daphne guessed,

“That’s what I’m afraid of.”

“Is there no way to enlarge the passage? Perhaps go through other caves?”

Aibin shook his head.

The final exit, the one we need to reach in order to be safe, is very small. It’s that way so the dragons can’t get through.”

“In that case, we must slow down the dragons,” Brendan said.

“Of course, but how do we do that?” Logar asked.

Taika thought for a moment.

“I have an idea,” he said and looked back.


Chapter 17

Nahia was on Eki, with her heart beating like a hammer on the anvil and the flame burning in her stomach.

You must calm down, I can feel you getting upset.

And I’ll get more upset if those dragons catch my friends.

Eki snorted through the nose.

Please calm down. You must keep your head and blood cool.

That’s easier said than done.

I’m aware of that, but you can’t let your feelings blind you.

My feelings don’t blind me, on the contrary. I see very well, and that’s why my feelings get upset. Because of what I witness. And yours should too.

My blood is cool. I reason and don’t get flustered.

Well then let’s see you reason through the fact that we’re chasing some poor Humans through the depths of the desert rocks where they’re hiding from those invading their homes and killing them without consideration.

Eki did not answer. Nahia saw that his head bowed slightly, and through the bond she picked up that he was feeling some shame for what was happening. They went on until they reached the three dragons.

The way into that cavern is narrowing, Esker-Gorri-Lelo warned.

Is there another way? Erdi-Zuri-Ask said.

No, the caves right and left are dead ends, said Vig-Des-Marroi as it came back from checking them.

We have to follow this one, I will go first, Esker-Gorri-Lelo sent.

Right, I will follow, sent Erdi-Zuri-Ask.

The red dragon launched its elemental breath into the cavern before going into it. Then it went in, roaring threateningly. The cave was deserted, with the exception of three natives who had been seriously injured and had died during the escape. The dragon roared victoriously at their sight and proceeded forward. It came to the exit and saw it was a tunnel. It watched and launched its breath of flames inside.

The white dragon entered the cave.

What do you see? It sent the red dragon.

A tunnel. We can pass, but tightly.

Good, clear it. It will end in another cave. I will wait here.

Agreed.

The brown dragon stayed outside.

Let me know when I have to go in.

“We will let you know, the white dragon sent it.

Nahia and Eki were behind the brown dragon. Nahia wanted to tear off the head of that dragon. She looked at her lance and shield hanging on the sides of her saddle. If necessary, she would use them.

Eki must have picked up on the feeling.

Take it easy… you can’t lose your cool.

Nahia took a deep breath but could not manage to relax, not even a little. Her flame was growing more intense. She had no idea what would happen if it increased much more. Would she have a seizure like she used to? Would she be rendered useless because of her condition? The last time she had a seizure was in Gryphoros, and it was one that had ended in a very unexpected manner. That would not be repeated, since for it to happen her feelings would have to be off the charts. She would have to be at the edge of the madness brought on by suffering. She obviously did not want anything to happen that might put her in such a situation, because it would mean her friends were going to die.

I am entering the tunnel, Esker-Gorri-Lelo sent them.

Wait, perhaps I should go first, Vig-des-Marroi sent them.

Why is it that? the red dragon turned its head toward the brown one.

Because you have been working too long and you have consumed much of your elemental energy. I will deal with clearing the way to the heart of this place. I am more rested.

I am not that tired, the red dragon refused.

Look at your energy reserve. Do you want to use it clearing empty caves?

No, but I want to kill those desert cockroaches.

Better let the brown dragon open the way. I am tight on energy reserves and also strength, the white dragon admitted.

The red dragon was reluctant to yield the lead. It shut its eyes and seemed to be checking its energy reserves.

Nahia had seen how they used their elemental breath wantonly and guessed that they had to be on their last legs, but she did not know how much energy a dragon had or how much their elemental breath consumed. It was something she would have to study, it might be advantageous in battle.

Fine, go first. I am also low on energy, the red dragon finally admitted.

Vig-Des-Marroi started forward. It roared a couple of times, announcing it was coming in case there was someone on the other side.

Is there room enough to get through? Erdi-Zuri-Ask sent it.

Yes, tight, but I can get through. Although I would rather be flying through the air than in this disgusting tunnel! the brown dragon sent.

Think of the reward, Erdi-Zuri-Ask sent.

I am going to stone them all! Accursed cockroaches!

Leave something for us, we have earned it. Esker-Gorri-Lelo sent.

There will be something left, do not worry. You will have the glory. I am only going to open the way for you two. I will leave you the honor of the massacre, the brown dragon sent.

Now you are talking, the red dragon sent.

Traitors! They have put out the torches, everything is very dark. As if that could stop me, Vig-Des-Marroi sent as it reached the end of the tunnel.

Send them your breath of rocks and kill them. It will be funny that after so much picking and placing rocks it will be what kills them, Erdi-Zuri-Ask sent.

The brown dragon put its head in the next cave and launched its breath of rocks and stones. It did so moving its head left and right, sweeping like a fan whatever was in front of it. If there was anyone within two hundred paces, they would die.

Two hundred Desher Tumaini warriors and the Red Squadron were waiting at two hundred and fifty paces. They all had one arm raised, all except Daphne, who was hiding a ball of very intense light wrapped in blankets. She let them drop and threw the ball in front of the dragon. It shone with a tremendous burst of light.

What does this mean…? Vig-Des-Marroi could not finish the thought.

“Everyone, forward!” Daphne ordered.

They all moved forward to be able to hit their target more accurately.

The brown dragon opened and shut its eyes, trying to see something in the intense light. Daphne waited for the intensity to decrease. When it did and the dragon saw them, she gave the order.

“Release!”

A hundred javelins headed to the right eye and a hundred others to the left one. The contrast between deep darkness and white light, besides the surprise, had its eyes wide open and dilated.

No! the dragon thought as the javelins plunged into its eyes. It had no time to react. The order to release was at the same moment it realized what was going on.

Arghhhh! it sent in pain as it launched its elemental breath in an attempt to defend itself. It did so with its eyes shut and not moving, as a reaction to the attack. The stream of rocks and stones came out forcibly forward but did not reach the warriors or the squadron, who were already leaving the cave at a run.

Bastards!

What is it? Erdi-Zuri-Ask sent.

Are you all right? asked Esker-Gorri-Lelo.

Cowards! They set me up! They have wounded my eyes!

Get out of there, retreat, Erdi-Zuri-Ask sent. Retreat, I will cover you.

I will do that. I cannot see properly, it is dark and my eyes are hurt.

Take it easy, you just have to back up in the tunnel, Esker-Gorri-Lelo sent.

The brown dragon began to retreat. If to begin with dragons were not particularly agile, backing up was something they barely knew how to do. Because of what they were, they never backed up; they considered it dishonorable. No dragon ever retreated. This was one of those times, an exception, and the brown dragon kept bumping its tail and hind legs on either side of the tunnel, as if it were the clumsiest creature ever created. It was ridiculous, and thus the dragon felt.

For all the magic of Kraido! They will pay for making me retreat like this! I will kill them all! No one dishonors me like this, least of all Human desert rats! Vig-Des-Marroi sent, beside itself.

Nahia could not see what was going on in the tunnel, but the messages of the brown dragon made it clear that its eyes had been hurt and it had been forced to retreat, which she thought was awesome. She only hoped the injuries were serious so the dragon would not be able to fight against her squadron comrades.

Vig-Des-Marroi retreated to the cavern where Erdi-Zuri-Ask waited. It launched its breath to one side and the ceiling to light up the cavern.

Thanks, that helps.

Are they posted at the end of the tunnel in another cave?

They were. They surprised me with light and darkness. I opened my eyes and they riddled them, they were waiting for me.

A dirty trick, of loathsome rats, sent Erdi-Zuri-Ask.

Are they still there?

I think they withdrew after attacking me, but I am not sure. The pain in my eyes made me shut them.

I will make them pay for this. They will learn what pain is, Erdi-Zuri-Ask promised.

Can you see anything? the red dragon asked from outside the cavern.

Barely… my eyes hurt terribly.

Come out here, Esker-Gorri-Lelo sent. We will go on with the chase, and we will avenge you.

I am going to kill them, do not worry, Erdi-Zuri-Ask sent as it entered the tunnel.

Vig-Des-Marroi turned around in the cavern and went out front. It met with Esker-Gorri-Lelo, and behind it were Eki and Nahia, who watched it attentively.

Do not see it as a defeat, it is dirty treachery, the red dragon sent.

I will kill them all! the brown dragon proclaimed, but it was clear it could not see much. Its eyes were bleeding and half shut.

We will deal with them, the red dragon promised as it went into the tunnel following the white one.

Nahia watched the brown dragon. The wounds in its eyes were multiple. It had nearly a hundred javelins stuck between both eyes.

Do not touch your eyes, it will make them worse, Eki advised it.

It hurts, it makes me furious.

You need healing. Better go back to the city and ask the captain for healing.

Nahia realized that Eki was trying to get rid of the dragon in a kind way, without raising suspicions. Through their bond she felt that Eki wanted it out of there. She guessed it was because it was furious and might pose a problem.

I want to know they have killed them all before I move.

Eki went over to the dragon and studied the injuries to its eyes for a moment.

How are my eyes?

You can still save them, but not down here, among earth and dust. With all those wounds in them they will get worse, and you might lose them.

Vig-Des-Marroi shook its head.

I want to hear them scream while they die!

It is perfectly understandable, and I would be equally furious in your place. But now you must save those eyes or you will go blind. And a blind dragon…

Is useless… Vig-Des-Marroi finished the sentence.

Eki nodded.

You can still see something, seize the chance and seek healing.

The brown dragon tried to reason amid the rage it was feeling and which clouded its thinking. For a moment it considered it, and finally came to a decision.

I will go back to the city to ask the captain for healing. As soon as I am recovered I will come back, and if there is a rat alive I will find it and crush it. It mimicked the action with its front leg.

Go, time is against you, Eki sent in warning.

Vig-Des-Marroi headed back to the exit. It was not walking straight, and every five steps it had to recalculate its position to keep moving. It could barely see anything between the injuries and the darkness.

Nahia saw that the dragon used its elemental breath to see, and this filled her with joy. One less enemy.

Do you believe it’ll save its eyes? she asked Eki.

Maybe. It’ll all depend on how much healing power the captain has.

I don’t know much about the subject, and I’m interested. What healing power is that?

Eki wondered whether to tell Nahia or not.

It was you who didn’t want there to be secrets between us, she reminded him.

Eki sighed.

All right. We dragons don’t have healers, like other races.

True. I’ve never seen a dragon healer.

That’s because dragons mostly have elemental magic. And in our culture, magic is used for war. Healing isn’t precisely an area that dragons have wanted to devote to or advance in too much.

Then who heals them?

It’s rather how. Dragons have Healing Spheres. These are objects of great healing power and magic.

I understand there are Objects of Power. But healing magic? Where do they get it from?

There are some dragons that can produce it, few, and there are those that can transform elemental magic into healing magic.

Interesting. Then the captain has a Healing Sphere?

Every commander has one, yes, for their dragons. In case they are injured. They’re brought from Kraido and handed out here in Drameia.

And how powerful is the healing magic?

It can heal all simple injuries like the ones the brown dragon has suffered. Most serious ones, but not complex injuries, including advanced or terminal illnesses.

Oh, I see. Nahia held back a ‘thank goodness’ but had the feeling Eki had caught what she was thinking,

It’s a very interesting area. I’ve read a lot about healing.

I’m glad you’re not like those dragons and that you have interests like healing.

Thank you, but in spite of that I am still a dragon.

A different one.

Indeed.

Let’s follow the red dragon, I want to know what’s going on in there.

Eki snorted.

Hold your temper.

I’ll try.


Chapter 18

They went into the cavern and then followed along the narrow passage that looked like a tunnel between caverns. There were no torches or openings for natural light, so they had to go carefully, since darkness enveloped them.

They came out of the passage and found the white and red dragons inspecting the entrance to two caverns ahead of them.

It looks clear, although I cannot see much, Erdi-Zuri-Ask sent.

Same here, Esker-Gorri-Lelo sent back.

They made out Eki behind them.

Vig-Des-Marroi? asked Erdi-Zuri-Ask.

The brown dragon has gone to the city for healing.

That is good, if he loses an eye it would be a disgrace, and being blind is, well, the worst, Esker-Gorri-Lelo said.

I am not sure it is a good idea to go into this cave without light, Eki sent, trying to dissuade them from their chase.

I can see by creating lightning, Erdi-Zuri-Ask sent.

And I can use my breath to eliminate everything ahead of us and see with fire, Esker-Gorri-Lelo sent.

I still believe it is risky. Besides, you are both low on elemental energy and quite tired.

But neither of the two dragons wanted to admit it.

In order to kill those rats, I barely need any, Erdi-Zuri-Ask sent.

And I need even less, Esker-Gorri-Lelo joined in.

Do not be so confident, look at what happened to Vig-Des-Marroi.

Easy, Swift dragon, we are not over confident, Erdi-Zuri-Ask assured him.

Eki did not insist any more. It was not prudent. The two dragons were pretending, but they were tense. They had not liked what had happened at all.

Let us go in. We must kill them all, Erdi-Zuri-Ask sent and went into the cave in front.

Esker-Gorri-Lelo wet into the other cave.

Nahia was able to see how the entrances lit up when both dragons used their elemental breaths. The lightning illuminated the whole entrance with its charges and the fire with its flames. Nahia hoped there was no one in there.

The white dragon went into the cavern, roaring when it saw that the entrance was clear. It narrowed its eyes and saw a group of warriors, near the far end of the cave. They were natives of the desert. It went in to finish them off with loud roars. The cave was close to a thousand paces long, but it was not very wide or high. The dragon launched its elemental attack as it went forward to kill the warriors. The lightning and wind only reached two hundred meters in front of the dragon. Instead of falling, the warriors came forward, and behind them there appeared more warriors who came from a back cave. After a moment, more came in. Suddenly, where there had been two hundred there were now two thousand warriors of the Desher Tumaini, all armed with javelins.

The dragon roared, confident it could kill them all. It called upon its elemental breath again and kept going forward. A thousand more warriors filled the cavern.

These imbeciles believe they can stand up to me! You are all going to die! Erdi-Zuri-Ask sent furiously.

Nahia did not know what was going on inside, but the message reached her, clear and filled with rage. She guessed the defenders were going to confront the dragon. That was crazy—the dragon was going to kill them all. Her stomach took a turn, and her inner flame burned strong.

A similar scene was going on in the other cavern. The red dragon went forward, clearing the way with its breath of fire. A thousand Felidae soldiers were waiting for it. By the time it reached the center of the cavern, there were already two thousand. They were all wearing armor and carried spears and shields. It was the fresh shift, who instead of going to work had been sent to defend the retreat of the exhausted defenders.

The chanting of the Desher Tumaini and the war cries of the Felidae soldiers came out of the cavern and bounced off the rocks outside while the echo spread, filling all the rock chambers.

Nahia was restless, and anguish climbed up her throat. Her friends were going to fight the dragons. It was unthinkable, but they were doing it. She could not stand idly by while her people fought and died. She just could not.

We must go, she sent to Eki, begging.

It’s a very bad idea.

Maybe, but I have to go. If you’re not coming, I’ll walk.

Eki thought for a moment.

I’ll carry you, but keep your head cool.

That’s a lot to ask.

At least try.

I will try.

Left or right?

Nahia did not know which of the two caves to go into.

Let’s go left.

Nahia and Eki went into the cave on the left. The white dragon was already approaching two hundred paces from the first line of Tumaini warriors. They had placed themselves in five rows, filling the back of the cave. Leading the warriors was the Red Squadron. The three squads formed a line with the Igneous Squad in the middle, the Ardent to one side, and the Searing to the other.

Nahia recognized them and feared the worst.

Oh no!

Daphne saw the storm stream already coming toward them.

“Igneous Squad, Elemental Scales defense!”

“Ardent Squad, Elemental Scales defense!” Brendan ordered.

“Searing Squad, Elemental Scales defense!” Logar ordered.

All the Dragon Warlocks called upon their defenses against physical attacks and a cloak of scales, each of elemental magic, created itself and covered their bodies from head to toe.

The white dragon was already at two hundred paces and stopped. It did not send its dragon breath. It looked confused.

You are Dragon Warlocks, what does this mean?

Daphne lifted her chin and looked the dragon straight in the eye.

“We are Dragon Warlocks, and we are with the rebellion.”

Blasted traitors! It is you who have decapitated the three dragons?

“That’s right, and we’ll do the same to you if you don’t go away.”

The dragon looked at the Red Squadron, then at the native warriors, and gave a loud guffaw.

You will not surprise me with your tricks and ambushes. I am going to kill you all, and I will enjoy watching you die.

“Go back the way you came or die,” Daphne warned it, wrinkling her nose.

Stupid traitors! You will die with the desert rats!

“Magical defense!” Daphne told her comrades.

“Anti-magic scales!” Brendan ordered.

“Magical protection scales!” Logar called.

The whole squadron called out their skills. In the past the least skilled had struggled with this skill, but that was no longer the case. They had practiced a lot, because they knew the day would come when they would have to face the magic of a dragon and they would need their defenses against it. Now the question was in their minds: would their magical defense hold before the magic of a dragon? They were about to find out.

You dare use our teachings against us, your lords? Accursed vermin! The white dragon was so outraged its eyes burned.

“Weapons up front!” Daphne called.

“Don’t use magic, we won’t be able to get through their defenses!” warned Brendan.

“Physical attacks!” called Logar.

They raised their shields and spears.

And the dragon delivered its elemental breath of storm, with lightning and strong winds.

“Hold your position!” Taika told them.

The elemental stream hit them with tremendous force. The winds tried to throw them in the air and the lightning struck here and there. Both attacks were magic, and the squads’ defenses held up the first onslaught. They felt them weakening greatly at once. They had to react immediately and send more energy from their inner dragon to their defenses. The Tauruk-Kapro and Drakonids of the squadron, the weaker ones magically, were on the brink of losing their defenses and dying in the first attack. Luckily, they managed to send enough energy for their defenses to hold up. Ivo snorted hard and Aiden, beside him, joined him. They almost did not live to tell the tale.

The dragon did not move forward but focused its elemental breath on the group of Dragon Warlocks. It wanted to kill them first before going on to the warriors after, knowing they would not be able to bear its elemental breath for long. It was surprised they even could. Most of the Dragon Warlocks would not be able to, and yet that squadron had resisted the first onslaught, which puzzled it. They were tough and good, very well trained.

“First line, release!” Aiden ordered his warriors. The leader was at the back, at the exit.

The warriors’ javelins which formed the first line flew toward the dragon. They arced through the air to get out of the range of the elemental stream of lightning and fell upon the dragon’s head, seeking to wound its eyes.

The dragon stopped its breath. It had been hit in both eyes. It shook its head.

Traitors and cowards, I will kill you all! it sent and took a few steps forward.

“Second line, release!” Aibin ordered.

The warriors obeyed and the javelins sought again to strike the eyes of the dragon. But this time the red dragon was already expecting it and covered its head with one of its wings. The javelins struck the wing, but being covered in scales they were unable to wound it.

The dragon sent its breath of storm, which struck the defensive barrier formed by the members of the Red Squadron. But this time it reached further and hit part of the first line of warriors. They all died amid convulsions at being reached by the lightning.

Do you think I do not know what you intend with your little defensive barrier? You will not be able to save the warriors behind you, and you will not be able to save yourselves either, the enraged dragon assured them as it advanced again, launching its breath of storm and reaching part of the second line.

The defensive barrier formed by the Red Squadron protected those behind them in part but not entirely. The lightning hit almost every one of them first, like the strong winds, but since it maintained the stream, a part of it passed on to the next rows, hitting the warriors. Those in the first and second lines died, and soon it would also be the third line’s turn, since the dragon kept coming with that idea in mind.

“Third line, release!” Aibin ordered.

The javelins flew, seeking the eyes of the dragon, which protected itself with a wing once again, which made it stop sending its breath.

The dragon was very close to the Red Squadron.

“Holding up?” Daphne asked her comrades. Her reserves of energy were fine. In order to maintain the magical defense they were all sending the elemental energy they had to bear the attack. She was aware that her magical power and skill were much greater than those of many of her comrades. The boys would be in trouble. She was not wrong.

“I’m not going to be able to withstand more,” Ivo warned. “The last attack nearly destroyed my defenses. The next one surely will.”

“I’m the same,” Taika warned too.

“I might hold out for one more, but it’ll be the last,” Aiden calculated.

“I’m fine,” Lily winked at her.

“Understood. If your defense falls, flee. Lily and I will hold,” Daphne told them.

Brendan and Logar were also checking the state of their squads. The result was similar in all three. One more attack and most of the squadron would lose their magic defense.

Behind the white dragon, Nahia felt that her comrades were in danger of dying and made a decision.

I’m going in, she sent Eki.

Don’t, I’m not going to.

You are a dragon, I am a Human. Do whatever you want, but I’m going to help.

He’ll kill you all. Logan will die.

It’s a risk I must take. If it kills any of my comrades, I’ll never forgive myself.

Don’t.

I’m sorry, I have to. Nahia dismounted and ran off toward the enormous white dragon. She ran as fast as she could, and as she ran her inner flame lit up.

The dragon now sent a powerful mental attack instead of its breath. Most of the squadron was knocked over amid insufferable pain. Their defenses had fallen, and the mental attacks had defeated them. The pain was so intense they could not even think. The dragon was torturing them and was going to kill them with raw pain.

The back rows of warriors threw their javelins, and the dragon covered its eyes with its wing once again. This allowed the survivors of the other rows to regroup and form a new line. They all carried several javelins on their backs, so they could still carry out more attacks.

Nahia ran with her lance in one hand and the shield in the other. As she approached the back of the dragon, she called upon her physical and magical defenses over her dragon rider’s armor. The lava scales and anti-magic energy covered her up. It was time to fight, and most likely die.


Chapter 19

“Dragon, fight me!” she yelled.

The white dragon turned its head and saw Nahia out of the corner of its eye, racing toward it. The dragon looked at her blankly. It appeared confused.

What is the meaning of this? Another betrayal? You are a Dragon Rider! This cannot be happening! it sent, beside itself.

“I am a lot more than that, and you are going to discover it today!” Nahia shouted.

The dragon turned toward her with clumsy though powerful movements.

Of all the betrayals, yours is the worst! We made you a Rider, the greatest of honors for a slave!

“It isn’t to me. My wish is to be free, not a rider serving a dragon,” Nahia replied without stopping running.

Fool! You will be the one to suffer most before dying, since your betrayal is the most terrible.

Nahia prepared for the attack. She was already a hundred and fifty paces from the dragon, which had finished turning around to kill her for her unforgivable betrayal. That a dragon rider would do such a thing was unthinkable in a dragon’s mind. They believed they were doing riders an exceptional favor and that they should all be grateful. They were completely wrong.

Eki watched the attack without moving. He did not want to get involved. Doing so for Nahia and her friends would mean betrayal to his own kind. He could not do it, no matter how wrong the Path of Dragons was. He was a dragon, one with honor. He could not break it.

The white dragon attacked Nahia with its elemental breath. Lightning and strong storm winds hit her. Instinctively she raised her shield, although it was useless against magical attacks. What did work was her own magical defense, although she felt it weakening a lot. She reacted at once and sent more energy from her inner dragon to strengthen it.

While the dragon attacked Nahia, Aibin gave orders to his warriors to take away all the wounded. Many warriors had died hit by the lightning, despite the defensive wall formed by the Red Squadron. Between them they took away the injured of their own squadron who, although alive, were unable to go on fighting. They took them out of the cavern into the mountain’s deeper caves.

Ready to keep fighting, Daphne and Lily of the Igneous Squad, Brendan and Evelyn of the Ardent, and Beck and Rogis of the Searing Squads were still standing. Of the ruby-eyed warriors, there were still about a thousand with Aibin who had not withdrawn.

The deaths were many, but they had delayed the dragons’ advance so that most of those who had been working had already reached safety in the depths of the mountains.

Nahia reached the dragon. Her inner flame was increasing. She felt a seizure might come upon her and this was not the best moment for that, there was a dragon in front of her intent on killing her. Her defenses were holding up against the strike of lightning and winds, but maintaining them consumed a lot of her inner energy. She wondered how long they would hold. What she did know was that her own magical attacks would have no effect on the dragon, since its magical defenses would stop hers. Attacking it with a lance from the ground was not a good idea either. She would not reach its head. The dragon rose like a gigantic monster in front of her.

Erdi-Zuri-Ask seemed to read her thoughts and roared victoriously.

What is it, Rider? You can do nothing without your dragon, huh? What did you think you were going to achieve by attacking me, you ungrateful traitor.

Nahia stopped a few paces from the huge monster and was undecided. She could not deny that the beast was somewhat right. Without Eki there was little she might do against another dragon. She looked back to see whether her Swift dragon had changed his mind and would help her, but he was still at the entrance of the cavern. He was not going to help her: she was alone in front of a dragon that meant to kill her. The situation was desperate. Perhaps she had not really thought things out properly before acting, but she had not had a choice. She was not going to let her friends die. Never, even at the cost of her own death. If she died now, at least she would have fought for what she believed in, for freedom, friendship, and honor.

And then she recalled what the dragons had been saying about their energies. That dragon had to be on its last reserves of magical energy. It had been attacking for nearly a whole day between the entrance and now. Yes, somehow Nahia knew that this dragon did not have much energy left, and this was something she could attack because a dragon, in the end, was not so different from her in the magical aspect of things. It could only use its magical skills as long as it had energy, and this ran out if drawn upon too much. That a dragon was an imposing monster did not mean its magical energy was unlimited. All creatures followed the universal laws of magic. It did have a lot of power and a lot of energy, but it ran out like everyone else’s.

She saw it clearly. This was what she had to do. Exhaust the dragon’s magic before hers ran out. The idea was good, but in order to exhaust the dragon’s magic she would have to use her own, which meant her magic would also run out sooner. It was a big risk, but one she had to take, since there was no other option.

“Yes, I can do something without my dragon, and you’re going to see what!”

The dragon laughed with deep, rumbling guffaws that sounded like roars.

Behind the red dragon, Daphne addressed her comrades.

“Can you see what’s happening?”

“It turned around and is speaking with someone,” Lily said as she tried to see, tilting her head, but the dragon’s body blocked what was in front of it.

“There’s another smaller silver dragon at the entrance of the cave,” Brendan said, having moved away to see past the white dragon.

“They are discussing something,” Evelyn the Fatum said, narrowing her eyes.

“What shall we do? Do we attack?” Beck asked. The Fatum seemed ready to keep fighting.

“I don’t have much energy left,” Rogis, the Scarlatum, said, shaking his head.

Me neither,” said Lily. “Another elemental breath of lightning and all my scarlet skin will be marked forever.

Daphne looked back. The thousand warriors were holding up with their javelins ready. She saw Aibin at the back and asked him with a gesture whether to withdraw or keep fighting. Aibin spoke to two warriors beside him, and they ran off south. A moment later, one came back and reported to Aibin, who immediately gestured to Daphne to hold up.

“It seems we have to fight a while longer.”

“Great, well, my beautiful jet-black hair is going to be singed then,” Lily moaned.

“You and Rogis should withdraw,” Brendan advised them. “We still have energy to hold up a little longer.”

“Yes, you should go now that it’s distracted,” Daphne told them.

“If we go, the defensive wall will be weakened. I’m staying,” said Lily.

“I feel the same, I’m staying too,” said Rogis.

Daphne sighed deeply, then she wrinkled her nose.

“All right, but if you see that your defense is going to fail, run away.”

Are you going to attack me, you insignificant Human? Come on, I will laugh at your impotence, Erdi-Zuri-Ask sent to Nahia.

“We’ll see who laughs in the end,” Nahia said as she gathered energy from her inner dragon and called upon her Sorceress Talent, her strongest skill. She was attacking a dragon, so it was best to do so with her most powerful ability. She used her Multiple Fire Beam, only instead of selecting three targets she only focused on one. The skill responded, and Nahia pointed her lance at the dragon’s head. Above this, three large bolts of fire appeared, which came down and struck the dragon almost at once.

The dragon’s defense activated, stopping the bolts from reaching its head. Nahia had already expected this, but what she was also expecting was that in order to stop the bolts, the dragon would consume more inner energy. She was sure it would have to, but she still had doubts about it.

Well, a Sorceress, what a waste of talent. As you see, you have not achieved anything.

“I am also a Flameborn, and yes, I have achieved something.”

The dragon laughed no more, which led Nahia to think she was not so wrong about the consumed energy. She did not think twice and called again upon her Multiple Fire Beam. The three bolts formed and came down, striking the dragon’s head again. As she conjured, Nahia noticed that her inner flame was growing too. That was not good.

Stupid Human. You have already made me waste enough time. Die, the dragon sentenced, and it sent its storm breath.

Nahia felt her defenses begin to weaken. She reacted and sent more energy to strengthen them while the stream fell upon her from the dragon’s mouth. She stood firm and saw that her own defense withheld. This gave her courage. She sent the Multiple Fire Beam while the dragon kept its breath upon her, sure it would break Nahia’s defenses and kill her.

You will not be able to withstand my elemental breath, it sent her, and Nahia received a feeling of victory from the dragon’s mind.

She did not reply because she had a lot to manage. She had to send energy to strengthen her defense and launched the three bolts at the dragon again. She realized with relief that she no longer had to think about it to strengthen her defense, the defense itself took the energy it needed. She found it an impressive improvement. Although the final problem was still there—her energy was running out too.

Behind, Daphne had already noticed the duel that was taking place.

“The dragon is fighting against someone in armor. That armor belongs to a Dragon Rider, and we know those bolts that are being launched.”

“Yes, that is Multiple Fire Beam,” Lily confirmed.

“It must be Nahia,” Daphne nodded.

“You think it’s Nahia?” Brendan looked at them, surprised.

“How many dragon riders do you know who launch fire bolts and have the guts to stand up to a dragon alone?” Daphne told him.

“It’s Nahia, it has to be,” Beck said.

“Then we’d better go and help her,” said Brendan.

“How?” Rogis asked.

“If Nahia is attacking it with magic, it’s for a reason,” said Daphne. “We’ll do the same. Attack with magic.”

“Totally agree,” Lily replied.

“Let’s go!” Brendan gave the signal, and the Dragon Warlocks began to move toward the back of the dragon.

Keep attacking, it has very little energy left, you can defeat it, Eki suddenly sent to Nahia.

How do you know? Nahia sent back, surprised that Eki would intervene.

I have a skill that allows me to see their aura of power. All of their auras, in fact.

Can you see mine?

Yes, that also.

Do I have more energy left than it does? Nahia asked him; it was what most worried her. Exhausting the dragon’s energy would be for nothing if hers ran out first. She would be dead.

Yours is strange… it’s hard to quantify… but I think so.

Wonderful. Thanks for the help!

I don’t want you to die, Eki sent her, and through the bond that joined them Nahia knew he meant it.

Nahia discharged three other bolts against Erdi-Zuri-Ask, and suddenly something odd happened. Several Elemental Balls burst on the dragon’s nape. They were Dragon Fireballs. Her comrades were also attacking from behind the dragon.

The dragon roared in rage and stopped sending its breath against Nahia. It turned its head to see who was attacking it and a ball of light burst in its face with a tremendous blinding brightness. The dragon had to shut its eyes, and for a moment it was blinded.

Nahia knew that the ball of light was Daphne’s, she was sure of it.

It took a moment for Erdi-Zuri-Ask to recover. Meanwhile Lily, Brendan, Evelyn, Beck, and Rogis attacked with more Elemental Balls, which when they exploded struck the dragon’s head. They were basic attacks but powerful. Her comrades were saving energy, they were not attacking with Talent or advanced attacks, because these required a lot more energy to cast and an Elemental Ball required little. Nahia was sure that even so, they were making the dragon use more energy in its defense against all those balls.

“Keep attacking with Elemental Balls!” Nahia shouted at them.

“It’s her, it’s Nahia!” said Lily, recognizing her voice.

“I told you it could only be her,” Daphne said.

“Split up, we don’t want to be easy targets,” called Brendan.

“We’ll go around it,” said Beck.

They fanned out and placed themselves at the sides and back of the dragon.

Blasted creatures, stay put!

The dragon now had multiple attackers around it, so it shifted to mental attacks to catch them all at once.

“I’ve run out of defenses!” Lily cried after receiving two mental attacks.

Rogis was unable to call, he dropped to the ground without defense.

“Lily, get out of here!” Daphne shouted at her.

“I don’t want to leave you here!”

“If I die it will be no good to me that you stayed!” Daphne told her seriously. “Go!”

Lily cursed under her breath and ran toward the warriors.

At a signal from Aibin, about twenty warriors came running and released their javelins at the dragon’s eyes, which covered them with its wing. The warriors did not attack again but ran to Rogis. They picked him up from the ground. He was alive, but his look of pain was dreadful. He would not live much longer unless they took him out of there; they had to protect him, taking him out of range of the dragon’s mental attack.

Do not run, you cowards!

Daphne covered the retreat by throwing a ball of light that burst in the dragon’s mouth, blinding it once again for a moment.

The warriors took Rogis to Aibin, who ordered them to take him to safety outside the cavern, into the mountain to the south.

I will destroy you! Erdi-Zuri-Ask changed strategies, and instead of attacking with magic it did so with its body. It delivered a tremendous tail sweep which Brendan was unable to avoid completely, and he was thrown to the right side of the cave.

“Brendan!” cried Evelyn as she ran to help him.

Erdi-Zuri-Ask attacked Daphne with its front claws. The Fatum saw it coming and burst a balloon of light so that the dragon could not see her in the brightness. The claws missed by a hair’s breadth, and Daphne withdrew toward the warriors at a run. Lily was already waiting among them and signaled for her to run to safety.

Beck attacked the dragon with another Elemental Ball, but the dragon delivered a kick with its left hind leg. The Fatum, light and nimble, nearly avoided it, but not entirely, and he was thrown against the left-hand wall. He did not get back up.

Nahia saw that her squadron was in serious trouble, so she tried to get the dragon’s attention.

“Why don’t you fight me, dragon? Are you afraid of me?”

The dragon laughed with its deep, rumbling guffaws.

With pleasure, Human. I will enjoy disemboweling you, it sent her and delivered two blows with its front claws, trying to reach her.

Nahia leaped backward as the dragon approached her so as to get out of its reach.

Its energy is nearly spent. One more powerful attack and it’ll run out, Eki sent her.

Nahia saw the dragon coming at her and thought of what to do. She could try a very risky and dangerous move. She decided to do so. She could not think of anything else to do, and the dragon was upon her.

Your heart is mine!

“Don’t blow your horn so soon!” Nahia said and waited until the dragon was above her. Erdi-Zuri-Ask raised its right claw, ready to strike downward and crush her. At that moment, Nahia did the unthinkable. She called upon her skill to ride a dragon and floated up at its side. She did it very fast, a lot faster than when she did ride.

The claw missed the strike completely and crashed against the stone floor.

What are you doing? The dragon could not understand what was happening.

Nahia finished rising and climbed onto the dragon’s back as she had done a thousand times with Eki. Only that this one was not a Swift dragon and it had no saddle, but she sat right where the saddle should be. Nahia called upon her Elemental Claws, and a pair of flaming claws enveloped her hands.

Get off me, you accursed traitor! the dragon cried, furious, and it tried to shake her off. But Nahia was an expert rider, she pressed with her thighs and knees and did not move a bit while Erdi-Zuri-Ask tried to dismount her with wings, tail, and claws. Nahia knew there was no way it could reach her. Dragons, and more so big ones like this one, could not reach their own back, they were too beastly, and their legs were no good for that.

“It’s time to die,” Nahia said to the dragon, and she struck right on the critical spot of its spine with her flaming claws. The first two strokes did not penetrate, the dragon’s defenses held. But something surprising happened once she executed hem. There was a silver flash, a warning one for the dragon—it had no more energy.

No! it roared.

“I’m afraid the answer is yes!” Nahia cried, and she plunged both her flaming claws, first one and then the other, into the center of the dragon’s nervous system. Without its magical defense, the Elemental Fire Claws went through the scales and destroyed the dragon’s nerves.

A moment later, Erdi-Zuri-Ask collapsed on the ground. It could not use a single muscle. It was completely paralyzed.

Nahia walked to its head and struck repeatedly with her claws of fire. The dragon died with one last breath.

No….

Nahia walked away from the dead body.

For a moment, it seemed that time had stopped. Everyone was watching, unable to believe what they had just witnessed. The dragon was lying dead inside the cave. Nahia had fought and killed it. This would go on to be legendary in Kraido.


Chapter 20

You’ve killed a dragon, Eki sent her accusingly and sadly as he shook his head.

It left me no other option, Nahia replied.

Even so, it’s a sad event. It changes our relationship completely. Forever.

I’m sorry you see it that way, but this was going to happen sooner or later, better that it was now.

Eki said nothing more, but Nahia could feel through their bond the great unrest the silver dragon was feeling.

“Nahia! It’s so good to see you!” Daphne greeted her with a smile as she ran toward her.

“It’s you, isn’t it?” Lily asked, running beside Daphne.

Nahia turned toward them and realized she still had her helmet on with the visor lowered. She lifted it.

“Yes, it’s me,” she smiled at them, utterly happy about seeing her friends again after so long.

Daphne and Lily reached her and hugged her tight amid joyous laughter, pure and honest.

“I knew it was you. It had to be you,” Daphne told her as she hugged her very tight.

“Not necessarily, but all right,” Nahia replied, smiling.

“You are radiant in that elegant armor,” Lily said, also smiling. “It looks gorgeous on you.”

“It really is a work of art,” Nahia said, nodding.

“We’ve missed you so much!” Daphne told her.

“So very much!” Lily added.

“As much as I’ve missed you.” Nahia’s heart was flooded with joy.

“Why have you taken so long to come back?” Daphne said reproachfully.

“Yeah, why? We were already beginning to think bad things,” Lily said.

“I’ve been somewhat busy with all this thing about dragon riding. I’ll tell you all about it,” she promised and mimicked wiping the sweat off her forehead.

“We can imagine,” Daphne said, looking at Lily, who nodded.

“How are the others?” Nahia asked eagerly.

“They’re fine, they’ve been taken to a safe place further inside,” Daphne replied.

“The dragon left them without any energy left, and it beat them with its mental attacks,” Lily explained.

“I see… these monsters are powerful.”

Daphne looked at Eki with her nose wrinkled.

“That must be your Swift dragon, right?”

Nahia turned her head.

“Yes, it’s Eki. He’s…. upset…”

“Well, you just killed a dragon, I’m not surprised,” Lily said, jabbing her thumb at the dragon’s bloody head.

“Is he going to give us trouble?” Daphne asked, opening her hand to create a ball of light.

“No, don’t worry. Eki won’t interfere in what happens here.”

“Are you sure? He’s a dragon, in my experience they don’t like it when one of their kind is killed,” Lily said, raising an eyebrow.

“Eki is different, I promise. He won’t be a problem.”

“If he does anything strange, we’ll have to act,” Daphne told Nahia.

“Before going against him, please consult with me first.”

“All right, I will.” Daphne nodded, still looking at Eki with her nose wrinkled.

“I find it so odd that you, precisely you, who hate dragons to the marrow, are now a friend of one,” Lily told her with both eyebrows raised.

“There’s a bond between him and me… it’s complicated…”

“Rider and dragon business,” said Brendan as he came over, limping with Evelyn’s help.

“That’s right. I’m so happy to see you.” Nahia greeted them with a big smile.

“We’re even happier to see you,” Evelyn assured her as she smiled at her as well.

“Beck is wounded,” Brendan told them.

“I’ll see how he is,” Daphne turned and ran over to check on him.

“How did you manage to kill it?” Aibin asked her, coming over with a group of warriors.

“By exhausting its magic,” Nahia told him. “Without magic it can’t defend itself from ours.”

Aibin nodded.

“That’s good to know. Also that the critical spot of the nervous system works.”

“It does work,” Nahia nodded, looking at the dead dragon.

“It collapsed like a dead weight,” Lily commented, impressed.

“Now we know how we can kill them,” Brendan said. “Although exhausting their magic is going to be difficult.

“True. But it’s another advancement in the right direction,” Nahia said encouragingly.

“We must leave. The retreat is finishing, and then we’re going to seal the inner passage,” Aibin urged them.

“You’ll have to seal it better or they’ll get back in,” Nahia told him

“We will. When you see, you’ll understand,” Aibin replied.

“Very well,” Nahia nodded. “What about the red dragon?”

“It’s in the next cave. We prepared a good trap and it doesn’t know how to get out of it,” Aibin said.

“Let’s go, I want to see it,” Nahia said.

Aibin ran off to the back of the cavern. The warriors immediately followed him. Nahia and the others went after him. Daphne and Beck joined them.

“How are you, Beck?”

“Delighted to see you, Nahia. Oh, and my arm is broken. Daphne has just put my shoulder back in place.”

“Then just as usual.” Nahia smiled at him.

Beck laughed and made a grimace of pain.

“That’s right, as usual.”

Aibin stopped before entering the cavern.

“Those wounded and warriors must head south. Afterwards there will be no chance.”

“All right, I’ll stay with Nahia just in case,” Daphne said.

“Me too,” said Lily.

“The others, go. You don’t look very good,” Nahia begged them.

“All right, but if you’re going to kill another dragon I’m staying to watch,” Brendan said.

Nahia shook her head.

“Go, you’re not in any state to fight.”

Aibin motioned them to follow his warriors, and so they left.

Nahia looked into the cave, and what she saw astonished her. The red dragon was in the center of the cave. In front of it were hundreds of dead Felidae. Mostly burnt. The dragon was roaring, enraged, and was launching its breath toward the thousand Felidae soldiers standing in front of it. They were over three hundred paces from the dragon, so it could not reach them. But the dragon could not move toward them.

A colossal boulder was on top of its wing which was spread, crushing it completely against the floor. Nahia looked at the top part of the cave. Somehow they had made the colossal boulder fall on the dragon’s wing. It was roaring with pain and frustration. The boulder was about half the size of the dragon and had to weigh a great deal, because the dragon was unable to move or free its wing.

“Good trap,” Nahia congratulated Aibin.

“Thanks. The good thing about living inside a mountain is that we have a lot of rock to use,” Aibin replied.

“How did you…?” Nahia was trying to understand how they had managed.

“The cave was very dark for a reason. On the right side and on the left there are two huge cranes painted black.”

“So they won’t be seen in the darkness of the cave,” Nahia guessed.

“The Felidae soldiers died in the trap,” Daphne realized.

“Yes, they sacrificed their lives. They ensnared the wing with nets and pulled on it to spread it. The dragon killed them, but the rock has crushed the whole wing.”

“They’re heroes,” Nahia said.

“And that red dragon is a heartless monster,” Lily said.

“We should leave before it frees itself,” Aibin advised.

“And leave a dragon here?” Daphne asked, shaking her head.

“We should kill it,” Lily commented. “It would send a message to their kind that whoever enters the Mountains of Blood doesn’t come out alive.”

“A persuasive message indeed,” Aibin had to admit.

“For dragons, and the soldiers of Kraido who still stand with them,” Lily added.

“I’m not saying it’s not ideal, but it’s very risky. It would be better to withdraw,” Aibin suggested.

“We could exhaust it…” Nahia proposed, “besides, that dragon isn’t very bright.”

“How would we do that?” Aibin asked, concerned.

“I’ll deal with it,” Nahia offered.

“Are you sure?” Aibin asked her, worried.

“I’ll give it the chance to surrender. If it doesn’t accept, it will be its death.”

“Be very careful,” Daphne warned her.

“Don’t worry, I will be.” Nahia nodded and walked toward the red dragon. She calculated the distance carefully; she could not get within two hundred paces. Daphne and Lily came after her. She did not need to calculate much, because the dragon received them, launching its breath of fire. The three stopped and watched how far it reached. Nahia stopped just at the edge, half a pace out of reach.

“Defenses up,” she told her friends.

“I still have some energy left,” said Daphne.

“I have none left,” Lily said ruefully.

“In that case, stay two paces behind, we don’t want an unfortunate accident,” Nahia told her.

“All right.” Lily stepped back and drew her sword and dagger.

Nahia and Daphne conjured their elemental scales and anti-magic protection.

“Stay behind me, just in case.”

“Don’t worry, I have your back,” Daphne told Nahia.

Nahia nodded. She took one step forward. She was inside the dragon’s reach: it would attack now.


Chapter 21

“I will accept your surrender!” she told the dragon at the top of her voice.

You are the blasted Swift Dragon Rider!

“I am, and that’s why I am willing to accept your surrender.”

Treason! How dare you? Die!

Esker-Gorri-Lelo then launched its breath of fire against Nahia, who stepped back out of its reach as soon as she saw the flames come out of the dragon’s mouth.

“This little red thing has a temper,” Lily commented.

“You have no idea how much I long to take the wind out of its sails,” said Daphne.

“We can’t get close, it’s too dangerous,” Nahia told them.

“It’s safer to hit it from afar,” said Daphne.

“Well, we have no archers among the Felidae…” Lily said regretfully.

Nahia looked back and saw that the Felidae soldiers were armed like in Kraido, with their spear and shield. Not the best to attack a dragon.

“Yeah, throwing their spears at the dragon’s eyes isn’t very useful.”

The dragon stopped sending its elemental breath and went on trying to free its wing amid roars of pain. It was like watching a chained, raging animal pulling on its chain to pull it out of its ring on the floor.

Nahia took a step forward.

“I am offering you a chance to get out of here alive.”

Never! Traitor! Ungrateful! I will kill you!

This time Esker-Gorri-Lelo sent a mental attack at Nahia. She was already expecting it. She saw how her magical defense stopped it. She stepped back to get out of the dragon’s range.

“What’s it saying?” Daphne asked.

“It’s a bit upset, I seem to be an ungrateful traitor because of being a rider and all that,” Nahia shrugged.

“True, we must all be very grateful for being their slaves and allowing us to serve them,” Lily said in a very ironic tone.

“Sure. If I had a Golden Weapon I could use, I would give it what for. I’d gouge out both of its eyes,” Daphne said.

The dragon went on with its vain effort to free its wing and released its breath of fire at the three of them. But being slightly out of reach, it did nothing to them.

When the stream of flames stopped, Nahia stepped forward.

“Last chance. Surrender now and live. It’s my last offer, so you might save your life.”

I will kill you, traitor! the dragon sent, enraged.

“It’s your choice,” Nahia sent and withdrew as soon as she felt the first sign of a mental attack.

Nahia and Daphne went on taunting the dragon so it would use up what little it had left of energy. At last, Nahia took a step forward and the dragon did not attack her. She guessed it had very little energy left. Quietly, she called upon her Multiple Fire Beam ability and three bolts of fire came down upon the dragon and struck it on the head. Nahia saw the dragon’s defense fall.

I will tear my wing off and kill you!

“Yeah, you should’ve done that, but now it’s too late,” Nahia said and called upon her Multiple Fire Beam again, using up a large amount of her elemental energy. The three bolts struck the dragon’s head. For a moment, it was left with its eyes and mouth in flames. Enemy flames: Nahia’s. Then it fell forward, dead.

“You killed it!” Lily cried in disbelief.

“And with your magic…it’s awesome!” Daphne congratulated her.

The Felidae soldiers watched in astonishment. Nahia had just killed a dragon right in front of them using her own elemental magic. It was something unthinkable which everyone among the Felidae would soon know.

Aibin came over with his escort of warriors, and they stared at the dead dragon’s body.

“Your power is truly impressive,” Aibin told her.

“Well, it was more the dragon’s stupidity than my power.”

The warriors went over to the dragon’s head and plunged their spears in its eyes and mouth repeatedly. They did not seem fully convinced it was dead. Or perhaps they did it just in case. Once they were satisfied, they went back to Aibin.

The Felidae soldiers also got close to the dead dragon. They stared with looks of disbelief. They looked at it and then at Nahia; they could not believe that could have happened.

Suddenly, they saw Eki coming into the cave.

The warriors and the Felidae became restless and started crying in alarm.

“Easy! He’s with me!” Nahia cried.

Aibin translated to the warriors, who looked at Nahia, confused.

“He won’t attack you, don’t worry. Get back, please.”

“Yes, everyone, go back to the cave’s exit,” Aibin ordered.

The warriors and the Felidae followed Aibin. Nahia was looking at Eki. Daphne and Lily were too.

“I’ll go and talk to him,” Nahia told them.

“Are you sure it’s a good idea?” Daphne asked her.

“You just killed another dragon. I don’t think he liked that,” Lily told her.

“No, he didn’t, I know that, but I have to speak to him.”

“All right, but be careful. We’ll be here behind you,” said Daphne.

“If anything happens, we’ll intervene,” Lily promised.

“Thank you, my friends.”

Nahia went over to Eki, who was waiting for her.

You didn’t need to kill it.

I gave it the chance to surrender and it did not want it, it was its choice to die.

What I’ve witnessed saddens me greatly.

What you’ve witnessed is the reality, Eki. You can’t live in the sky and not see what’s happening on land. These people live enslaved by the dragons that kill them without any mercy, as if they were beings without any value whatsoever. They might not matter to the dragons, but to us they do. Each one of these lives is precious.

I respect all life, and I am a dragon.

But that’s not the case with most dragons. In my experience, only a few dragons respect other creatures. Most of them want to conquer every being they encounter. And if they resist, kill it.

It’s the Path of Dragons. It’s what we’ve always been taught.

It’s a path that only leads to death and destruction. There are those that don’t follow it.

There are? Among my people?

Nahia nodded.

There are. A few want to change that Path for one of peace.

Changing certain things takes a lot of time and effort.

Yes, but you have to start sometime and somewhere, and work on it.

Eki nodded.

What are you going to do now?

I need to be with my squadron and the Desher Tumaini.

For how long? We have another mission, a more important one.

I know, and I’m not forgetting, not for a single moment. I won’t be long.

Very well. I’ll wait for you by the Portal. What’s happened here… will have repercussions…

I know. I am well aware of that.

Eki nodded and turned around. Nahia saw him leave, heading to the north. She had the impression that his head was somewhat bowed, but perhaps it was only her imagination.

Nahia hastened back to her comrades.

“Let’s go.”

“Everything all right?” Daphne asked her.

“As well as it can be, given the circumstances,” Nahia replied.

“Understood,” Lily told him.

The three went forward at once. They reached Aibin, who was waiting with the warriors and the Felidae at the southern exit.

“Let’s go.” He pointed south with his arm.

They went through several more caves and a couple of tunnels. Nahia noticed they were large enough for a dragon to pass through, which would have allowed them to chase them if they had not stood up to them. At last they arrived at a wall of rock that had no way out inside a great cavern.

“Stop, it’s here,” Aibin said, and they all stopped.

Nahia, Daphne, and Lily stared at the wall without understanding.

Aibin gave a call with long whistles.

All of a sudden in the middle of the wall, in the lower half, there appeared a small hole a person could get through. They had taken away the rock that blocked it inside, and now the hole was visible from the light that came from the other side. The crack being of that size and the cave so large and dark, they had not seen it when they first arrived.

“It’s this way,” Aibin said, pointing at the crack.

It was then that Nahia understood why Aibin had insisted so much on delaying the dragons. Several thousand people had to get through that crack to reach safety on the other side; impossible to do it fast. The blockade was unavoidable. Nahia looked around at the large cave they were in. A dragon would have massacred thousands of people stuck there trying to escape, not to mention the ones who would have been crushed to death upon seeing the dragons arrive.

“That was why you wanted us to keep the dragons busy,” Daphne said, having reached the same conclusion as Nahia.

“Yes, the cave we’re going to seal is this one, but the crack in the wall of rock only has room for one person to get through at a time.”

“That’s why you were so afraid of the jam. Passing thousands of people through such a narrow crack was impossible. What it does make sure of is keeping out any and all dragons, which is very good news.”

Aibin nodded.

“If we hadn’t stopped the dragons they would’ve murdered us all here, I’m afraid.”

Nahia and Daphne nodded, very relieved.

Lily was thoughtful.

“But we passed through another cave on the way over, a large one with an entrance that would allow the passing of a lot of people,” she said.

“That passage has been shut. We’ve collapsed the whole cavern. It was necessary when the dragons came in,” Aibin explained. “We’ve been working on that for a very long time.”

“You’re artists of the caverns and their rocks,” Nahia congratulated him.

“Need is an excellent teacher, especially in the desert, where resources are so scarce.”

“We have a lot to learn from the Desher Tumaini,” said Nahia.

Aibin nodded.

“Let’s go in, we’re going to seal the crack.”


Chapter 22

Lasgol visited the laboratory of the York magi every morning. He did it to see how they were doing with their experiments and whether there had been any advances. That morning he spoke to Dameros and Aquasmares, who had been developing ideas together with Ahize, the principal Air mage of the city. So far they had not achieved success and were still theorizing about ways to improve.

This was not good news, but Lasgol was not daunted. He decided to take advantage of being there to speak with Marindar. The Strength mage intrigued him, and he wanted to know more about her and the type of magic she used. He saw her working in her section, at the far end of the laboratory, away from the rest of the magi. He walked over to her, passing carefully between the areas where the two Nocean Sorcerers were experimenting. Both they and their spells looked most baneful. Lasgol did not want to die in an accident because of a wild experiment involving their Blood or Curse Magic.

“Good morning,” Lasgol greeted her politely from outside her area of work.

The mage left a device on her work table and looked at him with narrowed eyes.

“I’ve seen you around. Who are you?”

“I’m Lasgol, Norghanian Ranger.”

Marindar nodded.

“I was informed of a group of Rangers. What are you doing here?”

“We seek to defeat the dragons.”

The mage smiled, but her look was of irony.

“That’s what they all want. It hasn’t been achieved yet.”

“We hope to be able to change that.”

Marindar stared at Lasgol, her eyes shining with curiosity.

“If you’re down here, it’s because you’re not a mere Ranger. Am I right?”

“I have the Gift, if that’s what you mean.”

“Aha, that explains it. What type of magic?”

“Nature, I believe.”

“You believe? If you don’t know, you ought to find out. It’s fundamental that any person with the Gift—or Talent, as it’s also known—knows what type it is and what he or she can do with that gift from the universe.”

“I’ve studied and worked on my magic…” Lasgol tried to explain, not wanting the mage to think he did not care for his Gift. “What happened is that I’ve had some unfortunate circumstances, and I’ve lost part of the knowledge I had.”

The expression on Marindar’s face grew kinder.

“I see you’ve had a hectic life.”

“Turbulent, I’d say. At least the parts I remember,” Lasgol smiled, trying to downplay the matter.

The mage seemed to relax, and a smile appeared on her lips.

“Have you come for Dameros? I ask because I’ve seen you with him.”

Lasgol nodded. “We need his Golden Magic in order to defeat the dragons.”

“Yes, it’s the only one that’s worked on those evil, ruthless creatures.”

“Your magic doesn’t work on them?”

Marindar shook her head, and her look showed sorrow.

“Unfortunately, my magic can’t get past their defenses.”

“How does your magic work? What type is it?” Lasgol dared to ask, seeing that the mage was more open to talk.

“Feeling curious, are we?”

Lasgol blushed. He had let himself get carried away by enthusiasm.

“A little, yes.”

“You know what happened to the cat for its curiosity…”

“Yes, but I can’t help it. I’d never heard of Strength Magic.”

“Strength Magic is a name that doesn’t really suit my magic, in my opinion. But it’s what they call it in these lands.”

“What’s it like? If it’s not inconvenient to ask.” Lasgol did not want to antagonize the mage, so he was trying to go about it cautiously.

Marindar turned back to her work table and picked up a steel ball the size of a large apple. She gave it to Lasgol, who while holding it noticed it was solid and weighed quite a lot. The mage indicated he leave it on the table, which he did.

The mage looked at the ball and pointed at it with her open hand. There was an almost transparent flash, but Lasgol’s eyes detected it. From the palm of her hand came a translucent energy almost imperceptible to the naked eye. The energy came out strong, almost as if it were a missile, and hit the ball. The impact made the ball fly off toward one of the columns. It hit it with great force and embedded itself in it, dropping to the floor an instant later.

Lasgol was left with his mouth open.

“Wow… it really is Strength Magic.”

Marindar went over to the column and placed her hands on two of its four sides.

“It’s something more,” she told Lasgol, and from her hands there began to come a nearly translucent energy that enveloped the column from floor to ceiling.

Lasgol was able to see now some sort of energy sheath that layered the column. It was about two fingers thick.

“I prefer to call it Force Field Magic. I believe it’s more accurate.” The mage fetched her ball of steel and returned it to her table.

“I think I see the force field around the column. Does it strengthen it?”

“If you can see my magic, that means you’re powerful.”

“Perhaps I was, one day. Now I’m merely trying to recover the power that was stolen from me.”

Marindar nodded.

“I advise you try and recover it every day. Magic is extremely complex, arcane, mysterious even. It has its own laws. No one ever gets to know it entirely, not even the wisest scholars.”

Lasgol nodded. “That’s how I feel. I strive to recover it every day.”

“You do well. Watch.” Marindar sent the steel ball with her magic against the column again. But this time it hit the force field she had created and could not get through it. It bounced and dropped to the floor.

“I think I begin to understand the power of your magic. Those force fields are impressive.”

“Thank you. In the world of magic, a demonstration is always better than an explanation.”

“Very true.”

“As you see, although my magic can be used to attack, it’s more applicable to defense.”

“That’s why you reinforce the city structures, such as this laboratory.”

“That’s right, so the dragons can’t bury us alive down here by bringing down the city over our heads. This and other shelters throughout York.”

“I understand. That’s a worthy task.”

Marindar let out an ironic exclamation.

“Explain that to these selfish magi and sorcerers.”

“Yeah… it’s difficult to lend a mage’s energy and time.”

“That’s saying it too kindly.”

Lasgol decided to lead the conversation to what really interested him.

“Has Dameros tried to use your magic to encapsulate his golden energy?”

Marindar sighed.

“He has, but he did not achieve much. His golden energy comes apart upon contact with mine. It’s a very delicate magic, or rather very sensitive, both to other materials and other magics. I hope they find a solution, but so far every attempt has failed.”

“Oh, I thought that perhaps with a force field you might be able to contain his golden energy. I was hoping on this outcome.”

Marindar shrugged.

“I can, but it hurts it. Not only mine—they’ve tried with other types of magic we have here. They all alter the golden energy. That of the Noceans, Blood and Curses, are the most harmful. That of Water in its ice form is the least. That of Air is no good, the golden energy passes through it. That’s as much as they’ve discovered so far.”

“I’m really disappointed. We also tried with mine and there was no luck.”

“Don’t blame yourself. As you can see, none of our magics work for this purpose.”

“It’s just that we’re so close to a breakthrough that not succeeding would be devastating to our hopes.”

“We live in very difficult times. Of senseless death and destruction.”

Lasgol also felt it was so.

“Are you originally from this city?” he asked her, curious about her origins.

“My city no longer exists. It was the first one of the city-states of the eastern coast to fall. It was horrible. Thousands of people died. The few who survived came here.”

“I’m very sorry. That’s terrible.”

“More than that. It’s an irreparable tragedy. Not only what happened to my city and my people, but to all who’ve been destroyed by the dragons.”

“Yes, indeed.” Lasgol felt the tremendous pain and sorrow that showed in Marindar’s eyes. “So you’re a refugee like Dameros and Aquasmares.”

“I am, yes. If you thought I was a mercenary like the Noceans, you were wrong.”

“Is the Druid also a refugee?” Lasgol looked in his direction. He seemed to be working with plants, applying magic to them. To what end he had no idea.

“No, Zugaiz is a mercenary. He’s been here a long time. His people threw him out and Urrejaun hired him, he’s always looking to recruit magi for the defense of the city.”

“Why did the Druids throw him out?” Lasgol asked blankly.

“It appears that his Nature Magic, the kind he practices at least, is very aggressive. It takes him to limits that aren’t accepted by his people. Urrejaun considers him a revolutionary mage. The Druids see him as a heretic. Those plants he’s working with are special.”

“I don’t recognize them.” Lasgol was looking at them with narrowed eyes. They were in large pots and they were the size of a person. The leaves were as big as those of a ficus tree and had a round head filled with little seeds like a sunflower. A very rare and exotic mix.

“They’re dangerous, that I can assure you, so if you speak to Zugaiz, don’t get close to them.”

“Wow, thanks for the warning.”

“You’re welcome, we’ve had enough accidents already.”

Lasgol nodded.

“I’ll let you work. It’s been a pleasure to meet you, and thanks for the information,”

“Keep fighting, and I hope the problem with your memories ends up solving itself.”

“I’ll keep on, and thank you, I also hope that one day it’ll all be back.”

Lasgol left the laboratory and let the magi go on experimenting. He was beginning to feel they were not going to succeed, and that frustrated him. They were so close… and at the same time so far…. He sighed deeply and recovered his composure. They would manage to defeat the dragons, it was only a matter of time.


Chapter 23

That afternoon the Snow Panthers were called to an audience with Urrejaun, lord of the city. The group gathered in front of their quarters in the excellent city to go to the meeting. Viggo was already there. The others were arriving, each from a different part of town. Ingrid and Nilsa were coming from practicing archery with the city archers.

“How did you do at practice today, my insuperable bellicose blonde?” Viggo asked her as soon as she arrived.

“Well, I don’t feel insuperable at all. I’ve lost a lot of skill during the time I was imprisoned. It’s very hard to get back to what I was.”

“You’re doing wonderfully. It’s logical that it’s taking you some time after two years being locked up in a dungeon,” Nilsa told her, putting her hand on her friend’s shoulder.

Ingrid heaved a deep sigh and put her hands on her hips.

“I appreciate the support, but we both know I’ve lost a lot, and it’s very difficult to recover myself.”

“Me too, we’re both in the same situation,” Nilsa said.

“You’re way more recovered than I am. Your long-distance shots are amazing. Almost as good as they used to be.”

“That’s because I’ve had a lot more time than you to recuperate my ‘touch.’” Nilsa mimicked releasing an arrow into the air.

“The clumsy one has been practicing nonstop ever since she woke up from her extended nap in the desert. She’s ahead of you,” Viggo said and winked at Ingrid.

“I’m no longer clumsy, in case you’ve forgotten, and yes, I practice every time I have the chance.” Nilsa glared at Viggo, who just shrugged.

“My legs are doing fairly well, as far as movement goes I mean. What I find hard is marksmanship. Speed and marksmanship, to be precise,” Ingrid explained.

Gerd arrived at that moment.

“You’ll be your old self in no time, I have no doubt. You only need a little more practice,” he assured her. “Not like your beloved, who spends all day in the rooms we’ve been given between silk sheets and chairs with the best quality cushions.”

Viggo made a face.

“Have you seen the rooms we have? They’re fabulous. Gold, silver, fine silks, extremely comfortable beds and armchairs, the best food, the best wine, and so much more. That Urrejaun really knows how to be a good host. If it weren’t because we have to be underground, it would be perfect.”

“Perfect for what?” Nilsa asked him, raising an eyebrow.

For a rich nobleman like me.” Viggo spread his arms and made a face like that should be obvious.

“Don’t dream so big. The harder the fall will be,” Gerd told him, folding his strong arms over his large chest.

“And I hope he falls on his head,” said Nilsa.

“He’s not serious. He really doesn’t believe he’s ever going to be a rich nobleman,” Ingrid said, looking at Viggo.

“Of course I believe it, my beloved warrior goddess. It’s only a matter of time. Whoever believes I’m going to end up as a sad Ranger without my own fortune is very wrong. I have much higher prospects.”

“Being a Ranger is an honor and a commitment for life,” Ingrid told him.

“I’m not saying it isn’t for some, but for others, as is my case, it’s something temporary, until I get what I deserve. The best Assassin in Tremia deserves a fair reward. Especially now that I’m becoming a magnificent dragon killer.”

Gerd let the air out of his lungs loudly.

“One day your head’s going to burst with so much hot air.”

“I doubt it. What were you doing, filling your belly?” Viggo said accusingly, jabbing his finger at the giant’s stomach.

“Not at all. I was doing something useful, unlike others. I’ve been choosing the messenger pigeons to send messages to Norghana, to our leader, as we talked about.”

“Well done, do they have good pigeons?” Ingrid asked.

“Yup, here they have the means to obtain anything. The city’s pigeon house is spectacular. They only use pigeons, not like we Rangers do, but the ones they have are the highest quality and well looked after.”

“I could have guessed that,” Ingrid nodded.

“The pigeon master of the city told me they have an established service with Norghana and he let me choose the pigeon of my preference from those that make the route regularly.”

“I bet you loved that,” Nilsa smiled at him.

“I did. I haven’t been able to use my specialist skills lately, so when the occasion comes up I enjoy it as much as I can.”

“I can imagine so,” Nilsa said again with one of her big smiles.

“Here comes Lasgol. Let’s see whether the magi have made any progress,” Ingrid commented.

Lasgol reached them, and by the look on his face they knew there had not been advances.

“Nothing, we still haven’t had any success,” he told them.

“What a bunch of pretend magi. It has to be the simplest thing. We put the golden substance in a container, problem solved,” said Viggo. He reached into his belt and took out something. He showed them the two phials he used to keep his poisons.

“It’s not so simple. The energy degrades with time or in contact with other energies or surfaces,” explained Lasgol.

“Then it’s very delicate,” commented Nilsa.

“It’s as powerful as it is delicate, indeed.” Lasgol nodded and sighed.

“That poses an important problem,” Ingrid nodded and was thoughtful.

“One which all the magi in this city are trying to solve,” Lasgol assured her.

“Well, let’s not be disheartened, we’ll find the way,” Gerd said optimistically, and smiled to cheer them.

“That’s right, there’s not a problem that doesn’t have a solution,” Nilsa joined him, also optimistic.

Viggo made a face meaning it would not be that easy but said nothing.

“We’d better go to the audience or we’ll be late,” Ingrid said.

The group headed to the palace, led by half a dozen soldiers and one officer who were waiting for them. They were led to an elegant palace in an area of the city they had not yet been to. Once there, they were taken to an enormous hall, very regal. It had not suffered too much damage. The officer and his guard stayed with them and told them where they had to stand, which was in a corner. He also told them, with his finger, to stay quiet. The room was heavily guarded by soldiers in dress armor that shone with golden flashes.

A moment later, a side door opened and Celopus appeared. He saw them and approached them with a quick step, standing in the center of the group.

“Hello, everyone,” he greeted them. “I’ll translate whatever is said.”

“Nice hall,” Nilsa said to him.

“This is the largest hall Urrejaun has of the palaces that are still standing. It’s the one he uses for important events.”

“What an honor then.” Viggo smiled.

“Do you know what’s happening?” Ingrid asked, frowning.

“Something important. Perhaps good. The Ambassador of Yatro, the city-state of the east coast, is visiting today.”

“The one that’s still holding up?” Nilsa asked.

“The same one. When he comes in you must remain quiet, I’ll translate in whispers.”

“This is preposterous, why can’t we speak?” Viggo asked, annoyed.

“Because it’s an important meeting, you dummy,” Ingrid retorted with a reproachful look.

“We’re important too,” Viggo crossed his arms.

“It’s unusual to invite you all to an audience with foreign ambassadors,” Celopus told them.

“It’s not pertinent,” Nilsa agreed.

“It is if we’re here,” Viggo replied. “There must be a reason.”

“It’ll be interesting to understand what goes on,” said Gerd, eyes bright with curiosity.

“I absolutely agree,” said Nilsa.

“In any case, you must be quiet and only speak if you’re asked a direct question. That’s the protocol in this type of meetings,” Celopus explained.

“Protocol is nothing to me,” Viggo replied.

“Keep quiet until the meeting is over. We’re interested,” Ingrid told Viggo in a serious tone.

Viggo grunted but stayed quiet.

“Here comes Urrejaun with his retinue,” Celopus said and nodded toward the large double door on the north side, it had opened and a group of people was coming in.

They all turned to look. Urrejaun was accompanied by Magures and several officers of his army wearing dress armor. The leader of the city was also in dress clothes, with armor like that of his officers but more elaborate and ostentatious. They all shone so bright with golden flashes that it was impossible not to look at them. Even Magures wore a robe with a golden sheen. They had all dressed up for the occasion.

Urrejaun sat in an elaborate, sizeable armchair that was not exactly a throne but fairly close. Beside the leader’s armchair was another one slightly smaller and simpler, where Magures sat. The officers remained standing behind them. About twenty guards, also in dress armor, stood around the group.

“Indeed, they’re dressed up for a good party,” Viggo commented.

“Shhhh!” Ingrid scolded him.

“It’s just that I’m blinded by so much gold,” he complained, rubbing his eyes with both hands.

“So? Suffer in silence,” Ingrid told him with her finger on her lips.

They waited for a long moment until the door on the south side of the hall opened. It was a smaller and plainer entrance.

“Now comes the ambassador,” Celopus told them.

The ambassador of Yatro came into the reception hall, accompanied by his retinue.

“My lord leader of the prosperous city of gold. May fortune and the sea winds favor your trade routes and the dealings of your war and cargo ships,” the ambassador said in greeting with a deep bow.

Lasgol watched him with curiosity. He was a middle-aged man with a shaved head and he wore some kind of gray-white cassock. Lasgol was surprised to see that in the middle of the chest was a picture of a deformed face, as if it were agonizing, screaming. His retinue was made of men with their heads shaved who wore the same funereal-looking cassocks.

Lasgol checked his memory and realized he barely knew anything about the city-state of Yatro. The little he knew was that it belonged to the ancient Confederation of City-States of the East and that it was a trading power like the other city-states. It was the only one left unconquered besides York. This was what interested Lasgol most—he wanted to understand how they had managed to survive so far. Without a doubt it was because their magi used Spirit Magic, which Lasgol knew nothing about and wanted to learn everything.

“Welcome, Ambassador Espitok. It’s always a pleasure to receive a visit from a representative of such a worthy city-state,” Urrejaun greeted him.

Lasgol found the greeting courteous, but the leader of York had not mentioned the friendly city. He guessed there were unfinished envies and quarrels from the past.

“The Brotherhood of the Spirits wishes that our sister cities may prosper in harmony and riches may fill the chests of both,” Espitok went on.

“So be it,” Urrejaun nodded. “To what do I owe this visit? What does the Brotherhood of the Spirits want of me?”

“Our leader, Ardizain, sends his greetings and good wishes to this incomparable city of gold and its impressive and intelligent leader, who has known how to bear the awful times we are living in.”

“Ardizain and the Brotherhood of the Spirits have known how to bear with these times equally well,” Urrejaun replied.

The ambassador made a grateful gesture.

“Our riches are running out because of the tremendous burden of the war against the dragons and their armies.”

“I am sure the efficient city of Yatro, which has deep pockets thanks to the excellent management of the Brotherhood, won’t have any worries about the costs of a war.”

Lasgol found it odd that a city devoted to trading and supposedly so rich was led by some kind of macabre monks.

“What the wise leader of York says is true, but this is not a regular war. We are facing dragons and armies of other worlds made up of unknown races. That has a deeper impact on our chests.”

“What does your leader and your Brotherhood want?” Urrejaun left the compliments aside and got straight to the point.

“My lord and the Brotherhood ask York for support.”

“What kind of support?”

“We need food. We’re under siege, and our supplies are running out.”

Urrejaun was thoughtful.

“I can offer you something better. I can give your shelter. To the whole city. Well, what’s left of it.”

The ambassador was thoughtful. From the look on his face the offer had not taken him by surprise, he had been expecting something like that.

“That is a magnanimous offer, which does you credit and also the city of York.”

“I have done it for Orecor. I can offer you the same.”

“Taking in the city of Orecor was an act of incredible courage and compassion. The Brotherhood sees it so and appreciates it.”

“Then you’ll value this proposal.”

The ambassador was once again thoughtful.

“If we accept this wonderful offer, the Brotherhood wants to make sure it will have a prominent position in the city…”

Urrejaun smiled very slightly.

“I’m afraid my generosity doesn’t go that far. I will welcome the people of Yatro, but the Brotherhood will only be that in York: a brotherhood. It won’t have power, since only I rule in York, and I alone.”

Espitok made a face as if meditating his answer.

“I am afraid that under those conditions the people of Yatro cannot accept the hospitality of her sister city.”

“The people, or the Brotherhood and its leader?”

“They watch over the good of the people. They must make sure their future will be so.”

“In that case, the future will decide,” Urrejaun said. “It’s what happened to Orecor.”

“Let’s hope that day doesn’t come for our people.”

“I’m afraid it will. The dragons will end up conquering Yatro as they’ve done with the rest of city-states and kingdoms.”

“Some are still holding up.”

“Very few.”

“Must I understand then that York refuses the help requested?”

Urrejaun leaned forward and looked fixedly at the ambassador.

“I offer a deal, a trading one. I’ll send supplies to Yatro in exchange for the services of one of your Spirit magi.”

The ambassador made a face which he swiftly hid.

“That’s a complicated deal. We need supplies, but also our magi to defend the city.”

“Without supplies the magi will die of hunger… eventually…”

The ambassador nodded several times.

“Very true, but a mage is a very scarce good, of incomparable value.”

“Not dying of hunger is also valuable.”

“York already has magi of great power. Why do they need one of ours?”

“We don’t need it, it’s just that we want to understand their magic and its applications.”

“The Brotherhood will be against it, I’m afraid…”

“Send my proposal. My two proposals, in fact. Let’s see how the Brotherhood responds.”

Lasgol had already understood clearly that there was a power play between the leaders of both cities. On the one hand, Urrejaun was in a situation of power and sought even more with the annexation of the rival city. On the other hand, the Brotherhood was not going to accept not being in a position of power or delivering up their precious magi.

“I’ll bring these generous offerings to the Brotherhood. I’m sure both our leader and the Brotherhood will be very honored to receive them.”

“Very well, I’ll be waiting eagerly.”

The tone in which Urrejaun said ‘eagerly’ did not sound very flattering to Lasgol.

The ambassador took his leave with compliments and bows.

Lasgol saw the ambassador leave and was left thinking about the poor people of Yatro. He hoped they would be saved. Unfortunately, disputes of power between dignitaries always brought suffering to the people. This was something Lasgol knew very well and did not need reminding.


Chapter 24

Lasgol went to the laboratory, and after greeting Dameros and Aquasmares he watched them as they worked with other Water Magi. Lasgol had no doubt they were doing their best, but he could also tell they were feeling frustrated and were losing hope of finding a solution. He sighed, and his eyes swept the whole length of the underground laboratory. He saw that the Druid was working with some enormous plants and decided to go over and speak to him. Lasgol might be able to learn something useful.

“Do you mind coming with me?” he asked Celopus. There were always at least a couple of interpreters down here so the magi could understand one another, but Lasgol preferred the old interpreter from Orecor. He trusted him.

“It will be a pleasure,” Celopus replied, smiling, and they headed to see the Druid.

“Hello, I’m Lasgol.” He greeted the Druid and introduced himself once he got to the mage’s study and experimenting quadrant.

The Druid turned to look at him. He shared all the characteristics of his people: his face was tattooed with symbols Lasgol did not recognize, he was tall and thin, his hair was chestnut, and his eyes were brown, although according to what light shone on them they appeared green. He was dressed in the Druid style. Lasgol had noticed that despite being able to have anything they wanted in the city, the magi and sorcerers went on wearing their usual clothing.

“You’re one of the visiting Rangers,” he replied with narrowed eyes and an intense analyzing stare.

Lasgol bowed his head slightly.

“That’s right.”

The Druid stared at him a moment longer, as if he were trying to read his soul.

“I’m Zugaiz, Druid of the former kingdom of Irinel.”

“I heard that Irinel had fallen. I’m very sorry.”

“You heard correctly, but don’t feel so sorry. The Druids don’t have much love for our kingdom, although we do for our forests and lands.”

“Indeed, I remember that Irinelians and Druids didn’t share a common view.”

“I see you’ve been to my kingdom,” Zugaiz commented, surprised. “Not many Norghanians have come to visit.”

Lasgol tried to remember.

“I have been indeed. Both in the green, flat lands of Irinel where it seems to be raining all the time, and the great sacred forest of the Druids.”

“Well, that is interesting.” Zugaiz looked at the containers he had in his hands and left them on the table. Then he gave Lasgol his full attention. “A Norghanian Ranger who has been in our sacred forest… that’s interesting. What took you there?”

“A rescue mission.”

“Rescue? I doubt it. There’s nothing to rescue there except Druids, and we are not rescued from our own home.”

“We were sent to rescue the one who would become queen of Norghana.”

“That is indeed interesting! You kidnapped the Druid Queen? That’s now a legend in Irinel. The northern foreigners who took her and everything that happened afterwards.”

“We rescued her from the Druids following her parents’ orders, the king and queen of Irinel. We never kidnapped or took anyone.”

“That’s not what the legend says.”

“Legends can be somewhat incorrect,” Lasgol said defensively.

“True. In any case, it no longer matters. The king and queen were betrayed by their two children. The Druid Queen became ruler of Norghana. Now her whereabouts are unknown. Her brother ruled and lost the kingdom to the dragons. He wasn’t a good king. In any case, Irinel was doomed.”

“And the Druids? What happened to them?”

“The Druids look after their home. They help whoever is their ally, for the good of the forests. Land and magic,” Zugaiz said, spreading his hands as if he were chanting.

“Have they survived?”

“They have, although many died in the attacks of the dragons. They hide under the great forest because above ground they’re not safe from those winged monsters. The bloodthirsty beasts killed many and burnt a great part of our green lung of life and nature, our beloved home.”

Lasgol nodded. All of a sudden, he began to feel strange. Something was happening to his head. A blurry image appeared in his mind. It was a girl, of that he was sure, although he could barely make her out. Not only that, he picked up that she was blonde and had blue eyes. Her face showed beauty, great beauty. But when he tried to fix it in his mind, trying to make it out, he was unable. It was as if he had a bandage over his eyes that did not let him fully see the face and recognize it. She had to be someone he cared about, since he could not remember her. A friend. He blew the air out of his lungs in frustration. He still was not fully recovered, and although he would love to remember everything again, he knew the chances of that happening were low.

“I wanted… to ask you about your magic…” Lasgol told him.

“My magic is that of the Druids of Irinel, Nature Magic. Why are you interested?”

“Because mine is similar, also of Nature, hence my interest.”

“So you have the Gift, and of Nature Magic. You must feel grateful and honored in that case.”

“I do. I’ve been told that your magic is powerful… and that’s why I came over, to see if I can learn anything.”

Zugaiz smiled ironically.

“Powerful it is, but not only that, it’s also frowned upon, especially among my own people. They say I take my magic to the extreme that touches on the limits of what’s allowed.”

“And do you?”

“Of course I do. It’s the only way to achieve anything positive to use against the dragons. The traditional, conservative approaches haven’t worked and aren’t going to. Only with very aggressive methods will we find a way to get through their defenses and destroy them.”

“Could I see it? Your approach, I mean…”

The Druid tilted his head.

“All right. Watch.” He picked up the two containers he had been working with and went over to one of the plants, as tall as himself, which he had in large pots. Lasgol counted over two dozen plants of different kinds, all tall and featuring that odd sunflower head at the top. Now that he was closer, he was able to see that the sunflower head of the plant was the size of a human head. Some of the plants had flowers even larger.

Zugaiz poured the contents of the two containers on the soil of the pots. Lasgol guessed it must be some compound to strengthen the plant and make it grow. A fertilizer of some kind. A moment later, the Druid closed his eyes and began casting a spell.

Lasgol watched closely. He did not know what kind of spell it was, but it was Nature Magic without a doubt. He could see a green flash running through the Druid’s body, similar in color, although not identical, to the flashes that ran through Lasgol’s own body when he used his magic. He stepped slightly to the right to move around the work table and better see what Zugaiz was doing. Celopus was behind Lasgol and moved as if he were his shadow.

The spell was a powerful one, and the Druid was casting it for some time. Suddenly, the plant was surrounded by a gaseous greenish substance. Zugaiz went on casting his spell. Lasgol could barely see the plant, only the greenish cloud around it. It was thick and seemed to be adhering to the leaves and stem. The funny thing was that it did not spread; on the contrary, it seemed to want to stick to the plant.

A bitter smell filled the area. Lasgol looked at Celopus and saw him wrinkling his nose. He was also picking up the funny smell. Zugaiz made several passes with his hands, and the plant flashed green. A moment later, the Druid opened his eyes.

“Done,” he said. “Prepare yourself to witness something incredible.”

Lasgol was very interested. What could the Druid have done to the plant? As he was wondering, the green substance finished adhering completely to it. Now he could only see that it was a very deep green with red dots, also deep in color. They did not give Lasgol a good feeling.

And then something really unexpected happened. The sunflower head of the plant seemed to come alive. In the center of the circumference of what looked like seeds, there appeared a kind of eye. Lasgol was so startled he threw his head back. Under the eye, what looked like a large mouth that filled the whole circumference began to take shape.

“It can’t…” Lasgol was astonished.

“Oh yes it can. There’s more, watch.” The Druid went to a cage he had to one side and picked up a gray mouse by the tail.

“Oh no…” Lasgol started to imagine what was coming.

Zugaiz went back to the plant and put the mouse close to the head. The rodent was swinging from its tail. Once it was over the mouth, Zugaiz stopped and left it hanging for a moment. From the plant’s mouth emerged what looked like a second inner mouth with teeth. It bit into the mouse and gulped it down.

Lasgol was horrified. Celopus was rubbing his eyes, not believing what he had just seen.

“Have you created a carnivorous plant?” Lasgol asked, not understanding the purpose of such an odd experiment.

“I’ve created an ally that can fight the dragons for us,” Zugaiz explained.

“It’s a plant… I don’t think it can fight much,” Lasgol frowned. The experiment went against nature and was meaningless.

The Druid smiled, this time with malice.

“Let me show you,” he said and began to cast another spell. This one was shorter, although it still took him some time, and Lasgol noticed that Zugaiz was using a lot of energy.

Suddenly the plant started trembling, as if a small earthquake were taking place in the earth of the pot it was in. Zugaiz went on conjuring and the vibrations of the plant increased. It now looked as if it were being shaken hard. Some of its large leaves fell to the floor.

Lasgol had no idea what was going on, but he did not have a good feeling about it. This was very weird. Then he heard a crack and part of the roots of the plant came out of the pot as if they had a life of their own. There was another crack, and the rest of the roots came out of the soil onto the floor.

To the astonished look of both Lasgol and Celopus, the plant got down from the pot, leaning on its roots, and stood erect. The head began to turn in every direction with its strange eye, as if seeking something. Lasgol could not believe what his eyes were witnessing.

“It can’t be…” he muttered.

“But it is,” Zugaiz, who had finished casting his spell, replied.

“Is it alive?”

“Of course it’s alive. It always has been, it’s a plant.”

“It’s a carnivorous plant.”

“I’ve made it carnivorous, yes, so it can feed and grow even more.”

“And move?” Lasgol pointed at the roots it leaned on.

“Yes, that too, mobility is essential for what I seek.”

“I don’t understand, what for?”

“Plant, attack.” Zugaiz ordered his creation and pointed at Lasgol.

The plant did not stop to think and came at Lasgol. Once it was close enough, its inner mouth with teeth emerged and tried to bite Lasgol’s face off. Frightened, Lasgol jumped back, leaving the plant’s field of range. He almost knocked down Celopus, who was behind him. The two ran to get on the other side of the work table while the plant pursued them, biting at the air.

“Nature gives us means to create allies to fight for us against our enemies,” the Druid explained nonchalantly, watching what unfolded.

“These plants might kill a person but they’ll never be able to kill a dragon,” Lasgol said as the plant still chased after him. Luckily, it was slow.

Celopus was safe since the plant was only chasing Lasgol, who was moving around the table. He drew his knife just in case.

“Toxin, Plant,” the Druid ordered.

The plant stopped, looked at Lasgol, and opened its mouth. Instead of its second carnivore mouth, the plant launched a greenish gas at its prey.

Lasgol had no doubt it was some kind of poison, so he threw himself to one side to avoid getting hit. He looked at the plant and then the Druid and covered his nose and mouth with his scarf.

“Can that poison kill or disable dragons?”

“That’s what I’m working on now. I still haven’t succeeded, but I believe it can be done. Mother Nature has very potent toxins. Plants have many that are lethal. It’s only a matter of finding the right combination.”

“I think I understand what you’re looking for: an army of carnivorous, poisonous plants to fight against the dragons.”

“That’s right,” Zugaiz smiled, looking very pleased with his progress.

“It’s a bit insane, and very dangerous.”

“And that’s why my people threw me out. But also because of that I’ll be successful where many others have done nothing but fail,” he said in a tone of self-assurance.

The plant went to attack Lasgol again, but Zugaiz threw a blue liquid at it. Upon contact with this substance the plant started smoking, and then it decomposed until there was only a pile of crumbled dead leaves on the floor.

Lasgol breathed in relief and put his knife away.

“That was very dangerous,” he reproached Zugaiz.

“You’re a veteran Ranger with Nature Magic. That plant’s no rival for you,” he said with a shrug.

“That poison might’ve killed me.”

“No, I already have an antidote.” He showed him a flask with a brown liquid. “Anyway, it didn’t, and I believe I’ve proven my intentions clearly.”

“Yes, indeed, in a shocking manner.” Lasgol calmed down and looked at the other plants. If he released them all, there would be casualties.

“Take it easy, it was only a demonstration,”

“Be very careful with those plants, or there will be dead,” Lasgol told him.

“Don’t worry, I have it under control.”

“I hope you obtain that toxin against the dragons. About the plants… I really don’t see it.”

“You’re not the first skeptic, nor will you be the last.”

“You won’t stop working on it, will you?”

“Of course not. I’m close to a great achievement, I can feel it. There will be a before and after in the fight against the dragons once I achieve my purpose. I promise. I’m convinced.”

Lasgol did not want to argue with the Druid. His approach seemed very dangerous to him and his optimism unfounded, but Lasgol dropped the matter. He said goodbye and left. That night he would have nightmares about murderous plants chasing him, he was sure.


Chapter 25

Aibin came to the small cavern where the Red Squadron was sleeping. He went straight to speak to Nahia.

“Good morning, I hope you had a good rest.”

“Yeah, a very good one, I was more tired than I thought.”

“These caves are hard to sleep in,” said Lily, feeling the floor, “but even worse to fight dragons in.” She chuckled.

“We’re already used to sleeping on rock,” Daphne said as she folded the blanket they used to sleep on.

“Any additional trouble with the dragons?” Taika asked.

“Not so far. They don’t seem to have found out they’re missing yet.”

“That’s good news,” Ivo said, stretching.

“Are we going to do anything about the dead bodies?” Aibin asked.

“Not a funeral, that’s for sure!” Lily replied at once.

“Ou scholars would like to study them, once the danger is over,” Aibin said.

“That’s a good idea. The more we know about the enemy, the better,” Brendan commented as he stood up with difficulty.

“How are the injuries?” Nahia asked, concerned.

“Not so bad. They’re only bruises, they’ll soon be better. Daphne’s healed us all.”

“Yeah, thank you, Daphne,” Logar said gratefully, and several other members of his squad joined him as they got up, also with some difficulty.

“I was only able to help a little. You need rest to finish healing.”

“Out healers will see you as soon as they can,” Aibin offered.

“There’s no need, we’re only bruised,” said Cordelius.

“Our injuries are light, there are a lot more who really need it,” Lara added.

“True, how are the wounded?” Valka asked, concerned.

“Have there been many?” Rogis inquired.

Aibin sighed.

“There have been wounded and dead, several hundreds of both. It’s what happens when you fight against dragons.”

“That is bad news.” Daphne shook her head. “As soon as I recover my energy, I’ll go by to help the wounded.”

“I appreciate it, all help is always welcome,” Aibin replied.

“The entrance, is it secured?” Taika asked.

“Yes, we’ve sealed it. This time they won’t be able to come in, even if they manage to remove the rocks.”

“True, those mastodons won’t fit,” Lily chuckled.

Aibin was serious.

“What is it?” Daphne asked him, noticing.

“The problem is that now, having lost the north part of the mountain, there isn’t room for everyone here,” Aibin told them.

“We don’t all fit?” Ivo asked.

“I’m afraid not. When we sheltered the Felidae army it was because we had the northern part of the mountain. Without it there simply isn’t enough space for everyone.”

“Not even all squeezed together?” Lily suggested.

“There are several thousand Felidae soldiers with us. They’re too many.”

“And you clearly can’t throw them out,” said Ivo.

Aibin heaved a deep sigh.

“No, we’re not going to throw them out, but the situation isn’t sustainable. We must think about what to do and seek a solution.”

There was a moment of silence while they all turned the matter over in their heads.

“We could retake the city of Jafarika,” Nahia suggested.

They all turned to her.

“You want to retake the city? There’s a dragon captain in it,” Aiden told her.

“And it has five thousand Felidae soldiers strengthening it,” Taika added.

“Yeah, don’t forget that,” Lily said, nodding heavily.

“It’s not a farfetched idea though,” said Taika.

“It isn’t?” Aiden made a face of disbelief.

“The dragon captain is an important obstacle, but remember that the soldiers already joined our cause, we can try again.”

“That’s true,” said Daphne, “besides, they’ve already got the messages…”

“Egil’s?” Nahia asked.

“Those too, but we’ve been sending them additional messages.”

“From Felidae to Felidae, from free soldiers to slave ones,” Taika added.

“Oh… I see,” Naha nodded, “very good idea.”

“That’s what we thought,” Aibin said.

“Has there been any answer?” Nahia was very interested in knowing, since it might mean an important advance.

Aibin nodded.

“They’ve responded to our messages.”

“There are rebellious groups forming throughout the city,” Daphne told her.

“That’s very good news,” Nahia said, cheered.

“Yes, it is. But we don’t know how many, or how much support they have.”

“They’re working to make the idea of the cause sink in all the soldiers,” Taika told her. “They’re aware of what happened before their arrival, they know the other Felidae soldiers are sheltered in here.”

“That doesn’t mean they’ll join the cause. They have a dragon captain in the city. It’s a powerful dragon that will control the situation,” Aiden warned them.

“True. But you underestimate the power of the cause,” Lily told him. Once they know there are free brothers and sisters in arms, they won’t be able to think of anything else.”

“They might think they’ll die if they try anything,” Aiden replied.

“Sure, but I swear to you that the dream of freedom weighs more than the fear of dragons,” Lily replied confidently.

Aiden thought for a moment.

“I’m only saying we shouldn’t assume we have their support, that’s too optimistic.”

“That’s true. I also think we must be wary about the degree of support we believe we might get in the city,” Taika advised.

“Wariness is always necessary and welcome,” Aibin nodded.

“From a strategic point of view, we should take as many cities as we can and keep them,” Taika commented.

“Desert cities? Nocean?” Brendan asked.

Taika nodded.

“We can’t go on hiding in here, as Aibin as already explained. But we can take back two or three cities from here to the north and control them with the support of the Felidae army.”

“That’s a wonderful idea, but a very risky one,” said Logar. “We don’t have the support of the whole Felidae army.”

“Or that of the Noceans who live in those cities,” said Beck.

“We can manage to get the support of both. We all want the same thing…” Taika said, spreading his arms.

“Freedom,” said Lara.

“Very true. But even if we manage to get the support of the Felidae army and the Noceans, there’s still a small problem: the dragons,” said Valka.

“A capital problem,” said Draider, looking at Aiden.

“True, but the dragons are now in the deserts to the west, not here. The three cities of the northeast might be retaken,” said Taika.

“And won’t the dragons come to see what happened?” Aiden asked.

“It might not be the moment, but it’s what we should be focusing on,” Taika admitted.

“I agree with Taika,” said Nahia. “Let’s take, or rather free, Jafarika. Once we have the city back we’ll think about how to free the two other nearby cities. Besides, many things might still happen that could help us against the dragons.”

“Our friends with the Golden Weapons?” Daphne asked.

“For instance,” Nahia nodded.

“Yeah, they always have good ideas,” Lily smiled.

“Then, we take Jafarika and begin the liberation for the cause?” Nahia asked.

The members of the Red Squadron looked at one another.

“We’ve already faced dragons and come out victorious, so why not?” said Brendan.

“We have to unite all the soldiers and get them to join the rebellion. We’ll free Jafarika,” Logar said.

“Is everyone in favor?” asked Daphne.

“Raise your fist if you are,” said Lily, raising hers.

“For the cause!” Valka raised her fist.

“For freedom!” Beck joined her.

“We’ll free all the slaves from the dragons!” cried Evelyn.

“Till we have full victory!” Lara cried.

The only one who said nothing and did not raise his fist was Aiden, even when Lita and Draider did so, staring him in the eye. Since he did not raise his fist, Lita and Draider made a sign that they were watching him. Aiden ignored the two Drakonids.

“We’ll need to prepare it well,” Nahia told Aibin, who nodded.

“I’ll talk to my brother and we’ll make the preparations.”

“We’ll need some intelligence from the city,” Taika told him.

“I’ll see whether they’re communicating.”

“Thank you, Aibin, without the Desher Tumaini this wouldn’t be possible,” Nahia said gratefully. “We owe your people a priceless debt.”

“It isn’t priceless. Let’s succeed in defeating the dragons and it will be paid.”

Nahia nodded.

“We’ll do it, you have my word.”
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The plan to free Jafarika was turning out to be more complicated than it appeared at first thought. They had been suggesting and discussing alternatives, but none had reached a consensus.

“I still think the best option is to appear at the gates of Jafarika with a force of over ten thousand Tumaini warriors and Felidae soldiers,” said Logar.

“That option is good,” said Abon, leader of the Desher Tumaini. He was sitting beside his brother Aibin. “But we already used it the last time we liberated the city. The dragon captain will be expecting something like that and won’t fall for the same trap as its predecessor.”

“I also believe we won’t be able to bring down the dragon captain like we did the last time,” Aibin said.

“I don’t think it’ll be that clever,” said Brendan.

“If we go with an army and the heads of the two dragons, it’ll be a way to motivate all the Felidae soldiers in the city to join us. It happened last time,” said Daphne.

“This time we don’t have Lasgol and his golden bow, and there are two dragons in the city, not one,” Ivo reminded them.

“The brown dragon we wounded?” Valka asked.

“Yeah, it went to the city for healing to not lose its eyes,” Nahia told them.

“That doesn’t mean it’s cured,” said Lara.

“Do you have any idea how long it takes a dragon to recover from those kind of wounds?” Abon asked them.

The members of the Red Squadron looked at one another; no one knew.

“Not a clue,” Daphne replied. “That’s not information the dragons want known.”

“Would your silver dragon know, Nahia?” Taika asked her.

Nahia sighed.

“Well, he might know, but I doubt very much that he’d tell me. He’ll guess it’s to attack them, and he’s not going to help me with that.”

“Yeah, stands to reason, after all he’s a dragon…” said Taika.

“Our informers within the city might be able to help with that,” said Aibin.

“That’s true, we could ask,” said Daphne.

“The thing is, it won’t be very reliable because they won’t know how recovered the dragon might be,” said Ivo.

“Unless they see it flying. If it flies, it can fight,” said Lily.

“If it can fight, it will be able. Then it’s too risky to attack the city with two dragons and an unknown number of Felidae,” said Abon.

“It will be able to fight,” Aiden assured them. “Dragons are powerful both in fighting and healing.”

“There’s another option…” Taika said suddenly.

They all turned to him.

“We’re listening,” Nahia said, encouraging him to elaborate.

“We’ve just killed two dragons. And the silver dragon is at the Pearl. Those in the city don’t know what happened yet.”

“Yeah… but how does that help us…” Logar scratched his head.

“Because we’re thinking of going to Jafarika, when the best option isn’t that. The best option is for Jafarika to come here,” Taika said.

“Now I really don’t understand anything,” Valka shook his head.

“I believe I’m beginning to see where you’re going,” Daphne told Taika. “Go on.”

“The dragon captain and the brown one don’t know what happened here. Not yet,” Taika went on. “They’re waiting for the red and white dragons to go back and report the victory and the thousands dead.”

“Which hasn’t occurred…” Brendan said, raising an eyebrow.

“And isn’t going to happen,” Beck added.

“Because they’re dead, of course,” said Rogis.

“They’ll have to find out what happened here when those two dragons don’t return…” Taika said.

“And they’ll have to come here to do that,” Nahia guessed.

“That’s right,” Taika said.

“That’s an interesting theory,” said Abon.

“They could send Felidae soldiers to investigate, but that’s unlikely. The usual is for the dragons to come here,” Aibin guessed.

“They do that all the time, because of the Pearl,” Daphne nodded.

“Then… you want to set up a trap here instead of us going there?” Brendan asked Taika.

“Oh we will have to go all right, but it’ll be easier if there are no longer any dragons there,” Taika replied.

“And it’s almost a certainty that they will come to find out what happened. It’s a daring plan, risky…” said Abon.

“They won’t expect the two dragons to be dead,” Taika told them. “That’s what we must take advantage of.”

“We must work on a trap,” said Aibin.

“Precisely, one that will work,” Taika said.

Nahia was waiting for the signal of the Tumaini lookouts. She was standing above the entrance of the northern cave, where the dragons had entered. As Taika had speculated, if the dragon captain and the brown dragon came to check what had happened, they would come here. There had been some discussion about whether they would first go to the Pearl, which would upset their plans completely, since Eki was at the Pearl, and he would undoubtedly tell them what had happened.

She let the air out of her lungs. She hoped that if that happened, Eki would not tell them of her involvement in the affair. She was not sure whether Eki would tell on her or not. If he did, she would fall, but then he would have more difficulties rescuing Aroa, since without her Eki could not contact Egil, who was the one pulling the strings of the plan. A plan which would no doubt be bold. Not knowing for sure what Eki might do made her very nervous. The whole plan might fail, and there was more than one life at stake. A lot more.

Night was about to fall, and Nahia was beginning to think that too much time had gone by. They were not coming, which made the trap useless. She looked east, toward the city, hoping to see two shadows approaching, flying through the sky. She did not see them, they were not coming. They would have to find another way to defeat the two dragons in the city without it costing them too many lives. The great problem they had was this—the high cost in lives that fighting the two dragons directly required.

Suddenly, a shadow moved behind her. She turned and saw that one of the lookouts was running toward her.

“What is it?”

The lookout mimicked flying, then he showed her two fingers.

Nahia understood; the two dragons were coming.

“Here?” she asked and pointed at her feet.

The lookout shook his head and pointed south, following the mountain range.

“Oh, no…” Nahia sighed deeply. The Pearl was to the south of the mountains.

She nodded, and the lookout left at a run.

“Bad luck…” she muttered under her breath. They had played the trap card, and it had not played out well. If the two dragons got to the Pearl they would find Eki, who would explain what had happened. The trap was not going to work.

She was sorry for a moment and was about to get down from above the entrance to the cavern. The only reason she was there was to act as bait, and if the large predators did not take it there was no sense in staying there. She went down carefully among the rocks. The mountain had countless cracks and shoulders, as well as being very uneven; walking on it in Rider armor was not easy.

She reached the entrance to the cavern and was about to go in when she saw another shadow moving among the rocks, so she waited a moment. Another lookout appeared to her left between the boulders of the mountain.

“What is it?” Nahia asked, emphasizing the question with a gesture of her head so the lookout would understand her.

The lookout showed her two fingers and then pointed south and then at her.

Nahia understood at once. The two dragons were coming here. She nodded to the lookout, and he vanished between the rocky creases of the range. Nahia was left puzzled. Why were they coming if Eki had told them what had happened? She went into the cave, troubled.

She looked inside and saw the heads of the red and white dragons in the middle of the cavern. The Felidae soldiers and the ruby-eyed warriors had dragged them there. Then they had hidden. It was part of the trap, one they all hoped and wished would work. She most of all. They had been forced to come out through different minor exits in the mountains, the ones the lookouts used, to then gather here. The crack was still sealed. This had required more time than was safe and had made everyone very nervous. Luckily they had not received any visits from the city in all that time, but now they were coming.

Nahia stood between the two heads. She tried to relax and waited. Her inner flame lit up, as if foretelling danger. At the entrance of the cavern, two dragons landed. She was unable to see more than their shadows, but they were dragons, without a doubt.

Through the opening in the cavern there came a stream of storm that swept the entrance. It did not hit Nahia, because she was further in.

The stream was followed by a tremendous roar, and Captain Zuri-Bigar-Des came in. To her great surprise, Eki was with it. They went in and checked the whole cavern in the gloom. Then they approached the heads of the dead dragons, slowly and warily.

“There’s no danger, they’ve retreated inside, toward the south,” Nahia said, pretending not to know very well what was going on.

What is the meaning of this? the captain sent her when it was two hundred paces from her.

“The dragons have died,” Naha said, trying to keep calm.

The Swift dragon has already told me that! How is it possible?

Nahia looked at Eki.

What did you tell it?

Only the general facts, without the details of you intervention, I also asked him not to come in without reinforcements, but he wouldn’t listen.

I see, and the brown dragon?

At the Pearl. The captain has ordered him to stay and watch it. It has a very bad eye.

Thank you, Eki.

It’s all I’ll do to help you in this situation.

I want an answer! How were they killed? The captain was as furious as it was incredulous.

“The rebels and the natives of the deserts killed them,” said Nahia.

That is what your dragon lord told me, but how? This is impossible.

“I believe they used some sort of magic, my lord captain,” Nahia replied.

That is impossible! Zuri-Bigar-Des stepped forward to check the cut-off heads.

Captain, I insist on my request that we withdraw and return with reinforcements.

Nahia knew that Eki was trying to get the captain to leave, already suspecting it was a trap.

No withdrawing! They have killed dragons under my orders! That is unacceptable!

Nahia went to Eki while the captain checked the wounds suffered by both dragons. The captain’s eyes were wide open, unable to believe what they were seeing.

You’d better get out now, Nahia sent to Eki.

I understand, the silver dragon sent back, and she could pick up a feeling of sadness.

This is too unfortunate. I will wait outside, Eki sent the captain.

Do you lack the stomach, Swift dragon? How pathetic.

Eki did not say anything and walked out.

Nahia made as if to go with him but did not leave the cavern. She stayed in the middle of the entrance to it.

The captain was so furious it did not even notice. It cursed and launched its storm breath toward the far end of the cavern.

You will pay for this! We will kill you all! Even if we have to upturn each and every one of the rocks of this mountain!

Nahia conjured her protection skills. The cloak of elemental scales and the one of anti-magic energy covered her from head to toe. She drew her sword and conjured elemental fire around it. The sword burned with elemental flames covering its edges. In her left hand she conjured an Elemental Fire Ball. She wanted Zuri-Bigar-Des to see her and know that she was ready to fight.

The captain turned and saw her.

What are you doing, Rider?

“It’s time to fight,” Nahia told the dragon.

The captain looked around, thinking that the rebels were attacking them, but there was no one in the cave.

Fight against who? it asked blankly.

“Against the oppressor, the ruthless tyrant, against slavery,” she replied.

What are you saying, Rider? Have you lost your mind?

“I haven’t, but you’re going to lose yours very soon,” Nahia replied and threw the ball of fire at it.
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Zuri-Bigar-Des saw the ball of fire coming straight at its head and did not even flinch it was so astounded. It could not conceive of a Rider attacking a dragon.

What are you doing…?

The ball struck it and burst. It could not get through the dragon’s magical defenses, but it did give the signal they were waiting for to trigger the trap.

There was the sound of pulleys and chains, and from the top of the cavern a colossal net, larger than the body of the dragon captain itself, fell over it. The net was made of strongly braided rope, the kind they used on the cranes and to pull the carts with. The outline was made of very heavy chains. It had cost them the unspeakable to put it in place at the top of the cavern, but they had done it using the cranes that had not been destroyed. There had been no need to hide it because the ceiling of the cavern was completely dark.

As it noticed the weight of the giant net on its body, the captain squirmed.

You bastards! You will not get away with this! This net will not be able to trap me! it sent while trying to get rid of it.

The Red Squadron in full entered the cavern behind Nahia, and the three squads advanced to where she was standing. The dragon saw them out of the corner of its eye and turned to look at them.

A whole squadron of traitors! I will not have mercy on any of you!

Nahia had already calculated the distance, and they were just within the range of attack of the dragon. Before the captain could attack them, the whole squadron attacked at once. All the attacks were directed at the head, with the intention of making it use up its energy in its defense and also annoying the dragon as much as possible. They threw balls of mental energy of all six kinds at it. Nahia had told them not to use their advanced Talents attacks, since those would use more energy, and this was precisely what they had less of. Also because several members of the squad had Talents involving one-to-one combat, like Aiden, and that was not good against a dragon.

I am going to kill you all! This outrage will not go unpunished!

Daphne’s ball of light burst with a very bright glow and blinded the dragon for a moment. The intensity of the light affected the eyes, and it filled part of the cave with light. That was also a signal.

At that moment, several hundred Tumaini warriors came from the back cave and approached the dragon from different angles. Then they threw smaller nets carried between four people each. The goal was the wings the dragon was beating hard in its attempt to free itself. They threw them and withdrew at a run before the dragon recovered its vision.

Filthy desert natives! The captain launched its breath toward the warriors running to safety. The blinding effect did not last long enough. It killed several dozen. The rest managed to get back to the cavern and save themselves.

The dragon roared, enraged, and kept struggling to get the nets off itself. The more it struggled, the more entangled it became.

“Attack!” Daphne warned.

The whole squadron knew what had to be done. Like a coordinated group in a military parade, the members of all three withdrew three paces very quickly and without hesitation. It was a well-rehearsed move.

The breath did not reach them by half a pace. They had stepped back in time, and this provoked the wrath of the dragon.

Your dirty tricks will not save you! it sent and tried to move toward them, but its two front legs and wings were enmeshed in the nets.

Nahia seized the moment and took three steps forward, attacking it with a Multiple Fire Beam. Three powerful bolts of fire fell upon the dragon’s head, striking it forcibly.

Accursed traitor! I will bite your head off for this! it sent to Nahia, who was already stepping back to get out of the dragon’s range.

It was so outraged for having fallen into the trap and Nahia’s betrayal that it could not think and was struggling harder to get free.

“Taika, now!” Nahia cried.

The Felidae-tiger advanced alone and threw a ball of darkness at the dragon’s head. It burst, and an ominous, dark cloud appeared in front of it, preventing it from seeing a part of the cavern.

A hundred Felidae soldiers came running out of the adjoining cave and with great speed threw more nets at its wings. The dragon roared with rage and tried to kill them with its storm breath. It managed to reach several before they were able to withdraw.

The distraction maneuvers were achieving their goals, although they could not avoid suffering casualties.

“All over again,” Nahia called.

The full squadron took three steps, and the Elemental Balls of the six kinds of energy struck the dragon in the head one after the other, almost at the same time.

Attack!” Daphne warned, and they withdrew as one.

The dragon had launched mental attacks, and these were faster than its elemental breath. They all felt the attacks, but their magical defenses held.

“It hit us,” Lily confirmed once they were out of range.

“Yeah, it’s getting over its fury and starting to think,” Nahia realized.

“And free itself,” Taika noticed.

Nahia saw that with its elemental breath the captain had managed to make a hole in the net through which it was poking its head and neck. It was able to move and attack more easily than trapped inside the nets.

“Let’s all attack that head at once,” Nahia called.

The squadron advanced, and the Elemental Balls of each of the members flew to the dragon’s head. It was already expecting this, and it attacked them with its mind. But as the balls exploded they all stepped back.

The balls of light and darkness left the dragon with its vision impaired. This time a couple hundred ruby-eyed natives and Felidae soldiers came forward. They also carried nets they threw at the legs of the dragon to stop it moving easily, and if possible make it trip and fall.

The dragon saw them partially and attacked those it could see. Several dozen fell, but most managed to reach safety.

“All of you already without energy, don’t attack,” Taika told his comrades.

The Tauruk-Kapro, Drakonids, and Felidae nodded. Some had no energy and others very little left. The dragon’s attacks were so powerful that keeping up their defenses drained them of energy.

Nahia stepped forward to act as bait; her energy level was good.

I see you are trying, but you are not succeeding. I am more intelligent than you. Your trap will not work, Zuri-Bigar-Des said and started to launch its elemental breath, not upon Nahia but on the nets that imprisoned it.

This was precisely what they did not want it to do and had been trying to prevent. If it managed to free itself before they managed to exhaust its energy, they would not be able to kill it. The plan of trapping the captain and making it exhaust its energy freeing itself was risky, and now came the most difficult part.

“We have to keep attacking so it exhausts its energy defending itself,” Nahia said.

“Fine.”

The Fatum, Humans, and Scarlatum of the squadron advanced as one and threw their Elemental Balls. Nahia decided to also throw a ball of fire, because her fire bolts consumed a lot of her energy.

The explosions of elemental energy were stopped by the innate defenses of the dragon, but its energy was slowly depleting.

The dragon managed to take a step toward them and launched powerful mental attacks. The defenses of Lily, Elsa, and Rogis failed, and they dropped to the floor, where they began to convulse with great pain. Ivo, Aiden, Logar, and Lara reacted fast and dragged them out of the dragon’s range.

While the dragon was attacking the rest of members of the squadron, all the natives and soldiers left came out of the back cave and threw more nets and ropes upon the dragon that had its back to them and could not see them. They withdrew at once at a run.

The dragon hesitated between attacking Nahia and her comrades or the fleeing soldiers. It decided it would rather kill the Dragon Warlocks.

Today you will learn a valuable lesson. One that unfortunately will be of no use from now on, because you will be dead. You are no one to attack a powerful dragon like me. You will die for trying with your coarse traps.

This time Brendan, Balk, and Evelyn dropped down.

The dragon roared, proclaiming its victory.

Ivo, Aiden, and Logar took them away quickly.

Nahia looked at Daphne and Beck beside her, knowing they would not hold up much longer. The mental attacks were too powerful.

The dragon sent its elemental breath in every direction to destroy the nets and ropes. It was making headway, and it would soon be free to attack them with its body, and that would be the end. The plan was beginning to crumble; if they could not contain it in the middle of the cavern, they would not be able to exhaust its energy.

The worry and impotence Nahia was feeling seeing her fallen comrades, the bodies of the dead natives, and Felidae soldiers around the dragon were feeding her inner flame, which had lit up a good while before as an inner mechanism of defense. It acted as an alarm that let her know things were not going well.

The dragon managed to free its legs, though not its wings, and came toward the Red Squadron, which was almost at the exit of the cavern.

“Watch out! It’s coming!” Nahia warned, looking back.

Those still standing were trying to take the fallen comrades out of the dragon’s range as it came forward enough to hit them all with mental attacks, faster and more difficult to dodge. It hit the whole squadron. Those on the floor writhed with suffering, and those helping fell too, their defenses exhausted.

Nahia saw Ivo, Taika, Aiden, and the rest of those still standing fall down, with the exception of Daphne and Beck, who had managed to hold up. This was going to end very badly. Her inner flame began to burn intensely. She thought her condition was acting up again and she was going to have a seizure. If that happened, they would all be dead; not only her, also her squadron mates.

“Retreat,” she told Daphne and Beck.

“I’m not leaving you alone before that dragon,” Daphne told her. “I’ll fight with you with everything I have.”

“Me too,” Beck said.

The heroism of her comrades touched her heart. They were ready to die there for her and the rest of their comrades. Nahia felt her body burning too strongly now, both inside as well as her skin. Her concern for her comrades who were about to die fed the flame burning inside her, as if the whole cave around her had caught fire. She saw them suffer, and her inner flame burned stronger.

I am going to enjoy this very much. My moment of revenge has come, Captain Zuri-Bigar-Des sent as it used its breath to finish freeing its hind legs. It came forward a little more, twenty-five paces from Nahia, Daphne, and Beck, who did not budge, trying to protect their comrades fallen behind them.

“You won’t leave here a winner,” Nahia assured it, very serious.

The dragon laughed with deep, rumbling guffaws.

Oh of course I will, after killing you all, it sent, and after the message came the mental attack.

Nahia felt her energy nearly deplete. On either side of her, Daphne and Beck dropped to the floor and writhed in pain.

The dragon was about to kill all her comrades. Nahia took a couple of steps forward without really knowing why she did it. As she went forward watching the great white dragon, her flame intensified so much that her body seemed unable to contain it any longer. She had to do something: she was not going to let that beast kill her squadron, her comrades, her friends. No, never!

She stopped, and in so doing her inner flame spread outside. It was as if an enormous detonation had emerged from inside her, and a flame as big as her surrounded her body entirely. It was so intense that it consumed all the air around her. That had happened with the Gryphons and Logan. She remained calm, since she knew she would not have a seizure because that flame was a manifestation of her condition. She saw her body forming a great live flame of enormous power, but she did not feel anything bad other than intense heat.

Well, well, a Flameborn who achieves fulfillment. That is not very common.

“I am anything but common,” Nahia replied. She wanted to distract it so it would not attack her comrades.

As a rule, those Element Born need years to develop their power. It is very rare that someone so young has done it.

“Let’s say I was born with a flaw that has helped me.”

Unfortunately for you, I will not let you live after this betrayal, however much of a Flameborn you might be. But if you beg, you might not suffer.

Nahia looked at the dragon and then at the flames that covered her whole body. Then she looked inwardly with her mind and detected something new. Or perhaps it was not new, but she had not realized the last time she was in that state of live flame. Her inner energy was being consumed, that she had detected already, but what she had not seen was that her inner dragon, the one that provided the energy, seemed a lot more powerful now. She felt that not only she had more power, but a lot more energy, as if when changing to this state of live flame she had a new dragon charged with power. This puzzled her but at the same time gave her hope.

“I’ll never beg for my life. You might be underestimating me.”

Underestimating you? The fact that you are a Flameborn puts you above the rest of Dragon Warlocks, even magi and sorcerers of other worlds like this one, but you will never be on the level of a dragon’s claw.

At that moment, a great number of Tumaini warriors and Felidae soldiers emerged from the cave with javelins and spears. Nahia realized that Aibin was sending them in a desperate attempt to save them.

Nahia turned toward them.

“Stop! Go back! I’ll deal with it!” The Felidae stopped at once. Aibin had to give the order from the back so his warriors would stop.

Let them get close. I am looking forward to killing them all, the dragon said and launched its elemental storm breath at them. Luckily they had stopped two hundred and fifty paces from it, and it did not reach them.

Since they came from behind the dragon and its wings and part of its body were still tangled in the nets, it was unable to turn as far as it wanted in order to attack them.

The Felidae soldiers and warriors withdrew without turning their backs on the dragon, and when they reached the back cave they did not go in. They stayed watching how things developed. Those who were inside began to come out of the cave as well, to see what went on between Nahia and the dragon captain.

Nahia stepped away from her squadron mates to prevent the dragon from reaching them when it attacked her. Going around, she stood toward the center of the cavern. There were no more than a hundred and fifty paces between her and the dragon, which turned to face her with difficulty.

“Today I feel powerful. I think powerful enough to kill you,” she told the dragon. It was true that she felt powerful, although the idea of killing a dragon seemed to her totally unreal. On the other hand, exhausting its energy reserves was still on her mind. They might be able to do it, she just had to bear its attacks.

Zuri-Bigar-Des laughed with deep, rumbling guffaws that echoed like roaring laughter.

Do not feel so powerful, because you are not. No Element Born is.

“You might be wrong.”

I am not wrong, and I will show you, the dragon captain said, and it launched its storm breath. The powerful stream of lightning and wind hit Nahia fully.

She thought that her anti-magic scale protection would hold the strong elemental stroke, so Nahia did not move or conjure. She was concentrating, watching her inner dragon, trying to determine how much energy she had and how much was directed to strengthening her defense. And then something odd happened: the attack had not weakened her magical defense. Nahia watched the stream of lightning and winds the dragon kept sending at her and saw that it really did not reach her. It reached the flames that surrounded her and these destroyed it. The elemental attack did not reach her body.

“Well…” she muttered under her breath, very impressed.

The dragon maintained its stream at her, seeking to defeat her defenses. But it did not manage to break past them. The flames destroyed the stream with their power and intensity. Nahia realized then another very important thing. The flames that emanated from her consumed energy, indeed, but very little, like a thread of water falling from a huge lake. It was much less than keeping her anti-magic defenses up, which did require large amounts of energy. This was very good news.

Are you still feeling powerful? the dragon captain sent her, thinking its elemental attack was finding success.

“Pretty much, yes. In fact, I feel even more powerful,” Nahia replied and conjured a ball of flames using a good amount of energy. She sent it at the dragon’s head, striking it. The ball exploded with a burst of flames much bigger that any she had achieved so far.

The flames remained, enveloping the dragon’s head, and it shook it hard to get rid of them. Nahia realized the dragon had not liked that attack at all.

Zuri-Bigar-Des counterattacked with its storm breath, which again hit Nahia fully. The dragon tried to get through her magical defenses, concentrating all its power into a narrow stream that would envelope her.

Nahia detected how the flames of her body defended her from the attack. As much as the dragon punished her with its breath, it did not manage to penetrate the flames. Seeing that it did not use up much of her inner energy, she decided to attack, creating a large ball of fire and furnishing it with a good amount of energy. Before the dragon had finished its attack, she threw the ball straight to its side, avoiding the stream. The ball struck the dragon and burst with a tremendous explosion of flames. The dragon’s body started to burn all over.

All the Tumaini warriors and Felidae soldiers who were left came out to see the fight, including Aibin. No one wanted to miss it. For the first time someone was able to stand up to a dragon and fight it as an equal. It was awesome, and it filled them with hope.

You are not going to achieve anything, Flameborn. Your power is insignificant in comparison with mine, Zuri-Bigar-Des sent her, raising its head. The flames that had covered its whole body had not been able to penetrate it, its defense had held up. “It doesn’t seem so insignificant to me,” Nahia replied, who had the feeling, although she could not know for sure, that the dragon’s defense was consuming too much energy in order to defend itself from her fire attacks. The power of her flames was amazing.

The dragon roared and sent a powerful mental attack. The flames that covered her body increased and did not let the attack reach her. It was as if they were alive and had a mind of their own. She saw them moving up and down all along her body, increasing and decreasing. She did not know what they were doing or why.

Without thinking, as if by instinct, Nahia shook her arms toward the dragon and two tongues of fire left them and struck the dragon full in the face. The dragon threw its head back as if she had slapped it.

You will pay for this! The dragon captain sent her several mental attacks in a row and then its elemental breath to finish the kill.

Nahia felt each attack strike the burning flame she was enveloped in, but none were able to pass through. Since she still had enough energy, she changed to a counterattack and created two balls of fire, one in each hand, transferring a lot of energy to overload them. When she felt they were about to destabilize, she sent them against the chest and head of the dragon that had just stopped its breath.

The two balls burst with such an explosion of flames that the whole cavern lit up. The dragon found itself enveloped in flames like she was, only hers protected her and those enveloping the dragon sought to hurt it.

The dragon roared in rage, and its body flashed silver. Nahia noticed that defending itself from the last attack had consumed what was left of its energy: it no longer had any magical defense. The dragon also noticed and stepped forward to kill Nahia with its claws and maw.

Nahia saw it coming. The dragon was now free of ropes and chains which the flames and storm attacks had destroyed completely. She ran to one side to avoid the blow, and something odd happened. She slid faster than normal, leaving a trail of fire behind her on the floor. In this flame state she moved faster, as if she slid at great speed over a lake of ice, only it was one of flames.

The thrust of the dragon failed. They were very powerful and strong, but agile they were not. Nahia knew she would not have a second chance; she had won the magical combat, but she would not win the physical. The dragon would surely kill her with its next attack. She was not going to allow that. She shook both arms toward the dragon’s head which, with open mouth showing its fearsome teeth, was going to finish her with a beastly bite. The two tongues of fire came out of her arms and struck the face and snout of the dragon, the flames reaching its mouth and eyes.

The dragon threw its head back, stopping its attack, and roared in pain. It shook its head, but Nahia was not going to give it another chance. She already had two other balls of fire in her hands, both overloaded.

No! the dragon sent and attacked with its claws.

Nahia threw the balls at the head and claws, and they burst with two large explosions of fire and flames that completely engulfed the enormous dragon. The roars of pain and suffering filled the cavern. The dragon drew itself up and the flames burned it alive. For a moment it burned like an enormous building on fire. A moment later it fell to the floor and was reduced to an incinerated cadaver.

Nahia could not believe what she had achieved. She stared at the lifeless body of the dragon in front of her and shook her head.

The Tumaini warriors began to cheer.

The Felidae soldiers joined them.

“Hail the Flameborn!”

“The leader of the rebellion!”

“The savior of worlds!”

“The liberator!”

“The punisher of dragons!”

Aibin approached Nahia but stayed a couple of paces back so the flames would not burn him.

“That was very impressive.”

Nahia looked at him and sighed.

“That was something quite unexpected.”

“Your power is greater than a dragon’s, it’s amazing. There will be legends about you among my people.”

“As long as they’re not posthumous, I have no problem with that,” Nahia replied.

“Those flames that surround you, can you put them out?”

“Well, to tell you the truth, I really don’t know. The last time they went out by themselves. I’d better wait a little. Can you look after my squadron comrades?”

“Yes, of course, right away.”

The cries and cheers went on for a while longer. Nahia saw that her friends were waking up and slowly recovering, and she gradually calmed down. In doing so her flames went out little by little.

She had killed a dragon, in a fight. It was unbelievable, unthinkable. She felt optimistic. This had opened up a new range of possibilities for her and the rebellion. There was a chance.


Chapter 28

That morning Lasgol and his comrades received unexpected information in their underground quarters. The group shared part of a huge room, which was a section of a military building that had suffer no damage as of yet. They slept in the cellar, which had been prepared as rooms for high-ranking officers. Viggo had demanded a small palace, since it was the least a group of dragon hunters deserved, but his request had been denied. The hall was large, very comfortable, and as exuberant as it was elegant, in the style of the city of York, so the others were more than happy.

Celopus had come at first hour to their door.

“I have interesting news,” he told them.

“What is it? A dragon?” Viggo wanted to know, already drawing his knives.

“I hope not, we’ve had enough dragons for some time,” Ingrid commented, shaking her head.

“A mage, a foreign one,” Celopus said.

“And why’s that interesting? There are many magi here already,” Nilsa said blankly as she combed her red hair.

“This is a Spirit Mage, with Spirit Magic,” Celopus smiled.

“This Spirit Magic doesn’t sound very good,” Gerd frowned and folded his arms over his wide chest.

“Has Urrejaun granted the Brotherhood of Spirits’ requests?” Lasgol asked, raising both eyebrows.

“Yes and no,” Celopus gave a half-wave with his right hand. “They did not agree to the first, to give shelter to the whole population of the city-sate, but they did to the second, that of sending one of their magi in exchange for the supplies.”

“Oh, well, I don’t find that so interesting,” Viggo commented as he sat in a decorated armchair and started honing his knives.

“Their magic is very different, it’ll be very interesting to study it. The Brotherhood doesn’t usually allow it, this is a rare exception,” Celopus told them.

“It might help us,” Lasgol said wishfully.

“Let’s hope so,” Gerd joined in the wish.

“When will we meet him?” Lasgol asked.

“He’s on his way to the laboratory.”

“Then let’s go.” Lasgol could not wait.

“Very well,” Celopus nodded.

“I understand that we’ll need to stay behind,” Ingrid said.

“It’s a matter of magic… only Lasgol,” the interpreter apologized.

“We understand,” Nilsa replied with a kind smile.

A while later, Lasgol was waiting alongside Dameros and Celopus for the arrival of the Spirit Mage of the city-state of Yatro. Lasgol was very curious to see this mage, and he was not the only one. Dameros and Aquasmares were very interested as well.

Celopus had told him that the exchange had taken place during the wee hours of the night. A ship of the Brotherhood had arrived with several Brothers of the Spirit and one of their magi. At the same time, a hundred ships with supplies had left York toward the city-state of the east coast. To Lasgol’s surprise, it had all happened very quickly and in secret. In fact, they had not even noticed. From what Celopus had told them, the ships with supplies had been loaded the previous nights and hidden within the eastern sea. Urrejaun had not wanted the whereabouts known. What Lasgol was beginning to realize was that the city-island-state had another island or islands out at sea where they kept their fleet. Otherwise he could not explain it.

The door opened, and the Spirit Mage came into the laboratory. The other magi stopped their work and experiments to stare at him. The foreigner was led by a captain of the guard, and beside him walked Magures, First Mage of the city of York.

Lasgol studied the foreigner. He wore a robe in a mixture of gray and white colors, and on his chest he had the image of a face with a look of extreme horror. It was similar to the one Lasgol had seen on the ambassador’s clothes but somewhat more horrible, if possible. It did not exactly invite others to approach the mage and greet him.

“This is Sirepetus, the Spirit Mage of Yatro who has come to visit us.” Magures introduced him without preamble, since they were all staring at the new arrival.

The magi of York said nothing. They went on staring at him as if they were seeing a new species of some rare, exotic animal. Lasgol had the feeling they were trying to guess his degree of power.

“Welcome,” Dameros greeted him, bowing his head after a moment, seeing that no one spoke.

“You are welcome here,” Aquasmares added.

Celopus translated to the language of the Yatro mage.

The foreigner said nothing, he just nodded. He must have been around forty, and he was very thin. He was of average height.

Sirepetus pushed back the hood that covered his head. He wore it shaved. He had a large tattoo that covered the back of his head and went down his neck along his nape. It was another horrific face. It made him look as if he had two faces, one human and the other that of a tormented spirit. Lasgol wished the head of the mage might turn all the way around and thought he would use one or the other depending on the moment. Lasgol thought it possible, although it could not be. He noticed the man was very pale. Blue veins were noticeable on his head, face, and neck. Lasgol could not tell whether it was because that was the color of his skin or if something was the matter and he was ill. Sirepetus was extremely thin; he certainly did not look very healthy.

The strange mage bent over and almost touched his own knees with his forehead. Then he straightened up and spoke in a very soft voice, almost a whisper.

Lasgol had to listen closely in order to hear him. Almost unconsciously, he called upon his Owl Hearing skill. There was a green flash and he heard some unintelligible words. The Spirit Mage looked at Lasgol, and then he pointed a bony finger at him. Lasgol guessed the man had picked up on his magic.

Celopus approached the foreigner to hear what he was muttering.

“He says he detects your power, Lasgol.”

Lasgol nodded at the mage, acknowledging his magic.

The foreigner whispered something else.

“He asks what region you are from.”

“Norghana, in the north.”

The foreigner nodded.

“From the land of eternal snow.”

“That’s right.”

“Am I here to help you?”

“To help me, and all of us. We need a container for Dameros’ golden energy,” Lasgol indicated the Golden Mage.

“Golden Magic? I’ve heard of it, but I’ve never seen it. Does it really exist?”

“It does exist,” Dameros nodded. “Let me show you.”

“Go ahead,” the Spirit Mage invited with a gesture.

Dameros closed his eyes and concentrated. A moment later, he cast a spell and a small golden sphere appeared in his hand. It shone with a glow of intense gold.

“Very interesting,” the Spirit Mage said, coming closer to see the sphere in the palm of Dameros’ hand. “And this golden energy can harm dragons?”

“It can,” Dameros assured him.

“We’ve used it against dragons, and it gets through their magical defenses,” Magures explained.

“That’s what I had heard, but I believed it was only a rumor. In desperate times there usually are rumors of miraculous solutions.”

“I’ve seen it in action, and I can assure you it works,” Lasgol told him.

“I don’t doubt it if several magi say so. It’s only that I find it hard to believe anything can penetrate the dragons’ magic defenses.”

“This Golden Magic does,” Magures said. “We use it to defend the city.”

“I see.” Sirepetus nodded slowly.

“Do you think you might be able to help us with your magic?” Lasgol asked him.

“The type of magic we Spirit Magi have is quite different from other magics.”

“In this case that might be a good thing,” Magures said.

“Let’s hope so. You see, none of the magi here, and we all have different magics, have been capable of containing the golden substance without it degrading,” Aquasmares said.

The Spirit Mage looked at the others, one by one, closely. He studied each and every one of them and seemed to reach his own conclusions. He nodded as he stopped looking at one and passed on to the next.

“Our magic is a lot more subtle and little invasive. Perhaps in this case it might be of help.”

“What type of magic do you use?” Marindar asked.

“What type of magic do you use, woman?” Sirepetus asked her.

“Mine is Strength Magic,” Marindar said, and closing her eyes she sent a fan of strength before her, which shattered three jars standing on a work table.

“A powerful magic, no doubt. Ours is exactly the opposite of what you’ve just demonstrated. Our magic comes from our inner being, from our spirit.”

“Can you do a demonstration? So we can understand,” Magures asked him.

“Of course, I guess you want to see attack magic.”

Magures nodded.

“Yes, that way we’ll understand it without a doubt.”

Sirepetus looked around, searching for a target. He went over to the two Nocean Sorcerers’ area and checked it. Then he checked them. He said nothing but did not seem to find what he was looking for, so he went on.

He reached the Druid’s section. Sirepetus checked the plants the Druid had created and was experimenting on. One was over two meters tall with a sunflower head. When he approached it, the plant opened its mouth and two rows of sharp teeth appeared in it.

“Careful, it bites,” the Druid warned.

Sirepetus stopped a few paces from the plant.

“May I demonstrate on it?” he asked the Druid.

“By all means, go ahead.” The Druid gave him permission with a wave of his hand so he might proceed.

Sirepetus nodded and looked at the plant for a moment. It was already becoming aggressive and snapping its teeth. Luckily it was in a pot it had not yet gotten out of and could not advance toward the Spirit Mage, although it swayed its long stem-body to try and bite him.

Lasgol watched, very interested, and moved slightly closer to see better.

The Spirit Mage closed his eyes and concentrated. He placed the palms of his hands on the horrific face he had engraved on the front of his robe. For a moment nothing happened, although Lasgol could feel the mage casting a spell. The hair on his nape told him so.

All of a sudden, a translucent silhouette began to take shape, coming out of Sirepetus’ chest. It seemed to have a human shape, although incorporeal. It emerged from the mage’s body and levitated without touching the floor in front of his creator. It had no noticeable arms or legs, and it was a grayish-white. A face twisted in a show of horror in a hairless head seemed to have once belonged to a man. Lasgol frowned at the horrible expression on the face of that being. There was no doubt it was some kind of tormented spirit. One that resembled its creator. Lasgol thought he could see a resemblance between Sirepetus’ head and that of the spirit he had created; not the front one but the back one, the tattooed one. Lasgol had the feeling the tortured spirit was a nightmare version of the mage himself.

The spirit floated in front of its creator, moving its head from side to side, as if seeking something to attack. The Spirit Mage pointed at the aggressive plant that kept biting the air in his direction. At a word from Sirepetus, the spirit of horror lunged at the plant with a deep roar of great agonic suffering.

Lasgol had no idea what might happen, but he knew it was going to be something terrible. The plant tried to bite the spirit when it approached it. It delivered several vicious bites with its sharp teeth. The bites did not affect the spirit since, being incorporeal, the teeth went through it as if it had bit down on mist.

The spirit surrounded the murderous plant with its body. A moment later it penetrated the plant, as if it were becoming a part of it.

They all watched what was going on, fascinated. Lasgol guessed that the plant was not going to like the fact that the spirit had entered it. He only needed a moment to confirm this. The plant began to change color. It shifted from a deep, lively green to a sickly yellow. A moment later the leaves began to wilt fast. The plant seemed to start drying up and dying. The leaves fell a moment later, one by one, all dried up and wilted as if they had been in the searing sun for days without receiving any water. A moment later the long stem, already dried up and brown, began to twist on itself. The sunflower head, totally dry, fell back. It opened its mouth and seemed to want to cry out to the sky. The plant was not only dying, it was suffering an agony it could not get out of itself. A moment later it died, falling to one side, completely dried up and without any life whatsoever.

“Wow…” Lasgol muttered in astonishment.

At that moment, the spirit left the plant’s dead body. It roared again in suffering, moving its head from side to side, with the horrifying look on its face, and then vanished like mist, disappearing entirely.

“Spirit Magic is truly powerful,” Magures congratulated the mage.

“It certainly is,” Aquasmares nodded,

“Does it do that with any living being?” Zugaiz the Druid asked.

“That’s right. The tortured spirits rob the life of living beings,” Sirepetus explained.

“A very destructive power indeed,” Dameros commented.

All the magi were impressed except for the two Nocean Sorcerers. They were making gestures that it was not so exceptional and were speaking between themselves in their own language.

“What are the sorcerers saying?” Magures asked Celopus.

“They’re saying they can do the same thing with their magic.”

“The same? I highly doubt it,” Marindar commented.

“They say the result is the same: death. Whether because the spirit robs them of life or because the Blood or Curses Magic does. They’re not impressed.”

“In any case, it’s very powerful magic,” Magures commented.

Sirepetus appreciated the comment, taking a deep bow.

Suddenly there was a shrill, steady sound like the singing of a bird. Only it sounded more like a scream than a song.

“What is it?” Lasgol asked.

“It’s the alarm. We’re under attack,” Magures told him with anxious eyes.

“There are dragons. Three,” Celopus said.

Lasgol looked at him, puzzled. How did he know that?

“How…”

“It’s because of how the alarm is sounded. This was three sustained cries,” the elderly interpreter said, seeing the puzzlement on Lasgol’s face.

“We must go up and help in the defense,” Dameros said urgently.

Lasgol nodded.

“Let’s go.”

The magi and sorcerers of the laboratory ran to fetch their staves and sticks for the fight. A moment later, they were all heading for the exit to go and defend the city. Lasgol noticed that the last ones to leave were the Nocean Sorcerers. They did not seem to find the situation so urgent, but regardless, if dragons were coming there would be fighting, and it would be brutal.


Chapter 29

Lasgol left the laboratory followed by the city magi. They all ran up the stairs to reach the street. He stopped when he came out and checked behind him in case the Nocean Sorcerers did not come up, but they did. The one who did not come was Sirepetus. The Spirit Mage stayed below. Lasgol could not tell whether because of cowardice or by order of his Brotherhood to not intervene in York’s problems. More likely the latter. In any case, he did not like that the mage behaved this way. If a dragon attacked, everyone should collaborate, regardless of their kingdom or personal interests.

Several groups of soldiers were already running toward them. It surprised Lasgol that each group surrounded a mage as if they were their personal escort, and they did so in a very fast and orderly manner. The magi acquiesced; it was obvious this was a well-organized, rehearsed move. A moment later the groups separated from one another, although not much, and they all remained near the laboratory.

Lasgol watched what went on. He did not know what kind of defense the magi were going to try, only that they seemed to be looking to the four cardinal points. He stayed with Dameros and Aquasmares, who were in front of the laboratory, not moving. He noticed that the magi were not leaving the area they were in. They separated enough for a dragon attack to hit no more than one but still stayed close. It was a safety measure. They moved apart but stayed in the center of the city. This made Lasgol think. The city was shaped like a horseshoe, and it was very big. How were they going to defend it if they stayed there?

The alarm was still sounding. It was so shrill and unpleasant it almost hurt to hear it. The workers and traders ran to hide in the cellars and lower parts of the buildings. Lasgol saw that they had shelters prepared for that purpose, because many people were heading to the same large buildings into which they disappeared.

“They’re shelters, aren’t they?” he asked Celopus, who had stayed beside him. He pointed in the direction of one that was nearby. People were going into it as fast as they could.

“That’s right. There are shelters for the people,” Celopus told him. “Each quadrant has several. They were built after the first attacks, and they’ve saved many lives.”

“Are they also strengthened?”

“Less than the laboratory, by they are. Physical and magical strengthening.”

“It’s the advantage of having magi,” Lasgol said, nodding.

Lasgol identified another building the citizens were running to, to hide in, a little to the north. They went fast but were calm and orderly. The soldiers led them. They were obviously trained and knew what to do. In the blink of an eye, several hundred people vanished under the building. There were no scenes of chaos, not even nervous outbreaks, which pleasantly surprised him. Everyone knew what had to be done when an attack occurred.

Ahize, the Air Mage, and Itxasurdi, the Water Mage, principals of the city, were already casting their spells. So were Dameros and Aquasmares. Lasgol did not know what spells they were going to create, but they had not wasted a moment to start using their magics. He guessed it would be some sort of defense, because the dragons were not in sight yet. Everything had happened in a moment: the alarm, running out to the streets, and casting spells.

“This laboratory is here for a reason,” Lasgol said to Celopus. “It’s not by chance.”

“That’s right. The magi’s quarters and their study and experimentation laboratory are in the center of the arc of the horseshoe the island forms. It is like that so they can react sooner to the attacks. The defense begins here, in the center.”

“And the soldiers come here when they hear the alarm.”

“Exactly. It’s the best thing to do to form the defense. It starts in the center and spreads to the back of the horseshoe. Really, only the fore triangle of the island is defended. The two back extremes are abandoned. There’s no one living in them. We’ve seen that this way is more than enough. Unfortunately, the inhabitants of those ends are no longer with us.”

“Then, if I understand correctly, only the front arch of the horseshoe, the clamp, is defended and the heels are abandoned.”

“That’s correct. Defending the whole perimeter is very complicated and costly. Besides, the dragons almost always attack the clamp, which is the part of the island that faces the east coast of Tremia.”

“Interesting approach. I guess it works, since the island is still holding up.”

“You’ll see very soon,” the interpreter, who was not moving from his side, said.

“Aren’t you going to seek shelter? I don’t think the battle is the best place for an interpreter,” Lasgol told the elder with concern.

Celopus smiled and pointed out another couple of interpreters of the city who were approaching the conjuring magi.

“The magi need to coordinate, and most speak different languages. We have work to do.”

Lasgol noticed that one of the interpreters was younger.

“What’s that one’s name?” Lasgol pointed his finger at him.

“That’s Ihtz, a pupil of mine.

“You’re very brave,” Lasgol told him. He found it hard to believe that those helpless interpreters would risk their life so. Besides, with the exception of Ihtz and one other Lasgol saw to the north, they were all much older.

Celopus shrugged.

“Everyone here is,” he said, indicating the soldiers and magi.

“They can defend themselves, you can’t.”

“They can’t defend themselves that much… they die too,” Celopus smiled. “We all have to do our duty, or else the city will perish, and with it all of us.”

“As I said, you’re very brave.”

While magi and soldiers organized into groups, more defenders were arriving from different points of the city. Lasgol had his golden bow in his hands and an arrow ready. He was looking up at the sky, to the east, but the dragons had not yet arrived to the coasts of the city.

He saw a group approaching that he recognized at once.

“Here come my comrades,” he told Celopus.

“So, where’s the party?” Viggo asked, scanning the sky.

“Dragons, three of them,” Lasgol told him.

“Colors?” asked Ingrid.

“We still don’t know, they haven’t reached the city yet,” Celopus replied.

“How do you know they’re coming? Do you see them from so far away?” Gerd asked, interested.

“We’re on an island surrounded by sea. Visibility is excellent, and they almost always come from the east, from the coast. Besides, Itxasurdi has created some water lenses which, if made to overlap, allow one to see at great distances, although not very clearly and not very well defined. But a dragon is easy to recognize.”

“That’s good thinking,” said Nilsa, nodding.

“What can we do to help?” Ingrid asked.

Celopus made a face that he did not know. He indicated a couple of officers nearby giving orders to their soldiers.

“I think we should be with Dameros, helping and protecting him,” Lasgol said. “Nothing can happen to him.”

The others looked to where the mage was creating three of his spheres of golden energy simultaneously. He was conjuring with his eyes shut and hands raised. Lasgol could see the mage’s energy coming out of his hands and entering the spheres.

“Yes, let’s help him. He’s very valuable, he must live,” Ingrid agreed.

“Let’s go over there. He already has a group of soldiers defending him, but he can surely do with the extra help,” said Nilsa.

Archers began to appear from different points of the city. They arrayed themselves in front of Dameros, creating a large formation that grew as more joined it. Lasgol counted five by one hundred in the first formation, and this was followed by another. Several officers gave orders to the newcomers.

Among those arriving were soldiers of Orecor still wearing the uniform of the fallen city. They could tell that both armor and tunics had been repaired. Their own officers led them.

Lasgol was surprised—it looked as if York had integrated them into their armed forces but not absorbed them, but still, it was something to be grateful for. Urrejaun was turning out to be an intelligent leader.

Ahize began to create a thick cloud over his head, as if a storm were brewing, using his Air Magic. Lasgol watched the phenomenon with great interest. The storm created more and more clouds that together formed a thick, compact mass. They appeared to be forming a layer of clouds over their heads. At the same time, two Water Magi filled them with moisture, and it gained thickness as it spread over them.

“They’re covering us with some sort of thick cloud-fog,” Gerd commented, pointing his finger up.

“And moist,” Nilsa added.

The large cloud expanded with its center right above them. It did so in a circular manner, adding one ring of clouds to another concentrically, creating an enormous circle of clouds right over their heads that covered the whole front of the horseshoe the island formed.

“I think I understand what the magi are planning. They’re going to cover us with an enormous cloak of cloud-fog, like a very thick mist,” Ingrid guessed.

Lasgol nodded.

“Yeah, that’s what I was thinking too. Thick mist that won’t allow the dragons to see us.”

“Interesting,” said Nilsa, “and clever.”

Aquasmares was sending water to the clouds, injecting it with his magic. You could see a sea of bluish water inside the clouds.

“Why are they loading the clouds with water?” Gerd asked, puzzled.

Viggo shrugged.

“Magi things, don’t ask me. Who knows what they’re planning.”

The Air Mage changed his spell now. He made the storm brewing inside the huge clouds go down in temperature as they went on expanding. At the same time, the Water Magi began to turn the water they were sending up into ice inside the fog of clouds above their heads.

“Not only will they not be able to see what they’re attacking, but the layer of solid ice that’s forming will protect us,” Ingrid guessed.

“A two-layered defense. These magi are very clever,” Nilsa commented, quite impressed.

“And the clouds continue expanding,” Gerd realized.

“Not on every side, look,” Ingrid pointed.

The great storm only covered the upper part of the horseshoe, as Celopus had explained to Lasgol.

“We’ll only defend this area. That’s why they’re all here,” Lasgol told them.

“Understood,” Ingrid nodded.

At that moment a red dragon appeared, approaching the city. It roared, announcing its arrival.

“The party begins,” Viggo said, raising his bow.

The dragon came down upon the cloud that covered almost the whole front of the horseshoe and attacked it with its breath of fire. The attack reached the clouds and went through it, but when it reached the layer of ice it was unable to penetrate it. The dragon rose again, letting out an enraged roar.

A white dragon appeared from the southeast. It immediately attacked after giving out a fearsome roar. It launched a stream of storm upon the cloud, flying from east to west, along a large part of the defensive cloud. Its stream of storm went through the cloud and met with the layer of ice, which it hit violently with intense bolts of lightning. Chunks of ice flew everywhere and created big holes, offering a view of what was below, openings through which the dragons could attack.

“That looks bad,” said Nilsa.

“They’ll be able to attack through those spaces. They can see us,” Ingrid realized.

The third dragon, a brown earth elemental one, roared twice before launching its attack. It did this using the holes its comrade had opened. A stream of rocks and stones launched with tremendous force came in through the holes and openings in the defensive layer of ice, hitting buildings and soldiers, delivering death and destruction.

“These know what they’re doing!” Nilsa said nervously.

“Watch out! The fire dragon’s attacking now!” Ingrid warned.

The thing was, they could not leave Dameros, who was still concentrated on filling spheres with golden energy.

“Don’t let it reach you!” Lasgol shouted at his comrades.

The fire dragon attacked the same way the earth one had done, aiming through the holes the air dragon had managed to create. Streams of fire fell from the sky through the defensive cloak and hit buildings and soldiers. Screams and fire engulfed the surroundings.

“They know perfectly well what they’re doing!” Lasgol shouted as he pulled Celopus away from danger.

The magi interrupted their spells and all raised anti-magic defensive spheres to protect themselves from the elemental attacks. The dragons maneuvered in the air to make another pass.

Dameros had already created five golden spheres. He placed them over the groups of archers. They all dipped the tips of their arrows in them and ran to stand and defend the holes in the defensive cloak.

“Oh, now I see what they’re going to do,” Ingrid realized.

Dameros took a deep breath and bent over.

“I need a moment to recover,” he said.

The roars of the dragons announced they were attacking again.

“Get ready! This is going to get ugly!” Ingrid called.


Chapter 30

“It’s time to defend,” Celopus warned them as he pointed at the archers positioning into groups.

Lasgol watched them, tense. Ingrid and Nilsa watched too with their bows ready.

“Are they going to do what I think they’re going to do?” Gerd raised an eyebrow.

“They’re not thinking of getting right underneath the holes, are they? They’re insane,” Viggo commented, frowning.

And as if they had heard him, the groups of archers stood right under the holes in the defensive cloak.

Lasgol was aware the defensive cloak was two hundred paces above their heads, the maximum distance the magi could cast their spells. At the same time it was the maximum distance the dragons could use their magic. That universal law of magic was always true. The problem was that if the dragons passed through the barrier, they’d hit the soldiers below, them and the buildings. The thought troubled him greatly.

The fire dragon flew to one of the large holes to the west and landed on the ice layer, dropping with great force on it. The blow of its powerful claws could not break the ice, but it cracked it. It roared in rage, beating its wide wings, and put its head through the hole. It managed to get it through but not its body, which did not fit. It roared again, this time in triumph. It could see its enemies and also reach them. A moment later it launched its breath of fire downward, onto the buildings right underneath its head.

The archers in the area saw the attack and moved away with practiced swiftness. They knew that if the breath of fire touched them they would be dead and that was a horrendous death, that of fire. While the dragon burned buildings and streets, the archers dodged the igneous stream that would turn them into ashes. They waited, moving all at once from one spot to another at top speed to avoid the searing death. They seemed to have it well rehearsed. That was no casual way of moving, since they all did so at once and there were over a hundred of them. When the dragon finished sending its elemental breath of destruction and death, the archers aimed and, at an order from their officers, released against it.

Hundreds of arrows with golden tips headed to the dragon’s head and neck. The arrows hit it, and thanks to the golden energy on their tips, they plunged in all over the head and neck of the beast. The dragon withdrew its head and roared in pain and rage.

“That was great,” Nilsa commented, excited.

“A risky strategy, but very valid,” Ingrid said with a nod, impressed.

At the east side, the brown dragon landed on the defensive layer of ice. It began to enlarge the hole it was on, striking with fury. Its claws made the ice fly in every direction. It looked mad, striking over and over at the edges of the holes.

“This one is clearly in a bad mood,” Viggo noted.

“If it manages to get in there’ll be a massacre,” Nilsa said ruefully.

“The archers are already on their way to face it,” said Gerd.

Indeed, a large group of archers who were defending the eastern area shifted toward the brown dragon. They got beneath its position and prepared to release.

The dragon continued breaking the ice with terrible strikes of its claws, roaring furiously. It appeared frustrated and enraged at not being able to reach the prey it wanted to destroy below.

As one, all the archers released against the dragon. Hundreds of arrows went through the hole that was now considerably larger and hit different parts of the winged beast. There was a tremendous roar of pain and pure rage.

“The defense is working. Both dragons have withdrawn to avoid being hit by the arrows,” Gerd said optimistically.

“Thank goodness, because the archers have run out of golden tips,” Nilsa realized.

“The Golden Magic doesn’t last very long,” Viggo frowned.

Lasgol watched how the five groups of archers that had smeared their arrows in the golden spheres Dameros had created were losing substance. Some as they shot at the dragons, others with the passing of time. The result was that they lost the ability to pierce through the dragons’ scales

The white dragon made a pass, attacking the defensive layers at different places and creating new holes with its stream of storm. The lightning bolts made the ice fly everywhere. It concentrated its attacks on one spot for a while until it opened a hole. Once it managed to break the ice, revealing the ground below, it left and tried opening a hole somewhere else.

Lasgol watched how it perforated the ice and realized it was a premeditated tactic. Confirmation came a moment later when the red dragon and the brown set to enlarge the holes the white one had made. He did not like this at all. They knew what they were doing. They were not attacking without a purpose or goal, but the exact opposite.

The Water and Air magi of the city sent their energy to strengthen the defensive layers above their heads. They had to make the cloak hold the attacks, or the dragons would fall on the city. The problem was that the magi’s energy was limited. Sooner or later, it would run out.

The red dragon and the brown one went to the new holes and attacked them with all their strength and rage. They were hurrying. The archers ran in groups to defend the new holes so the dragons would not come in. If they did, there would be many deaths.

The white dragon continued its attack, this time over the center, where the magi and the Panthers were. Powerful bolts of lightning fell on ice and fog, causing large chunks to fly through the air.

Lasgol realized that the white dragon was now flying over his position.

“I think it knows Dameros is here…”

“It wants to come in and kill him,” Ingrid guessed.

They looked at the Golden mage, who was creating several spheres filled with golden energy for the archers.

Lasgol was worried. If the white dragon succeeded and came in, Dameros’ life would be in serious danger. He observed the archers’ distribution, four groups defended the holes the red and brown dragons were trying to get in through. One was with each of the magi and defended them, but it would not be enough.

Dameros finished creating the new spheres of energy. Exhaustion was noticeably beginning to appear on his face. He was making a great magical effort. He turned toward Ahize and pointed at the archers. The Air mage nodded. He began to cast a spell, moving his staff. As he conjured, a breeze began to whirl around him; it was a gust of air created by the mage’s magic, and he directed it with his staff. One of the spheres was pushed through the air to where the group of archers was positioned to the east. A moment later he conjured and directed the breeze to the west, dragging with it another of the spheres to the group of archers placed under the opening on that side.

Lasgol liked how well thought out and organized the defense was. All the magi and soldiers acted in unison to stop the dragons from penetrating the ice and dropping in on them, preventing the dragons from killing them and destroying the city. He was hoping it would hold, although the destructive power of the three dragons seemed to him too terrible to be born.

Ahize kept sending the spheres of golden power to the groups of archers.

The red dragon was succeeding in its purpose: its claws were pulling off chunks of ice while it stood on the protective cloak, striking with all its might. This time it had made a much larger hole.

The nearest archers went to face it. But the dragon had learned the lesson and was not going to make it easy on them. It waited for the archers to release their arrows smeared in golden power and withdrew at once. It did it so fast that barely a handful of arrows reached it.

The brown dragon was also making a hole. It roared loud and attacked the ice that surrounded the hole with its elemental earth breath to enlarge it. Chunks of ice flew off from the edges of the holes as they were hit by the rocks and stones from the dragon’s elemental stream. The ice could not bear such punishment and broke.

Two groups of archers ran to attack it. One still had their tips smeared in golden energy, and the other did not. They arrived at the positions and, raising their bows, released all at once. Several hundreds of arrows flew toward the brown dragon. Like the red one, it was already expecting this and withdrew so fast it was barely hit.

“The dragons are being very careful. Are we going to help the archers?” Gerd asked.

“They’re missing a lot,” Viggo noted.

“No, the dragons just know what they’re doing and won’t be caught off guard again,” Ingrid said.

Lasgol watched the white dragon and did not like what the beast intended. It was managing to make more holes with its attacks in the central area above them. It was doing it conscientiously and succeeding in its purpose. Aquasmares and Ahize were trying to prevent it and kept strengthening the defense. The Water mage sent more water, and the Air mage lowered the temperature as he created storms inside it.

“Stay with Dameros!” Lasgol told them. He thought it was dangerous to leave the mage. He realized that in spite of everything Ahize and Aquasmares did, they were not as efficient as the Norghanian Ice Magi when it came to creating ice, and he was not the only one who noticed this.

“I get the impression that these magi aren’t as quick as ours at creating large amounts of ice,” Ingrid commented, raising an eyebrow.

“Well, that’s because they’re not Ice magi, they’re Water and Air magi. They’re not specialized,” Nilsa said, tilting her head.

“Well, they’d better work harder, or else those dragons are going to slip in, you’ll see,” said Viggo.

They heard soldiers shouting from the west. They looked in that direction and saw that the red dragon had succeeded in breaking the ice in one part and had half its body already in. One of its wings was stuck and it was trying to free it and pass through the hole it had made in the frozen cloak.

Dameros realized too, and through signs he told Ahize to send one of the spheres he had just infused with his golden energy toward the archers who were running to defend the penetration. The Air mage did so and concentrated again on maintaining and cooling the stormy mist he had created. The other Water magi continued sending energy to maintain the layer of ice and mist that protected them.

The archers beneath the red dragon aimed while it roared in rage at finding itself trapped in the hole it was trying to get through. It had its head and half its body below the ice, including one wing it was beating hard. The rest of it was on top of the icy layer. Seeing the archers aiming at it, it sent its fiery breath at them. About twenty were hit and burned to death, unable to do anything. The stream of flames fell upon them and burned them to ashes.

The rest were able to swerve and get to safety, out of range of the attack. Because of the odd posture the dragon was in and the height of the ice and mist defenses, it could not reach them. But not so the archers, who were able to release against the dragon at a diagonal, being little over three hundred paces away. Not a very difficult shot if what you intended was to hit the trapped body. Hundreds of arrows flew and pierced its head, belly, wing, and claw. The dragon roared in pain.

“This is getting interesting,” Viggo said, pointing his bow.

“More archers are running to help,” Gerd realized.

“I hope they riddle it with arrows until they kill it,” Nilsa wished out loud.

Another group of archers arrived and smeared their arrow tips with the golden substance. The problem was that there was not enough energy for everyone. Only half managed to smear their arrows with the precious golden power. They released at the dragon, which was already managing to free itself from the large hole. Once again a great number of arrows hit the beast’s body and went in. Those that were not smeared flew toward the eyes and mouth—the archers knew what they were doing.

The dragon roared loudly in pain and fury. A moment later, it managed to put its other wing through the hole, breaking another large block of ice that fell on a building, and started down on the soldiers.

“That one’s in, we have to act,” Viggo said.

“Yeah, or else a lot of people are going to die!” Ingrid told Lasgol.

Lasgol looked up to where the white dragon went on making holes in the ice cloak, in different spots right above them.

“You go, I’ll stay here protecting Dameros. I have a bad feeling about this.”

“All right,” Ingrid replied, and making a sign to her comrades, they ran toward the archers and the red dragon.

Lasgol took a deep breath and began to go through his pre-combat list of skills. The defenses were not going to hold—they had to act.


Chapter 31

While Ingrid, Nilsa, Viggo, and Gerd ran to face the red dragon, the brown one managed to break off a huge block of ice that fell upon some buildings. Its four claws appeared inward, seeking to break more ice.

At once, the closest archers ran to attack it, although they did not have gold-tipped arrows. Even so, they prepared to face the dragon trying to enlarge the hole with its rocky breath to get into the city.

At that moment, several chunks of ice fell beside Lasgol, who raised his bow toward the protective cloak of ice.

Magures sounded the alarm for the magi.

“Above us, watch out!”

Dameros looked up, but he was finishing conjuring a golden sphere.

“I can’t stop now,” he told Magures.

“I’ll protect you, keep going,” Magures told him as he began to cast a spell on the Golden mage.

Aquasmares and the other Water magi stopped their spells when the chunks of ice fell too close. If they got hit in the head, they would perish.

Lasgol used his True Shot skill, and after sending energy to the golden bow he released. The arrow went through one of the holes in the ice and plunged into the throat of the dragon. Caught by surprise, the beast with white scales stopped attacking with its breath and jumped right to land hard on another hole and break it further, making it bigger. More chunks of ice fell close to the magi.

“Raise physical and magical defenses!” Magures ordered. He had already raised them for himself and Magures.

The magi began to create their defensive spheres, one against physical attacks and another against magical ones. Lasgol found the first one of the Water magi very funny: it was as if water ran forcefully and quickly throughout the inside of the sphere. The Air mage’s was similar, but with winds and whirls that moved at tremendous velocity all along the surface of his sphere.

Lasgol released again using the same tactic, only this time he added his Multiple Shot skill. Three arrows flew simultaneously and went through the hole over which the dragon was standing and plunged into its throat. He sought to stop the dragon from using its elemental breath against them.

The dragon shook its head and roared, but it was a short roar. It seemed to choke, which cheered Lasgol. He was affecting the dragon, but before he could release again the dragon struck the ice hard, making it break. An enormous chunk fell upon them. It was right above them, and it looked determined to come down and crush them all.

Lasgol grabbed Celopus by the back of his robe and pulled him out of the area where the ice was falling. Several large and heavy chunks fell on the Water magi. Their defensive spheres bore the blow, but they weakened. It forced the magi to send energy to strengthen them, but they were unable to strengthen the cloak of ice the dragon was attacking.

Lasgol helped Celopus, who had landed on his back, stand up again.

“Thank you.”

“Take cover,” Lasgol urged him.

Magures was protecting Dameros, who was still conjuring. A large chunk of ice fell on the Golden mage. Luckily, Magures’ protective sphere held. He sent more energy to strengthen it at once.

“I’ll deal with protecting the magi, since you can attack that beast,” Magures told Lasgol, who nodded as he nocked another arrow.

A new chunk of ice, this one gigantic, fell on top of the magi. Their defenses burst. Magures began to conjure over them, creating new protective spheres. The white dragon managed to open enough space to get through. It began to come down, passing through the hole it had made in the protective cloak of ice.

Ingrid, Nilsa, Gerd, and Viggo stopped mid race. The brown dragon had also broken in, and the archers were unable to stop it.

“We have to split up,” said Ingrid. “I don’t like this at all, but there are two dragons and we must stop both.”

“Fine, Gerd and I will go after the red dragon, you go for the brown one,” said Nilsa.

“Good luck, and be very careful,” Ingrid told them.

“Death to the dragons!” Nilsa replied.

They separated, and each couple ran to face one of the dragons.

The archers were releasing at the brown dragon, which was already coming through the hole it had made. The gap was large enough for its body to fit in. Ingrid and Viggo got within firing distance and released. The Elemental Arrows exploded over the dragon’s head. They sought to hit the eyes, and although they did not make a bull’s eye the explosions of fire and earth did get into its eyes and hurt them. The dragon roared, furious, and came down with its claws before it to destroy the archers.

“Move back!” Ingrid shouted to the rest of archers, who were also releasing against the dragon.

They all tried to move away, but the dragon came down like lightning and struck the ground, killing several groups of solders with the weight of its body and the strong impact.

Ingrid and Viggo managed to avoid the blow, as they had been a little further back than the unfortunate archers.

The dragon had taken a terrible blow and seemed to be somewhat stunned, as if it had not calculated the distance or impact properly and had hit the ground head first.

“Release, we have to wound it!” Ingrid cried.

They released at the head again. The dragon was three hundred paces away and on the ground, so they had no trouble hitting their target because it could not move its head much. The arrows they used were of earth and the explosions struck its eyes, blinding and stunning it further.

Suddenly, a mage appeared behind Ingrid and Viggo.

“Who are you?” Ingrid asked him.

Unfortunately, he did not understand her.

“Do something against that dragon!” Viggo told him, pointing at it.

This he did understand. The Druid nodded and started casting a spell, raising his hands and the wooden stick he carried.

The archers who had escaped were releasing at the dragon, also aiming at its head, seeking to hit the eyes and mouth. They no longer had golden substance to apply to their arrows so they could do little harm, but at least it was something.

Nilsa and Gerd arrived to where the red dragon was about to break in. It had both wings and its head inside, and now it was trying to pass its back half through, but it looked a little stuck. Its hind legs and tail were outside, on the ice. Even so, it was launching its fire breath at the archers, who had already retreated to a safe distance to avoid being hit and were now releasing at the dragon. They used their last bunch of golden-tipped arrows and riddled the dragon, making it bleed through an infinitude of wounds. The red dragon roared furiously; it did not appear that the wounds were enough to kill it though.

Suddenly, two odd figures joined the archers. They were the two Nocean Sorcerers. Without a word, they started casting spells. The archers continued releasing, but without any more golden power. Gerd and Nilsa joined them, helping with their Elemental Arrows.

The Sorcerer of Curse Magic created a well of horror under the dragon that was about to free itself from the ice. The well was an evil circle inside a thirteen-point star. The putrid well seemed to be boiling, producing green pestilent bubbles. A rotten, nauseating gas rose from the liquid.

The Sorcerer of Blood Magic created another well of corrupt blood beside the cursed well. This was also round and was inside a thirteen-point star too. It looked horrible, with red and black blood that rose from the well as if trying to splash anything around it and corrupt it, and a red-and-black mist began to emerge from it that looked fateful.

“I don’t know what on earth they’re doing, but that looks very evil,” Gerd told Nilsa.

“Indeed. I hope it affects the dragon, because it’s going to free itself and drop upon us.”

The dragon roared. Nilsa and Gerd feared it had succeeded in freeing its tail and legs. But it was not roaring in triumph but in rage at seeing that the ice was closing around its body, stopping it from breaking through. It was thanks to Aquasmares and the Water magi, who went on imbuing the cloak of water which turned to ice from the low temperature.

The dragon tried to escape, and chunks of ice flew when it moved savagely. But it could not manage to entirely free itself. The ice clung to its body. Since it was not magic but ice, the dragon’s anti-magical defenses could do nothing against it. The ice acted of its own accord, freezing everything it touched—in this case the scales and body of the dragon. It was not enough to freeze it entirely, but it clung to it and prevented it from freeing itself, as it was trying to do.

At that moment, the two columns of lethal gases that came up from the cursed and the corrupt blood wells reached the beast. They had climbed from the ground and finally reached the dragon and the ice cloak. Both began to feel the evil effects of thee magics.

The dragon roared and tried to free itself by using brute force. The horrible fumes entered the body of the dragon through its open wounds, and upon contact with the flesh and blood of the dragon they began to affect and corrupt them.

In the center, Lasgol released against the white dragon and hit its throat once again. This time he added his Powerful Shot skill. The dragon seemed to choke and was unable to use its elemental breath. It came down and tried to bite off Dameros’ head as he was trying to generate more golden spheres, and Magures protected him with his magic.

Lasgol thought it was going to destroy them.

“Watch out!” he yelled at them.

The tremendous claw of the dragon came down upon them with great force. It made the soldiers who were before the magi, protecting them, fly off in the air. They were thrown off and broken like grotesque puppets. The claw continued its path toward the magi. Their end seemed irreversible, but the claw never reached the magi’s bodies. It hit something first, something solid and invisible.

The dragon roared in rage and looked at its claw. It could not understand why it had not hit them. It tried again from another angle, striking with all its might. Once again, the soldiers protecting the magi and standing between the dragon and them flew through the air. Some were quartered or left dead from the impact. But the claw did not reach the magi this time either.

Lasgol, who was watching what was going on in astonishment, heard whispering behind him. He turned and saw Marindar. The mage had joined the combat. Then Lasgol understood what had happened. She had created a field of strength to protect the magi.

“We must make it retreat,” Marindar told Lasgol, “I won’t be able to hold much longer. It strikes with demented strength.”

Lasgol feared for Magures’ and Dameros’ lives, they were both exhausted. As soon as the thought entered his mind, Dameros dropped to his knees. He had reached his limit. Magures dropped a moment later and remained on the ground with his eyes closed.

Now the situation was desperate indeed. The two magi were defenseless, and the white dragon knew it.


Chapter 32

“Archers, with me!” Lasgol called out to those still alive and regrouping, and Celopus translated with just as much energy as he shouted, “Use the last sphere of Golden Magic!”

Dameros had managed to create one last sphere of golden energy before fainting, and the archers hastened to smear the tips of their arrows in it.

Lasgol nodded and released, chaining Multiple, True, and Powerful Shot. There were three green flashes, and then the golden flash and the arrows flew swiftly, plunging forcefully into the dragon’s throat. Blood flowed down its neck ostensibly.

“Everyone, release at the throat!” he yelled at the archers defending the magi.

A moment later they all released at the dragon which, surrounded by infantry soldiers of Orecor, was trying to kill them all with its claws. What the brave soldiers did was distract the dragon so it would not kill the archers.

The beast opened its mouth to use its elemental breath on Orecor’s infantry, but nothing came out of it. Lasgol realized, his hope soaring, that the monster could no longer use that attack because of the wounds suffered in its throat.

“Everyone, release at the throat, where it’s bleeding!” he urged the archers, seeing they had a chance.

The dragon killed a couple groups of soldiers and archers with claw strikes and tail sweeps when the arrows hit it. Over a hundred with golden tips riddled the dragon’s throat. The head of the beast dropped and faced the ground. The bodies of the soldiers and archers it had killed were all around it. It opened its mouth, trying to breathe, and gagged on its own blood; it was very badly wounded.

Finish off the beast! Now!” Lasgol shouted at the archers. “All with me! When it opens its mouth, release at its maw!”

The archers smeared the tips of their arrows in the sphere and raised their bows, aiming carefully.

“On my signal! Wait!” Lasgol ordered.

The dragon shook its head up and then down and finally opened its mouth as if to take a deep breath.

“Now! Release!” Lasgol ordered.

A hundred golden-tipped arrows entered the dragon’s maw, as did Lasgol’s with his Powerful Shot skill. The arrows destroyed what remained of the beast’s throat. It tried to roar, but it only brought forth blood. A moment later it dropped onto its four legs as if a building were collapsing.

It looked dead, but Lasgol was distrustful. He ran to stand in front of the dragon’s mouth, which was open in a grotesque grimace, blood pouring out.

“I’m going to make sure,” he muttered under his breath. He called upon his Multiple Shot and Powerful Shot skills sending lots of energy to his golden bow. He crouched and aimed in an upward direction, and an instant later three arrows penetrated into the brain through the mouth. The dragon gave one last spasm and died. Now it was undoubtedly dead.

Lasgol stepped back a couple paces and saw the infantry soldiers of Orecor finishing off the dragon, plunging their spears into its eyes and mouth. Over and over, thousands of times, showing all their hatred, suffering, and frustration.

The red dragon sent its breath of flames at the ice to try and free itself. The archers went on releasing at the beast’s chest, which already had multiple wounds. They were trying to make them bigger, bloodier, and little by little they were succeeding. Nilsa and Gerd released Elemental Fire and Air Arrows with the same intent. They had realized that when using golden-tipped arrows the dragon had been wounded because they had gone through the scales. The piercing and wounds remained; the dragon was unable to heal them, and they were a magnificent opportunity to go on wounding it. Once the wound was inflicted, it could be made bigger or deeper.

“Don’t stop releasing, we have to make it bleed,” Nilsa told Gerd.

“I’ll keep shooting until I run out of arrows, and then I’ll grab a dead archer’s arrows and keep going. This evil beast must die. I’m not going to let it kill all these good soldiers.”

The fumes from the well of curses and the well of corrupt blood kept rising, infecting the exposed flesh and blood of the wounds. The whole abdominal area began to take on an infected blackish-green tone that looked very ugly. The more the dragon bled, and it was now bleeding profusely, the worse the wounded area looked. The Nocean Sorcerers were taking advantage of these wounds so their fumes would have more noxious effects.

Desperate from the situation it was in, the dragon finally managed to get free by using its flaming breath. But instead of dropping down on them, it took off to get away from the evil fumes. It managed to stand on the cloak of ice where there were no holes. It beat its wings, ready to keep attacking. From the hole the creature had been stuck in, the two columns of toxic fumes headed to the sky and appeared capable of infecting the clouds themselves.

The dragon roared and made to take off when something odd happened. It lost its balance as if it were dizzy and fell sideways. It dropped on the ice cloak and started shaking violently. A moment later its whole body turned a putrid color. It vomited a black substance and then died amid quakes, its blood and flesh infected.

Nilsa and Gerd watched, impressed.

“They killed it…” Nilsa could barely believe it.

“That magic from the desert depths is truly fearsome,” Gerd said.

The two Nocean Sorcerers curved their lips in sinister smiles. Their black eyes shone with satisfaction. They had managed to infect and corrupt the flesh and blood of a dragon to its death. It was no small feat they had achieved.

“Now we know they can get sick and die,” Nilsa noted.

“We only have to wound them so the infection penetrates,” said Gerd.

“I’m thinking of poisons.”

“Yeah, but they’d have to be as powerful as those spells, and I doubt there are any that strong,” Gerd said, watching the two Sorcerers tending to their nefarious creations in the ground.

The brown dragon launched its breath upon the archers, who moved back as best they could. A considerable group was not fast enough.

“I’m going for it!” cried Viggo as he ran off with the speed of lightning.

“Stop!” Ingrid yelled at him, but it was too late.

Viggo was running toward the dragon when he saw deep green plants begin to appear under his feet. He did not think twice about it and headed for the dragon’s tail. The plants grew in size very quickly; they were like enormous creepers, only they had sunflower heads, and Viggo thought them singular. He put them out of his mind and went on running. He had another idea in mind: killing the dragon. He reached the tail and jumped on it. He started climbing with the intention of reaching the head of the giant monster.

The beast roared. Viggo thought it was because of him, but it was not. It was roaring because the plants, in infinite numbers, were coiling around its legs and climbing up its neck. They not only climbed but clutched at the dragon, as if trying to prevent it from escaping. The beast pulled back, roaring and beating its wings. The plants went on growing and coiling all over its body with a life of their own. The dragon soon realized there were too many to be able to get rid of them all. They climbed up everywhere, an infinitude of them.

Viggo soon noticed that his legs were not responding properly. He cursed under his breath. He knew it was because of the freezing he had suffered, although he would never admit that he was not altogether well. The thing was, his limbs failed him at the worst of times, perhaps because he was pushing himself harder than usual. He lost his balance and fell on his back. He collapsed to the ground and stayed there. Both his legs were like stone, without feeling and useless.

The Druid said something to Ingrid for which there was no need of a translator; he was referring to Vigo, telling her he’d better get out of there.

Teeth appeared on the heads of the plants and they started biting the dragon’s eyes and the inside of its mouth. The Druid was directing them, indicating where to attack. Biting the scales was useless, but attacking the eyes and mouth was not.

“Get out of there!” Ingrid shouted at Viggo while she released at the dragon’s eyes.

With the roars of the furious dragon and the creepers pulling themselves from the ground, Viggo did not seem to hear her.

Ingrid whistled the retreat signal.

Viggo, already on his feet, turned to her. He did not want to withdraw but to gouge out the eyes of the dragon. But then one of the plants attacked him. Its head showed long, sharp teeth and tried to bite off his arm.

Viggo reacted swiftly and saved his limb.

“Blasted killer plants! I’m one of the good guys!”

“Get out of there right now!” Ingrid yelled at him.

Viggo saw two other plants approaching him. He looked at the dragon that had an infinitude of them all around its body, climbing up its legs and tail, coiling around them as they grew like an unstoppable plague.

“Better leave those killer plants to deal with it,” he told himself and ran away the moment two plants delivered bites directed to his head. They nearly got him because his legs were still not working properly; he felt as if he had two blocks of rock below each knee.

Luckily, he managed to avoid them and get back to Ingrid’s side.

“Pretty flowers, real charming,” he told the Druid.

He did not appear to hear Viggo but kept conjuring. He raised his greenish staff above his head and moved it as he used his magical power.

“I doubt the Druid understands you. He’s from Irinel, he doesn’t speak Norghanian,” Ingrid told him.

“Okay, I’ll signal to him then.” Viggo stood in front of the Druid, pointing at the plants he was creating, then he nodded repeatedly with a big smile. After a moment he motioned the Druid to create more. His signs were clear, there was no doubt.

“I don’t think he even sees you,” Ingrid told Viggo.

“Oh, he saw me, I’m sure of it.”

“Stop being foolish and release at the dragon,” Ingrid said, already releasing again herself.

The dragon was struggling against the innumerable plants and also receiving arrows from Ingrid, Viggo, and the archers surrounding it. It was an awesome spectacle—a giant dragon entirely surrounded by killer creepers that had it caught, and not only that, but were attacking it as well. The dragon had multiple bite wounds, especially in the mouth, from which it was bleeding.

But the huge beast was not going to let itself be defeated by those plants. They had taken it by surprise and it was struggling, but it was a dragon, the strongest and most powerful creature in all the known worlds. Amid tremendous roars of rage and exerting a colossal strength with its wings, legs, and tail, it started tearing and pulling off the creepers and getting free. It succeeded in freeing its two front legs, and with them its claws. With one it cleared off its face that was being attacked by multiple plants, and with the other one it tore out the plants that emerged from the ground.

“The lizard is going to free itself,” Viggo realized.

Ingrid looked at the Druid who went on casting his spell, sending all his magic toward the plants he had created. But no more were coming out of the ground.

“He’s running out of magic,” Ingrid told Viggo.

“Then we’ll have to deal with it,” Viggo said as he shook his legs. They felt normal again. Whatever had happened to him had ended. He could fight again, so he ran toward the dragon.

Ingrid ran to the nearest group of archers and tried to organize them, pointing at her own eyes and mouth and then at the dragon’s. The archers did not need any more instruction. They knew what they had to do. Ingrid rued not having any more golden spheres from which to gather golden energy, but they would have to do without. Luckily, the archers regrouped fast and well. Not only that, they had been joined by two more groups, these from Orecor, which gave her hope.

“Release at the eyes and mouth!” Ingrid shouted, even though she knew that neither the Orecor nor the York archers understood her. She decided that a demonstration would be worth more than her words and aimed and released a Fire Arrow. The distance was less than a hundred paces. Even after having spent such a long time as a prisoner without holding a bow, she could not fail at this distance. And she did not. She hit the dragon in its right eye, and the explosion of fire burned it. Without wasting an instant she released again, this time at the mouth, which it had opened as it roared in rage and frustration. A new explosion of fire burned the inside of its mouth.

The archers of York released all at once. Over a hundred arrows went into the dragon’s mouth, following Ingrid’s. A moment later another hundred arrows hit the right eye of the dragon. The soldiers of Orecor were very good, and these archers proved it.

The dragon finished freeing itself, destroying all the plants that tormented it. Ingrid saw the Druid stop casting and fall to his knees. He was exhausted. He could not help them anymore. They would have to do it themselves.

Viggo got to the dragon’s tail, and with a nimble leap he began to climb up its back while the beast was busy trying to attack the archers with its elemental breath. It opened its mouth to attack and was met with two hundred arrows that entered its maw, plus Ingrid’s, which exploded with fire. The dragon was unable to carry out its attack from the pain; it was interrupted. Ingrid realized the beast had lost the vision of one eye and was badly wounded in its mouth. It was bleeding profusely, and blood was pouring out from between its teeth like a waterfall.

Viggo had reached the head, and the monster had not even noticed. The archers kept it busy. They released twice more when the dragon tried to attack them with bites and claw strikes, and they withdrew quickly and orderly, moving out of its reach.

“Get out of there!” Ingrid yelled at Viggo and released a Fire Arrow.

Viggo saw the dragon claw that was going to swipe at him and took shelter at the back of the head, where it could not reach him.

Ingrid’s arrow hit the target and finished blinding the dragon as it tried to reach Viggo unsuccessfully. The Assassin moved along the dragon’s nape like a tiny spider with a lethal bite.

The dragon decided it had endured enough and tried to fly off. It shook its wings hard and took off. Unfortunately, it could not see where it was going and hit the defensive cloak of ice.

“Viggo, jump!” Ingrid shouted as she watched the dragon flying sideways and crashing against several buildings.

The archers ran after the dragon, chasing it. Ingrid joined them, fearing that as the winged beast crashed into buildings Viggo might die from the impact or be crushed by the weight of the monster.

Ingrid ran toward the dragon, which tried to fly off again, with the same result. It hit the ice cloak above their heads and crashed on some buildings. But this time it did not get back up. Ingrid ran with all her might, followed by hundreds of archers.

They reached the dragon and found it badly wounded and blind. Ingrid sought Viggo but could not locate him. The dragon raised its head and opened its mouth to roar. Ingrid released almost by instinct. Her arrow was followed by another fifty. The dragon never finished opening its mouth—its head fell to one side, and it hit the ground.

“The flying lizard’s dead!” Viggo cried as he appeared from among the rubble to climb back onto the dragon.

Ingrid could not believe it.

Viggo climbed up to the dragon’s head and raised his arms, showing his knives soiled with the great beast’s blood.

The archers started cheering.

“Victory! The dragon’s dead!” cried Viggo, and with his cries the cheers intensified.

“I can’t believe it…” Ingrid muttered, although she really could believe it, because anything was possible with Viggo.

“Death to the dragons!” Viggo shouted, and hundreds of archers joined him in the celebration with shouts of victory and joy.


Chapter 33

Lasgol watched the scene. They had managed to kill three dragons. Not without casualties though. Many soldiers had perished in the defense, giving their lives to defend the city. They were brave. To face the dragons thus was very worthy, and Lasgol appreciated their sacrifice.

“Are you all right?” he asked Celopus.

The elderly interpreter wiped the dust off his robe.

“I’m fine, thank you. Barely a scratch,” he smiled but could not hide a grimace of pain.

The survivors were regrouping and helping the wounded. The officers shouted orders that were immediately carried out. They took the badly wounded to a nearby building. Those who were not so badly off and seemed capable of surviving were taken to another one further away. The army was trying to reestablish order after the tremendous attack suffered and the many casualties.

The magi had all survived, which was very good news. Without magi there would not be a defense against those destructive beasts, carriers of death and suffering.

Lasgol went slowly to where Magures and Dameros lay unconscious. Aquasmares and Ahize were looking after them, although they looked as if they would also faint from exhaustion at any moment.

“That was a very good defense,” Lasgol congratulated them, immediately translated by Celopus.

“Thank you, we’ve been perfecting it for a long time,” Ahize replied.

“There are still improvements to be made, and we hope to make it even stronger,” Aquasmares said wishfully.

“Three dead dragons, that’s a real achievement,” Marindar said, walking up to them.

“The merit belongs to the city magi and soldiers,” Lasgol said.

“No doubt, but your contribution was decisive. As a rule, the dragons usually retreat when wounded. This time they could not do that. They won’t torment us again, and that pleases me greatly. Three dragons less that we’ll have to put up with. Four, counting the one you killed on your arrival. An outcome I wasn’t expecting, and which I really appreciate.”

“I think the general of the black dragon’s army will think twice before sending more dragons to this city,” Urrejaun said in a satisfied tone.

“Most likely. They’ve lost many dragons in the last year here in the east,” Ahize said, “Although I doubt they’ll stop punishing us. Perhaps now that they’re focused on conquering Yatro, the last city-state that hasn’t fallen yet, they might leave us in peace.”

“Take away my good magi so they can rest,” Urrejaun ordered. An officer called for stretcher-carriers. A moment later, all the magi were being carried away to be taken care of and to rest.

Lasgol and his friends remained with the leader of the city while he ordered his captains to reorganize the army and look after the wounded. As they cleared the area affected by the attacks, more and more wounded appeared. The degree of destruction and suffering the dragons could inflict in the blink of an eye was terrible. At least they were not dead and many of the soldiers, especially the archers, would be saved.

“Three lizards less,” said Viggo and pointed at his belt with great pride.

Gerd raised an eyebrow.

“Three?”

“Take it easy, I’m only taking credit for one.”

“Phew, thank goodness. That’s a relief.” The giant rolled his eyes.

“You’ve done an excellent job. You will be rewarded,” Urrejaun promised.

“A good chest of gold would be nice for me,” Viggo said cheekily.

“You will have it,” Urrejaun assured him.

“I mean a big, deep one for me. The rest of my friends can share another one.”

Urrejaun made an amused face.

“Your partner has a particular character.”

“You can swear on that,” Ingrid replied.

“Fairly more than particular,” Nilsa added.

Urrejaun tilted his head and stared at Viggo, then at the group.

“Two deep chests of gold it is then,” he said.

Viggo made a sign of victory. Ingrid glared at him, which made him contain himself. He did not go on with his celebration.

“I’ll leave you now, there’s much to do. Thank you, on behalf of York.”

“There is no need to thank us. We always fight against the dragons, wherever it may be,” Ingrid said.

Urrejaun bowed his head slightly and left with his retinue.

“Well, at least we fended off the attack,” Nilsa said, pleased.

“There have been too many casualties and wounded,” Gerd said regretfully, which was what Lasgol thought as well.

At that moment, a figure came out of the laboratory. It was Sirepetus, the Spirit mage.

“Look who’s coming out now,” said Viggo. “Isn’t that a mage?”

“It is,” Lasgol confirmed.

“Then why didn’t he fight?” Ingrid asked, frowning.

Lasgol shrugged.

“A little late, isn’t it?” Ingrid reproached the mage.

Sirepetus did not seem to take it badly. He watched what went on and said nothing.

“This one gives me the creeps,” said Viggo.

“He doesn’t look good, I agree. And that disfigured face on his chest? I don’t like it at all,” Nilsa commented with a grimace of disgust.

“Well you should see the one he has tattooed on the back of his head, it’s almost worse,” said Gerd.

Lasgol looked at the mage.

“Why didn’t you help?” he asked him accusingly.

Sirepetus looked at him calmly.

“I’m not here to fight for this city.”

“But it was a dragon attack, you might have helped,” Ingrid replied, annoyed.

“I could have, yes, but that is not my purpose here.”

“I think he’s a coward,” Viggo said disdainfully.

“I assure you, I am not. I was sent here with a purpose, and that was not defending this city. For that I would have stayed in Yatro, which is where I ought to be, defending my people.”

Lasgol realized it was useless to argue with the mage.

“Then I hope you do what you were sent to do.”

“I will do my best,” the Spirit Mage said, and he went back inside the building where the underground laboratory was.

In the following days all activity was suspended, including the investigations, since the magi were exhausted after the battle and needed to rest to recuperate their physical and magical energy. The city was recovering from the attack. Everyone worked on repairing and rebuilding the damaged areas. The soldiers watched while the workers renewed the transport of all kinds of goods. Many of the crates they carried were of arrows, thousands of them. Being a rich city had its advantages. They would be recovered from the latest attack in no time.

On the fourth day, the magi returned to their search. Lasgol was looking forward to the moment, not so much for Dameros, Aquasmares, and the others, but for what Sirepetus might contribute, if anything. His hopes were low, fewer still after seeing the mage was in no mood to help the city. But there was a possibility, and they could not dismiss it.

Dameros and Aquasmares also seemed interested to see what this Spirit Mage might do. Magures brought Sirepetus to the laboratory.

“The time has come to see whether your magic might help us,” the leader of the magi told him.

“I will try, with pleasure,” Sirepetus said, almost in a whisper. Celopus, as usual, was translating.

“I’ll create the sphere of golden energy. Try to contain it with your magic,” Dameros told him. A moment later, he had it in the palm of his hand.

The other magi came over to watch, even the Nocean Sorcerers. They were all interested to see what the Spirit mage might do.

Sirepetus concentrated and placed his hands together in front of his chest, as he had done when he had summoned the spirit that attacked the carnivorous plant. For a moment nothing happened, and everyone waited.

Suddenly, a gray energy emerged from the mage’s chest, and he separated his hands to contain it between them. It was a living energy, similar to Dameros’ golden one, only grayish. Sirepetus opened his eyes and very carefully brought over his hands and the energy in them until they were right over Dameros’ sphere.

The moment of truth had come, and everyone knew it. Now they would see whether his energy could contain the Golden mage’s.

Sirepetus lowered his hands until Dameros’ sphere was within it, in the midst of his grayish energy. Then he moved his hands in circles and his energy surrounded the sphere. An instant later the two energies, golden and spirit, were interacting.

Lasgol was watching excitedly; things seemed to be going well, better than with his magic at least. The energy of the Spirit mage contained the sphere, enveloping it completely. It did not seem to be harming it.

“The container,” Dameros asked, and Aquasmares fetched the orb divided in half. They swiftly encapsulated Dameros’ sphere with Sirepetus’ energies around it.

“Very well, the first step is done,” Magures said, hopeful.

“Now we wait and measure,” Dameros said as he fetched a measuring instrument.

They waited a long while. Lasgol felt optimistic. The spirit energy seemed to be working.

The experiment finally ended, and it was time for the results.

“It lasted more than any other energy, but in the end, unfortunately, it failed,” was Dameros’ conclusion, which he expressed in a tone of great disappointment.

The Nocean Sorcerers smiled and made faces of not being surprised as they went back to their work places

Lasgol was very disappointed. Here ended their hopes to achieve something positive with Dameros’ Golden Magic. They would not be able to go back through the portals, which meant a long journey to Norghana, by land, in order to recover the golden weapons, and then an even longer one to Erenal.

“Thank you for your collaboration,” Magures said to Sirepetus.

“Indeed, thank you for coming to try,” Aquasmares told him.

“It’s a pity we didn’t succeed,” Dameros said sadly.

“We all believed at one point that our magic would be the one to work, but it wasn’t so,” Marindar said with a look of disappointment.

“We’re not as powerful as we think we are,” Zugaiz said.

They both started to go back to their work places when Sirepetus said something.

“The problem is not the power of your magics…” he began in a whisper that was barely heard. Luckily, Celopus, who was attentive to every word, translated loudly so everyone might hear.

“What do you mean?” Magures asked him.

“The problem is the state of the magic you want to contain.”

Dameros and Aquasmares looked at each other blankly.

“Go on, elaborate on that thought, please,” Magures invited him to continue.

Sirepetus took a deep breath.

“The Golden Magic is too volatile and easy to contaminate, too easy.”

“We know. It’s not like other energies that can be stored in orbs,” Magures said.

“It’s because of its state.”

“It’s state? It’s pure energy, it’s in its natural state.” Dameros did not understand what he meant.

“And therein lies the problem,” Sirepetus replied. “You must change its state before containing it to one more robust and durable.”

“How am I going to change its state?” Dameros frowned.

“If we try to manipulate it, it deteriorates and fades away,” Aquasmares told him.

“You will need the Condenser of Souls.”

They all looked at one another, puzzled.

“Does anyone know what that is?” Magures asked.

The magi shook their heads and stared at Sirepetus, waiting for an explanation.

“The Brotherhood of Spirits uses the Condenser of Souls to turn our energy into nectar.”

“Nectar? Why? What for?” Magures asked him blankly.

The Spirit mage sighed deeply. He took out an object from a pocket in his gray robe and showed it to them. It was a small, cylindrical, crystal phial. Inside it was a grayish liquid.

“This is nectar.” He showed the phial to everyone.

“What’s so special about that nectar?” Dameros asked.

Sirepetus took the top off the container.

“It can be ingested,” he told them and put it to his lips. He drank. An instant later his body began to emit a grayish glow. “And it restores power,” he explained. He opened his hand, and from it emerged a spirit with a tormented face. It remained in front of Sirepetus, awaiting his orders.

“Ingesting orb energies is something we already know how to do,” Aquasmares told him.

“Indeed, but in your case it is your own energy that you store for later use. This energy I have drunk is not mine. It is that of other magi of the Brotherhood, and it has been transformed and conserved to be ingested.”

The explanation caused murmurs and cries among those present, some of denial and others of surprise.

“That’s very interesting,” Magures said.

“Then the energy of other Spirit magi is contained in this phial?” Dameros asked, eying the spirit with interest.

“That is correct. I believe that is the way you might succeed in saving your precious golden energy.”

“Using that Condenser of Souls? Would it work?” Lasgol asked.

“I cannot guarantee it, but it is the only thing I can think of after seeing and understanding the problem you are facing,” Sirepetus said.

“How can we obtain this tool? Ask the Brotherhood for it?” Magures asked.

Sirepetus sighed.

“It will not be that simple. It is a very valuable tool which is not usually lent to foreigners.”

“But in this case, the situation being what it is, being able to use this advancement against the dragons, surely…”Aquasmares said.

“They should understand and help us,” Marindar finished the sentence.

“They will understand, without a doubt,” Dameros said. “What we might achieve with it is excellent for everyone.”

Sirepetus was silent, which was not a good sign.

“I am afraid that persuading the Brotherhood will be difficult, even with the prospect of those possible benefits for everyone.”

Lasgol was annoyed. They had an opportunity, they were so close, but it was still out of reach. The Brotherhood was a new obstacle they would have to overcome. He was not ready to give up now that they were so near success.


Chapter 34

Nahia, with the Red Squadron, recuperated although sore, and a couple thousand Felidae soldiers and Tumaini warriors hastened to the Pearl outside the Mountains of Blood. She was happy with what had happened but also worried, because Eki had not even wanted to speak to her. This troubled and hurt her.

She would have to deal with that later. Eki had stayed behind, and they had to go to the Pearl where the brown dragon was. This time there were no strategies to think of; it would have to be a direct fight that killed it.

It took them a good while to reach the Pearl, and Nahia thought that perhaps a fight would not be necessary, since the brown dragon must have left already. If it went to the city of Jafarika, they would have another situation on their hands.

But, when they were arriving at the Pearl, they saw the brown dragon and a portal open above it.

Vig-Des-Marroi, the brown dragon, was in front of it. They moved toward it.

“Why has it opened a portal?” Logar wondered.

“To escape, I bet,” said Lily.

“Then why is it standing there? Why doesn’t it leave?” Brendan asked.

“It’s seen us, and it’s not moving. That’s not good,” Ivo guessed.

Nahia looked at Taika, and he made a worried face. That was not normal.

“Well, if it hasn’t left it’s going to pay,” sentenced Daphne.

They stopped in front of the dragon at two hundred paces, within its range, ready to step back if necessary. Nahia was thinking the situation was very odd.

“I’m going to speak to it,” she told her comrades.

“Tell it to surrender and we might spare its life,” Daphne suggested.

“I usually do that, but they never heed me,” Nahia said with a shrug.

She stepped forward to speak to Vig-Des-Marroi.

What has happened to the captain?

“What happens to dragons that stand up to us.”

He is dead? That cannot be!

“That’s right. And if you don’t want to die too I advise you surrender now, or leave,” she said, pointing at the portal.

The dragon looked at the portal for a moment.

I have not opened that portal to escape.

“You haven’t? Then why?”

They have opened it to come.

Nahia did not like this answer at all. Who was coming? More dragons?

Then, from the portal a dragon came out. Nahia looked at it with very wide eyes. It was none other than Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt, the most powerful dragon, leader of the Red Squadron. It roared, announcing its arrival, and stood beside the brown dragon.

“Blazes! It’s our leader,” Daphne realized.

“Oh, no…” Lily moaned.

“Now we’ll pay with our lives,” said Aiden.

“This comes at the worst of times,” Ivo said, shaking his head.

“This moment was bound to come, sooner or later,” Brendan commented with pessimism in his voice.

“Better later,” said Beck.

“It’s here, there’s nothing we can do but face it,” Logar said resignedly.

“Uffff…” was all Lara was able to say.

The whole squadron became tense and worried.

What is going on here? Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt asked.

These traitors and those with them have killed several of our own, Vig-Des-Marroi sent back.

You mean this squadron?

Yes, they are the leaders of the rebels and have killed several dragons.

I see. Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt glared at them with lethal eyes.

But here in open land, and with the two of us, they have no escape, Vig-Des-Marroi sent.

They deserve to die for betraying the dragon lords.

Nahia swallowed. This was going to get ugly very quickly. Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt did not know what its squadron had been doing. Now that it was going to find out, they were all going to be in very serious trouble.

Are you sure this squadron is the one that has betrayed us?

This is the squadron that has rebelled. They are responsible for the deaths of six dragons and for the defection of five thousand Felidae soldiers who have joined their rebellion.

I am surprised this squadron has been able to do all this.

They had help from others, but I assure you they are responsible, they are the leaders of what has happened here.

Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt looked at its squadron. It stared at each and every one of them, one by one, as if wanting them to know that it knew what they had done and that they knew the punishment that awaited them, which was none other than death at its claws.

It is regrettable that they are offered the glory of being a Dragon Warlock Squadron, and a Dragon Rider, and then waste it like this.

They deserve to die!

That I do not deny. It is they who have hurt your eye.

Yes, those filthy, treacherous rebels.

Have you lost it?

One. But now they will pay for what they have done, let us kill them all!

Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt looked at its squadron and the group of several thousand rebels that followed them, and then it looked at the brown dragon.

That is not my mission here.

What? Vig-Des-Marroi turned its head toward Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt and looked at it blankly. They are right here, we have to kill them. They are traitors and rebels.

Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt delivered an unexpected claw swipe at Vig-Des-Marroi’s good eye, powerful and accurate, and gouged it out cleanly.

Noooooo! The brown dragon roared in pain. You have blinded me!

It looks that way.

That is not possible! Why?

Because I have another important mission, and I have no time to waste.

Nooooo! I cannot see! I am lost! Vig-Des-Marroi tried to flee, to get away from there. Since it could not see and could not use its claws, it flew off blindly, rising and rising.

“The desert will take care of it,” sentenced Aibin.

Nahia was flabbergasted, she and the whole Red Squadron.

So, my squadron is the cause of this treason. An irreparable stain to my name.

They all stared at it, not knowing what to say. Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt was so imposing and lethal and what they had done so unforgivable that they could not utter a single word. They could not fathom what the great red dragon had just done.

Is there any other dragon left in the area?

Nahia looked at her comrades and since no one said anything she replied.

“Only my Swift dragon.”

I see. Congratulations on your achievement. At any other moment and any other way, I would have been very proud, since I am your leader.

“Well…”

That Swift dragon of yours, does he know what has happened here?

“Yes, he does, he’s a little further back.

Why has he not intervened?

“He’s let me act, we have a deal.”

Deal? What deal is that?

“We have to save someone he cares about.”

I see. Is he a risk? Do I have to kill him?

Nahia shook her head.

“No, he’s not a risk, there’s no need to kill him.”

You understand that no one can find out I had anything to do with your rebellion, do you not?

“We understand,” Nahia said, looking at her comrades.

I have been assigned back to Drakoros. There is great scarcity of Dragon Warlocks because of the war. There are many to train, and quickly. I am once again the leader of the Red Squadron at the Academy. I cannot risk anyone giving me away. It would cost me my life there, and I greatly value it.

“I swear, no one is going to give you away.”

I am not worried because of you, they would not believe you anyway. But if a dragon does it… that is something else.

“He won’t give you away, I swear.”

You put a lot of trust in a dragon.

Nahia thought for a moment.

“More than I’d ever have imagined.”

All right then. He will live.

“Thank you,” Nahia held back a sigh of relief.

But if he interferes in my plans, I will bite his head off.

“He won’t,” said Nahia.

Make sure it is so.

Nahia nodded.

“I’ll make sure.”

As for you, my squadron of traitors and rebels, it sent, looking at the rest of the squadron, I will notify those in Jadrakos that you died defending the dragons from the rebels. From this moment, you are dead to the army of Kraido. You may go on with your rebellion and get yourselves killed. That way I do not need to soil my claws.

“Thank you… sir…” Daphne said.

“Very grateful, indeed, sir,” Lily joined in.

I must admit that I am not surprised you have ended up like this. Of all the squadrons I have even trained, yours has been the most gifted, without a doubt, and the most difficult. Your ideas of rebellion have cost me several headaches. I am surprised I have not killed you myself—perhaps I am mellowing with the weight of the centuries. Anyway, you have been trained to be an elite squadron, never forget that and always fight like one. I only train winners.

We will always fight to honor our leader,” Aiden said.

“No one will ever defeat this Squadron!” Logar promised.

“We are very well trained, and that will lead us to glory,” Brendan said.

Unfortunately, your glory clashes directly with the power of the dragons. This revolt of yours in the deserts will not end well.

“That’s left to be seen. So far we’ve already killed several dragons,” Nahia said.

A remarkable success, but do not force your luck. I assure you that in the end you will die if you keep standing up to the dragons.

“Why are you here if you haven’t come for the squadron?” Nahia asked, puzzled.

I have come for you. My mission is to take you back to Drakoros.

“Me? Why?”

It is part of the Bold Plan.

“Bold Plan?” Nahia did not know what it was talking about.

Yes, the Prisoner’s.

“Ohhh…” Nahia understood then.

Garran-Zilar-Denbo sends me. He is working with the Prisoner on the plan. You must come back, it is urgent.

“I understand…” Nahia looked at her comrades. “Do I have time for one more action?”

We leave at midnight, I give you until then.

“That’ll be enough,” Nahia promised.

Night was beginning to fall when seven thousand Desher Tumaini warriors and three thousand Felidae soldiers approached the walls of the city of Jafarika. They came from the south, in silence, like a horde of silent assassins seeking to end the greater evil crossing the desert.

Leading them was the Ardent Squad. After them came Aibin with a large number of warriors escorting them. “The moment of liberation is here,” Daphne commented, watching the walls of the city in the desert.

“That is if the oppressed want to be free,” Ivo said philosophically.

“Who wouldn’t want to be free?” Brendan asked, surprised.

“There are those overcome with fear,” Logar told him.

“What I would do is leave these deserts. My wonderful skin is burning and my hair is filled with sand,” Lily complained.

“I think they have bigger problems than that,” Lara told her.

“A lot bigger,” added Evelyn.

“Yeah, well, the desert is horrible anyway.”

They got to five hundred paces of the walls, then they stopped and watched.

“Ready in case we have to act?” Nahia asked her comrades.

“Ready,” Daphne assured her.

“Always willing,” Logar said.

“At your command,” Brendan said, saluting.

“I hope it won’t be necessary. What are the spies saying?” Nahia asked Aibin.

“The messages we have from the Felidae prisoners who stayed behind to spy is that half the army is with them,” Aibin replied.

“They’re courageous, they must’ve been tortured, and badly,” Taika said.

Nahia remembered when they had questioned them. She now understood why they had chosen to remain. It was not out of loyalty to the dragons, it had been to spy and report to the cause.

“Yeah, they’re heroes.”

“Half should be enough,” said Taika.

“Fine, I’ll address them. I don’t want any bloodshed, no slave blood.”

Nahia sighed deeply and raised her voice.

“I am Nahia, Flameborn, leader of the rebellion, punisher of dragons, and I am here with my Squadron, our Felidae forces, and our Desher Tumaini allies to free the city!” she shouted with all the strength of her voice.

Once again, there was a funereal silence for answer.

“Do you think they need proof?” Daphne asked.

“I think so,” Logar said.

“Yeah, that would persuade them for sure,” Brendan said.

“They have been informed of the facts. We’ve sent messages,” Aibin told them.

“Then the news will be flying among the troops. Even more so now,” Taika said.

“Bring out the heads,” Nahia said.

The Felidae soldiers who were carrying them stepped forward in front of Nahia, and they left the three heads on the sand so that everyone in the city might see them. The soldiers withdrew, and Nahia and the squadron waited for a reaction.

They heard movement and saw several soldiers climbing on the battlements, until there was no space for anyone else. They were all staring at the heads.

“This ought to convince them,” Daphne commented.

“It worked the last time,” said Lily.

“The last time we killed a dragon right here, in front of everyone. This is more convincing,” Ivo said.

“I have no more time,” Nahia told them, “I’m going to address them.”

“Go ahead, try,” Taika said.

Nahia stood beside the three heads and pointed at them.

“Here’s the evidence! It’s time to decide! You have the chance to join me and the rebellion and fight to be free, or you may flee! Whoever wants to go can do so! Decide now, or we’ll attack!”

The ultimatum caused voices to be heard and noise in the city. They were deciding. It did not take them long. The gates to the city opened. The Brown Felidae Army came out and formed in front of the city in two halves, leaving a wide corridor for the liberators to walk through.

“Thank goodness…” Nahia sighed.

“We yield the honor, Liberator,” Daphne told her.

Nahia gave the order and they entered the city, passing between the soldiers, who stood firm. As Nahia went by they started shouting cheers of joy.

“For Freedom!”

“Hail the Liberator!”

“Up with the rebellion!”

Nahia went into the city and saw that the resident Noceans were waiting on their knees, with great fear in their faces.

“Everyone, rise, nothing’s going to happen to you. You are free now.”

Aibin translated to Nocean, and they all got up slowly. They bowed repeatedly to the liberator, showing their respect.

“We’ve liberated the city. Now it’s the city of the rebels,” Nahia said. “When I come back, we’ll free more cities. The rebellion must move forward.”

“That’s the way to talk!” Daphne told her.

“We’ll be waiting anxiously,” Lily said, smiling.

“Good luck!” Taika wished her.

“Thank you, I’m going to need it.”

Nahia said goodbye to the squadron and left. It was time to go back to Drakoros and free the Gryphon King from the dungeons.


Chapter 35

Nahia left the city, and after moving away a little she used her skill to call Eki. She knew he would not be far and would be watching her. She was not wrong. A moment later he appeared in the sky and came down for her.

Thank you for coming.

You called, and I always come to my Rider’s call.

We’re going to the Pearl.

All right.

Nahia climbed onto Eki, and flying once again over the desert she felt free somehow. It was the feeling that flying through the sky generated, and she loved it, even if she was not really truly free.

If we’re going to the Pearl, is it to use the Portal?

That’s right. There’s a red dragon there, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt, my former squadron leader, waiting for me there.

I saw it but I kept away, just in case.

Well done. My leader is a very aggressive and dangerous dragon, it’s come to fetch me.

To fetch you? What for?

The rescue mission.

I understand. We’re going back to Drakoros then.

I’m going back.

Without me?

I need to carry out this mission on my own, Nahia pleaded.

It’s the rescue of the Gryphon King, is it not? Eki wanted to make sure. He was confused about not being included in the plan.

Yes, I’m going to Drakoros to execute the plan.

Can I help?

I don’t know. I don’t know the plan yet, only that I must go urgently.

In that case, I’ll also come and be close by. You might need me.

Yes, possibly, but the plan will be dangerous, that’s for sure.

All the more reason to be near you.

Thank you, Eki. I really appreciate it.

If you fail, I fail, and Aroa and Logan die.

Nahia nodded.

We won’t fail.

We cannot fail.

Nahia felt as if a mountain had fallen on her shoulders. She had to get the Gryphon King out of Drakoros. Just thinking about it gave her the willies, it seemed impossible to her. Luckily, they had Egil. She hoped he would think of the way of getting the king out. Anyway, Eki was right. If they failed, Aroa and Logan would die. That could never happen.

They flew to the Pearl and Eki landed beside Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt waiting there. The two dragons eyed one another for a moment, and there was rivalry in their gazes.

I am Eki-Ilargi-Ausar, Swift Dragon with Rider, he introduced himself and bowed his head in a show of respect.

I am Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt, leader of the Red Squadron at the Academy in Drakoros.

My Rider has inferred to me that she is to go back to the Academy with you.

That is correct.

All right. I will accompany you there and remain outside. Close by.

As you wish, it is your decision, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt sent, making it clear it did not care what the Swift dragon did.

Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt turned to the Pearl and opened the Portal.

We will go from here to the Pearl of the Reborn Continent. There we will take the great portal to Kraido. We will come out in the land of the Red King, at his great Pearl. From there we will fly to a lesser pearl and open a portal to Drakoros.

All right, Eki agreed.

I do not believe anyone will challenge us, but if they do I will take care of it, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt sent in a tone that implied no one would dare stop it from going wherever it wanted.

I see no problem. Eki opted for letting the red dragon lead the return.

Until we get to Drakoros, you will ride your Swift dragon. After all, you are a Dragon Rider, and so they must see you, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt sent to Nahia.

Nahia nodded.

On we go, the red dragon sent and entered the portal.

Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt was not wrong. All the way back, no one dared challenge them. After all Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt was a well-known, fearsome, red dragon, and no one questioned a Swift dragon with a Rider too closely. Since it was a time of war, the coming and going of dragons through the portals was steady, so no one found it odd to see two dragons going from portal to portal and flying to Drakoros.

When they arrived outside the walls of Drakoros, the time came to separate. Night had fallen, and at that height the stars appeared very close. Nahia had been watching them, remembering the first time she had seen them when she was brought here by force.

I’ll be close by. If you need me, all you have to do is call. I’ll come at once, Eki told her.

Good, I’ll do that, and thank you, from the bottom of my heart.

It’s all right. We have to stay together in this until we free Aroa and Logan.

That’s right. Nahia was left troubled. Eki had said it as if after rescuing them they would no longer be together. She did not blame him for thinking that. She was the leader of the rebellion and he was a dragon. They could not be on the same side, least of all together. That was not going to work.

Before we part, Swift Dragon, I want it to be perfectly clear that I have only gone to fetch your rider to Drameia. Nothing more, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt sent him firmly, looking Eki right in the eye.

That is my understanding.

Whatever happened down there had nothing to do with me. I am the leader of the Red Squadron and loyal to the Path of Dragons, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt stated.

I have not seen any dishonorable act on your part.

I am glad you see it that way, because if that were not the case, we would have a serious problem, and it is not good at all for your health to have a problem with me, the imposing red dragon sent him threateningly.

So I see it, and you will not have any trouble with me, Eki reassured him, not flinching and sending the message in a calm tone.

Eki saluted with a nod and left. Nahia saw him leave and felt a pang of sorrow in her heart.

“It wasn’t necessary to threaten him,” she told Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt.

I decide that, not you. Also whether he lives or dies.

“You don’t need to do anything to him.”

We will see about that. I am risking my life, and I am not going to let anyone jeopardize it.

“If you don’t want to risk your life, why did you come for me?”

Because Garran-Zilar-Denbo asked me to.

“I could’ve come back on Eki.”

Perhaps, but it is easier to cross the control posts of the portals with me. Besides, your Swift Dragon cannot get in there, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt sent her, nodding at the Martial Academy.

“Yeah… there’s that…”

Now that we have cleared that point, we are going in. Once we cross the walls, remember well who I am in this place.

“I remember, very well.”

If you die on this mission, that is your business, but you will not drag me down with you.

“I won’t.”

You had better not, or it will be me who turns you in, and it will be dead, so that you cannot talk.

Nahia understood the situation very clearly. Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt’s behavior did not surprise her. It was covering its back, which was only natural. It did not care at all about the rescue mission.

“What is the plan?”

If you mean the full plan, I do not know it. I only do what Garran-Zilar-Denbo has asked me to do, which is bring you back and get you into the Academy.

“Get me in how? What am I supposed to be doing here? Because I can’t simply appear here. The commander will demand a valid reason for my presence in the Academy.”

You have a valid reason. It has been arranged.

“That sounds promising. What valid reason is that?”

Because we have a great additional number of Dragon Warlocks in training, more trainers are required.

“So?”

You are the new Spear Master of the Third Year.

“Me? Spear Master? That won’t work.” Nahia was getting very nervous and was shaking her head.

It is part of the Bold Plan. You have to go with it. I know nothing more.

“It’s one thing to be bold, but this madness is something else. I can’t pass for a spear master.”

I repeat that this is not my plan, or my problem. My instructions were to bring you back and help you get inside. From then on it is not my problem.

“I don’t like this at all.” Nahia was shaking her head.

Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt led her to the south gate of the tall wall that went around the whole academy. Above the towers, Nahia could see dragons on watch duty. At the gate two dragons, one brown and another blue, were standing guard. Judging by their size, they were young dragons still.

Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt, Leader of the Red Squadron, reporting. I request permission for access.

The Leader of the Red Squadron has access to the Academy of Drakoros, the brown dragon sent in reply.

The Human is with the Leader of the Squadron? the blue dragon asked.

Of course she is with me, otherwise I would have flown in, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt replied as if the question were for dummies.

Yes… of course… sure, the blue dragon replied.

An instant later, the gates opened and the two entered the Academy.

Nahia felt a thousand memories and different sensations, mostly bad and filled with pain and suffering, enveloping her. This place had been very tough for her and here she was once again. It would be tough again, she knew that.

They walked to the large rectangle before the colossal bejeweled palace. There was no activity, since it was nighttime. There were only dragons watching, a few Exarbor, and quite a few Tergnomus working.

We part here. Report to the Exarbor of the Weapons Masters at the barracks those masters share.

“Are you sure?” Nahia made a face. Going there and announcing oneself to an Exarbor was very risky. Nothing of that plan seemed to fit in her mind. She had expected some nocturnal action, secret. Not this.

Do what I tell you and you might live. Most likely you will not, the dragon sent her, and with this optimistic message Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt left her there.

Nahia took a deep breath. She could not stay there, she drew too much attention. She decided to follow the instructions and headed to the barracks of the martial masters. She looked at the barracks where they had been for three years, and again many unpleasant memories jumped to her mind. But then, all of a sudden, a good memory appeared, a very good one: when she practiced with Logan at the gym to become stronger. She had loved each and every one of those practices with him, no matter how demanding they had been and how exhausted she always ended up.

Her spirit cheered at the thought of Logan and the good moments spent here with him. Somehow those few moments had more worth than all the bad ones she had spent there, and these were very many. Seeing herself in there, and thinking about Logan, she realized she was carrying out Egil’s plan, and this meant she was closer to achieving Logan’s and Aroa’s freedom. This made her forget the fear she felt.

As she was arriving at the barracks, she wondered how Egil had managed to make Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt go to Drameia for her. That it had been through Garran-Zilar-Denbo there was no doubt. And that meant that, somehow, Egil was not only in contact with the great silver dragon held prisoner in the depths of the dungeons, but that they were collaborating. She found this very singular since Garran-Zilar-Denbo was, like Egil, a prisoner in the Dungeons. But as soon as she thought of it she saw the connection. Indeed, without a doubt, Egil and Garran-Zilar-Denbo were working together from their underground prisons. But the how escaped her.

She opened the door to the barracks and went in. She saw two Tergnomus sweeping the corridor with enthusiasm and an Exarbor sitting in an armchair behind a carved table. She guessed this was the Exarbor she had to talk to. She walked toward him as she put out the fears that threatened to overturn her stomach.

“Good evening,” she said in greeting.

“Good… evening… Rider.”

“I’ve been told to report here,” Nahia said. This was something true and ambiguous at the same time.

“Name… Rider?”

“Nahia Aske.”

The Exarbor, with the usual parsimony of his kind, produced a heavy tome, opened it, and began to search, passing the pages.

“Yes… here it is… Nahia, Dragon Rider… Spear Master… interesting…”

Nahia swallowed, not liking the ‘interesting’ comment.

“Is there anything wrong?”

“No… it’s only that… we don’t usually have such… select instructors.”

“Oh that. Well, better for the Academy,” was all she could think of to say.

“No doubt… we have more pupils…”

“How’s that?”

“The admittance age… it’s been lowered… two years.”

“Wow, very young to be trained, aren’t they?”

“The war… in Drameia… there’ve been many casualties…”

“Yeah, I’ve been told. They resist being conquered.”

“And they kill… many soldiers… and Dragon Warlocks…”

“And to replace them the recruiting age has been lowered two years.”

“That’s right…”

“A rather drastic measure.”

“Drastic times… require drastic measures…”

Nahia sighed. She did not want to go on with that conversation.

“Which is my room?”

“Going up… third floor… first on the left…”

“Thank you very much.” Nahia was ready to go, but the Exarbor spoke.

“If you require… other clothes… I can ask Administration for them.”

Nahia looked down at herself. She was wearing her Rider’s armor. The truth was, she had become so used to it that it was no longer heavy. But it was very showy, too showy for the kind of mission she had to carry out. Better to go unnoticed. Yes, much better.

“I do require them. Let them bring me Spear Master’s clothes from Administration.”

“I’ll… order them… right away…”

“Do I have to report tomorrow morning?”

“Yes… tomorrow morning, weapons building.”

Nahia felt a chill run down her spine just hearing the name of that building where she had suffered so much. The practice in that place had been a real torture. She remembered training with dagger, sword, spear, and later combined with the shield. How much they weighed, how much it had hurt, how much she had suffered.

“Everything… all right…?” the Exarbor asked, seeing her lost in her thoughts.

“Yes, looking forward to starting,” she replied, lying as unobtrusively as she could.

She headed to her room, and luckily she did not encounter any other weapons masters. She did not want to have to talk to anyone else. She went into her room and found that it was not much better than the ones they had used as pupils.

On a marble pedestal there was a crock with water and a glass. Nahia’s mouth and throat were as dry as if she were still in the Nocean deserts. She went to pour herself a glass of water, and when she lifted the crock she saw a note under it. She left the crock on the desk, picked up the note, and read it.

Welcome back to Drakoros.

The memories it must bring back.

Perform your duties as Weapons Master.

Go to the library at the end of the day.

The plan is already in motion. Good luck.

PS. Destroy this note and any others you receive.

Signed: The Prisoner.

Nahia sighed deeply with relief. Everything was all right. Egil had planned all this, and the plan was already in motion. It was very good news. She called upon her claw of fire and burned the note in her hand. She poured herself a glass of water and appreciated its coolness. Now, to follow the plan and not be discovered.


Chapter 36

Dawn came, and Nahia was so tired from everything that had happened in the desert, besides the return journey and the tension of being back in Drakoros, she had barely slept. Luckily, two Tergnomus knocked on the door of her room and woke her up. They were bringing her clothes from Administration. Nahia was very glad to see them. If she had been late it would have been bad, very bad. She got dressed quickly and left the building like lightning.

Crossing paths with pupils of the Academy from the three years and dragon instructors filled her with apprehension again, but since she was late and in a hurry she did not stop to think. The best she could do was concentrate on her next step and do it well. She could not afford to fail. That would mean the death—not only hers, but also Logan’s and Aroa’s.

“Logan, I’ll rescue you, whatever the cost. And I won’t die in the attempt,” she muttered under her breath. He knew that and was counting on it so he would keep his hope, something very important. Without hope, there was no life. But somehow she had to avoid failing and dying, because that would not save Logan. Only the success of the mission would.

She arrived at the great building and looked at it for a moment before going in. It was in the style of a large, long fortress, without a wall around it. Very long on each side, it formed a square, with a covered open area inside. On the front and central parts the dagger, sword, spear, and shield were drawn in silver. Many painful memories came to mind. She had spent a very bad time there, terrible. But she had passed the three years, so she was very proud of herself.

She entered the building, and after locating the classroom she went in before the three squads arriving along the corridor did. When she entered the classroom she found a blue dragon with red streaks. It was a male, and quite large. Nahia approached and knelt in front of the dragon until her forehead touched the floor.

Who are you? Pupil you are not, and I do not know you. New Weapons Master? You have permission to address me.

“I am Nahia, Dragon Rider. I have been assigned to spear training of the Third Years,” Nahia replied, holding back the nervousness she was feeling. Somehow she managed not to let her voice tremble. If her explanation did not fit with the dragon, she would be in great trouble. Deadly trouble.

Hmmm, finally I am assigned resources. I have been asking for them since the beginning of term and they are assigned to me now. Well, better late than never. I cannot teach a class with only one Weapons Master. The dragon looked aside to where a strong Drakonid with a scar on his check was standing at attention. Not having three Weapons Masters, as should be the case, has slowed us down a lot. Now we will be able to recuperate some of our lost time.

“I am at my dragon lord’s service,” Nahia said, trying to start off on the right foot.

Of course you are. I am Zeru-Urdin-Irakas. What I do not know is what your merits as a weapons master are. You are very young. It is unusual that you are here.

Nahia swallowed; that was just what she feared. She was no weapons master, and pretending otherwise was a mistake. One she was about to pay for with her life. Her stomach knotted.

I am waiting for an answer, the blue dragon sent her, along with a feeling of annoyance.

“I am a Dragon Rider, sir. That must be the reason I have been chosen.”

A Dragon Rider? Relegated to being a Spear Master? How is that? What happened to your dragon lord?

Nahia saw that the conversation was not going as she had hoped. Every reply complicated her situation more and more. But she had to get out of it somehow. She could not think of anything but lying.

“Unfortunately, my dragon lord… he has been wounded and is recovering. He can’t fly.”

Ah! Those blasted wing injuries. They are the worst to recover from. I myself have suffered them twice. Not even with the most advanced healing power did I manage to heal them fast enough. I had to spend several seasons recuperating my wing movement. Luckily one was in the left and the other in the right. The blasted Gryphons strike hard. If they had struck me twice in the same wing it would have taken me three times as long to recover, maybe even longer.

“I am sorry to hear that my lord has had such injuries.”

They are war injures I carry with pride. The same as your dragon lord will. Being a Swift dragon, I guess it will have been fighting in Gryphoros.

Seeing that things looked better, she went on with the farce.

“That is so, my lord.”

I knew it. Accursed birds with golden beaks and claws. One day we will destroy them completely. We will eradiate them from the sky.

“It’s what they deserve,” said Nahia. It hurt to even say, even if it was a lie.

Very true. Is the injury recent? I have been informed that we are still carrying out punishment campaigns against those carrion eaters in their world.

“Very recent, sir,” Nahia replied, who did not like it at all to know that the dragons were keeping up their hateful and unacceptable practices.

I see. Until your swift dragon lord recovers and is able to fight, you will come in handy for us as Spear Master. You are a Dragon Rider. Your weapon wielding must be very good, or else you would not be one.

“I will serve with pleasure and honor.”

Very well. We start the day with good news. Draketz will not have to bear the entire weight of the class alone, it sent, and looked at the Drakonid with the scar.

The pupils started coming in and taking their places. There were three incomplete squads. Two of them lacked one member. Nahia felt once again a tremendous rage. Training in Drakoros killed pupils. It was unacceptable. The flame woke up inside her and began to burn.

The dragon watched her out of the corner of its eye.

I can feel your power, Rider. You have great magical power.

Nahia cursed under her breath and tried to put out her flame, which as usual she found impossible. Her flame was a blessing and a curse at the same time, because she could not control it. It did what it willed. It was not a good thing that it had started just then, not a good thing at all. She needed to go unnoticed. The more attention she drew, the worse it would be. She swallowed and said nothing, nodding meekly.

The pupils were already standing in formation, and Nahia could see anxiety, suffering, and exhaustion on their faces, which reminded her of her stay there.

Zeru-Urdin-Irakas addressed the class.

Today is a day you will enjoy. The moment has come to start learning to use what is considered the noblest of a Dragon Warlock’s weapons. Of course, I am referring to the Spear. This weapon is superior to the others you have already had the privilege of learning to wield. Now you are granted a greater privilege, and you will have to learn to use a spear like true experts. A Dragon Warlock with his or her combat spear is a lethal adversary. In this class you will make the spear your greatest ally, over the sword. This is because its range is greater, as well as its use. A spear is the answer to nine out of ten problems. I assure you that once you learn to use it, it will be your favorite weapon and the most used.

Nahia sighed. The spear, after all, had been a good idea now that she thought about it more closely. The dagger, and especially the sword would have been bad choices. If she had been posted as a sword master she would have made a fool of herself. Her use of the sword was not abysmal, but it was not outstanding ether. She considered herself mediocre, good enough to defend herself, but that was it. That Drakonid who looked at her askance would have noticed. Luckily, she was much better with the spear, and she had more practice with it than the other weapons, since in her training as a Rider she went on to use a lance. A longer and heavier weapon, but a spear nonetheless. She could even show some elegance in its use. She watched the Drakonid out of the corner of her eye and she had the impression he watched her warily. That was not good, but what was it? Did he suspect anything? No, he could not, since she had not done anything yet, apart from reporting there.

I have a new Weapons Master, so you will not only practice with Draketz. This Human is Nahia, and she will be your Weapons Master, along with Draketz. We will divide the three squads into two groups. One assigned to each master. Practice after this first class will take place in the Arena. It has been proven that an active combat training yields better results. And this is what I want and the only thing I will accept, good results.

Nahia sighed unobtrusively. Having to practice in the Arena was not good news, and it brought back very bad memories.

Weapons Masters, equip your squads and begin the training. I want to evaluate the first efforts of the pupils with the spear. Surely terrible; the contrary would surprise me.

Draketz went to the back of the class room where, in an armory against the wall, were training spears. These were blunt with a dulled tip to avoid injuries or even accidental death during practice. Nahia did the same and also went to the back to another armory for more spears. She realized she would have to copy everything the Drakonid did because she did not know how to teach, whether it was spears or anything else. It was one thing to know how to use a weapon and a very different one to teach someone else how to use it.

Begin the practice. First basic movements, the dragon ordered, and they received a feeling of impatience.

Nahia addressed her group. She imitated Draketz, who had already started to speak. She felt sorry for those pupils, but she had to accept her role as a teacher and completely assume it. The blue dragon was watching her and she was sure the Drakonid was as well. She could not fail, she must do well. She felt bad for her pupils. She spoke to them.

“We will begin the training. I’ll show you how to hold your weapon with one hand and then with both. Then we’ll practice the basic moves using both grips…” Nahia repeated everything Draketz said like a parrot. She pretended, and tried to make sense in what she said and that it was understood. It was not those poor pupils’ fault that they had her as an instructor.

Nahia did her best to act well. She finished practice for the first day, and in her opinion she had not done so bad. Zeru-Urdin-Irakas sent them off, indicating how badly everyone had done.

As they left the class, Draketz approached her.

“You must be a lot more direct and tough,” he told her bluntly.

“I’m not doing it properly?”

“You’re not even acceptable.”

Nahia looked contrite. That was not what she had felt during the lesson.

“I guess you know better and can evaluate.”

“You guess correctly,” the Drakonid said with an angry face.

“You do know that I am a Dragon Rider and I outrank you.”

“Outside of training, yes, but inside the training we’re both Weapons Masters, and I am a veteran with a lot more experience than you.”

“I’m neither a veteran nor an expert.”

“Then take my advice and don’t answer back. Zeru-Urdin-Irakas isn’t going to allow you to set us back with your incompetence. I’m really doing you a favor by helping you, so you’d better see it that way.”

Nahia thought about it. The Drakonid was quite right, even if his manner was not the kindest. Well, being a Drakonid, it did not surprise her.

“I accept your help and advice,” Nahia told him and bowed her head slightly.

“Well then,” Draketz said and then left.

Nahia sighed long and deeply once she was alone in the room. She had survived her first class as Weapons Master. She had not thought she was going to, but she had. This way of getting her into the Academy must have been Egil’s idea, surely. He must have thought it would work. She thought it very clever, although risky. She hoped she would be able to fulfill her mission alive. She would have to wait and see, but at least she was already inside the Academy.

She left the building and headed to the library. The message had said to go there after practice, so that was what she would do. While she walked to the library she saw a group of pupils on their way to the gym to practice. Among them were several of her spear pupils. She knew exactly how they felt. They were facing a lot of trouble, some for lack of muscle, and now they were going to see how they might build some. Once again it brought back many past memories of sweat, suffering, and effort.


Chapter 37

Nahia arrived at the library and stood looking at it for a moment. She had always found it a fascinating building. The shape of a great white sphere with silver hues that shone in the sunlight was impressive. It always reminded her of a great pearl, similar to the ones that opened portals, but shaped like a building.

She had also spent many hours there. Mostly studying, but also magic practice in chambers prepared for it. And yet others confabulating to start the rebellion. These latter ones had filled her the most. She remembered the conversations with other members of the squadrons who had joined the cause. She also remembered her two dead friends, and sorrow filled her heart. How she wished she might have helped them. Undoubtedly this was a place that had marked her deeply.

She went in and stood looking at the six round floors with crystal banisters that looked in on the round courtyard. In the center she saw the great silver column in the shape of an enormous book with golden covers. Around the monument, as usual, about twenty Exarbors worked at the various counters. They seemed as busy as always, consulting large tomes.

As she watched the place, she realized she was in a funny position. Not being a pupil but a Weapons Master, she did not really know what floor she ought to go to. She had never seen Weapons Masters on the lower floors, so she went straight up to the fifth floor. As she went up she watched the pupils of the three years. They were all absorbed in their tomes. No one paid any attention to her with the exception of the Exarbors, who did look at her and raised their bark eyebrows.

Once at the fifth floor, she sat in one of the armchairs of the hall. She did not know why she was there, and if asked she would have to improvise. Not knowing what was going on or what she was supposed to do made her nervous. She was sure that was all part of Egil’s plan, but not knowing what role she had to act did not sit well with her. She was thinking this when a librarian Exarbor came over to her.

“Weapons… Master,” he greeted her, bending over.

“Librarian,” she replied, also with a slight nod.

“We don’t usually… have many visits… from Weapons Masters…. It pleases us… now that one has decided… to visit our library.”

Nahia had to think quickly. A Weapons Master in a library. What would one go there for? It would have to be something that did not raise suspicion. Something came to her mind, a need that was real and not a lie.

“I need a tome on advanced use of the spear, for experts please.”

“Oh, a tome… of advanced techniques….” The Exarbor was surprised, and by his slight wooden smile, he seemed positively so.

“That’s right,”

“We have them… I’ll select you… the two most… advanced… right away.”

“I appreciate it,” Nahia said, holding back a sigh of relief until the Exarbor disappeared between some cupboards with books.

For a moment Nahia waited, alert to anyone who walked by. She only saw a couple of librarians who with their parsimonious pace disappeared in the room behind her.

After a long moment, and without hurrying, the Exarbor brought her the two tomes and showed them to her.

“Here are our tomes… on more advanced… spear techniques. The Subtle Art of the Spear… Skill over Strength… and Spear Techniques… for Experts: the Definitive… Moves.”

Nahia took them and looked at them for a moment. They were large tomes, heavy ones, and they were perfectly preserved, as was everything in the library. The Exarbor looked after those books with exquisite care. They repaired the slightest flaw right away. For them, those books were an incomparable treasure. They did have a point. The knowledge they stored was without compare; this Nahia knew, because she had studied there a lot and what she had learned would serve her for the rest of her life. Although she was not like Eki, she understood his fascination for studying and knowledge. She valued them, although they did not fascinate her so much.

“I’ll take both. It’ll do me good to refresh and improve my technique.”

“Of course… it’s a pleasure to serve… a Master,” the Exarbor said, and he meant it. It must be that spending all his time with pupils, seeing a Master around filled him with joy.

The Exarbor left her there. Nahia opened the tomes and looked for a note from Egil. It was all she could think of. She searched, shaking the tomes, but nothing fell out of them. A librarian Exarbor saw her and came as fast as it was able to, which was not much.

“I know, I know, careful with the books,” she said before he could tell her off.

“Yes, that too… but you are wanted.”

“Me? Why? Who?”

“The… Chief Librarian… wants to see you.”

“Oh, I see. All right.” Nahia stood with the tomes in her hands. “Go ahead, I’m following.”

The Exarbor gave a nod and started walking at a slow pace, very slow. He headed to one of the three doors north of the room. Then he went along a corridor that had about twenty doors on both sides. At the end was the chief librarian’s office. Nahia remembered well, from the access stairs.

The Exarbor knocked on the office door.

“Come in, please,” the rugged voice of the chief librarian reached them.

Nahia went in. The room was well lit. Sitting in an armchair behind the enormous carved oak table was Liburex, the Chief Librarian. An intriguing being, in Nahia’s opinion. Their past interactions had proven it.

“Nahia… what a pleasant surprise…” Liburex welcomed her, and his bark lips showed the ghost of a smile.

“Chief Librarian, it’s a pleasure to see you again. In good health, I trust,” Nahia returned the greeting kindly.

“Very good health… yes. We Exarbor… rarely get sick… we live a long life… I appreciate your concern.”

Nahia looked at him. He had not changed a bit. His deep eyes, of a light brown shade, seemed to read right into her soul. His long nose was filled with creases, drawing her attention. His face as a whole was singular. He seemed young but wise, which was contradictory. That he was highly intelligent he had proven with his past actions.

“I am glad.”

“And so am I… to see you again… well in health and strength… from what I can see.”

“Yes I am, both.”

“Seeing you dressed… as a Weapons Master… tells me the plan is already… developing…”

Naha nodded.

“I arrived yesterday, and today I started training.”

“I know… I have been informed…”

“Your Exarbors, of course.”

“The ones who… gave you access…”

“I guessed you were behind my arrival.”

“I am… you needed a way to get in… the Prisoner thought of it… and we executed it…”

“How’s the Prisoner?”

“As well… as might be expected, given his situation… but he’s holding up well… he has determination and great mental strength…”

“I see. Yes, he’s someone exceptional.”

“He is… no doubt… bright and tenacious.”

Nahia nodded.

“Tell me, what do you know of the Bold Plan?”

“That it is… very bold… and also very dangerous.”

“That I can imagine.”

“I also know that we are… executing it right now.”

“I need a little more detail than that.”

“I don’t have… the details… of the plan.”

“You don’t?” Nahia was surprised.

Liburex moved his head from side to side, slowly, and his neck cracked as if the wood snapped.

“It’s not good… that the whole plan… be known… if it’s a secret.”

Nahia was confused. She could understand the reason for not telling someone about a secret plan, but Liburex was an integral part of the plan.

“Don’t you want to know the details of what you’re getting into?”

“No… of course not… that would only put my life… and that of others… in greater danger…. That’s not a good… strategy.”

Once again, she had to admit he was right, even if she did not want to, since she needed answers and the chief librarian did not have them.

“Then how do you work?”

“Very carefully… and only with the right amount of information…. Trying to find out more… is very dangerous…”

“Yeah, and you want to help us, but from a distance.”

“That’s right… I’m not good to my people… dead…. I want my people… to be free… but I must be… very careful…”

“There you are absolutely right, no good for your people or for the cause. I also want you alive.”

“The feeling… is welcome,” Liburex smiled.

“Then, I understand that you don’t know the final goal of the plan.”

“You understand correctly… but I have my suspicions.”

“I can tell you the final goal.”

“As I’ve told you… I’d rather not know… if it’s not necessary.”

“All right, as you wish.” Nahia did not insist. It was better to let Liburex act according to his own criteria.

“When it happens… I will know…”

“Fine. Why did you make me come?”

“I did not… make you come…”

“Oh, I received a message saying I was to come and see you.”

“That message was not mine… but the Prisoner’s…”

Nahia nodded.

“I see. But he sent me to you, there must be a reason.”

“Yes, there is… a reason…”

“What is it?”

“To prepare the meeting.”

“With him?”

“That’s right… that’s what he asked me to do… when you arrived.”

“All right, although I find it complicated to be able to go down to the dungeons to see him.”

“That is… where I come in…”

“I see. Good, how do we do it?”

“I must prepare it…. It’s not only me… others intervene…”

Nahia understood.

“Let me know when it’s ready.”

Liburex nodded.

“I’ll make sure… you receive… a message.”

“All right, I’ll leave then.”

“I hope… the classes go well, Spear Master.”

Nahia heaved a deep sigh.

“Yeah, I have the feeling they’ll go very well.” Nahia shook her head and turned to leave.

“Take… the tomes…. We must keep up appearances.”

“Oh, sure.” Nahia picked them up and was ready to leave the Chief Librarian’s office.

“When you come … bring one of the tomes… as if you were returning it.”

“Good thinking. I’ll pretend.”

Liburex smiled.

“Thinking is what… I am most allowed to do… here.”

“Indeed, you and the Prisoner.”

“True… be careful…”

“I will be, don’t worry. There’s too much at stake.”

Nahia left with the two tomes. She hoped the deception would work. Some other Weapons Masters had been to the library so, even being uncommon, it was not suspicious. That it was going to be a dangerous mission she already knew. The risk was already assumed.


Chapter 38

Lasgol was trying to persuade Urrejaun of their need to obtain the Condenser of Souls. They were in the audience hall with the guard of the leader of York watching the place. Beside the Snow Panthers, Magures, Dameros, and Sirepetus had also been summoned. As usual, Celopus was with them to translate the different languages.

“I don’ really see a clear way,” Urrejaun shook his head.

“We need that tool from the Brotherhood of Spirits,” Lasgol insisted.

“We don’t know whether that invention will work,” Urrejaun said dubiously.

“It’s a possibility we must explore,” Dameros told him.

“Not if the Brotherhood refuses,” Urrejaun replied, “which is what Sirepetus has already told us will happen.”

“We could try to persuade them,” Magures ventured.

“They’re not prone to persuasion. I already offered them shelter and they refused.”

“They don’t want to renounce the power they have in Yatro, this is different…” Magures said.

“What are the odds they’ll lend us that invention of yours?” Urrejaun asked Sirepetus.

“Very slim, I’m afraid,” the mage replied in a whisper.

“And what are the odds that your theory will work?”

Sirepetus shrugged.

“It could work, since it works for our spirit energy, which is also very volatile. But without trying it is impossible to know.”

Urrejaun was thoughtful.

Magures and Dameros insisted.

“We have to try,” the former said.

“It might be the solution,” said the latter.

Urrejaun raised his hand so they would insist no more.

“I see what you intend, but apart from the Brotherhood refusing, Yatro is under siege. It’s not really the best moment.”

“Are they attacking the city?” Sirepetus asked with interest.

Urrejaun nodded.

“The Brotherhood has communicated that they’ve been under heavy siege since yesterday.”

“Yes, the dragons are attacking en masse, as they did in Orecor. They’ll destroy the city. We have to do something,” Lasgol said.

“I’ve repeated my offer of shelter,” Urrejaun spread his hands.

“The enmities and quarrels of the past shouldn’t cloud the future,” Magures said.

Urrejaun looked at him, and then he nodded.

“That’s what they ought to think, since they’re in danger of being conquered.”

“And devastated,” Dameros added. “There are barely any foundations left standing,”

“I’ve given orders for the fleet to be ready for a rescue. But I can only rescue Yatro if the city so wishes. And I won’t endanger my fleet if the Brotherhood refuses to leave it. If the dragons see it, they’ll destroy it.”

“We could go and talk to the Brotherhood before it’s too late,” Lasgol offered.

“We could? Who is we?” Urrejaun asked, raising an eyebrow.

“My comrades and I,” said Lasgol with a wave toward them. Ingrid, Nilsa, Viggo, and Gerd, who were listening closely, nodded all at once.

“We’ll deal with this matter,” Ingrid said.

“We’ll get the Condenser of Souls,” Nilsa said enthusiastically.

“And if anyone says otherwise… he’ll meet my friends,” Viggo said, jabbing his thumbs at his two knives.

Magures looked uneasy.

“We can’t get it by force…”

“Why not?” Viggo asked as if there were nothing wrong with that.

“Antagonizing the Brotherhood of the Spirits isn’t a good idea,” Urrejaun said.

“They’re not the kind to forgive or forget,” Magures added.

“I’m the kind of person who gets what they want. Those who oppose me, whether brotherhoods or flying lizards, end up dead,” Viggo replied nonchalantly.

“Going against the Brotherhood would be suicide,” Sirepetus warned them. “It’s very powerful, and more so if its members are all together.”

“Do you mean magi like you?” Gerd asked.

Sirepetus nodded.

“The Brotherhood has a dozen Spirit magi, all of them powerful, capable of creating spirits that would eat you up in the blink of an eye.”

“And there’s also Ardizain,” Magures added in an uneasy tone.

“Who’s that?” Viggo wanted to know, an unfriendly look on his face.

“It’s the leader of the Brotherhood,” Urrejaun explained. “He’s said to be an extremely powerful mage, capable of creating spirits that rival the power of dragons.”

“And it’s true, their power is enormous,” Sirepetus said.

“We’ll have to persuade him without using violence,” Lasgol said, who did not find going against a dozen powerful magi and their leader at all prudent.

“Well, if you don’t succeed, you know…” Viggo whispered to Lasgol.

“I know, it’s a very dangerous idea.” Urrejaun was still unconvinced.

“It’s risky for us,” Ingrid told him, “not for York. We’ll go, and we’ll get the Condenser of Souls. If anything goes wrong, it’ll be our lives at stake, and we don’t belong to York. There won’t be repercussions for this city.

“I don’t think it’s fair to send you without the protection of York,” Urrejaun said.

“That does you credit. But it’s not necessary. We can manage on our own, we have a lot of experience with this type of missions,” Ingrid assured him.

“I have no doubt about that,” Urrejaun nodded.

“Fine, I agree to the mission, although I fear for your lives, which are valuable here in the defense of the city,” Urrejaun said and sighed hard. “Since I don’t wish to anger Norghana—I’m still very interested in your Elemental Arrows and how to make them—you’ll send word to your leaders before you leave. I want the ties between Norghana and York to be strong and firm. If anything should happen to you I want your leader to know that I am against you risking your lives and would rather you stayed here.”

“There’s no problem, we’ll let our leader know everything, including the great welcome York has given us and the invaluable help of its leader, who rules this city so intelligently,” Nilsa told Urrejaun.

The leader of York beamed.

“You have the heart of a diplomat. I foresee a remarkable future for you in the Norghanian diplomacy.”

“I’m only a Ranger,” she blushed.

“With clear ideas and a skilled tongue.”

Nilsa blushed deeper. She made a small curtsey.

“Thank you.”

“Very well, get ready for the mission.” Urrejaun said.

“Excuse me. I would like to go with them, if there’s no objection,” Sirepetus said.

“Don’t you wish to stay here, where it’s safe?” Urrejaun asked him. “Your city is under siege…”

“No, I’d rather go. My work here is done. I came to help, and I’ve done so. It’s time to go back and help my own people.”

“Can we count on your collaboration?” Lasgol asked him, looking him directly in the eye.

Sirepetus thought for a moment.

“You can, always, as long as it doesn’t require me to go against my people.”

Lasgol looked at Ingrid, and she made a face that meant it would have to do.

“All right, you may come with us,” Lasgol told the Spirit mage.

“But you’d better be well behaved. Very, very well behaved.” Viggo pointed his finger at him. “Or else…” he mimicked passing a knife along his neck.

The Spirit mage said nothing, he just nodded.

“It’s decided then. Good luck. I hope you manage to survive the siege and come back with the Condenser of Souls,” Urrejaun wished them. “If you succeed, I will reward you as you deserve.”

“Start filling chests with gold,” Viggo replied.

That same night, Lasgol and his comrades traveled by sea to the city of Yatro, in a war ship of the city of York. They sailed at a fair distance from the coast so as not to be seen by any dragon watching the area. With them traveled Sirepetus, and a young interpreter Urrejaun had assigned to them. Celopus was too old for this kind of adventure.

“What’s your name?” Lasgol asked the young man with chestnut hair and brown eyes. He must have been about twenty-five, with an average build—neither too tall nor too strong, but he seemed to have worked his body.

“Hitz is my name… I’m an interpreter,” he said shyly.

“Yeah, but in this kind of mission you need to know how to fight, not talk. Can you kill?” Viggo asked him with his usual bluntness.

“I…. well…. I’ve been trained in the use of weapons.”

“Military training?” Ingrid asked him.

Hitz nodded.

“Yes, for five years, because of the dragons…”

“I don’t know, to me he’s as green as a lettuce. He’ll die on us at the first confrontation,” said Viggo, turning his back on him.

“Don’t be such a brute! Don’t you see you’re scaring him?” Nilsa scolded him.

“Bah, interpreters. No good for fighting,” Viggo moaned.

“Well, someone will have to translate so we can communicate with Sirepetus and his Brotherhood,”

“I know how to make myself understood, don’t need an interpreter,” said Viggo and drew his two Assassin knives.

“We’re not going to kill them, we’re going to negotiate,” Ingrid reminded him.

“In the end we’ll use these as usual, you’ll see,” Viggo said, convinced, showing his knives.

“Let’s hope not,” Nilsa said wishfully.

“Hitz, you stick to Nilsa, she’ll protect you. If you know how to use a bow, do so, but only when I tell you.”

“I know how to use a bow, and thank you…”

“Don’t mention it. Translate well and don’t die,” Ingrid told him.

“I’ll do that…” Hitz said, bowing his head. He was really frightened, and his eyes revealed it.

Gerd put his hand on his shoulder.

“Don’t worry, you’ll survive. Follow us and protect yourself at all times. We’ll be at your side to help you.”

“Thank you,” Hitz said, sighing in relief.

“Nothing like heading into danger to cheer me up,” Vigo commented, looking at the sea. He was at the bow of the ship as it cut through the waves fast.

“You’re just happy because you’ve been promised gold,” Nilsa told him accusingly.

“That too,” the Assassin smiled, pleased.

“Are you sure we need that instrument or tool of the magi of the Brotherhood?” Ingrid asked Lasgol.

“I am. It’s the key to achieving what we seek.”

“Then say no more. We’ll get it.”

“Condenser of Souls? It sounds awful,” Gerd commented with disgust.

“Why do you think they call it that?” Nilsa asked.

There was a silence and they all looked at Sirepetus, with whom the sea voyage was not agreeing. He had his head overboard.

“Because… it condenses… the soul… the spirit…” Hitz said after a moment.

“There, now you know,” Viggo said with a look that meant it did not explain anything.

Sirepetus started pouring his guts out overboard, and they were unable to get anything else out of the mage.

It was almost dawn by the time the ship’s captain began approaching the eastern coast of Tremia, toward the city of Yatro. The vessel headed like lightning toward the cliffs, and at a hundred paces the captain veered.

“I can’t get any closer, you’ll have to swim.”

“No problem,” said Ingrid.

“Good luck. Things are looking bad,” the captain told them, indicating the fires they could see above the cliffs where the city was.

“Thank you, Captain.”

“I’ll wait for you here. Three days. If you’re not back by then, I’ll consider you dead.”

“We’ll come back. Don’t you move from here,” Viggo told him, full of confidence.

A moment later, the Panthers jumped in the water. Hitz followed at once. It took Sirepetus a little longer.

“I’ll stay behind to help him,” Gerd told his comrades, seeing the mage was not a good swimmer and was having trouble.

“All right. We’ll secure the area,” said Ingrid.

Nilsa stayed with Hitz, who was a better swimmer, but just in case he needed help. Viggo and Lasgol followed Ingrid and swam the distance that separated them from the beach in the blink of an eye. A moment later they were taking positions along the sand with their bows in their hands and arrows nocked. Nilsa and Hitz arrived a moment later. The redhead motioned him to flatten himself on the sand while she positioned herself behind a rock.

Gerd led Sirepetus to the beach and left him lying on the sand, recovering while he covered him, one knee on the sand as he watched his comrades in the gloom.

“Clear,” Ingrid called.

“Let’s move, it will be light soon,” said Lasgol.

Gerd helped Sirepetus to stand, and they all went to the foot of the cliff.

“How do you get up?” Ingrid asked him, pointing upward.

“There’s a hidden… path…” Sirepetus was still trying to get his breath back. He pointed at some bushes at the foot of the cliff. “There… behind.”

Ingrid went over to check, and it did not take her long to find the path. It was well hidden, but for a Ranger it was impossible to miss.

“Let’s move, and hurry. We have to go up before day comes,” she told her comrades with a wave.

Gerd helped the mage, and they started out. The path was narrow and went up along a very uneven rocky wall. Ingrid climbed up nimbly; not as much as she used to, but it was obvious she was recovering fast. Viggo followed closely. There was concern in his eyes, not for the mission and the danger it entailed, but for his beloved. He had just been reunited with her and did not want anything to happen to her. Nilsa was coming after him with Hitz, Lasgol followed, and Gerd and Sirepetus were last.

Ingrid had to slow down. The Spirit mage could not keep up with them. As soon as the slope got complicated, he began to lag behind. He was not in a very good shape. It also did not look as if his health or physical condition were anything remarkable; he was gaunt and looked sickly, so the climb was taking its toll on him.

From above they could hear the sound of fighting. They heard shouts of rage, but also of suffering. The banging of metal on metal was unmistakable, as well as the noise of blocks of rock being broken or knocked down. But especially, what left no doubt as to the horror taking place up in the city were the fearsome roars of the dragons. They sounded far away, which eased them a little, but when the racket reached their ears they made them all tense.

“We must hurry. One of those dragons might see us,” Ingrid urged them. She looked to the morning sun already beginning to appear with a troubled look on her face.

“This isn’t a good place to fight a dragon,” Nilsa commented, looking around at the narrow, rocky path. They had the cliff wall on one side and a steep fall to the sea on the other. And the height was beginning to be considerable.

Lasgol waited for Sirepetus, who was having a hard time. Gerd was coming with him.

“Cheer up, there’s not much left,” Lasgol tried to cheer him.

“The last… slopes… are the worst…” Sirepetus could barely breathe and was climbing bent almost double.

Lasgol had the feeling he was not going to finish the climb.

A tremendous roar sounded over their heads.

They all looked up. The outline of a dragon appeared, flying over the edge of the cliff.


Chapter 39

The group flattened against the cliff wall like limpets, all except Sirepetus, who did not react to the danger. Gerd’s hand pushed him against the rock wall and held him there.

There was a tense moment. They all stood still as statues, trying to blend in with the cliff.

Lasgol looked up at the sky. The dragon flew over them all along the cliff.

And then vanished inland.

Gerd let out the air in his lungs noisily. “Apparently it didn’t see us.”

“Let’s keep going before it comes back,” Ingrid urged them.

Lasgol checked Sirepetus, then he looked at the winding climb with turns and more turns, all a steep slope. He was not going to be able to reach the top unless he stopped to rest often, and they had no time for that.

“He isn’t going to make it,” he told Gerd.

The giant nodded.

“I’ll take care of him.” He bent down and, with ease, slung the frail mage over his shoulder like a sack of beetroot.

“Will you be able to manage?” Lasgol asked him.

“Without any trouble. He barely weighs anything at all, he’s all skin and bones.”

Lasgol smiled. His partner was a physical portent.

They went on and climbed fast. During the last quarter they had another sighting, preceded by an unmistakable, tremendous roar. A second dragon flew over the top of the cliff. Once again they clung to the cliff and were very still and silent to avoid being seen. Luckily, those dragons seemed very busy with what was going on in the city and not on the cliff.

With Gerd carrying Sirepetus, they reached the top of the cliff and hid among some boulders. In front of them was the eastern wall of the city of Yatro.

“We’re here…” Sirepetus said and his voice was barely audible amid the din that came from the sieged city. Hitz had to lean in close to the mage to hear what he said. They were in the middle of a ferocious attack.

They watched the situation before making a decision. The north and south walls were being attacked by soldiers of Kraido who were trying to climb over them. Above the city, which was burning in multiple spots with columns of smoke that rose to the sky, there was a thick gray fog, and flying over this fog were five dragons: two red ones, one brown, another white one, and one blue. They were making low passes over the mist, delivering their elemental breaths at the city.

“I doubt those dragons can see what they’re attacking with all that thick fog covering the city,” Lasgol commented, watching it closely. It looked like heavy smoke the wind could not disperse.

“It’s the Mist… of the Souls…” Sirepetus told them.

“Mist of the souls? That doesn’t sound very good.” Nilsa made a face.

“You create it, don’t you?” Ingrid asked the mage.

Sirepetus nodded.

“That is correct. We cover the city with Mist of the Souls so the dragons will not be able to see it. They attack blindly.”

“And that’s why they’re sending Kraido soldiers to take it,” Gerd guessed.

“But they do not succeed,” Sirepetus told him.

“How do you reject them? Do you have a great army?” Ingrid asked.

“I think it’s something more perverse than that,” Vigo said, raising an eyebrow.

“Perverse or not is a matter of whoever evaluates it,” Sirepetus shrugged.

“I guess we’ll soon know how,” Lasgol said. “We have to go in.”

“The eastern wall isn’t being attacked. There’s little space for an army to maneuver,” Ingrid pointed out ahead of them.

“No more than twenty-five paces,” he calculated.

“How are we going to get in? There’s no gate on this side,” Nilsa said.

“Let’s go up to the wall, we’ll be able to get in,” Sirepetus told them.

They all looked at him, intrigued.

“Are you sure? The dragons might see us if we go out in the open,” Ingrid warned him.

“Absolutely. We have to go to the center of the eastern wall.” Sirepetus pointed one long, bony finger in that direction.

Ingrid looked up at the sky.

“We have to time it right, when no dragon is flying over.”

They waited for a moment, watching the flight of the five dragons. Since they were making passes at different angles and directions, they had to wait to be safe.

“Now! Come on!” Ingrid rose and ran off like a gazelle.

The others followed her. Nilsa helped Hitz, and Gerd and Lasgol stayed on either side of Sirepetus to help him since he could not run fast. Indeed, the mage was as slow on a flat surface as he was on a steep one.

Gerd kept looking up with concern. If one of the dragons saw them on the forecourt, they would be dead. Out there in the open there was little they might do. Lasgol was thinking the same thing. Suddenly, through the mist of souls they saw what looked like a spirit that grew in size. In an instant it became gigantic, much larger than the dragons. It was awesome. It emerged from the mist, as if it fed off it or was formed from the same substance. But it was a spirit, without a doubt, with its unmistakable, deformed face and look of unfathomable horror and suffering.

“By all the…” Gerd tripped and nearly fell on his face.

Lasgol grabbed him and also Sirepetus, who was staring at the giant spirit and almost fell too.

“The Avenger Spirit,” the mage said in a proud tone. “He defends us from the dragons.”

Ingrid, Nilsa, Hitz, and Viggo had already reached the wall and were making signs for them to hurry.

“What are you doing looking at the sky? Run!” Ingrid yelled at them.

“What the blazes are you doing? Have you seen a ghost?” Viggo asked, looking up, but the wall blocked the view of the giant spirit.

Lasgol realized they were standing right in the open.

“Let’s run.” He pulled on Gerd and Sirepetus.

They reached the rock of the high wall.

“Everything all right?” Nilsa asked them, worried.

“There’s a… giant avenging spirit in the center of the city,” Gerd told them.

“The size of three dragons,” Lasgol added.

“You’ve lost your mind.” Viggo ran until he could see over the wall and caught sight of the giant spirit.

“By all the gold of York! The size of that spirit!”

“Come here, you numbskull!” Ingrid shouted at him, pointing at the foot of the wall.

Viggo ran to her.

“That’s spectacular, can you make one for me?” he asked Sirepetus.

“The great Avenger Spirit is a very powerful spell. It requires a dozen magi to cast it, and of course an infinite number of souls. Besides, it is our great leader who summons it.”

“All that about an infinite number of souls doesn’t sound good.” Nilsa frowned and looked at Hitz, in case he had translated wrong, but the interpreter made no correction.

“We don’t have any time for this now,” Ingrid said. “We have to get in, Sirepetus, How do we do that? A ladder? Ropes?”

The Spirit mage shook his head.

“With magic,” he whispered and set to cast a spell, looking at the wall.

Viggo sighed.

“This one’s going to create a ladder of spirits, you’ll see, and we’re going to take a serious fall, one of the good ones.”

“Shut up and let him conjure,” Ingrid told him.

Viggo shrugged and made a face of I told you so, but he said nothing, although they could all see it on his face.

Sirepetus cast his spell in a whisper while the noise of combat and the dragons’ roars reached them, deafeningly, from the city. Anyone in their right state of mind would flee from the place, but the Snow Panthers were getting ready to go headlong into danger once again.

The mage finished casting his spell, and with his hands he pointed at the wall ahead of him. Then he opened his arms. A tormented spirit emerged from his chest and headed straight to the wall in front of the mage. It floated to the wall of rock and entered it, vanishing inside like a true ghost in a fairy tale.

They all watched without knowing what to think. Suddenly, another spirit came out of the wall. This one was also horrible, but larger. It passed through the wall of rock from the inside of the city out.

“We ask for entry into the realm of spirits,” Sirepetus said, bowing his head and remaining with his arms spread.

The spirit, twice the size of a strong man, looked at Sirepetus with its disfigured face of suffering. For a moment, it did nothing. The group was tense. They all had their bows in their hands and arrows nocked, although they were not sure what good that would do to a spirit. It was immaterial: the arrows would go through without causing it any harm.

The spirit of the wall said nothing and made no sound. It seemed unable to do either. It opened its arms like Sirepetus; then it withdrew and was swallowed by the wall.

“Come on, let’s go through it,” Sirepetus said, pointing at the spirit.

“You’ve translated that wrong, he can’t have said that,” Viggo told Hitz.

“He said that, I’m sure,” Hitz insisted.

“What do you mean enter through it?” Viggo asked the mage directly.

“Through it,” Sirepetus repeated.

“He’s lost his mind,” Viggo made a face meaning that the mage was crazy and moved away from him.

“You want us to go in through the spirit and the wall?” Lasgol asked, also thinking this was very weird.

“That is correct. The spirit of the gate is opening it for us.”

“There’s no gate there, only a wall of rock,” Viggo retorted.

“The spirit is the gate,” the mage said.

Nilsa and Ingrid were frowning. They were not very convinced either.

Lasgol decided to check it. They could waste no more time there, they would be seen. He approached the spirit in the wall. The optical effect was curious. It looked as if the wall had some kind of bandage or thin sheet in front with the shape of the spirit. He sighed and reached out with his hand. To his utter surprise, he did not touch the wall—his hand vanished into the spirit. He stepped forward and his arm went through the wall. He did not feel any pain. He turned toward his comrades.

“I’m going in.”

“Are you sure?” Ingrid asked.

“If I don’t come back out, don’t go in,” he told them and went in.

There was a moment of silence and expectation.

“The weirdo is crazy as a loon,” Viggo was shaking his head.

A moment later, Lasgol was back.

“Come in, it’s safe.”

Ingrid looked at Nilsa and Gerd, and they both shrugged.

“Let’s all go,” Ingrid said with a motioning wave.

A moment later they all went in through the body of the spirit and the wall. Lasgol had the feeling they were entering through a back door which only the magi knew. They felt no pain, only darkness, which vanished a moment later to be replaced by dull light, that of the other side of the wall.

They were inside the city.

The first thing they noticed was that the mist covered not only the heights, but the whole city. It was as if a thick fog had draped itself over the city permanently, covering all its streets, squares, and corners. Then it rose about two hundred paces upward.

“The Mist of Souls covers the city entirely…” Gerd commented, looking at the strange effect.

“We shouldn’t be able to see the dragons from down here, but we do…” Nilsa realized, looking up at the covered sky with wide eyes.

“And the gigantic spirit that’s fighting them,” Gerd added.

“What’s that giant spirit of mist doing? It seems to want to hug the dragons,” Viggo remarked. He was watching the spirit’s movements as it slid through the mist as if it floated over it.

“How can we see them through the mist? It looked so thick from outside, it didn’t let us see the city beneath it,” Lasgol asked Sirepetus.

The mage looked up.

“The Mist of Souls is special. It allows you to look up at the sky, at the enemy, but it doesn’t allow anyone to look down at the souls.”

“This one keeps giving weirder explanations,” Viggo said, annoyed.

“This magic of yours, of souls and spirits, is very weird,” Nilsa commented.

“Look, they’re fighting fiercely on the battlements of the north and south walls,” Gerd pointed at them.

“Yes, Kraido soldiers and defenders,” Ingrid identified.

Lasgol watched the fighting for a moment. The defenders wore gray, special steel armor, and they fought with spear or sword. They were slow and their blows were heavy, but they were well-padded. The Kraido were soldiers of the army of Osc-Belz-Hil, the Black Dragon King. He was able to identify Tauruk-Kapro and Drakonid attacking the defenders with powerful blows of their strong bodies.

Lasgol noticed that his eyes smarted. He guessed it was because of the mist that surrounded them.

“This mist affects your eyes.”

Sirepetus nodded.

“That is correct. Here in the city, within the mist of souls you need to wear this,” he told them as he fetched some bandages from one of his pockets and gave one to each. “Put them over your eyes and tie them behind you head,” he told them as he showed them how to do it.

“Do we seriously have to bandage our eyes?” Viggo asked, not at all pleased.

“It is not bandaging your eyes, it is protecting them. These bandages are very thin, and they let you see even as they protect your eyes from the mist,” Sirepetus told him.

“Put the bandage on and don’t complain,” Ingrid snapped at him, having already put on hers.

Lasgol adjusted his. He was able to see, although as was expected, the gauze of that bandage slightly impaired his vision.

“It’s as if I were looking through a curtain,” said Nilsa.

“But your eyes don’t smart,” Gerd cheered.

“I can’t see three steps ahead with this cloth over my eyes!” Viggo protested.

“We must move. We have a mission to carry out. Where’s the leader of the Brotherhood of Spirits?” Lasgol asked Sirepetus, sticking to their plan.

“Out leader, Ardizain, is in the great Temple of the Spirits.”

“Take us there,” Ingrid told him.

“Now is not a good moment. He is creating the Mist of Souls and the Avenger Spirit to defend the city.”

Ingrid thought for a moment.

“Take us to him anyway. I promise we won’t interrupt or endanger the defense in any way.”

“I am not sure that would be best….”

“We must speak to him. It might not be now, but take us to him and we’ll wait until he can,” Ingrid insisted.

A dragon flew, roaring over their heads.

“All right, I will take you to him, but remember that you are not to bother him as long as the attack lasts.”

“We’re all going,” said Ingrid.

They ran off along a main avenue. Many of the houses and buildings were seriously damaged. The Rangers noted they had been punished by different elemental attacks. Fire was the most predominant, but they had also been attacked by stones, lightning and winds, and ice. Lasgol realized the dragons were unable to see through the mist, but that did not stop them from sending their elemental breaths against whatever was below.

As he thought this, the blue dragon they had seen came down, crossing the mist and attacking with its claws. It knocked down a couple of roofs after striking them hard before rising again.

“They don’t see anything, but they attack anyway,” Ingrid commented.

“The dragons find a way to destroy and kill, despite everything we do to stop them,” Sirepetus said.

Lasgol saw how the brown dragon did the same further ahead to the west and struck another religious-looking building, like a church. It brought down the bell tower and rose again. He did not like the odds of Yatro at all; they were holding up, but the dragons and the armies of Kraido would end up taking the city. This gave him a feeling of great sorrow. Another kingdom would fall before the dragons, after having born and suffered the unthinkable. A new roar alerted him. Another dragon was near. He focused on the task at hand. They had to survive and go on with the mission.


Chapter 40

As they ran along the streets of the city, Lasgol and his friends realized there were soldiers defending the walls and some squares, but they did not see any citizens. They must be hiding from the attack. Lasgol did not find it that odd. Although as a rule there were usually some civilians acting as stretcher bearers or carrying water and food to the soldiers, that was not the case here. In fact, the streets were deserted. This did surprise him a little.

Something else that drew Lasgol’s attention was that there were lots of religious buildings in the city. Beside every one there was a tall oven with a chimney. They went by a couple of them that had been severely punished. The roofs of the churches were damaged, as well as the chimneys, whose upper part had been destroyed. The combination of church and oven puzzled Lasgol. Why would that be?

Lasgol noticed that he was having trouble breathing and, although the bandage protected them, his eyes were itchy.

“Put on your Ranger scarves,” Ingrid told them.

“And your hoods, this mist slips in everywhere,” Nilsa commented.

Lasgol was able to make out what appeared like snowflakes in the midst of the great mist, which could not be, because the temperature was warm. He reached out with his hand, and what fell in it was some kind of white ash. He guessed it must be from the ovens, and he was right. A little further ahead they saw a dozen churches with their ovens smoking. Whatever they were burning climbed to the sky and fell back down in the middle of the mist. This must be what made their eyes smart.

“What the heck are they burning in those ovens?” Viggo asked, lifting the bandage off one eye to look.

Nilsa was adjusting hers, and Gerd was coughing with his hand on the Ranger scarf.

“If we stay on the streets much longer, we won’t be able to see anything or breathe, even with these protections,” Ingrid guessed.

“It’s not advisable to cross the Mist of Souls,” Sirepetus told them.

“Really? You don’t say,” Viggo replied with irony.

“We realize that,” Ingrid said.” It doesn’t seem to affect you,” she told the mage.

“One gets used to this toxic environment with time.”

“Toxic?” Ingrid stopped, and so did her comrades.

Sirepetus stopped and nodded.

“It is a defense mechanism against the dragons,” he told them. “The Mist of Souls not only prevents them from seeing, but it hurts their eyes if they enter it.”

Lasgol, whose own eyes were very irritated, realized it was so.

“Elaborate,” Ingrid demanded.

“Dragons have more sensitive eyes than we do. It is one of their few weaknesses. The only one, most believe. That is why we attack them with this acidic environment.”

“You put acid in the mist?” Lasgol asked, somewhat alarmed.

“We make the mist acidic.”

“With magic?” asked Nilsa.

“No, with limestone.”

In that moment Lasgol understood the purpose of the ovens.

“They’re making lime,” he said, pointing at an oven beside a church to his right.

“That is correct,” Sirepetus confirmed. “Lime which we then send to the mist of souls. That is why you see all those ovens working. They are producing lime for the mist.”

They looked around. Their eyes burned more with what little they could see, but the columns of smoke coming from the ovens made them visible, as well as the sort of ash that fell and covered the ground and the buildings.

“And how do you create the Mist of Souls?” Nilsa asked, raising an eyebrow.

Sirepetus sighed.

“It is difficult to explain.”

“Can you show us?” Lasgol was increasingly interested in this strange world they had entered.

“I can, but we had better go to the Great Temple, that way you will be sheltered from the noxious effect of the mist. Follow me,” he said and proceeded down the avenue.

They passed by a couple of churches with chimneys, but Sirepetus went on without stopping. He went down an avenue that looked larger and picked up his pace. The others followed him.

They moved along the southern wall. Their bows were ready. The sounds of combat in the battlements and walls were chilling.

The great Avenger Spirit, of colossal dimensions, managed to envelop one of the dragons above the mist, the brown one.

“What’s that spirit doing? Hugging the flying lizard?” Viggo asked, not fully grasping the great creation’s tactic.

“The spirit is fighting against the dragons,” Sirepetus corrected him.

“Fighting? How? Its magic won’t do anything to the dragons,” Nilsa said.

“The magic of the great spirit doesn’t get through the magic defenses of the dragons and it cannot penetrate their bodies, that is true.”

“So?” Gerd asked.

“What the great Avenger Spirit does is stop them from attacking. It brings the Mist of Souls to them, envelopes them in it to affect their eyes.”

“That’s an interesting approach.” Lasgol was watching the colossal spirit enveloping the dragon and following it.

“I don’t fully understand…” Gerd said.

“The spirit spreads the mist, filled with lime, over its eyes,” Ingrid told him. She already understood.

“Watch for a moment,” Sirepetus told them and stopped to rest and recover his breath.

They looked toward the great spirit. When it surrounded the brown dragon’s head the beast shook its head, annoyed, and roared in rage. It flew up at great speed. The spirit enveloped it and did not want to let it go. After a moment the dragon rose higher, leaving the spirit behind. At once the Avenger Spirit plunged into the mist and rose up above it again. When it did so, infinite particles of what looked like dust or dirt rose with it. It was lime. Without wasting an instant it headed to the white dragon, seeking to spray it, envelop it, to impregnate it with that lime mist.

“I think I begin to understand the strategy,” Gerd nodded.

“What I don’t understand is how, being an incorporeal spirit, it can bring the mist with lime to the dragons,” Ingrid said.

“That is because the great Avenger Spirit is formed by that same mist of lime. It feeds off it, and at the same time it impregnates everything it envelopes.”

“That approach is very creative and surprising,” Lasgol congratulated him.

“Thank you. We work with what we have: our Spirit Magic and some nearby lime mines. We had already experimented with fire against the dragons, but we were not very successful. We generate the mist to defend the city, by hiding it. We started adding substances, searching for one that would hurt the dragons and stop them from destroying the city. The answer was lime. By mixing the mist with lime, we found out that it affected the eyes of the dragons. They cannot bear passing over half a dozen times through the mist. Then they have to retreat with their eyes hurting.”

“Well, you’re lucky they don’t attack with their eyes closed,” Viggo told him.

“Could you?” Sirepetus asked him.

“I’ve never tried… I’m not going to rule it out though, I bet I could.” Viggo lifted his chin.

“Don’t be so vain, you couldn’t,” Nilsa told him.

“Besides, the dragons can’t fly with their eyes closed. They’d crash,” Ingrid added.

“Exactly. This defense allows us to affect their ability to attack and fly. It is not as efficient as we would like, but it is all we have managed so far.”

“And that great spirit? How did that come about?” Gerd asked.

“We created the great spirit so it would take the mist to them, since when they attacked they did too much damage before being rendered helpless. The great spirit rises above the city and attacks the dragons. It is our defender.”

“Don’t they destroy it?” Lasgol asked.

“The magic of dragons is elemental and mental. They have no magic that might affect the spirit.”

“That’s a great discovery,” Lasgol said.

“No doubt,” Ingrid agreed.

“We’d better keep going, my eyes are going to end up bleeding,” Nilsa said.

“Yeah, let’s run,” Gerd agreed.

They ran. Sirepetus was going as fast as he could along the large avenue. The others were suffering the effects of the lime mist, having trouble breathing, and their eyes were increasingly getting more sore and bloodshot. Being in that mist was bad for their health, they had no doubt about it.

At last, they glimpsed the great Temple of the Spirits. It was unmistakable, being as it was like one of the many churches but ten times larger. Not taller but wider; it covered an entire block. It had about ten chimneys at the back, and they were twice as big as the ones they had seen so far.

“We are almost there,” Sirepetus told them.

“You’d better be right, I can’t open my eyes anymore,” said Viggo, who had tears running down his cheeks.

As they approached the Great Temple, Lasgol realized that the column of smoke coming from the closest chimney was really two. He had not been able to see it before, but one came out of the chimney and the other, smaller column seemed to emerge from the wall of the church. That seemed very odd to him.

“You’d better not be burning people in there,” Viggo told Sirepetus as they arrived at the church. He must have seen the same thing Lasgol had.

“We do not do such things, I promise.”

“Well, it does look that way, you and all this you have set up here.”

Lasgol had to admit that this time Viggo was not at all misguided. He had also thought that perhaps they were burning bodies. It must be because of how sinister the mage and the environment were.

When they entered the great temple, which had its windows nailed down, Sirepetus closed the double door. They found themselves inside a huge, long building, lit up by candles in every corner with a sizeable brazier in the center. There was no one there, and at once they felt their eyes smarted less.

“There’s no mist in here,” Ingrid realized.

“No, the mist is for the enemy. Here, in the Brotherhood’s house, we are all welcome.”

“Everyone? There’s no one here, this looks like a funeral,” said Viggo.

“You must not be hasty in your conclusions. What you see is not necessarily what is there.”

Viggo turned to Hitz.

“Are you sure you’re translating correctly? This mage is beginning to speak in a twisted, poetic style.”

“I try… to translate… as well as I can,” Hitz made an apologetic face.

“Don’t mess with Hitz, he’s doing very well,” Nilsa told him.

Ingrid was looking around.

“Is this your Great Temple? I was expecting something else.”

“Our Brotherhood is a little different from other religious organizations in Tremia. We… are unique.”

“Why doesn’t that surprise me…” Viggo commented bitterly.

“But you are a religious brotherhood, aren’t you?” Ingrid asked him to clarify as she stared at the temple. It was made of great stone, without an altar to worship at or chairs to sit in and pray. There were not any religious symbols either, of any kind. There were paintings on the walls of tortured spirits of different sizes and types.

“We are the kind who believes in the spirit and the soul and their power over flesh and matter.”

“This place is deserted, and it’s quite grim with those depictions of grotesque spirits. Weren’t you going to show us how the Mist of Souls is created?” Nilsa said.

“And bring us to your leader?” Ingrid added.

“Yes, of course, follow me.” Sirepetus went to the brazier in the middle of the church. He stood in front of it, reached out, and pulled one of the metal legs. Upon doing so, it yielded. There was a metallic click, and a moment later behind the brazier the floor opened with a crack and the sound of stone grating on stone.

“A secret passage, this gets better by the moment,” Viggo said, shaking his head.

“Underground is where the spirit and the soul rest.”

“These cleric magi are most perturbing.” Viggo made a face of disgust.

“We have to see what’s down there,” Ingrid told him.

Viggo nodded.

“Let the weirdo go first, this is his specialty.”

Lasgol looked at Viggo and then nodded to him.

“Go ahead, Sirepetus, we’re following,” Lasgol said as he started to go through his pre-combat list of skills, just in case.

As they went down the stone stairs, Lasgol’s body gave off green flashes as his skills activated.

They went down two floors until they appeared in a wide hall lit up by candles. There was a very solid metal door at the other end of the hall. Sirepetus started walking toward it. The others followed him in a single-file line with Lasgol leading, followed by Ingrid, Viggo, Nilsa, and Gerd, with Hitz at the back.

“It is here,” Sirepetus said when he reached the door.

Lasgol saw it had engravings of deformed sprits throughout its surface, as if they were explicit runes. Suddenly, they flashed gray. Lasgol felt the magic, and the hair on his nape stood on end.

“Magic…” he warned his friends.

“Don’t do anything stupid,” Viggo warned Sirepetus.

“The hall is guarded. Our leader needs protection,” the mage replied, and he raised his hands.

Then, from the runes of the door there began to emerge a dozen tormented spirits. They formed before them. They were the size of a person, and they all had horrible faces of suffering and pain. They were hovering a handspan above the floor, their skeletal feet hanging inert.

“The Guardians. Do not do anything. Please,” Sirepetus pleaded.

The group waited in tense silence. They all had their bows in their hands and were ready to attack.

The spirits began to move around them. Slowly at first, watching them, and then faster after a moment.

“I, Sirepetus, Spirit Mage, ask permission to enter the great temple with my guests,” Sirepetus called out.

The spirits did not seem to hear him, because they went on passing close to each person in the group, with faster movements every time. They floated and moved with great speed in any direction, although they did not touch the Rangers.

Lasgol guessed they were intimidating movements. If they decided to attack, they would not be able to stop them.

All of a sudden, the door flashed gray and began to open.

The group looked inside. They could see a pale, whitish light.

Sirepetus walked in once it finished opening, and they followed quickly. None wanted to stay with the spirits.

What they saw once they crossed the threshold left them absolutely stunned. They were in a colossal underground hall of gigantic proportions. It was much larger than the temple above it. At the far end they saw a dozen members of the Brotherhood. Covering the floor they saw thousands of people lying down. From each one of them came a thread of white mist. It looked as if their spirits were escaping from them and heading to a great cylindrical container in the middle of the hall. From the container, a tube went up to the ceiling.

“Are they robbing them of their spirits?” Nilsa asked, her eyes filled with disbelief.

“They’re absorbing their souls,” Gerd said with a horrified look on his face.

“It’s their vital energy,” Lasgol corrected them as he watched with narrowed eyes.

“It is all of it,” Sirepetus said.

The people lying on the floor had their eyes shut and were immobile while their souls left their bodies slowly to go and become a part of the mist that covered the city.

“Just as I said, this is the most funereal thing I’ve ever seen in my life,” said Viggo.

For once, they all agreed with the Assassin.


Chapter 41

“Is that how you create the Mist of Souls?”

“That is correct, yes. When the dragons attack and we need to create it, the alarm is given. At that moment, every citizen heads to a church or to this great temple, whatever they’re assigned by the Brotherhood.”

“And here you suck their life away,” said Viggo reproachfully.

“That is not what we do. We extract a part of their spirit to create the great mist that defends us all.”

“But there are many churches…” Lasgol said, not understanding how they could tend to all of them.

“There are. We must keep the mist stable. It feeds off a hundred churches throughout the city, apart from this great main temple.”

“How do you maintain all the churches?” Ingrid asked, looking very intrigued.

“Every church has brothers who are in charge of it.”

“Brothers with or without magic?” Gerd asked.

“Without magic. Then there are us, the ones blessed with the ability to interact with the spirit through our magic. There are twelve Spirit Magi who remain alive, besides our leader. When there is an attack, each one of us is in charge of a dozen churches. Our leader and one or two Spirit Magi tend to the great temple, where more people gather.”

“Then you must run around a lot,” Viggo commented.

“It is portioned out. The city, what is left of it, is divided into ten parishes with their church. Each Spirit Mage is always in his parish, unless our leader needs him.”

“Well, you certainly are organized,” Nilsa said with a look of positive surprise.

“We create the spells that deal with obtaining the energy of the citizens’ spirits that then feed the mist.”

“It sounds dangerous, or at the very least weakening. They don’t look very well, to say the least,” Ingrid said as she bent over to look at the faces of those who were near.

“No one is forced to do it. All of them,” Sirepetus indicated the citizens lying of the floor, “come freely. They sacrifice for the city. We all sacrifice for it. The soldiers fight, we use our magic, and they contribute with their spirits. Only by collaborating as one do we manage to stand up to the dragons and save the city.”

“I’m still not in the least convinced. This looks very bad indeed,” Viggo said, frowning.

“For once, I fully agree with him,” said Nilsa.

“It is natural that this might seem funereal to foreigners, strange and unnatural. But I can assure you that seldom does anyone die here, and they all contribute to our staying alive.”

“Sure, what else would you say! To me they are sequestered here, and most are going to die so that you are saved,” said Viggo.

Lasgol watched the thousands of bodies and the energy being robbed from them. Viggo’s hypothesis was not at all farfetched. This was chilling. Being down here, in the gloom, with all those bodies and the large cylindrical collector in the middle of the giant hall. They were being robbed of their vital energy. He might understand if it were magical, but extracting the vital energy was just like killing them slowly, little by little. If they were not extremely careful, all these people would die. He was not sure how he knew this, but he did. He did not try to remember it, because he knew it would be useless. In moments like this, when he needed to remember something important and was unable to, frustration climbed up from his stomach to his throat, frustration and rage.

“Are you telling us the whole truth?” Ingrid asked the Spirit mage.

“Almost everything, yes.”

“I don’t trust this one too much,” Viggo said, jabbing his thumb at the mage.

“We must remember why we’re here,” Lasgol said.

“True, the Condenser of Souls,” said Ingrid.

“I hope it’s not as big as that thing where the energy of all these poor wretches is going,” Nilsa said hopefully.

“No, that is a Collector of Souls. The one here is very big, in the churches it is smaller.”

“And the Condenser?” Lasgol asked.

“It is portable, do not worry.”

“Take us to your leader, let us have a friendly chat with him,” said Viggo.

“I hope we can reach an understanding. If it is not so, I beg you not to try anything. We would be obliged to release the spirits, and that would be both unpleasant and deadly.”

“Did this pale, ghostly mage just threaten us?” Viggo aimed his bow at Sirepetus.

“Viggo… take it easy,” Ingrid told him.

“It is not a threat, just friendly advice.”

“Yeah, sure, you, your brotherhood, and all this is most friendly.”

“Come on, take us to your leader,” Ingrid urged Sirepetus.

They walked along a cleared corridor through the middle of the immense underground hall. As they walked, they could see the citizens of Yatro on either side giving their spirits to save the city. It was an image which at the same time was nefarious and creditable; that is if they were doing it of their own free will, which was what the group was not so sure about.

They got halfway through the hall and passed by a large collector. Lasgol felt there was a great amount of energy inside, as well as the powerful Spirit Magic that made it work. He realized that the energy was extracted from the bodies by the collector, which acted like a suction machine. This troubled him. That device might do the same with them if the Spirit Magi saw fit.

As they got closer to the dozen figures, they were able to see them better. There were four soldiers wearing heavy plated, full armor. There was nothing to be seen of their bodies, since they were inside the ironclad suits. They each carried a huge two-handed sword they held before them, in a resting stance. The helmets had the visor lowered, and they could not even see their eyes. They were tall, strong men, almost as large as Gerd. On their chests, on the breastplate, they had a badge, a horrendous spirit face. The same one the Brotherhood wore; it was clear they belonged to it.

In the center, between the soldiers, were three Spirit Magi. Two of them wore the same clothes as Sirepetus. Their gaunt looks, pale, see-through skin, and shaved heads made them unmistakable.

The one in the middle, though, was somewhat different. This Spirit Mage was thick, muscular, and tall, like the soldiers. He was dressed like the magi, but on his chest were three deformed faces instead of one. In one hand he carried a long silver scepter that ended in a large, precious gem. It looked like a very large ruby, red like blood. There was no doubt this was the leader of the Brotherhood. Behind them were half a dozen of what looked like friars wearing long, gray cassocks and the symbol of the Brotherhood on their chests. They also had their head shaved, but these were not gaunt and their color was not so pale. They must be members of the Brotherhood without magic.

Sirepetus stopped before his leader, and the others stood behind him.

“I see that my beloved son has returned to the Brotherhood safe and sound,” the leader said to Sirepetus and smiled.

“The Spirit has been favorable to me.”

“It gladdens my soul to see you well. Traveling to foreign lands is always dangerous. Only here in the Brotherhood with your brothers will you always be safe.”

“A great truth, my lord.” Sirepetus bowed, touching his knees with his forehead.

“You bring visitors, I see.”

“Yes, my lord. They are envoys from York,” Sirepetus said and moved toward his people to leave the group in front of his leader.

“Welcome to Yatro, city of the Brotherhood of Spirits. I am Ardizain, their leader.”

“Thank you for seeing us,” said Lasgol with a respectful, deep bow. His comrades did the same.

“We do not usually have visitors, least of all down here looking in on our secrets.”

“We appreciate the favor. We are aware that this is not the best of times,” said Lasgol.

“We have summoned our Great Avenger Spirit,” said Ardizain, pointing at the two magi and himself, “and he will be sure to send away the dragons, as he always does.”

“And the soldiers on the walls?” Lasgol wanted to know.

“They are very annoying indeed. But my knights tell me our soldiers will reject them.” He waved at the four soldiers in heavy armor. “I have no more than a moment, so be brief.”

Lasgol nodded.

“We’ve come from York because we need the Condenser of Souls.”

Ardizain’s eyes opened very wide.

“That is a request I was not expecting. I already sent one Spirit mage to Urrejaun, as he requested. Did he not help?”

“He did, but unfortunately we couldn’t achieve our purpose with his magic.”

“That is a pity, but it is not Yatro’s problem. I fulfilled the deal I made with Urrejaun.”

“And so the leader of York sees it. The need for the Condenser of Souls is a new request that resulted from our investigations with Sirepetus’s collaboration.” Lasgol did not want to leave the mage who had helped them get here in a bad position. Besides, they might still need his help.

“I am glad our brother has been valuable.”

“His help was inestimable.”

Ardizain nodded and smiled, pleased. Then he was thoughtful.

“Lately, York has had many requests. I guess Urrejaun will have suggested a deal, a business proposition…”

“Of course he has. Urrejaun offers the envoy of three supplies fleets: one a month.”

Ardizain nodded several times.

“A generous offer for a tool he does not even know.” He turned to Sirepetus. “Why do they want it? What do they need it for?”

“To condense golden energy to use later.”

Ardizain looked interested.

“Well, well, so they believe they can condense the golden energy.”

“It is a possibility, just like we do with Spirit Magic,” Sirepetus said.

“Yes, it might work…” Ardizain scratched his bald head. “Tell me, this is your idea, is it not? Because they could not have known of the existence of the Condenser of Souls.”

Sirepetus looked embarrassed.

“Yes… my lord told me to help as much as I could…I hope I have not acted wrongly. If so, I beg for forgiveness.”

Ardizain raised his hand, and Sirepetus was silent.

“I guessed that was the case. That being so, if the experiment is successful, I demand a load of Golden Magic per month for my soldiers, apart from the supplies of food, of course.”

“I am not sure Urrejaun will accept this…” Lasgol thought it was too demanding.

“It is only fair. The idea is, after all, of the Brotherhood,” he pointed at Sirepetus. “The fruits of this idea must be shared.”

“I’m not saying it’s not fair, just that I don’t know whether Urrejaun will accept,” said Lasgol, who was very tempted to take the deal and see what happened in York afterward.

“He’ll accept, don’t worry. It’s a good business for all. And if he doesn’t accept, he’ll have nothing.”

“And the Brotherhood will have no supplies.” Ingrid said.

“True… I think I will take the risk. Something tells me our Condenser of Souls has become very valuable.”

“If it works, which we still don’t know,” said Nilsa.

“For the good of all, let us hope it does work. One can only hope and pray to the Spirit.” Ardizain spread his arms and looked down at his chest.

“How do we close the deal? We need to take the Condenser back with us,” Lasgol asked.

“I trust on the good will of Urrejaun. He is a good leader and a better negotiator. He will want to argue the price, but he will not oppose the deal I offer. Sirepetus, bring the Condenser,” Ardizain ordered.

Lasgol breathed out unobtrusively; he had been fearing that Ardizain would refuse.

“Thank you, surely Urrejaun won’t refuse,” Ingrid said.

“When business favors both sides, there is always an agreement.” Ardizain smiled.

Sirepetus came back with the precious object. They all looked at it closely. It was like a metal instrument, a hunting horn of sorts, with its central part round and coiled. It had two large gems encased in that area.

“Well, it appears we’re going hunting, although we’ll have to uncoil that metal in order to get those gems out of course,” Viggo said, smiling.

“It is not a hunting horn, and that would not be at all advisable. Those gems are very special and have a specific function. One compresses and the other cools. Besides, they are very hard to find,” Ardizain told them.

“How does it work?” Lasgol asked.

“Show them, Sirepetus,” Ardizain said.

The mage stepped up to the group. He took the strange artifact and placed the part that was wider and more open, the bell, on his chest. He held it with his left hand. Then with his right he fetched a crystal phial and placed it at the end of the instrument in what looked like the mouthpiece to blow on. He closed his eyes and concentrated. A moment later he removed the horn from his chest, keeping it close to his body. And then something odd started happening. From the mage’s chest, his energy, his spirit started coming out and entering the horn. They could all see it, since the energy was gray and visible. It went into the horn and did not come out.

Sirepetus breathed in and let his energy enter the condenser. One of the two gems, the red one, started glowing, as if it were working on the energy coming in. They all watched without missing a detail. A moment later, the blue gem started glowing. Now both gems glowed, each one at its own pace, as if they were performing two different functions. From the blue gem, a jet of freezing air began to come out. Even being away from him, they could all feel the chill.

And then it happened—through the mouthpiece a very viscous, gray liquid started coming out, and it fell into the crystal container. It was the mage’s energy, but in a viscous state. Sirepetus opened his eyes and the process ceased. The energy stopped issuing from his body, the blue gem stopped glowing, and a moment later the red one did too and stopped giving off cold air.

Sirepetus lowered the Condenser of Souls and showed them the container with the gray, viscous substance.

“Condensed spirit energy,” he told them.

“Impressive,” said Lasgol.

“If that viscous thing is truly magical power,” Viggo intervened.

“It is, I promise. It is my energy in liquid, viscous, consumable form.”

“This Condenser of Souls is most peculiar,” Nilsa commented

“An invention of ours. We need it for when we are attacked and do not have enough energy from our magi,” Ardizain told them.

“How’s that?” Ingrid asked.

“Between attacks, all the magi use the Condenser of Souls to extract their energy and store it in containers. Then we use it to create the great mist and maintain it. It has a great cost and my beloved brothers sometimes cannot maintain it for long periods, they run out of energy. The attacks last too long, and without these collections of magic we would not be able to endure them,” Ardizain explained.

“So, it is like timber for the defensive fire,” Viggo reasoned.

“Something like that, but a lot more complex, And that timber is part of our spirit, our soul,” Ardizain said.

“This way you can have an impressive reserve of magical power,” Lasgol said.

Ardizain smiled.

“That is what we thought when we developed it. Unfortunately, it is not so. The human body, our souls, have a limit. They cannot give energy continuously, and neither can they acquire it. We are limited creatures,” Ardizain said with a gesture of resignation.

Lasgol thought that although it was very beneficial for those with the Gift, it was better they had limitations. Otherwise, the magi would become too powerful. The universe, or nature, was wise. It did not allow the existence of too-powerful beings. Everything had limitations, and magic was no exception. Then he remembered the dragons and had to admit that if they had been given a few more limitations, everyone else would be very grateful.

“All magic has limits,” he said.

“That is true, unfortunately,” Ardizain said regretfully. “Now, if you will forgive me, I must go back to our defense. The mist is weakening, and we must contribute our power.”

“Of course,” Lasgol nodded.

“Sirepetus will accompany you back to your ship. But he will stay here. I need him. As you see, the dragons are intent on taking our city, and we must stop them.”

The Spirit mage bowed like the brothers did.

“Of course, my lord.”

“Very well, we’ll leave then,” said Lasgol.

They started crossing the hall toward the exit, along the corridor between the bodies. Lasgol heard a funereal chanting and turned around. Ardizain and the other two magi of the Brotherhood were conjuring. Their bodies glowed with gray flashes. A moment later, a gray mist began to cover all the bodies on the floor. It advanced from the feet of the three magi toward the exit door. Lasgol saw it coming toward him, and a chill ran down his spine. That spell that covered all the bodies was going to extract their spirits from them to feed the large collector. He did not like that at all. He hoped those poor wretches who had given their bodies to the Brotherhood would survive, but he was not at all sure it would be so.

He turned around and ran out. His comrades were already in the anteroom with the Guardian spirits.


Chapter 42

They left the great temple of the Brotherhood of the Spirits and started crossing the city of Yatro back toward the eastern wall. As they went at a brisk pace, they looked around to identify any possible dangers. They readied their bows and nocked arrows just in case.

“The great Avenger Spirit has scared off three dragons,” Sirepetus said, looking up at the sky through the mist of souls.

“I like this giant spirit of yours. He does his job well. Look how he’s chasing after another dragon.” Viggo pointed up at the sky, where the battle between the great spirit and the dragons went on at full tilt.

“The fighting in the battlements is also still going on.” Ingrid pointed south, where ironclad soldiers were fighting the forces of Kraido on the battlements.

The noise of the battle reached them from every direction. Unfortunately for Yatro, it was not at all decided. In some sections of the long battlements, they could see that the assailing forces were winning, while in others the defenders were managing to reject the attack.

“A pity we can’t stay a while to deliver some love,” said Viggo acidly.

“We have to carry on with the mission,” Ingrid told him. “Not get into trouble.”

“Yeah, let’s get out of here fast, this mist is beginning to affect my eyes,” Nilsa pleaded.

“Adjust the bandage and scarf properly,” Gerd said as he did the same, covering his eyes and nose.

They walked through the deserted main road, crossing the mist of lime. They went as fast as Sirepetus was able. Lasgol felt bad for not helping the city against the dragons, but it was true that they had an important mission on hand. One that might help thousands of people, including those of this city, if the Condenser of Souls worked. He focused on this thought.

They reached the eastern wall. Now all they had to do was use the spiritual back door and get to the cliff. The ship was waiting for them to pick them up and take them back to York.

Sirepetus prepared to open the secret door. He started conjuring.

“To them! To the enemy!” They heard a cry they understood perfectly without needing Hitz to translate.

They turned toward the shout. There were a dozen Kraido soldiers charging at them, Tauruk-Kapro and Drakonid wearing black clothes with spears and shields.

Ingrid, Nilsa, Gerd, and Lasgol raised their bows and aimed instinctively. Viggo dropped his bow and drew his two knives in the blink of an eye. Sirepetus stopped conjuring and turned toward the attackers. Hitz aimed his bow too, although he was much slower.

The attackers were coming at a run, and they could see the heat of the battle in their gazes. In this environment, it was either kill or be killed.

“Wait! We’re friends!” Lasgol shouted at them in the Kraido language thanks to the magic ring he wore.

“We’re allies! We’re with you!” Gerd said a moment later, following Lasgol’s stratagem.

The attackers hesitated. Those Humans spoke the language of Kraido. That could not be. The one in the middle, a very robust Tauruk who seemed to be the leader, slowed down.

“Stop!” he told his comrades.

It took them a while to stop, but they all did. The four Drakonids came a little closer; they were not convinced.

“Don’t shoot just yet…” Lasgol whispered to his comrades.

“How do you speak our language?” the Tauruk asked, pointing his spear at them.

“We’re friends and allies, that’s why we speak your language,” Lasgol said, trying to avoid unnecessary bloodshed.

“There is no alliance between the armies of Kraido and Humans,” the Tauruk replied, shaking his head.

“They’re spies, that’s what they are,” said one of the Drakonid.

“We have to kill them,” said another Drakonid, who did not seem to want to know any of it but desired only to kill them all.

“Yes, there is,” Lasgol replied. “There is an alliance being forged every passing day between Humans like us and those of the Kraido army who follow the Cause,” Lasgol uttered, emphasizing the word.

“Cause? What cause?” another Drakonid asked.

“The cause of freedom, the one that spreads the message, which no doubt has already reached you,” Lasgol stated.

“Do you know the cause and the message?” the Tauruk leader asked him.

“And we know the leader,” Lasgol said.

“He speaks treachery! Let’s kill them!” cried one of the Drakonids.

“Death to the enemies of our dragon lords!” cried another Drakonid, and the four warriors lunged to attack.

They took two steps and the two at the corners fell dead, each with an arrow in the eye. Ingrid and Nilsa had released.

Gerd released too, but the Drakonid raised his shield in time and avoided being hit.

Viggo went for the one who had just reached them. The Drakonid tried to pierce him with his spear. Viggo spun round like a top and avoided the spear that passed him by without touching him. The Drakonid covered himself with the shield when he saw Viggo come at him. With tremendous speed, the Assassin continued the movement, crouched, and then plunged his knife in the attacker’s right knee. The Drakonid yelled in pain and tried to turn. Viggo went around his wounded knee; the Drakonid was unable to turn fast enough to protect himself with the shield and only made a half-turn. Viggo plunged the other knife into the side of his neck. It went in through one side and came out the other. He did it as if he were doing a death dance. He drew the knife out and the Drakonid lost his footing, falling dead to one side.

Lasgol was about to release at the last Drakonid coming at them when a presence appeared at his side and lunged at the attacker. It was a spirit of horror, Sirepetus had conjured it. The Drakonid stopped short at the sight of the horrifying spirit lunging at him. He was unable to escape. The spirit entered his body through his chest as if seeking his soul. An instant later the Drakonid began to scream in desperation, as if his soul were truly being devoured. His face was unhinged with suffering, and he fell on his back, convulsing. A moment later he died with a look of horror on his face, like the spirit that had killed him. He was still, and the spirit came out of the body before fading away.

All the bows turned to the Tauruk-Kapro. Viggo watched them from a crouch, ready to fight if necessary. Lasgol saw that Sirepetus was going to cast another spell.

“Wait…” he told him, realizing the mage had not been able to understand a word of their conversation.

Hitz translated for Sirepetus, and he waited.

“We are allies, I swear,” Lasgol insisted.

“You are good fighters, I can see that.”

“There’s no need to fight. We’re all seeking the same thing,” Lasgol tried to persuade the Tauruk.

“What is it we seek?”

“To become free from the yoke of the dragons.”

The Tauruk leader nodded.

“I see that we are indeed allies.”

“I’m glad to see that the message is sinking in,” Lasgol said.

“The message is spreading. The revolution has begun. Little by little, we’re all joining it.”

“Instead of being here killing future allies,” Viggo said.

The Tauruk shrugged.

“We haven’t been able to organize ourselves within the Black Army.”

“But you’re trying.” Lasgol said it more as a wish than a statement.

“We are, yes. We’ll soon stop attacking this city, and the east coast will be free.”

“When will that happen?” Lasgol wanted to know.

“Soon… that’s all I can say.”

“That’ll do,” Lasgol told him. “Go and continue on your path to freedom. In the end, we’ll make it. Don’t fight any more today. Let Yatro survive.”

“That’s complicated to achieve. The officers are mostly Drakonid, and the dragons are watching.”

“The dragons are going to withdraw, the Avenger Spirit will take care of that. Then you can kill the officers, problem solved,” Viggo said.

“That’s not a bad idea, we can try.”

“Good luck,” Lasgol wished them.

The Tauruk raised his spear above his head, and the other Tauruk did the same. A moment later they marched at a run in the opposite direction they had come from.

“What was that?” Sirepetus was puzzled. “Why didn’t they attack us? What did you tell them? How do you understand one another?”

“It’s a long story. We’ll tell you outside. Open the spirit door so we can leave,” Ingrid told him.

“All right.”

The mage summoned the spirit of the wall, and they passed through. Once outside, they headed to the edge of the cliff to go down the path. Sirepetus handed the Condenser of Souls to Lasgol.

“I hope it works,” he said wishfully.

“So do I,” Lasgol replied, hopeful.

“You should be the one to use it,” the mage suggested.

“Me?” Lasgol asked blankly.

“Yes, you. It might surprise you, it’s a very special artifact.”

“Fine, I’ll try it.”

Sirepetus nodded.

“Before you leave, please tell me what happened in there.”

Lasgol nodded.

Swiftly, Lasgol told Sirepetus briefly about the cause, the message, and the rebellion that had started among the slave races against the dragons. He tried to explain as best he could. The ongoing battle and the dragons roaring over the city did not help much.

“We had no idea of this, it is important,” Sirepetus said when Lasgol finished telling him.

“It is. Your leader should know, he might be able to use it to your advantage.”

“I will inform him. Are you sure the information is true? In times of war disinformation is rampant.”

“Sure, we have friends among the rebels.”

“And we don’t lie,” Ingrid added.

Sirepetus nodded.

“Very well, go, and good luck!”

“The same to you. Until we meet again,” Lasgol said.

“Say hello to the giant Avenger Spirit from me, he has guts!” Viggo told him with a smile and pointed at the large being that was still chasing after dragons over the city.

Sirepetus smiled. It was the only time he had done that since they had first met him.

“Let’s go, quickly,” Ingrid said, and they started down the path.

A while later the group was swimming toward the ship, which had already spotted them and was coming to fetch them.


Chapter 43

“I must admit that Ardizain has always been a difficult rival because of his intelligence, something I admire in others,” Urrejaun said, pacing thoughtfully around his elegant audience hall. Magures and several army officers were with him, as well as Celopus, who was translating.

Lasgol and his comrades, standing before Urrejaun, listened to the leader of the city. They had just arrived to York from Yatro. Urrejaun had summoned them at once. He wanted to know everything that had happened and what state the rival city was in. Lasgol had just finished telling him all about it, as well as Ardizain’s proposal.

“And he’s also a powerful mage,” Magures added.

“And a macabre one,” added Ingrid.

“Indeed, what you’ve told me about the Mist of Souls and how they create it is most funereal,” Urrejaun commented.

“They’ve managed to find a way to hurt the dragons’ eyes. That’s something we’ve also attempted. Well, we’re still trying, in fact,” Magures said.

“What I do not like is that he insists on rejecting my offer of shelter. Now I am beginning to believe he might prefer sacrificing his city before accepting it. I knew he was a man with a fixed mind, but this is very troubling. He is going to let his greed destroy his whole city-state.”

“It’s bad news for Yatro, not so bad for us,” Magures specified.

“True. I am sorry for the citizens though. I hope they do not end up like I believe they are going to.”

Unfortunately, Lasgol thought the same as Urrejaun. He did not believe Ardizain would ever hand over his city, his power, to Urrejaun. He would sacrifice all his subjects before then, and Lasgol found this demented. But thus were most kings and leaders, unfortunately.

“As for the deal he is proposing, it can be negotiated. I mean the part referring to the delivery of Golden Magic. We can help him, but not too much—the Golden Magic is ours. Whoever wants to have it will have to negotiate, and it will be us who decide how much to share. Of course, this depends on how much we can get, and from what you have told me it does not seem it will be too much.”

“Magic has its limitations, my lord,” Magures said apologetically.

“Indeed. That I know, unfortunately.”

“So, there will be a deal then?” Lasgol asked, hopeful, not wanting to abandon the people of Yatro to their fate against the dragons.

“There will be a deal, as long as this magical instrument or tool works and is able to condense the Golden Magic.”

“Yes, of course,” Lasgol swallowed. That was the crucial part.

“Is that the Condenser of Souls?” Magures asked with curiosity, unable to contain himself.

Lasgol had it in his hand.

“It is,” he replied, showing it to him.

Magures approached, and Lasgol handed it to him to inspect. He studied it with a look of great interest.

“I can detect its magic. These two gems have power. Each one has a different kind,” the mage said, closing his eyes and concentrating.

“Yes, they’re required for the condensing,” Lasgol told him.

Magures opened his eyes.

“It’s a very interesting instrument, it intrigues me.”

“Go with Dameros and test it. I hope we have good news, we need that,” Urrejaun told them.

They left the hall and headed to the laboratory, all of them. They walked at a good pace along the streets of the city. Their nerves drove them on.

“It’ll work,” Nilsa said, very excited and clapping.

Gerd nodded beside her.

“It just has to work. We need it, for the good of so many,” he said,

“I wouldn’t raise my hopes if I were you… the greater the fall when it doesn’t work,” Viggo said with his usual negative perspective on things.

“Don’t listen to him, let’s see what happens,” Ingrid said.

They went into the laboratory and headed to Dameros’ work area. At once, all the magi stopped what they were doing and came over to see what was going on. Rumors flew throughout the city, and they all knew about the group’s mission.

“Was there any luck?” Dameros asked them with hope in his voice and eyes.

“There was, don’t worry. We have the Condenser of Souls,” Lasgol said, handing it to him.

“Wonderful!” Dameros took it carefully and inspected it for a long moment.

“It looks quite peculiar, like a hunting horn,” Aquasmares commented, coming over to see it.

“The gems are imbued with power,” Marindar said, standing beside him with her eyes closed. “I can feel it.”

“This is going to be interesting, I’m not going to miss it. It’s an out-of-the-ordinary experiment.” Zugaiz had come over from the other side.

The two Nocean Sorcerers were watching from further behind. They were whispering, apparently commenting on something about the instrument, because they were pointing at it as they talked.

“A singular magical artifact,” Ahize said. He was standing beside Dameros, not missing a detail. “The Spirit Magi are resourceful, apart from very powerful with their magic.”

“And macabre,” Viggo added.

“Perhaps those not graced with the Gift should wait outside,” Magures said, looking at the door.

“No way! We went for that thing, and we’re staying to see whether it works or not,” Viggo replied.

“We want to see what we’ve risked our lives for,” Ingrid told them in a quieter tone.

Magures did not appear convinced and looked at Lasgol, who nodded. They were not going to leave without seeing what happened.

“Fine, but don’t interfere,” the First Mage of the city said, resigned.

Dameros finished examining the device.

“How does it work?” he asked, looking at Lasgol.

“Let me explain.” Lasgol went to the Golden mage and slowly told him what to do.

“I see. I’m going to try it,” Dameros said, determined.

Lasgol stepped aside to give him space. Aquasmares and Ahize did so too. The others fixed their eyes on the mage and the magical artifact in his hands. Dameros fetched a crystal container from his work table and got ready. He held the Condenser in one hand and the container in the other.

There was great expectation from all.

The Golden mage closed his eyes and concentrated. He tried to direct his inner golden energy from his chest to the condenser. For a long while, nothing happened. Lasgol noticed that the mage was having trouble.

“Quietly imagine yourself creating a sphere, only inside the artifact,” Lasgol told him, trying to help.

After a moment, a small golden sphere took shape in the open part of the instrument, where the energy ought to come in, emerging from the mage’s chest. It was a step in the right direction. The sphere tried to enter the instrument and came apart when they touched. The golden energy was freed, and the artifact detected it and sucked it in.

Lasgol breathed out, relieved. This was going well. Dameros went on creating spheres, smaller every time and faster too, one after the other, and they were sucked in by the magical artifact. Lasgol smiled; this approach was going to work. The red gem began to glow, already working on the golden energy coming in.

No one missed a detail of what was going on, they did not even blink. Another moment went by and the blue gem began to flash. Lasgol could barely contain his excitement. They were getting close: the golden energy was going in and the two gems were glowing. The expected gust of freezing air started coming out of the blue gem, and Lasgol signaled the other magi to move back.

At last, in the midst of their enormous expectation, a golden, viscous liquid began to come out of the mouthpiece. It fell into the crystal container and filled it up slowly. Lasgol nearly cried out with joy. They had managed to create viscous golden energy. His comrades were smiling and making victory signs without noise so as not to distract Dameros, who had opened his eyes and was watching the viscous liquid entering the container.

For a while longer Dameros went on, until the container was full. Then he stopped. The blue gem stopped glowing, then the red, and then the freezing gust died out.

Dameros left the Condenser of Souls on the table and looked at the crystal container filled with viscous liquid gold.

“This is… most promising,” he said, almost unable to believe his eyes.

“Very promising,” Aquasmares joined him.

“Validate the consistency,” Magures told them in a nervous tone.

“Right away,” Dameros replied, and motioned for Aquasmares to help him.

The two magi fetched several measuring instruments from behind the table. Then they poured out a little of the golden substance and measured it carefully. The process took them a while. The laboratory seemed like the site of alchemy rather than magic at that moment to Lasgol, although the last two measurements were magical.

Once they were done, Dameros straightened up and solemnly proclaimed, “The condensed golden energy remains stable and barely deteriorates, even in contact with other materials such as crystal. It’s a success!”

“At last!” Magures cried, delighted.

Lasgol turned to his friends with a look that was half relief and half delight.

“We did it!” Nilsa said happily.

“Of course we did it, we’re the Snow Panthers!” Ingrid told her.

“I’m so glad!” Gerd was excited.

Viggo was silent.

The other magi celebrated the success, and the atmosphere in the laboratory was one of rejoicing. Even the two Nocean Sorcerers seemed to smile a little, something unheard of for them.

“It must be tested,” Viggo said suddenly, cutting the festive air short.

“What do you mean?” Magures asked him.

“I mean it’s one thing that it doesn’t degrade and a very different one that it’s still useful in that state. We need to try it on a dragon.”

“A dragon?” Marindar shook her head.

“That’s not a very good idea,” said Zugaiz.

Dameros raised one hand.

“That won’t be necessary.”

“Oh no? Well, I don’t see any other way of being sure, and I don’t want to face a flying lizard and not have that golden thing working. More than anything else because I don’t want to have my ears singed.”

Aquasmares turned around and fetched an object from a shelf. He showed it to Viggo.

“Here, you have something to try it on: dragon scales,” the mage told him and showed him a square wooden plate about two fingers thick that had three sizeable dragon scales stuck on its surface. One was red, another brown, and the third one blue.

“We use them to experiment,” Dameros said.

“Sometimes dragons lose scales in the battles over the city and we gather them,” Magures explained.

Viggo nodded.

“Perfect, let’s try it then,” he said, taking out one of his Assassin knives. He went over to Dameros.

“Good,” the Golden mage said. “Where do I pour it?”

“On the tip. It’s what I use most, it pierces hearts,” Viggo winked at him.

Dameros gave him an uneasy look but said nothing and poured a little of the golden substance on the tip of the weapon. There was a golden flash.

“It looks good. Hold it well, Aquasmares,” he told the Water mage.

“Go ahead,” Aquasmares said, holding the wooden square tight to his chest and facing Viggo.

Viggo delivered a thrust straight to the red scale. Upon impact there was a golden flash and the knife penetrated the scale. It went through it and then through the wood it was stuck to. Aquasmares saw the tip coming out and started backward.

“Hohoho! Now I am indeed going to have a whale of a time!” Viggo was left with the plate hanging from his knife.

“It’s a real success!” Magures cried, excited. “We did it!” Dameros told Aquasmares, and gave him a big hug.

Lasgol felt so happy and relieved he did not know what to say. He was beaming.

“This is awesome!” Gerd said, slapping Lasgol’s shoulder.

“Indeed it is, it gives us a chance,” Ingrid said with a nod.

“Dragons beware!” Nilsa cried, jubilant.

The festive atmosphere of the laboratory carried on throughout the evening. Even Urrejaun hurried down when he heard the news. He was extremely pleased.

“York will survive!” he cried joyfully, raising both fists.

“And her allies,” Lasgol reminded him.

Urrejaun nodded.

“It’s the beginning of a new era! We can finally defeat the dragons!” Urrejaun proclaimed.

So happy was the leader of York that he organized a banquet at his palace to celebrate, and he invited all the magi of the city and the Snow Panthers in appreciation of all their efforts.

Lasgol enjoyed the banquet, but his thoughts were now in another place. They had to continue their journey, and this was going to be a very dangerous one.


Chapter 44

The Panthers were ready to leave. Urrejaun summoned them for a farewell audience at noon. Since it was still very early in the morning, Lasgol decided to go to the laboratory and see how Dameros was doing.

As he went in he greeted Celopus, who was already at work. The interpreter smiled at him.

“How’s everything going?” Lasgol asked Dameros, seeing that the mage, together with Aquasmares and Ahize, was working on the preparation of some small crystal spheres the size of a peach on the mage’s work table.

“Hello, Lasgol, everything is well. Very busy, as you can see.”

“Oh, if I’m bothering you I’ll let you work in peace.”

“No, no, you never bother us, please,” Dameros replied.

“Thank you. Keep at it, I’ll watch.” Lasgol watched them work for a while. He had to admit they were not only extraordinary magi but also had great knowledge and skill. Watching them creating the crystal spheres and how hard they were astonished him.

The Condenser of Souls was on one side of the table on a velvet cushion. They certainly had it well kept. Lasgol could not avoid going to it. In fact, it was the reason he had come down. His subconscious had led him there.

Dameros saw him lost in thought staring at the device.

“It intrigues you?”

“Oh, yes indeed. It’s that… well… Sirepetus told me I should try it…”

“He told you that?”

“Yeah…”

“Well, then you shouldn’t be left with the intrigue. Try it,” the Golden Mage encouraged him.

“You think so?” Lasgol was not so certain it was a good idea.

“Of course, everyone’s tried it,” he said with a wave at Aquasmares, Ahize, and the other magi.

“Have they?”

“That’s right. They couldn’t handle the suspense. They all wanted to see what would happen.”

“And? What happened?”

“It condensed our energy,” Aquasmares said and showed him a sphere he took out of his pocket.

Lasgol stepped over to take a look.

“It’s blue like the sea,” he said, staring at the sphere.

“Look with this,” Aquasmares said and gave him a magnifying glass.

Lasgol looked and saw that it was not really all blue. There were tiny golden specks in it, although it was mainly blue.

“There are golden specks…”

“Indeed, that’s what we’ve discovered,” Ahize said, handing him his own.

Lasgol looked at it through the lens. It was a white liquid, and it also had tiny golden specks.

“Are those specks golden energy?”

“That’s right,” Dameros confirmed. We’ve filtered and studied it. They’re like my magic.”

Lasgol was thoughtful.

“I don’t find it strange. From what I know, our magics are made up of the base magics. They’re a mixture, and each person has a different type. Except for you, Dameros, you’re an exception and only have Golden Magic.”

“Indeed, that’s the conclusion we reached too.”

“Test yours, it’ll be green with golden specks, like Zugaiz’s,” Dameros told him.

Lasgol nodded.

“All right.”

Dameros handed him the Condenser of Souls and a crystal sphere with a hole at the top. Lasgol closed his eyes to concentrate. He gathered a large amount of energy from his inner pool and sent it out through his chest, directed at the Condenser. To his surprise, he felt it leaving his chest and entering the Condenser. The red gem began to glow, and a moment later the blue one did too. The freezing gust of air indicated that the device was already working on condensing the energy. But it was a long while before the viscous liquid started coming out of the mouthpiece. It fell into the sphere and filled it slowly, taking a while to fill it.

“It’s done,” Dameros told him.

Lasgol stopped the flow of energy and opened his eyes. He left the condenser on the cushion and looked at the sphere. What he saw left him stunned.

“That’s really unusual,” Dameros told him.

“Extraordinary,” said Aquasmares.

“Almost impossible,” said Ahize.

Lasgol was staring at the sphere. The upper half of the sphere was filled with golden liquid and the lower half with silver liquid.

“Shouldn’t it be green?”

“Apparently not in your case,” Dameros told him. “The upper one is golden energy like mine. The lower one… I’m afraid…”

“Is silver, like the dragons’,” Aquasmares told him.

“You have golden and silver energy in you,” Ahize said, surprised.

“Not only that, but you have a lot, and very powerful,” Dameros told him.

“I don’t know what might be done with the silver energy, but it would be good to find out. None of us has it,” Dameros said.

“You can keep the sphere if you want.”

“No, this one’s yours. Take it with you,” Dameros told him. “But we’ll extract two or three more spheres before you leave so we can study them, if it’s all right with you.”

Lasgol sighed.

It’s all right.”

At noon, in Urrejaun’s audience hall, the moment came to say goodbye to the city of York. Magures and Dameros were present, and as always Celopus translated.

“I am sad to see you leave. You are very good warriors, York would be delighted to adopt you,” Urrejaun said.

“How much gold would you give us?” Viggo asked, earning an elbow to the ribs from Ingrid.

“More than you would be able to spend in a lifetime.”

“It’s a tempting offer and one we appreciate, but we’re Norghanian Rangers and we belong to our land,” Ingrid replied courteously.

“I assumed you would say that. It is a pity for York and fortunate for Norghana.” Urrejaun opened his arms in a sorrowful gesture. “Pity.”

“We are grateful for the hospitality and good wishes of York. We’ll come back someday,” Nilsa promised.

“Until we come back… I’ll need to have my gold reward looked after… I can’t take it with me right now,” Viggo said.

Urrejaun smiled.

“No problem. Your rewards will be safely waiting for you here.”

Viggo nodded and seemed to be more relaxed.

“I’ve counted all the gold coins, so don’t let anyone put their hands in…”

Urrejaun laughed out loud.

“Here we publicly behead thieves. That will never happen.”

“Good practice, I like that,” Viggo said, agreeing.

“What we will need is the condensed golden energy,” Lasgol said.

“That you have also earned, and I will compensate you. Dameros, go ahead,” the leader told the Golden mage.

Dameros came over to Lasgol’s side and handed him a bag filled with what appeared to be small crystal spheres.

“It’s as much as I could generate. Unfortunately, my body has a daily limit. I end up exhausted, like when I conjure and use up all my magic. Well, I really use up all my inner energy. The process of condensation isn’t optimum. It requires a lot of energy to generate the condensation,”

“That is the great drawback of the Condenser,” Urrejaun said.

“We were expecting great results, but it’s not that good,” Magures said. “The amount of condensed Golden Magic we can produce daily is limited.”

“Magic and its limitations,” Urrejaun complained.

“Even so, Dameros can create a good amount every day which can be used when the dragons attack,” Lasgol said.

“True, but not as much as we would have liked,” Urrejaun rued.

“Even so, you’ll send some to Yatro…” Lasgol said, reminding him of his promise.

Urrejaun smiled.

“I will. Business is business, and I will propose another.”

“Another?” Lasgol raised an eyebrow.

“If they have created this Condenser, I am sure they can develop a better one that can produce more condensation while requiring less energy.”

“Oh, I see…”

“I bet those macabre friars will find a way,” said Viggo.

“Yes, that is what I hope as well,” Urrejaun said with a hopeful wave.

“Then the possibility of sending condensed golden power to Norghana…” said Ingrid.

“I’m afraid it will not be possible to export it for now. We do not have enough for us,” Urrejaun apologized, shaking his head.

“Dameros barely generates enough in a day to create fifteen spheres of condensed magic. And if we’re attacked they’ll be consumed in… how long have you calculated?” Magures asked Dameros.

“One sphere should be enough for a dozen uses.”

“Both things are not enough,” Urrejaun said, shaking his head in disgust.

“It’s a lot more than we had until now,” Lasgol told him.

“If my calculations are correct, in one season you could have close to one thousand eight hundred archers ready to fight a dozen times. That seems pretty good to me,” Ingrid calculated.

“And they could be divided in half so that more archers used them, say three, so that would be five thousand and four hundred archers, with three and a half attacks available.”

“Yes… looking at it that way…”

“Over seven thousand archers in a year who can fight ten times against dragons,” Ingrid said.

“Or twenty-one thousand archers who can use three or four attacks,” Nilsa noted.

“Yes, not bad. The problem is that we don’t have one year to get ready. We’re constantly under attack,” Magures said.

“We will have to find a way to defend ourselves and allow our illustrious Dameros enough time to generate condensed Golden Magic for us,” Urrejaun said.

“Yes, we will…” Magures agreed, but by his tone and the look on his face he had no idea how they were going to do that.

Before we leave, we’d like to ask one last thing of York,” Lasgol said to Urrejaun.

The leader of York bowed his head.

“And what is the request?”

“That York helps Norghana. The dragons have punished her severely,” Lasgol told him.

“And we don’t have gold or Golden Magic,” Nilsa added in a pleading tone.

Urrejaun sighed deeply.

“Very well, I will try and help Norghana, for you, because you have helped me. Dameros will stay here with us, that is irrevocable, so forget about it. But we can send some of his Golden Magic.”

Lasgol looked at his friends. They had already talked about this, and they knew that they could not take the Golden mage with them. Not only because of Urrejaun, but because Dameros would not want to leave. Kidnapping him, apart from being difficult, would bring about too many complications.

“All right.” Lasgol had no choice.

“But there is one condition.”

“You want to negotiate?” Lasgol asked.

“Of course. The City-States of the East negotiate even the air we breathe. That is how we have become rich. Well, now there are only two standing, but you know what I mean.”

“What do you want?” Ingrid asked.

“The Elemental Arrows, of course. I understand they are a Rangers’ secret. I am not asking you to reveal it to me. But I will exchange golden power for Elemental Arrows. That way both kingdoms will have one more weapon to use in the fight against the dragons. If we can blind them, we have more options. If you can wound them, you do too. It is a fair business, and one where both nations win.”

Lasgol looked at his friends to see their reaction. They either nodded or shrugged. The deal was not a bad one. Urrejaun could be a lot more generous, but he was a born trader, and he was not going to give anything for free. He was always going to ask for something in exchange.

“All right, we have a deal,” Lasgol said.

Urrejaun smiled, victorious.

“There is nothing like closing a good deal,” he said animatedly. “Since I feel generous today, I will grant you some gold for Norghana too.”

Viggo’s eyes opened wide. Before he could say anything inappropriate, Ingrid intervened.

“Thank you very much, we gratefully accept.”

“Thank you,” Lasgol echoed her sentiments; the offering had taken him by surprise. Norghana was going through rough times, and the gold would definitely come in handy for the kingdom.

“Of course, the delivery of gold is conditional on accepting the deal,” Urrejaun specified with a smile.

“Of course.” Lasgol had no doubts that Norghana would accept. Elemental Arrows were plentiful and were still being produced in large numbers. Golden Magic and gold they lacked.

“Wonderful. I will inform your leader of your achievements and this proposal.”

“Our leader?” Ingrid wanted to make sure.

Urrejaun nodded.

“I am aware that your leader and the ruling generals are not always in agreement or on the same side. I will address her.”

“Very well,” Lasgol said.

“I wish you good luck in your next endeavors, and that one day you may all come back. York’s gates will always be open for you,” Urrejaun said.

They all bowed deeply and then left.

It was midafternoon when they were getting ready to board the war ship of York. Celopus and Dameros came to say goodbye.

“You have no idea how much we appreciate all your good work,” Ingrid told Celopus, and she gave him a big hug.

“It’s been a pleasure to be able to help you,” the elderly interpreter replied.

“Yeah, because the language of York sounds like hens cackling to me,” said Viggo with a look of annoyance.

“The problem with you is that you have the ears of a caterpillar,” Nilsa told him.

Ingrid laughed, and Gerd joined her.

“Very true,” Ingrid said, smiling.

“I want to thank you for all your help too,” Lasgol said to Celopus.

“One day they’ll invent a ring like the one you wear to translate all the languages, and then I’ll be obsolete.”

“I doubt it very much, there are too many languages in Tremia,” Gerd told him, smiling. “You’ll always be necessary.”

Dameros nodded.

“I couldn’t say anything before in front of Urrejaun, but your golden spheres are loaded to the brim. Urrejaun imposed a maximum of two days for you, so I could only generate thirty spheres of condensed Golden Magic. But I’ve filled them to their maximum capacity with extra effort.”

“We are very grateful,” Lasgol told him.

“Yes, thanks a million,” said Nilsa.

“You’ll have enough for about fifteen fights with each one.”

“Great. That’s over four hundred fights. We’ll run out in a week, you’ll see. It’s going to be awesome.” Viggo beamed from ear to ear.

Dameros made a face that clearly said he hoped they would not have so many fights in such as short time.

“Don’t pay any attention to him, he exaggerates,” Ingrid told him.

“Yeah, you’ll see. As if there weren’t dragons around everywhere,” Viggo said, thinking he was not exaggerating at all.

“I wish you all the luck in the world,” Dameros said.

“Same here,” Celopus joined him.

“We’re going to need it,” Lasgol replied.

They boarded the ship after the farewells, and the captain set course for the east coast of Tremia.

The group sat at the prow of the war ship.

“I think we’d better share the spheres, just in case,” Lasgol told them.

“Yeah, good idea, never put all your eggs in one basket,” said Gerd.

“There are thirty of them and four of us,” Lasgol said.

“Five,” Ingrid corrected him. “Now we’re going to save Astrid. You keep her spheres.”

“Yeah, that way you can give them to her yourself, I bet she’ll appreciate that,” Nilsa smiled mischievously.

Lasgol went all red.

“All right… six spheres each,” he said and handed them to the others.

Viggo took one of them. It was the size of a big walnut, made of hard crystal, and it was filled with viscous golden liquid. He looked at it against the light.

“How does it open?” he asked.

“From what Dameros told me, it’s a special container and its mechanism is a curious one. You have to turn both parts of the sphere in opposite directions, then it will open. The two halves separate a little and the golden liquid will begin to fall. Then it’ll close by itself.”

“Hah, like cutting an apple in half,” said Gerd.

“Yeah, something like that I think,” Lasgol replied.

“Well, one that joins together again,” Nilsa grinned.

Viggo started to try.

“No! you’ll waste one load!” Lasgol stopped him.

“Oh, okay, I’ll leave it for when we really need them.”

“Now that we have these spheres and can fight against the dragons, this changes things,” said Ingrid.

Lasgol looked at her.

“What do you mean?”

“We came to York for Golden Magic to be able to kill the dragons and use one of the portals to go back to Norghana for the Golden Weapons,” Ingrid said. “But these spheres already allow us to fight against them. We can go and save Astrid without going to Norghana first.”

“True, we don’t need the Golden Weapons since we have these spheres.” Nilsa cheered up. “We can go and find Astrid.

“The surest option is to recover the Golden Weapons…” Lasgol said.

“I agree, we don’t know for sure how well this Golden Magic is going to work. We know the Golden Weapons work,” Gerd said, jabbing his finger at Lasgol’s bow.

“I want a Golden Weapon, but if we’re able to use these golden things,” Viggo said, bringing out one of his spheres, “I don’t have any problems, I’d go for Astrid. We can go to Norghana once we save her and kill us a few dragons.”

Lasgol was thoughtful.

“Besides, to get to Norghana fast we first have to kill three dragons at the Eastern Pearl,” Ingrid told him. “It’s a risk and a waste of time.”

“I agree with Ingrid,” said Nilsa. “We have to go and save Astrid, now.”

Lasgol and Gerd looked at each other. The giant made a resigned face and shrugged.

“Let’s go for Astrid,” he sentenced.

Lasgol looked at his friends. They were determined, so he did not oppose them.

“We’ll go straight to rescue Astrid.”


Chapter 45

It had been several days since Nahia had got back to Drakoros, and Liburex had not contacted her yet. This was worrisome; something seemed to not be going well with the plan. Otherwise her being there and considering that Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt had gone to fetch her urgently meant she should act, but without confirmation from Egil there was nothing she could do.

That morning she was training at the Arena. Like every day, she was watching Draketz unobtrusively to see what instructions he gave his pupils, and then she repeated them with even more emphasis. It was one way of doing it right and not incurring a reprimand from the Drakonid. She had to make an effort in order to make an angry face and speak in the same tone. She was sorry for her pupils, but it was the only way not to get into trouble, since the last thing she wanted were problems with Draketz or the blue dragon.

They were practicing basic attacks and one counterattack. Draketz did not look very pleased.

“Not like that. The attack should be done this way,” he told the pair of pupils who were fighting and then showed them.

Nahia went on with her group, who was practicing the same attack in pairs, and did not pay much attention. The Drakonid loved to order the poor pupils around and make them suffer. Nahia did not approve of that kind of training, but she could not say anything. Since she had to be alert to everything the Drakonid said in order to mimic him, when he chided the pupils she listened to everything he shared.

“It’s not like that,” Draketz corrected his pupils once again.

Nahia watched out of the corner of her eye.

“If the Spear Master will allow me, we’ll show you how it’s done,” Draketz said, looking at Nahia.

She did not want to do the exercise with Draketz, and her mind was searching for the way to get out of this dilemma.

Good idea, Draketz. Let the Weapons Masters give a small demonstration for these unfortunate pupils of ours, sent Zeru-Urdin-Irakas.

Nahia swallowed. She was going to have to prove her skill with the spear. She was sure Draketz had suggested that on purpose, and with bad intentions. But since the blue dragon had agreed, she had no way of refusing. She would have to accept.

“In position,” Draketz said.

Nahia got ready. She knew how to do the move. It was not very advanced. She was not worried. She also knew that Draketz wanted to show that he was better than her, and that was why he had asked for the demonstration. This did worry her slightly more. She could not afford to look bad before Draketz, but neither did she want to make an enemy of the Drakonid, or he would make her life impossible in the classes.

“Go ahead,” Nahia, who had already decided what to do, said.

Draketz attacked, and Nahia defended herself. She did the first part of the movement well, like an expert, to satisfy the dragon that was watching attentively. But during the Drakonid’s counterattack she let him touch her. She could make him miss, but that would make him furious. He would look bad before Zeru-Urdin-Irakas, and that he would never forgive her for.

Draketz’s spear caught her full in the chest. He had struck with tremendous force. It wasn’t necessary, but the Drakonid was looking for that, to show how good he was. Nahia bore the blow and said nothing.

Very well executed, especially the counterattack, the blue dragon said.

Nahia was breathless, but she bore the pain with her jaw clenched. Draketz looked at her triumphantly.

Keep going, show them more movements. Let these spoiled pupils I have understand how things are done.

Nahia sighed under her breath. She was going to have to demonstrate the movements with Draketz, and he was going to make her pay for each one. She could stand up to him, but that would be bad for her interests. The only thing that mattered was the plan. She would have to bear with Draketz and his bad manners.

Nahia arrived at the Weapons Masters’ quarters after finishing the class and prepared to go to her room to rest a little before supper. The Exarbor in charge of the Masters’ barracks called her.

“Weapons Master… Nahia.”

“Yes?” she looked at him blankly,

The Exarbor made a sign with his branch finger for her to come over.

Nahia did so. The Exarbor looked right and left as if making sure they were alone, and unobtrusively he handed her a note he was hiding in his wooden hand.

“Your spear… will be repaired… at once,” the Exarbor told her.

Nahia took the note, also unobtrusively, and hid it in her clothes.

“Thank you very much. Make it good as new,” she told him and went up to her room.

As she went up she crossed with another Weapons Master, this one a Felidae-lion. Nahia greeted him politely and went on to her room, entered it, and shut the door. She took the note out and read it.

Return the tome to the library. You have exceeded the deadline of allowed borrowing.

Tonight, before supper, without fail, or you will be fined for the delay.

Nahia made a sign of victory with her fist. At last, Liburex was calling. High time. She would go at the appointed time with the tome under her arm.

Nahia went into the library. She was nervous but happy that at last there was news. She hoped it would be good, although she did not have much hope, given the delay in summoning her. She returned the tome to one of the librarians, pretending, and asked to see Liburex for a private consultation. The librarian looked at her from head to toe.

“Wait… here… I’ll see… whether the Chief Librarian is available.”

Nahia wanted to tell him that indeed he was, because he had sent her the note himself, but she could not, so she waited. The Exarbor took an eternity, as was usual for them, and Nahia nearly despaired.

“The Chief Librarian… will see you now.”

“Thank you,” Nahia said, forcing a smile to cover her anxiety.

To make things slower, the Exarbor led her to the office at his annoying pace. When they finally got there, he knocked on the door and was granted permission to enter.

“You may go in…” the Exarbor said, opening the door, and left.

Nahia went in and approached Liburex’s desk.

“What happened, why the delay?”

The Chief Librarian looked at her and tilted his head.

“Haste makes bad… counselors and worse companions…”

“Yes, yes, I know that, but what happened?”

“Nothing serious… a small discrepancy between… the Prisoner’s collaborators.”

“Discrepancy?”

“That’s right… not all of us who are… part of… the trust circle… have the same motivation… to act.”

“Oh, someone backed up,” Nahia guessed.

“Wanted to back up… but after the Prisoner insisted… and yours truly… they reconsidered and agreed to collaborate.”

Nahia heaved a deep sigh.

“Thank goodness, why did they back up?”

“Because of the danger… that following the plan… of the Prisoner… entails.”

“I see. Will I be able to see him?”

Liburex nodded.

“I… believe so…”

Nahia gave a sigh of relief.

“Thank goodness.”

“In order to get in… you must first… persuade that collaborator.”

“How do I do that?”

“You must… go and see him.”

“Where to?”

“Administration.”

Nahia understood.

“A Tergnomus.”

“Exactly…”

“All right, I’ll speak to him.”

“The meeting… will be tomorrow… at noon. Don’t… be late,” Liburex warned her.

“I won’t, don’t worry. Why does he want to see me?”

“That I don’t know… I can only say… that he demands to see you. Otherwise… there’s no deal and he… won’t help us.”

“No problem, if he wants to see me, he will,” Nahia said but then thought again. “It wouldn’t be a trap, would it?”

Liburex shrugged.

“I don’t think so… because he belongs to the circle of trust… but it might be… a trap... yes…. That option is always valid… unfortunately.”

“I won’t know until I put my foot in it, right?”

“That’s right… games of secrets… spies, and confabulations… are like that.”

“Yeah, well, I prefer to be one step ahead, showing myself.”

“Not the best choice… in this case… at hand.”

Nahia huffed in frustration.

“You’re right. I’ll have to take the risk, there’s no other choice.”

“I wish you… good luck.”

“If I fall, tell the Prisoner to keep trying. He must get to the end, even if I die.”

“I will tell him… or rather… make sure he knows.”

“Thank you.”

“Before you go… I want you to see something… or rather… listen. I believe you’ll find it… motivating…”

“Motivating? That sounds good. Go ahead.”

Liburex smiled with his bark lips and mouth.

“You do remember that… the library lamps…like those of many other places… in this academy… have a wooden base,” he said, pointing at the one on his desk.

“I remember. Also that you can use your magic on them.”

“That’s right… watch…”

Liburex pointed at the lamp and closed his eyes. A green glow came out of his body. Nahia detected at once that he was using magic. An intense green aura enveloped Liburex’s body. A thread of energy issued from his finger and went to the lamp, to the wooden base, and enveloped it. The lamp began to glow green.

There was a voice. It was young, Human, a boy.

“The cause of freedom must go on. Here, with us, strong.”

“As it did with the leader who organized it, in this same library,” a woman’s voice said. It sounded like a Scarlatum.

“She started the rebellion here, and it’s our duty to follow her example,” said another voice, clearly a Felidae-lion.

“The message must reach every pupil,” another female voice said. Nahia could not tell her race.

“We’ll organize study groups and pass on the message,” said the Human boy.

“Carefully. Not everyone is with us,” the Scarlatum warned.

“Nearly everyone will be. More so with the news coming from Drameia. About the rebels liberating cities,” said the Felidae-lion.

Liburex opened his eyes and stopped sending his energy to the lamp. The voices died out and vanished.

“Who are they?” Nahia asked Liburex.

“Does it… matter? What is really wonderful… is that they follow your cause… and they do it the same way you did…”

“Yes, it is very surprising, and motivating.” Nahia was delighted that others were carrying on what she had started there.

“Every course… has leaders… and they gather in the library… to organize themselves… to spread the message…”

“I find it wonderful. I’m very happy to know that the cause is still strong and moving forward.”

“I guessed it would be so…. You should be very proud… of what you did… and its ramifications…”

“More than proud, I’m very happy. Knowing that they’re keeping up with what I started fills my heart with joy.”

Liburex nodded.

“I will make sure they are not found out… as much as I can…”

“I appreciate it.”

With good feelings from what Liburex has shown her, although worried about the next day’s meeting, Nahia went to eat her supper. She was very hungry. Teaching class and all those emotions gave her an appetite. The Weapons Masters did not eat in the dining room with the pupils, they did so at their own barracks. At the end of the first floor they had a small dining room. What it did have was the same process: the Tergnomus cooks prepared and served the meals, and the Masters got up from their tables to go and fetch their dish at a long counter, behind which was the kitchen.

It smelled very tasty; there was a meat stew today. Since Nahia did not know anyone, she sat alone at one of the tables. Until then, no one had shown any interest in her or had stopped to talk to her. They all greeted her in passing, but none sat down with her. Nahia guessed that was how the Weapons Master behaved.

She sat at her usual table and started to enjoy the excellent stew. If the pupils’ cooks were good, those of the Weapons Masters were even better. It was delicious. She watched the other tables as she ate. The Drakonids sat together. The Tauruk-Kapro did so too. At other tables, though, there were Humans, with Felidae and a few Scarlatum. She did not see any Fatum, but it did not surprise her. Fatum were excellent with magic, but not with weapons.

She went on enjoying her meal. On the morrow she had to go to Administration and was hoping to somehow see Egil, or at least know what her role was in the plan.

“Good evening, Rider,” a voice said, and Nahia looked up, almost with a start. She had been so immersed in her own thoughts that she had not even noticed that another Master had approached her.

“Good evening,” she replied.

“May I sit?” the master asked, and Nahia watched him for a moment. He was Human, blond, with blue eyes. He reminded her of Brendan of the Ardent Squad, only older, more weathered.

“Yes, of course,” she said.

“Thank you. I’ve seen you dining alone, and I’ve come to introduce myself. I’m Novak.” He offered her his hand.

“Pleased to meet you, Novak, I’m Nahia.” She shook his hand.

“Yes, we know, the new Spear Master, a Dragon Rider no less,” said Novak.

“You’re well infirmed.”

“You just have to ask Egurex, the Barracks Exarbor.”

“Oh, I did not know he gave out information.”

“To those of us who’ve been here long, he does.”

“Have you been here very long?”

“I have, five years.”

“I see.”

“You’re young, you must’ve been at the Academy recently. We didn’t coincide.”

“Yes, we didn’t.”

“You’re with Draketz, aren’t you?”

Nahia sighed.

“Yeah, I’m with him.”

Novak smiled.

“He’s a little stiff.”

“I’d use some other adjective.”

“Yeah, he might not be nice, but he’s very good with weapons.”

“Yes, I’ve had proof of that.”

“Drakonids have a peculiar character, you know…” Novak looked toward a nearby table where there were four eating. One was Draketz.

“Yup…” Nahia watched them. They were chatting among themselves, and they did so as if they were angry about something,

“They always seem to be arguing, but it’s their way of talking,” Novak shrugged.

“True.”

“It’s best not to pay too much attention to them,” Novak advised her.

“I don’t intend to.”

“Will you be here long with us?”

Nahia shook her head.

“Until my dragon lord recovers from the injuries he suffered to his wing.”

“I see. Well, I hope your stay is short but not bad,” he smiled.

“Thank you, so do I.”

“I’ll let you eat. We’ll keep talking another day,” Novak said and rose. He went to another table and sat down with another Human and a Felidae and a Scarlatum. They all looked at her; she was the new one, so she aroused interest. She was not surprised to be watched. Nahia finished her supper and went to sleep. The rest would do her good for whatever it was that awaited her the following day.


Chapter 46

At noon, Nahia headed to Administration. The long storage building seemed to have grown in size. Perhaps it had. More pupils required more things and space for them.

She went in and saw no one else in there but the Tergnomus behind the counter, for which she felt grateful.

“I’ve been asked to come,” Nahia called.

One of the Tergnomus checked her up and down. He looked angry, which was usual for the Tergnomus.

“Weapons Master?”

“That’s right.”

“Name?”

“Nahia.”

“Wait here,” the Tergnomus told her and headed to the back. He did not take long to come back. Hiputz, the Chief of Administration, was with him.

“Go to the back of the building,” Hiputz told her.

“To the back?” Nahia could not hide her surprise.

“Are you deaf?” the other Tergnomus said in the characteristic unpleasant tone of his people.

“No, I’m not deaf. But going to the back of the building doesn’t seem very proper. Can’t you help me here?”

“Did I say you could ask questions?” Hiputz said.

“No… but I have a right…”

“To the back.” He cut her short and went back inside.

Nahia had forgotten what it was like to interact with those crosspatches without manners. And she remembered well that the Chief of Administration was one of the worst. She had no choice but to do what she had been told, so she went to the back of the building, which was very long and wide. As she arrived at the back, she realized there were no dragons watching nearby. The closest was on a tower further east, and from its position it could not see the back of the administration storage.

Nahia had already realized, when she was a student there, that not all places at the Academy were watched. The lookout dragons on the towers and in front of some buildings like the castle or the dungeons were not that many, and the Academy was huge and had many buildings. This led her to think that, if they were going to set up a trap for her, this was a very suitable place for it.

“Come in,” a voice said.

Nahia looked to her left, and for a moment she believed that the wall of the building had spoken, but it was not that. A door had opened a crack, and the voice had come from inside. She sighed and, opening the door more, she walked in. She found herself in a large room where there were many boxes piled up in different areas. It was only lit by one oil lamp, and there were no windows, so it was quite dark.

“Are you the Rider?” the same voice asked, and when she turned to the voice Nahia saw a Tergnomus beside the oil lamp.

“I am,” she said and gave a nod.

“Do you know why you’re here?” the Tergnomus asked. Nahia thought he was a young Tergnomus. It was complicated to establish the age of his people, but he had fewer wrinkles than usual and his hair was straighter. He was less ‘ugly’ than the Tergnomus she had dealt with before.

“I’ve been summoned to deal with an important matter.”

“Important depending to whom.”

“Important for me and my people.”

“Who are your people?”

The question made her nervous. Why would he want to know that?

“I want to speak to the leader, not to you.”

“How do you know I’m not the leader?”

“Because you lack white hair.”

The Tergnomus was silent.

“Good catch, you are intelligent,” said another voice, more aged, and a second Tergnomus came out from behind a crate. At once, three more appeared from behind the others. They surrounded Nahia. They had knives in their hands. One of them stood at the door covering the exit.

Nahia was unsettled, and her inner flame sparked. Things were getting complicated. This looked like a trap she would not escape from alive. She raised her hands so they saw she had no intention of attacking them.

“I don’t advise you to attack me. If you’re going to turn me in, do so, but if you attack me, I’m afraid not all of you will make it out of here alive.”

The oldest Tergnomus of the group, the one who had spoken, looked at her from head to toe.

“So it’s true what they say that you have a burning spirit.”

“I’m a walking flame, and I don’t mean it in a figurative way.”

“You’re a Flameborn, that we know.”

“Then you know that my magic power is great.”

“That is what they say. It is also said you’re the leader of the rebellion.”

The Tergnomus’s statement left Nahia very annoyed. If they knew then they could deliver her to the dragons, alive or dead.

“People talk. The rumors about the rebellion and its leaders are many,” Nahia said, pretending. She was not going to admit it so easily.

The Tergnomus frowned. Nahia noticed that he had deep-gray eyes, something not very common in the Tergnomus. His hair was entirely white and straight. It gave him an aura of wisdom.

“Only if you tell me the truth will things go well for you,” the Tergnomus warned her, pointing his finger at her.

“I haven’t lied.”

“You haven’t answered my question either.”

“I don’t answer questions from strangers. Who are you? And why do you want to know what you’re asking?”

The Tergnomus bowed his head and looked at her again from head to toe. He was studying her, measuring her worth.

“I am Ipotxon, and I want to know what I’m asking to be sure I’m speaking to the person I’m supposed to. I’ll ask you again. Are you the leader of the rebellion?”

Nahia wondered whether to answer or not. If it was a trap and she answered yes, they would deliver her to the dragons. If she denied it and it turned out not to be a trap, she would miss the opportunity of getting to Egil, and she could not afford that. She thought for a moment longer while they all watched her. They were tense, she could feel that. She made her decision, knowing she had to take the risk, there was no other choice.

“I am the leader of the rebellion.”

Ipotxon wrinkled his nose.

“Interesting. Not that I don’t believe your word, but I’d rather make sure,” the Tergnomus said and took out a wooden wand shaped like a snake. It was as long as Nahia’s forearm, and it ended in a green gem.

“What are you going to do?” Nahia was alarmed, and her flame increased.

“Noting painful, I promise,” Ipotxon replied, and he waved his wand.

Nahia saw that a gray substance, like smoke, began to emerge at her feet and clung to her body as it rose.

“What…?” Her inner flame burned strong, and to her surprise she saw herself reflected in the gray substance that enveloped her.

“There it is, a true Flameborn, of great power indeed,” Ipotxon said.

“You’re a mage!” Nahia realized.

“Yes, that’s right. There are magi among my people too, although the dragons despise us and our magic.”

“I see…” Nahia watched with astonishment how her flame was depicted in the smoke that surrounded her.

“Verified,” Ipotxon said, and with another wave of his wand he made the gray substance vanish.

Nahia breathed more easily, and her inner flame calmed down.

“I am who I claim to be,” Nahia said.

“You are, and now I know. But you will understand that I had to make sure. We live in a dangerous world, and treachery is common.”

“That I won’t deny. I have been honest. Now I expect the same courtesy. Are you the leader of the Tergnomus of the Academy?

Ipotxon smiled.

“I am the leader of the Tergnomus of Administration.”

“And something more…” Nahia tried to make him tell.

“Yes, and something more. For example, I am the one who deals with the Prisoner.”

Nahia had to hold back a sigh of relief.

“It’s for him that I am here,” Nahia told him.

“It’s for him that we’re both here.”

“When will I be able to see him?”

Ipotxon nodded a couple of times and then looked at the youngest Tergnomus. “Is everything agreed upon, Txikiterg?”

“It is, but we have to go in and out carefully.”

“I’ll be careful, don’t worry about that.”

“We worry about everything. If you are caught, it might cost us our lives,” Txikiterg told her.

“I am not going to betray you. Ever,”

“That’s what you say now that the dragons haven’t caught you yet. I don’t believe you’d hold up under their questioning,” Txikiterg told her.

“I’ll worry about that later.”

“Let’s hope it won’t be necessary,” Ipotxon intervened.

“Why are you helping us?” Nahia asked him, and her question came out a little more tensely than she had intended.

Ipotxon smiled kindly.

“Because those who pursue the same goal must help each other. Even if we take high risks. The end we are after requires sacrifices.”

“Then we are after the same goal?” Nahia wanted to make sure.

“That’s right. My people,” he said with a wave toward the other Tergnomus, “want the same as your followers.”

Nahia realized that he did not use the terms freedom or rebellion. He was very wary, this Tergnomus mage. She could not blame him, being where they were. This led her to believe that if it was this way, there was a reason.

“I understand that not all your people are with you.”

“You understand correctly. You can’t trust anyone but me and my son, Txikiterg. No one else.”

“Fine, so it will be.”

“It’s the only way to stay alive. The dragons have their informants in all the races, including yours. So don’t trust. It’s a piece of advice I’m giving you that I hope you will follow.”

“Thank you, I will.”

“Very well. What’s the time appointed for the entry?” he asked Txikiterg.

“Midnight, at the change of the shift,” his son replied.

“I’ll be there.”

“Before you go, you’ll need suitable clothes,” Ipotxon told her.

Nahia was puzzled.

“Clothes?”

“Weapons Masters don’t go to the dungeons,” Txikiterg said.

“It would be very suspicious,” Ipotxon added.

“Oh…”

“You will go as a punished third-year pupil,” Txikiterg said and handed her a backpack.

“Good thinking,” she told them. “It’s not so long ago that I dressed like that.”

“We don’t want there to be trouble. It has been well thought out. The Prisoner suggested this.”

“He thinks of everything.” Nahia nodded.

“He has to. But we don’t have everything under control. You might have trouble inside.”

“With the Tergnomus who aren’t with you?”

“That’s right. The area chiefs are loyal to the dragons. You’ll have to avoid them. It might not be easy.”

“I see…” Nahia was already aware of that situation. All the chiefs of the Academy, whatever they were in charge of, were on the side of the dragons.

“You’ll be taking risks. It’s inevitable, even with our help,” Txikiterg said. “We don’t reach everywhere.”

“I had already guessed it would not be easy.”

“If they find you out, they’ll kill you,” Txikiterg assured her.

“Yeah, I also assumed that…”

“You can still back out,” Ipotxon told her. “No one will hold it against you, the risks are too big.”

Nahia sighed deeply.

“I can’t back out. I have to do this. If I die, so be it. You will be able to say the leader of the rebellion never gave up, not even before great risks.”

“Let’s hope it won’t be necessary to tell that story,” Txikiterg said.

“Be very careful, and good luck,” Ipotxon wished her.

“Thank you,” Nahia gave a grateful nod.

The Tergnomus who was behind Nahia, blocking the door, stepped aside so she could go out. Nahia left the storage. She went out, shut the door, and sighed. It had been an intense experience.

Nahia went to have supper as she did every evening. She did not want to change her behavior so as not to raise suspicions. She had to be at the dungeons at midnight, but that was still a long while away. She tried to enjoy her meal, which was very good as usual, although she had a small knot in her stomach for what might happen at midnight.

Seeing the Tergnomus cooks reminded her of the intense meeting she had experienced. She wondered whether those cooks would be loyal to Ipotxon or, on the contrary, to the dragons. It was a pity not to have a skill that would allow her to recognize that. She thought of Lily and her skills as an Enchantress. Surely she was capable of developing that skill. She already knew how to make people do what she wanted, but drawing out the truth was something more complex. But it was in their minds, and if it was there, Lily could manipulate it and draw it out. She would talk to her about this the next time they met, which she hoped would not be too long.

“Eating alone again?” Novak asked her with a smile. He was coming back from getting a dish of vegetables.

“It helps me think,” Nahia replied.

“Why don’t you join us at our table?” Novak indicated the one he sat at. He was with a Felidae-lion and a tiger.

“Thanks…” Nahia did not want to be rude, but she was not in the mood for conversation.

“We’re far from Draketz,” Novak smiled at her.

Nahia looked toward the table, where the Drakonid was with others of his people.

“Better tomorrow, tonight I’m turning in early, I’m tired.”

“All right. Rest and recover. My head would also hurt if I had to spend all day with that one,” he replied, joking as he looked at Draketz.

Nahia smiled.

Novak left and sat at his table, where he started chatting animatedly with the two Felidae. Nahia appreciated the good intentions of the Human, but this evening she had something very important to do, and her mind was focused on that.


Chapter 47

It was midnight, and Nahia reported at the Dungeons door dressed like a third-year pupil. The two dragons at the entrance looked at her askance and she tried to look younger, more innocent. She did not know whether she succeeded, but they did not say anything. She sighed and tried to calm down.

The sinister, walled fortress was located very near the center of the north wall at the far end of the Academy. She had never liked it in the least, the area or the prison. She watched the dark fortress with its tall walls and its four round towers with spirals that went up to the very tip. The dungeons themselves were buried under the fortress in three deep underground levels. At the back of the central building and surrounded by the walls was an enormous courtyard with some smaller buildings. Nahia did not know what they were for, but she believed they had to do with the supplies.

Her gaze went to the four dragons that watched from the towers at the corners of the high walls. She checked them and saw that they were still young elemental dragons: red, blue, white, and brown. The two at the entrance door were black and crystal, also young and strong. The strategy had not changed. The lookouts were dragons of the six main elements in order to face any escape attempt. This she had been expecting, but it made her more nervous to confirm it.

Now that she was at the door, Nahia remembered the last times she had been there, and her anxiety grew even more. She tried to calm down when she realized there was a problem she had not thought of until just then. It would be Tarcel, the First Tergnomus of the Dungeons, who would come to meet her, and he was with the dragons. Her stomach took a turn. If the door opened and he was there to meet her, he would recognize her without a doubt and find it very odd that she was there, dressed like a third-year pupil, when she had already graduated. The lookout dragons would think she was just another punished pupil, something normal and common, but Tarcel would expose her the moment he saw her. She would not be able to get past the door, and there was no other way to get in.

She heard a metallic sound coming from behind the door, and it began to open. Nahia glimpsed the head of a Tergnomus peeking out. Her nerves nearly took over, and she almost ran away to hide in the dark somewhere along the wall. Clenching her fists, she managed to relax at the last moment and stay put. A Tergnomus came out the door, but to her great relief it was not Tarcel.

“Punishment?” the Tergnomus asked, studying her from head to toe. He was not old like Tarcel, although he was not young either; he was middle-aged.

“Yeah, I’ve been punished…” Nahia tried to look very worried, which was not too hard, since she really was. Not because of the punishment, but because of the deceit. There was no way to get out of there if she was discovered now.

“All right. I am Lacert, Second Tergnomus of the Dungeons.”

“Oh, and the First?” Nahia asked, unable to stop herself.

“He’s sick. Very odd for him, he hasn’t missed work in twenty years.”

“A cold? Caught a cold from someone perhaps?”

“We don’t know. He has a high fever and is constantly vomiting.”

“Perhaps he ate something bad…”

“Perhaps. The thing is that I have to cover for him. I did not expect to have to do so until a few years from now, but I’ve been preparing to substitute for him and I know all his duties to perfection.”

“I have no doubt about it.”

“We Tergnomus take our work and duties very seriously. Not like the pupils who end up here, punished.” Lacert gave her a condescending glance.

“I made a mistake… I didn’t mean to…”

“Sure, that’s what everyone who comes through here says. Follow me.”

Nahia did so, and as soon as she set foot inside the fortress a load of memories came to her mind. Most of them were bad, of all those she had spent here.

“Let’s get you registered.”

They went up to the Exarbor controlling the entrance to the dungeons who waited behind an oak counter with several huge, open tomes. Nahia recognized him at once. It was Jaibor, Exarbor in charge of the Dungeons Registers. This did present a problem, because he knew her well. Nahia swallowed while her stomach knotted.

“I have a punished third-year pupil,” Lacert told him.

The Exarbor lifted his gaze from the tomes and looked at Nahia.

“Nahia… of the Igneous Squad… Red Squadron…” he said.

“Do you know her?” Lacert asked him.

“She… has been… here… before… several times…”

“Well, so she’s a regular. That’s not good for your health,” Lacert warned her. “You’d better perk up before it costs you your life.”

Nahia did not know what to do or say. Jaibor had recognized her and would realize she was not a third-year pupil anymore; she was about to be found out. Everything would end in a moment. End very badly.

“Punishment of… one week… first underground level… cleaning…”

Jaibor acted as if Nahia were still in the third year and Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt had punished her once more. It was very odd. She tried to hide her surprise.

“I see that you make mistakes and don’t learn from them,” Lacert said in a tone of annoyance. “Only a fool is punished repeatedly.”

Nahia did not reply. She did not know why Jaibor had not exposed her, and she was not going to take the bait of Lacert’s provocations. Arguing with a Tergnomus did not make the least sense.

“You are… registered…”

“Follow me, it’s time you get to work,” Lacert told her, and he left, walking in that funny way the Tergnomus had as if they stepped in puddles.

Nahia followed him without a word so as not to give rise to any more arguments with the Tergnomus. She knew the way perfectly, nothing had changed.

“The bracelet,” Lacert told Nahia, and she put it on. Without that protection she could not go down into the dungeons.

They went down the stairs, and Nahia found everything very familiar. As if she had been there just a few days before. Not even glimpsing the dark lookouts in the stairs frightened her. They arrived at the door of the first underground level and stopped before it. Lacert went in.

A Tergnomus came out to meet them. It was Ufrem, the Tergnomus responsible for the south area. Nahia felt more relaxed at once. Ufrem was with the cause and had helped her the last time. The one she did not want to meet face to face was Framus, the one in charge of cleaning at this level who was with the dragons.

“You bring us help?” Ufrem asked.

“Yes, this one seems to like cleaning dungeons.”

“Her face is familiar, indeed…” Ufrem said, pretending.

“I’ll take her to Framus so he can assign her.”

Nahia froze. This meant Framus was behind the next door.

“No need, I’ll take her, we need her to start working as soon as possible,” Ufrem offered.

“That’s the way I like it. Everyone, off to work, and quickly. That’s the spirit we always need to show,” Lacert said. “First work, and then more work,” he lectured.

“Of course, as it must be.” Ufrem made a slight bow.

Lacert left, very proud.

As soon as the door closed, Ufrem looked at Nahia with eyes filled with fear.

“Quickly, to the cupboard!” he told her and opened the one beside them.

Nahia looked at him blankly for an instant.

“What…?”

“Get into the cupboard, you must hide!”

She got over the surprise at once when she saw the inner door beginning to open. Nahia jumped into the cupboard like lightning.

Ufrem shut it and turned to the opening door.

“Did Lacert come?” a voice asked which Nahia, from inside the cupboard, recognized as Framus’s.

“Yes, he just left,” Ufrem replied, pretending.

“What did the second in charge want?”

“To act as if he’s the first.”

“Yeah, it’s going to his head too quickly,” Framus nodded.

“He’s been waiting for this chance for two years, and now he wants to make the most of it.”

“Playing the big shot, that’s what he wants,” said Framus.

“You deserve the post a lot more than him. You’ve worked hundreds of hours more than he has,” Ufrem flattered him.

“And at night, I’ve always worked at night, and that clown has only worked during the day, the easy shift.”

“Exactly. He’s not to be trusted. He likes easy work and climbing through positions fast. That’s not the behavior of a good Tergnomus,” Ufrem said seriously.

Framus nodded repeatedly.

“I’m going back to work. My reward will come.”

Ufrem nodded and stayed by the cupboard, picking up something from a chair. Once Framus left he spoke to Nahia through the cupboard door without opening it.

“Wait in here, don’t make a sound. I’ll come for you once the way is clear.”

“All right…”

Nahia stayed inside the cupboard. Not everything was tied up, just as Ipotxon had already warned her. She sighed deeply. She would have to manage down here, and it was not going to be at all easy.
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Ufrem came back after a good while and opened the cupboard door.

“Come on, the coast is clear. We have to move fast.”

“Okay.”

“The Prisoner hasn’t been moved, he’s still in the same cell. I’ll take you to him, but you must be wary and tread very carefully.”

“I will. Are we taking the cleaning things?”

“Yes, we must pretend as far as possible. I’ll come with you as if I’m showing you how to do things.”

“Perfect.”

“In this level I can help you. Lower down I can’t.”

“You can’t?”

“We only have a couple of collaborators, one on the second underground level and another one on the third. But we can’t endanger them. If they’re found out we’ll lose communication with those underground levels and there won’t be a passing of information upwards.”

“I see…”

“I’m sorry, but the flow of information is more important than this mission of yours. It’s taken us years of work and risk to place them where they are.”

Nahia nodded. She could understand. Her own mission was a punctual thing, and knowing what went on inside the dungeons was a totally different one. This was more important, from a global perspective.

“Jaibor, at the entrance, is he with us?”

Ufrem nodded.

“All the information passes through him, both ways. He’s the key piece.”

“Let’s hope he isn’t exposed for sneaking me in.”

“Let’s hope so. He’s very careful and skilled. He’ll falsify your stay here very well. It’ll be difficult to discover.”

“I understand.”

“But you can’t run into anyone who might recognize you.”

Yes, I know that well.”

“Very well then, let’s go.”

“Once more thing, Ufrem.”

“What is it?”

“You’re very brave. You are all very brave. Thank you, from the bottom of my heart.”

Ufrem sighed. “Freedom has a price, a high one. Some of us are willing to pay it.”

“You are true heroes.”

“Thank you, let’s hope we survive,” Ufrem said and motioned her to follow him.

They went through the Tergnomus rooms quickly. There was no one there, they were all working. Then they headed to the area where Egil was locked up. Ufrem went first and opened the gates to access the cells’ corridors. He did it warily, always checking whether there was anyone at the cells.

They managed to get there without trouble and stopped in front of Egil’s cell.

“I’ll be a little further on, cleaning,” Ufrem told her.

“All right.”

“I’ll let you know if there’s any danger,” Ufrem said as he started cleaning.

Nahia looked at both sides of the corridor. There was only Ufrem, no danger so far.

“Egil… it’s me…” Nahia whispered from the peephole of the door which was always open.

“Nahia?”

“Yes, it’s me.”

A light turned on inside the cell. Nahia was able to see Egil. He had a small oil lamp with him.

“You have light!”

Egil came to the door. He still had the mask on, they had not taken it off. This made Nahia terribly sad.

“I have light indeed, and some other improvements more I’ve achieved.” His voice sounded as if he were smiling.

“You have no idea how happy I am to see you!” Nahia said joyfully.

“I’m even happier,” Egil laughed. “I don’t get as many visits here as I’d like to.”

“It’s true. I don’t know how you cope with it. It breaks my heart every time I see you locked up in this cell, and with that horrible mask on. Tell me, how are you? Are you holding up?”

“Don’t worry, I’m fine, holding up.”

“Are you sure? I couldn’t…”

“Yes, you would. Besides, I’m having more visits all the time.”

“More visits?” Nahia was very surprised. She looked both ways and did not see anyone. “Whose?”

“Oh, quite a few people come by, you’d be surprised. Punished pupils from several years, new prisoners, cleaning and feeding Tergnomus, even some Exarbor every now and then.”

“And you talk to them?”

“I make enormous efforts to talk to them, indeed. It keeps me sane and, above all, informed.”

“That’s how you get information?”

“A lot of it, and all kinds too. People tend to talk in here. It must be because of how oppressive the place is.”

But you also receive information from our allies, don’t you?”

“Yes, of course. That’s the most vital source.”

“I just realized, you’re speaking the language of Kraido perfectly.”

“Not perfectly, but I have improved a lot, definitely. I get books, I’m reading a lot down here.”

“Liburex?”

“Yes, he keeps me informed, and he lends me good tomes. Everything I ask him for, I must say.”

“He’s helping properly?”

“Better than properly. He was reluctant at first, distrustful, naturally, but with the passage of time he’s changed his mind. I believe you’ve had a lot to do with it.”

“Me? How? I haven’t even been here.”

“Your doings, though, have reached Liburex here.”

“They must be my squadron’s.”

“Those too, like those of my Norghanian friends.”

“Wow, news travels far if it gets here from Tremia!”

“Well, I help make that happen. I have established a network of informants that send news from Tremia and one that sends them from here to Tremia.”

“I don’t know how you’ve managed to make that happen, especially being locked up in here.”

“It’s a matter of finding allies who share the same goals or interests. With that you can achieve many things.

“You mean like Ipotxon.”

“It took me a long time to gain his trust, but he’s essential to me. The Tergnomus are the ones who move around here with the greatest freedom, as you have already seen. They bring me information and objects. They also send them.”

“Yeah, I see. I’m here with you thanks to them.”

“If you think about it, there’s a Tergnomus and an Exarbor everywhere in this academy. With Ipotxon’s and Liburex’s help, you can be everywhere in Drakoros.”

“I’m beginning to see, indeed….”

“And as for the network of spies in Tremia, I already had that, having created it a long time ago. What I’ve done is extended it to this world. The concept is the same, only the environment changes slightly.”

“The way you think is spectacular.”

“And if you think about it with an open mind, they’re all over Kraido, beyond these walls, the Academy, and now Tremia.”

“I marvel at the way you see things.”

“Well, it’s being locked up in this cell that makes one’s world shrink, or on the contrary, reach great distances, even other worlds.”

“As I said, I wonder at your vision and optimism, they’re amazing.”

“Life sometimes puts you in situations that are compromised, difficult, or terrible. In all of them you must survive and move on. That’s what I’m trying to do.”

“And you’re doing it.”

“We’ll get out of this mess, have confidence,” Egil said reassuringly, and his tone was one of total confidence.

“Shouldn’t I be telling you that? You’re the one who’s locked in here.”

Egil laughed

“Yeah, well, you’re the one who needs to hear that now. We’ll save Logan.”

“Your words are like a balm for my anxiety. I’m not dealing with things very well right now. Too many nights I don’t manage to sleep.”

“It’s natural. The situation is complicated, but don’t despair.”

“Your confidence is soothing.”

“I need you to inform me of everything that has happened and I mean with you, your squadron, the Snow Panthers, and everything you can tell me about other important events regarding kingdoms and dragons.”

Nahia sighed.

“That might take all night.”

“We have until the change of shift, at dawn.”

“Isn’t anyone going to come to clean, or feed you, or watch?”

“Not tonight, although we’ll have the visit of the adorable guardians of the corridors.”

“Ugh… the Serpetuss, how I hate those things. They’re loathsome.” Nahia felt a chill through her whole body. She shook it off.

“You get used to them.”

“I don’t think I ever could. Well, I’ll tell you, before they arrive.”

“Yes, please, go ahead.”

Nahia told Egil everything that had happened with as much detail as she could. Also everything that had been happening in Gryphoros and Tremia. Then she told him about her ‘condition’ and what had happened with the dragons in the Mountains of Blood. Once she finished Egil was quiet and thoughtful for a long moment.

“I find your condition most interesting and singular. I recommend you spend time exploring that flame of yours. I believe it will be very good for you, and for the cause.”

“Yeah… I have to do that… as soon as I have some peace and quiet.”

“True, now’s not the right time or place.”

“But thanks for the advice, I will.”

“Delighted. Another thing of great importance is the liberation of Jafarika.”

“It is?”

“Yes, it’s symbolic. The rebels liberating the city of the dragons is something that will be talked about all over Tremia. It will do a lot of good to the cause, I promise.”

“I’m glad, because there have been many casualties.”

“Unfortunately, when dealing with dragons that’s normal,” Egil said ruefully.

“Unfortunately, that’s very true.”

“Tell me, my friends, the Panthers, they only had Lasgol’s golden bow?”

“That’s right. At least when they were in the desert. Then they left.”

“So they haven’t recovered more Golden Weapons?”

“Not that I know of…”

“I see, it gives more meaning to my search.”

“Your search?”

“Oh, yes, you see, I’ve never stopped searching for Golden Weapons. I have agents all over Tremia looking for them.”

“Agents?”

“Servants, some out of loyalty, others for gold. They’re searching for Golden Weapons for me. They’ve been doing it for years.”

“I see. Well, they never mentioned anything about it, only about the bow and that we can’t use it.”

“Your comrades?”

Nahia nodded.

“Our magic is of silver origin, and the Golden Magic of those weapons did not seem to like it.”

“Yeah, those two magics have an antagonistic relationship.”

“Unfortunately, that doesn’t make things any easier.”

“Here it comes.”

“A Serpetuss?”

“Yeah, I detect them as soon as they enter the corridor. Part of being locked up in here.”

“Serpetuss!” Ufrem called.

Nahia stepped back from the cell and stood as still as a statue.

Egil turned out his oil lamp.
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The Serpetuss came up behind Nahia stealthily. That nightmarish creature similar to a large black asp stopped and rose on its body until its head was above Nahia’s. It sniffed at her with its long tongue, hissing and showing its large fangs. Nahia did not even look at it; she remained unmoved.

After a moment, the huge snake shut its mouth and hissed again. Then it lowered its head to the floor and zigzagged away. It sniffed Ufrem and immediately recognized him, so it went on its way up the corridor and was lost behind the bars.

“It’s gone,” Ufrem warned her.

Nahia huffed, letting out all the air in her lungs.

Egil lit the lamp again.

“Fascinating creatures.”

Nahia made a horrified face, then decided to forget it and go on with the matter at hand.

“The truth is, I can’t believe we’ve gotten this far. The idea of me coming as a weapons master was yours, wasn’t it?”

“That’s right. I know you would’ve preferred a destination with magic, but unfortunately the dragons use Exarbors for their magic lessons, not Humans or other races.”

“Oops… that’s right.” She added, “And sending Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt to fetch me was also you.”

Egil nodded.

“We don’t have much time, I needed you here. I asked Garran-Zilar-Denbo to organize it.”

“You can communicate with Garran-Zilar-Denbo?”

“Indeed, with anyone in here, actually. As long as Liburex and Ipotxon are willing. Without them it would be impossible.”

“Why do you use Tergnomus and Exarbors from down here?”

“From here, and all over the Academy really.”

“Awesome.”

“But they require certain favors, promises I’ve had to make. Some in your name, I’m afraid.”

“Really? What do they want of me?”

“Not you particularly, they want the leader of the rebellion, which right now is you.”

“What do they want?”

“Certainty.”

“I don’t understand.”

“They want certainty that the rebellion is real, that if they get involved they won’t all die because of an empty dream.”

“Oh, I see.”

“It’s understandable, from their point of view, of course. They’re brave and devoted, but up to a point. I don’t blame them for being cautious.”

“What have you promised them?”

“That when the day comes, the leader of the rebellion will help them.”

“That promise is a bit generic.”

“It is, but it was necessary in order to organize the network, and so they’re helping us now.”

Nahia nodded.

“So, we owe them big time.”

“Huge. And one day they’ll ask for it. Most likely when they decide to rise up against the dragons.”

“When they dare to, you mean.”

Egil nodded.

“Don’t be hard on them. Remember that of all the slave races of Kraido,Tergnomus and Exarbor are the most enslaved.”

Nahia thought about it for a moment.

“You’re right, they are.”

“And because of that, their fears, and wariness, are greater,” Egil said.

“I see.”

“But they’re also of great help. More than that, crucial help. I’ll show you.” Egil went to the back and returned with a rolled-up document. He spread it out and showed it to Nahia.

“That looks… like a map…”

“Indeed. It’s the map of the dungeons, very detailed.”

“You have a map of the dungeons?” Nahia’s eyes nearly popped out.

“Maps, to be exact. There’s one for every level. Four in all.”

Nahia was staring at the map Egil showed her with huge eyes. She recognized the underground level.

“This is the map of underground level three, where the dragons are.”

“And the Gryphons too.”

“Yes, correct. Dragons in route one and Gryphons in three.”

“That’s right.”

“How did you get the maps? How do they exist?” Nahia could not believe it.

“The dragons ordered them done, to have everything well organized and under control. The maps not only show each cell, but also the way they’re divided throughout the level. And I have them because the ones who drew them up back in the day, centuries ago, were the Exarbor.”

Nahia nodded repeatedly.

“I can’t imagine a dragon drawing that.”

“These maps are copies of the originals that are at the commander’s castle.”

“Liburex…” Nahia guessed.

“That’s right. The librarians make copies of all the books and documents, including maps,” Egil said.

“I can understand why.”

“They’ve been a great help. They’re the base for the Bold Plan, as I’ve called it. No prisoner with a silver collar, that is the large and dangerous at the lower levels, knows how they’ve been brought down here. They do something to them. I’m not entirely sure what, but no one knows the way out from down there.”

“Bold it is…” Naha replied. Although she could not see Egil’s face, she had the feeling he was smiling. “Then there’s a way out in the maps, and you’ve found it.”

“It’s rather the way in, since no one who comes in leaves alive.”

Nahia sighed.

“Very true. I’ve never seen it. I’ve always wondered how they brought every prisoner down to each level. It can’t be down the service stairs I use, a dragon wouldn’t fit there.”

“Every underground level has a way out, and they all converge.” Egil showed her with the map he had in his hand. “It’s like a huge well of enormous depth.”

“Wonderful, then we know where to get out. Why haven’t I ever seen that exit?”

“Because it’s protected by Silver Magic. There’s a large rune in the shape of a dragon above the exit. It really looks like one of the cave cells. But that rune makes it different from the others.”

“I haven’t noticed…”

“It’s hidden, don’t feel bad. The problem is that to access the cave you must activate the rune.”

“Can I do that? I have Silver Magic.”

Egil shook his head.

“I’m afraid not. That rune can only be activated by a dragon.”

“Huh, that’s going to pose an enormous problem.” Nahia nodded.

“Indeed, a big one, but not as big as the next one.”

“What’s the next one?”

“You have to go up the exit, which fits two or three dragons, I’ve calculated, and it has a height of fifteen floors.”

“Can a Gryphon fly up that hole?”

“No, there’s not enough room to fly, least of all a Gryphon king, which is as large as a dragon, unless its headlong, and then there’s no way to stop at the bottom.”

“So, how do we get out?”

“The hole is really an elevator. There’s a round platform that runs through it.”

“Up and down?”

“Yes, and that’s how they bring down the prisoners. The elevator stops on every level.”

“I see. But it can’t be a system of pulleys if it has to hold the weight of a dragon.”

“Correct. The elevator uses Silver Magic to go up and down. The same magic they use to maintain their kingdom cities in the air.”

“Ohhhh…. then only a dragon can work the elevator.”

“Exactly.”

“So we have a huge problem.”

“Yes, and besides, it’s always watched. There’s a dragon on watch duty at the elevator. Only if the dragon gives permission can someone access it.”

“Then I find it impossible…” Nahia despaired.

“There’s nothing impossible in this life. Difficult? Many things, and this is one of them.”

“Very difficult,” Nahia said with a desperate huff. She did not see how they could succeed.

“When we do it, it’ll be fantastic,” Egil said enthusiastically.

Nahia was shaking her head.

“Short of fantastic, if we make it.”

“I won’t deny that.”

Nahia sighed deeply.

“So, what’s the plan? How do we get the Gryphon King out of here, and out of Kraido?”

“Yeah… getting him out of here is one thing. Getting him out of Kraido and back to Gryphoros is a very different one.”

“But you have a plan for that too, don’t you?”

“Of course I have a plan. That part requires precision, and also collaboration.”

“Collaboration? Whose?”

“Your Swift dragon’s.”

“Eki’s?”

“That’s right.”

“He won’t want to help me. He’s very upset with the business of, you know…”

“You killing dragons.”

“That’s right…”

“I understand, but this is different. We need him, and without his help we can’t carry out the second part of the plan.”

“I don’t know whether I’ll be able to persuade him.”

“You will, I’m positive. Remind him that if he doesn’t help us, Aroa dies. That will make him think it over.”

“All right. Any more impediments?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Thank goodness…”

“We have to go in stages. First and foremost is to convince Garran-Zilar-Denbo: we need his help.”

“I thought he was with us.”

“He is on some things, not so much on others.”

“What is it?”

“He agreed to help me bring you here. But he doesn’t agree with liberating the Gryphon King.”

“Why not?”

Egil sighed.

“Two weighty reasons. You’ll have to speak to him and persuade him. I can’t do it, I’ve already tried.”

Nahia thought of the powerful silver dragon.

“And if I don’t either?”

“Then we fail. His help is a crucial part of this plan.”

“All right. Tell me the plan and what I need to do.”

“You’ll have to do quite a few things, and they won’t be easy.”

“I’m willing. Go ahead, tell me.”

“Very well, listen carefully.”

With the arrival of dawn, Nahia came out of the dungeons and lost herself quickly between the nearby buildings so as not to be seen. She already had what she needed, a plan. One she found absolutely wild. Bold was putting it mildly. But it was Egil’s plan, and she saw the possibilities. Very few, closer to none, but at least there was a plan, and one possibility in a thousand that it would come out well. It would have to suffice.
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In order to see Garran-Zilar-Denbo, they followed the same strategy. It had to be done the following day, before Tergnomus Tarcel, who was ‘sick,’ recovered and returned to his duties. Nahia went in like the previous night, and since she already had her punishment assigned there was no trouble, at least when it came to getting through.

She went down to underground level one, accompanied by Lacert.

“I already know the way, you don’t need to come with me,” Nahia told the Second Tergnomus of the Dungeons.

Lacert gave her an unpleasant look.

“You’d better be careful in there, a distraction will cost you your life.”

Nahia nodded

“I am well aware of that.”

Lacert opened the door to the underground level.

“Go in, and get to work with vim and vigor. There’s a lot to clean up and little time. Do it well.”

Nahia went in, and Lacert locked the door behind her. She could hear him walking up the stairs and waited for a moment. She could not stay there or she would be found out. Framus might appear at any moment. Ufrem had given her a set of keys the night before, foreseeing that she would need them to reach underground level three, and she used the key to level one and opened the door, came out, and shut it again as quickly and quietly as she could.

She started down the stairs. She had to reach underground level three. It was very deep, and she had to go down in the dark since she must not be seen. She did not have permission to be there, and crossing paths with anyone on her way down would be a serious problem. Nahia glimpsed something sliding along the wall. Something very dark, more than the gloom that surrounded her. It was one of the Drobeltz, the dark watchers of the stairs. A chill ran down her spine. She checked her bracelet; as long as she wore it she should not have any trouble with them, or so she hoped.

She reached the second underground level and took extreme precautions. Someone might come out of the level, and Nahia did not want surprise encounters in the darkness. She listened carefully and waited until she was sure she could not hear anything. She tiptoed in front of the entrance and went on down. There was still a long way down to underground level three. Once again she caught something very dark sliding along the rock wall out of the corner of her eye. She sighed; how she hated those creatures, especially when she was doing something she should not. It was as if they knew and followed her because of it.

She shook her head, that could not be. Those Drobeltz watchers did not know whether she was doing something she should not, or else they would have attacked her already. She went on down in the dark, which made her trip a couple of times. She could light a flame to see, but she did not want anyone to know she was there, so she went on in the dark.

At last, she reached underground level three. Her calculations were correct. Going down from the first to the second levels was like going down five floors, from the second to the third, over ten. It was between fifteen and twenty floors deep. She was in the depths of the earth and most likely surrounded by Drobeltz. She felt another tremendous chill.

She stood before the door and listened. Now began the most complicated part. She had no allies in underground level three, so she had to get in without any Tergnomus who worked there seeing her, especially Utrek, who was responsible for that level and knew her well, and in particular the despicable Burgor, chief of feeding, who had played several nasty tricks on her when she was delivering food with him.

She prepared to open the door, but she felt unsure. There would be at least half a dozen Tergnomus working in the first hall. She knew the room well. She crouched and looked through the keyhole, which was very big, like the key that opened it. There was light inside, and indeed, five Tergnomus were in there. One of them was Utrek. She would not be able to get past them without being seen.

At that moment, she wished Lily were there with her. The crimson-skinned Enchantress would put them all to sleep with her skills. Unfortunately, Nahia did not have any Enchantress skills. Her inner flame lit up as if volunteering to act. No, she could not kill them with her Sorceress or fire spells. She also could not become a living flame to incinerate them. She could not, because if she did it would mean goodbye to Egil’s plan. One thing Egil had made perfectly clear was that no one must suspect anything before they struck. Otherwise it would not come out well. Killing those Tergnomus would warn the dragons. They would suspect something was afoot and would strengthen the watch at least, and just that would be the end of the Bold Plan.

And she had to speak to Garran-Zilar-Denbo and persuade him to take part in the plan, so she just had to get in. She watched the five Tergnomus, who were very busy with their chores. They were not even talking among them. If Taika were there he could create a ball of darkness that upon bursting would fill the whole room with blackness so she could pass among the Tergnomus without being seen. Or on the contrary, Daphne could create a ball of blinding light that shone so bright they would not be able to see anything. Of all her squad comrades, she was the least suitable for ‘slipping into’ anywhere. Well, perhaps with the exception of Aiden, who would burst into the hall like a madman and attack them in a state of frenzy. Unfortunately, she was alone, and she just had to get in.

She sighed deeply. Egil had told her she would encounter difficulties and that she had to be bold. She concentrated as she went on looking through the keyhole and picked up the mental aura of the five Tergnomus. They had grayish auras. She had never attempted what she was going to do next, but she had to do it and take the risk. If it went wrong, she would be discovered, and it would be her end and Logan’s. She gathered power from her inner dragon and attacked the five minds at the same time. They were within her range of reach and she could see them, what she did not know was whether her attack would get past the door.

It did. The five Tergnomus put their hands to their heads, and a moment later they drooped to the floor and started writhing in pain. Nahia felt sorry for them, but she had no other option. She sent more energy to the attack, maintaining it on the five minds. The Tergnomus grunted, and after a moment they dropped unconscious on the floor, unable to bear the suffering. Nahia stopped the attack. She knew that if she took it too far, she might kill them. She waited for a moment to check that they were indeed unconscious, which they were. She was very impressed with herself and what she had just done; not only had she attacked through the door, but five minds at once. It was amazing. Her magical power was increasing with time and experience.

She used the key to level three and went in. She passed between the fallen Tergnomus and looked at Utrek. It was not that she did not like the chief of that level, but he was with the dragons, so she could do nothing for him. She went to a cupboard for the repulsor belt and put it on. Not because she was going to need it, but to pretend in case she came across any Tergnomus in the cavern-prisons.

She went to the door of the next hall. Another ten busy Tergnomus would be in there, wearing their repulsor belts and the silver-colored hats: the feeding team. And so it was. She saw them through the keyhole. But she did not need to knock them out, she just had to wait, since the delivery shift was beginning, and according to her calculations it would be very soon.

She was not wrong. The Tergnomus were certainly predictable. They always did the tasks in the same order and at the same hour. For them it was sacred. She waited until they went to their carts, which awaited them outside, filled with food they had to deliver to the prisoners. She saw Burgor and her stomach turned. She would have fried this one’s mind without hesitation, but she could not do it with the others close by. Better that they went to do their delivery, less trouble.

Very carefully, she opened the door and went in. She shut it behind her. There was no one there. They had all left to carry out their delivery chores. Nahia fetched one of the silver hats and put it on her head, ready to go out. She went to one of the six exits and put her head out. She saw the last of the carts convoys start its route. She remembered the place well—the enormous cave lit by torches, and at the far end the first cavern cells, which later went on as far as the eye could see. An enormous place, a collection of endless underground caverns, the dungeons of underground level three.

She started forward at a crouch and stopped. She looked behind at the cavern where they loaded the food in case there was a laggard. They filled the carts there every day with the pieces they lowered from above, from the surface. It was where the loading well ended. They lowered the food down with a system of pulleys and an unloading team on the surface, at the back of the fortress. She did not see any cart, they had finished loading, so she breathed out in relief. The last thing she wanted was to encounter a delivery cart.

Nahia went straight down route one, her favorite, where Garran-Zilar-Denbo was. Where she stepped, a wide silver strip appeared on the floor, four paces wide. She was even pleased to see it; it reminded her of experiences she had lived there, intense ones. She followed the silver strip without straying and without looking at the caverns she passed. She only had time to get to one: Garran-Zilar-Denbo’s.

She hoped that when she got to the deep part where the dragons were imprisoned, they would recognize her and let her pass. Back in the day she had enjoyed the protection of Garran-Zilar-Denbo and they did not attack her, but now she was not so sure. She would have to find out once she got there.

Soon she encountered a problem she had already expected—the delivery cart of route one was ahead of her. And bad luck with it, since the driver was Burgor, and of that Tergnomus, Nahia always expected trouble. Unfortunately she would not be able to pass by him without him noticing. She could attack him and leave him senseless, but she preferred not to. That all the ones at the entrance suffered from a headache and fainted might be explained if they were all in the same place. But another similar event in the delivery line… it was very suspicious, too much. Better not to take risks.

Nahia followed Burgor’s cart, hiding behind the bends in the route and moving only when he could not see her. She was very careful, and nothing remarkable happened until they reached the dragons’ area. Here Burgor himself became very nervous and took extreme care. She would have to do the same.

She saw Burgor feed the first dragons and move as fast as he could. He wanted to get out of there as soon as possible. Nahia went as far as she dared and found herself in front of the cave of one of the dragons she knew well.

Human flesh, fresh and tasty, Nahia received the mental message. It was a powerful message, accompanied by a feeling of amusement. Nahia knew who had sent it.

She concentrated and was able to detect the dragon’s mental aura, although she could not see it because he was inside his cave.

Burgor was unloading as fast as he could in front of the cave, at a safe distance.

Nahia looked toward the cave. Then she pointed at Burgor and mimicked scaring him so he fainted.

I will grant it, and then I will eat you.

Nahia pointed at Burgor again, ran her finger along her throat, and then shook her finger. She did not want the dragon to kill him.

A colossal red dragon came out of the cave and, spreading its wings as wide as they were, gave a powerful leap and landed right in front of Burgor. The attack took Burgor by surprise and he was scared to death. He fell backward and fainted.

Nahia approached them.

“Thank you very much, Lehen-Gorri-On.”

A pleasure to help a tasty Human.

“You still want to eat me?”

Of course I want to eat you. Human flesh is the most delicious

“I’m also happy to see you after all this time. You look well.”

I am wonderful, at least health-wise. As far as my life conditions, as you can see, pitiable.

“I can see that. Do I still have protection, or are you really going to eat me?

I am not going to eat you, Flameborn. Garran-Zilar-Denbo’s protection has no expiration date, unless he says so expressly.

Nahia sighed in relief.

“It is always interesting to see you, Lehen-Gorri-On.”

Same here, Nahia.

“Don’t eat Burgor, it would cause me a whole lot of trouble.”

Do not worry, Tergnomus do not sit well in my stomach.

“I’m going to talk to Garran-Zilar-Denbo.”

Go, he will be happy to see you. I will look after this tiny one.

“Thank you.” Nahia walked fast toward the cave. She reached the entrance to it and stopped in front so Garran-Zilar-Denbo could see her and waited for him to come out and meet her.


Chapter 51

The colossal silver dragon did not take long to come out and, upon seeing Garran-Zilar-Denbo Nahia was awed once again, like every time she was in his presence. The thousand-year-old dragon was gigantic, over two hundred and ten feet long. His body always gave off a silver glow that illuminated everything around him. The magical power that emanated from that Primeval Dragon was a sign of how tremendously powerful he was.

It makes my heart happy to see you again, Nahia, Flameborn, he sent in one of his powerful mental messages.

“The feeling is mutual, Garran-Zilar-Denbo,” Nahia replied, bowing in respect.

Our destinies are intertwined, and today they cross again.

“They are indeed, and they do cross.” Nahia nodded.

Come into my forced dwelling. Out here you might be seen, and I do not believe that is convenient.

“No, it is not.”

Nahia followed the colossal dragon into his cave. It was dark, but thanks to the silver glow of the dragon’s body she could see fairly well.

It is a joy to my soul that our destinies should cross again.

“You predicted it.”

I did, yes. I imagine you do not have much time for us to converse.

“I would very much like to, but unfortunately I must hurry”

I understand. Before we discuss what you have come to ask me, I would like to have another vision. It will help me interpret the movements of the threads of destiny according to your latest decisions and actions.

“Of course, I’d be delighted.” Nahia could not refuse, since she was there to ask him a great favor.

Garran-Zilar-Denbo closed his eyes. A powerful millenary magic began to emanate from his body. The Primeval Dragon radiated like the moon in the middle of a clear night sky. Nahia prepared to receive it. The magical glow reached her, covering her entirely. A moment later the powerful dragon began to flash silver. It was like the slow beat of a huge heart. Nahia was calm; she knew the process and knew that nothing bad would happen to her. The flashes came ever faster, and a last enormous one lit up the whole cavern. Nahia felt a very powerful discharge of magic filling everything, including her.

“What could you see?” Nahia asked with certain trepidation.

The threads of destiny… I saw them in the vision…the silver dragon sent her. He was very tired from the use of his power for the vision. Our intertwined destinies have consolidated… I have seen the Human again… blond… with the young Higher Drakonian… your destinies are nearly joined. The fourth thread an additional destiny that will intertwine with ours… has already started to shine. I have seen one of the five points that form it.

“There are five and they’re in Tremia, right?” Nahia wanted to be sure.

They are… and you are correct. The second thread has crossed with one of the points of the fourth…

“That’s good news. It must mean that Lasgol and Camu have found one of the five of the fourth thread.”

So I believe, yes…

“The threads cross and begin to form the final destiny, right?”

From what I can glimpse, yes… but there are changes…

“Bad ones?”

Not necessarily… our destinies become more complex… and I have seen a new thread, a sixth one, that will also intertwine…

“A sixth thread? It is getting complicated then.”

A sixth force will intervene…

“I hope it’ll be for good, that it will help us reach freedom,” Nahia said wishfully.

That, or the opposite. It is still too soon to tell.

“Do you know who or where they are?”

No. I can only say that the vision shone gold.

“I see… we’ll need to know more.”

Perhaps when there are some more events… I might see that sixth thread more clearly. Now I only glimpse it from afar.

“All right, we’ll see how things develop and what else you can discover with your visions.”

I will try… you, remember the scale… its power will guide you toward your destiny… it will help you with your decisions.

Nahia put her hand instinctively to her nape.

“I will remember.”

And now, let us talk about the reason you are here for…

Nahia nodded.

“I need you to help me free the Gryphon King they have locked up down here.”

That has been made known to me…

“It is very important to me, to the cause.”

It is? Garran-Zilar-Denbo bowed his head while staring into Nahia’s eyes.

“If I don’t free the Gryphon King Logan and his mount, Aroa, will die. The brother of the Gryphon King is holding them prisoner in Gryphoros. I made a deal with him.”

A very daring deal. Freeing the Gryphon King from here is impossible.

“There is a way. It’s all thought out and planned.”

So says the Prisoner.

“He’s told me you’re hesitant about helping us. We need you. Without you we won’t make it.”

I doubt the reason and the consequences.

“The reason is clear, Logan’s and Aroa’s lives.”

A Rider and his dragoness? Why should I risk myself for them? More so, why should I risk myself for a Gryphon? The great silver dragon raised his head.

Nahia contemplated his greatness and power; the Primeval Dragon was right. Logan and Aroa were nothing to him.

“Logan is the one I love. I have to save him, I can’t lose him.”

So says a girl who loves for the first time. Life is long, even for Humans, and there can be more than one love in life.

“I might be young, but I know that the love between Logan and me is true love. There will be no other for as long as I live. And I won’t live that long, because I am determined to save him, even if it costs me my own life.”

Do you believe he would sacrifice his life for you like you are willing to do for him?

“Without a doubt,” Nahia said confidently.

Although he might deserve being saved by you, the Gryphon King does not deserve it.

“I understand that asking a dragon to save a Gryphon is something very uncommon.”

And vice versa. It would not happen.

“I understand the enmity between Gryphons and Dragons. I understand the past blood you share. I know of the hatred you have for one another. But I swear that the path of my destiny to achieve freedom is through the Gryphons, through that Gryphon King specifically.”

The risk is enormous. The reward is minimal for me and my people.

“The Faction of the New Tomorrow?”

Those locked up in here with me, yes.

Nahia understood what Garran-Zilar-Denbo propounded. Why risk his people for a Rider and a Dragoness who followed the Path of Dragons? For a Gryphon king? She had to persuade the dragon that the risk was worth it.

“And what if I told you that the same way we’re going to free the Gryphon King, we can free the Faction of the New Tomorrow and its leader?”

I would tell you it is wishing for a lot but not very credible.

“As little credible as freeing a Gryphon King from these dungeons.”

True. It cannot be done.

“The Prisoner says it can be done. And I do too.”

Garran-Zilar-Denbo was thoughtful.

Although I want to believe you can do it, I lack the motive.

“My destiny, our entwined destiny.”

Do you believe this is part of your destiny?

“And of yours. I am positive.”

Garran-Zilar-Denbo moved his head, thinking about it.

Very well. Here is what I propose. Let your destiny decide. Go to the Gryphon King. If your silver scale shows the king as part of your destiny, I will accept.

“You will?”

I will help you. But you will have to do what you have promised. You will have to get me and my followers out of here.

“It might take some time… it will be more difficult once the escape of the Gryphon King takes place.”

Time is something we have plenty of.

“Alright, I accept the deal.”

Go the Gryphon King and confirm your destiny. If it happens, I will feel it.

“Very well. I will do that.”

Good luck, Nahia, Flameborn.

“Thank you, Garran-Zilar-Denbo, leader of the Faction of the New Tomorrow.”

Nahia left the cavern and greeted Lehen-Gorri-On, who was still watching over Burgor. The Tergnomus was unconscious, but the dragon had not killed him. Nahia sighed and ran off. Time was of the essence.


Chapter 52

As she ran to the end of route one she was thinking that now came the next part of the plan. It was going to be a very long and complicated night, but very productive, she hoped. She had to get to the Gryphon King. You could not rescue someone if that someone did not know about it, and the Gryphon King knew nothing of the plan. He was not a member of Egil’s circle of trust. The king had not wanted to speak to him. The reason? That Egil spoke to Garran-Zilar-Denbo, and he was a dragon. After all, it was understandable.

Nahia sighed. To this reason was now added Garran-Zilar-Denbo’s requirement. She had to see whether the Gryphon King was part of her destiny or not, and whether he was willing to be rescued by them. It might turn out that the king was not, since it would mean risking his life. Nahia was getting more and more nervous. When things decided to get complicated, they did so in earnest. Her destiny was not making things easy for her, to say the least.

She had to change routes and reach the cavern of the Gryphon-Lion King before the delivery shifts ended, or she would not be able to get out of there. And she had to in order to follow Egil’s plan. She left route one, and after checking that no shift had returned yet, ran into route three, which was where the Gryphons were held. She realized she was short on time—that underworld of large caverns was gigantic, and getting through it took time.

Since she was running on such a tight schedule she did not stop before any of the caverns of the Gryphons she knew. Surely they were surprised to see her go by. The Gryphon-Owl-Bear hooted in greeting, and Nahia waved at it. The Hawk-Cheetah also greeted her and passed by, flying swiftly around her. Nahia guessed she still had the Gryphon King’s protection, but just in case she stayed on the silver path and did not remove the protections. Her last experiences with Gryphons had not been at all positive, and she was not going to take risks. When she reached the Eagle-Tiger she was even more careful about not straying an inch, because it was enormous, with a terrible feline power. She remembered from her time there that this Gryphon had been kind to her and she felt bad, so she stopped and waved at it.

I find it strange to see you here again. Should your training not have already finished? Or is it that time is becoming longer for me?

“I can only tell you that I’m here to see your lord king.”

Oh, interesting. Something new. Is it anything important?

“It is, very, and urgent.” Nahia wiped the perspiration off her forehead with her forearm.

In that case, I will not keep you. Go and see the king.

“Thank you, I’m glad to see you well.”

And I am also glad to see you are keeping well, the Eagle-Tiger said.

Nahia ran to the cavern of the Gryphon King. She had to persuade him - him and Garran-Zilar-Denbo. She arrived in front of the cavern with her tongue out, panting from the run. The place was really huge, a small detail she had overlooked when thinking about how to do all that.

I see I have a visitor, an unexpected one… Arran-Lehoizuri sent her.

“Your Majesty… it is an honor… a pleasure…” Nahia began to say, breathlessly in reply to the Gryphon-Lion.

Take it easy, Flameborn. Breathe deep. You Humans have trouble catching your breath.

Nahia waved her hand affirmatively and out of the corner of her eye watched the majestic Gryphon King. She wondered at the imposing and regal presence, as he turned his white royal eagle head, the way raptors did. He opened his lethal golden beak and beat his huge wings at the sides of his powerful lion body. It was a chilling sound.

“I’m better… now…” Nahia said, breathing more normally.

I was not expecting to see you again. This is a real surprise. Are you still the slave of dragons who dares to speak against them?

“Of course. I am more than that… I am the slave who has rebelled and started a rebellion against the dragons…”

I have heard rumors about that.

“Down here?”

You would be surprised by the information that reaches us.

“Has a proposal from the Prisoner reached his majesty Gryphon, maximus and King?”

The great gryphon shifted and beat his strong wings.

Is it for this that you have come to see me?

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

She suddenly felt the scale at her nape heating up. Something was happening, something that had to do with her destiny. Her mind clouded, and a silver mist began to form around her mind. A feeling she already knew enveloped her, as if she were in a dream and the world around her was not real but part of the dream. She felt like her head was in a cloud, and she knew it was caused by Garran-Zilar-Denbo’s scale in her nape and had something to do with her destiny. She wanted to know what it was.

She closed her eyes and let the silver cloud envelope her mind completely. Once again she felt as if an invisible force attracted her. She was going to have a vision, and she had to be in that specific place to receive it. A blurry image began to take shape in the middle of her mind. Little by little, the mist gave way to a scene that took form in the middle. She saw it as if in a large round mirror with silver edges.

The image finished forming. In it she saw something that surprised her and at the same time something she was already expecting. It was necessary that it was this way, there was nothing else that led them to freedom. She allowed the vision to form and watched it very closely. Once it was over, Nahia opened her eyes, a bit stunned.

Are you all right?

“Yes… I’ve had a… vision… about destiny…”

Interesting. What did you see? What are you destined for?

“I’ve seen myself fighting against dragons…”

That is a noble destiny. Brave, but very dangerous.

“There was a Gryphon-Lion King fighting alongside me…”

Arran-Lehoizuri moved his eagle head as if studying Nahia closely.

Was it me fighting beside you?

Nahia nodded.

“That’s right, Your Majesty.”

In that case, our destinies must run parallel.

“I believe it’s more than that… they are going to cross in the future.”

It is difficult that such a thing could happen. It is something very singular, if one thinks about it. A Human slave with power and an imprisoned Gryphon King.

“Certain things in life aren’t coincidences. Your Majesty told me that.”

No, they are not. If they happen at critical moments and with significant beings it is no coincidence, it is destiny.

“Your Majesty, I believe we are before one of those moments, I really believe it.”

Believing it is not enough evidence to make it true.

“I am here, despite everything, with a plan to rescue a king of the Gryphons. A vision shows me that we will fight together against the dragons, out of here, in the sky. I am certain of it.”

Why do you want to free me? It is not because of that vision, since you just had it.

Nahia heaved a deep sigh.

“The one I love is a prisoner in Gryphoros. He was captured by your brother, Majesty.

Arran-Bigaerlehoi?

“That’s right. I made a deal with him. My beloved’s freedom for yours, Your Majesty. That’s why I’m here.”

I see. Those are minor motives. You are not looking to free our peoples. You seek to free the person you love. It is laudable, but selfish.

“I seek both things, and now I believe they are intertwined. Freeing Logan requires freeing Your Majesty, and this can lead to an alliance between Kraido rebels and Gryphons. A greater good awaits, and it begins with a minor good.”

You are very intelligent. You have turned the situation around, but if you believe in this alliance, you should attempt it in spite of your loved one. That should not be the main factor.

“Your Majesty is correct, but we find ourselves in a critical moment, for one reason or another, and we must move on. We must rescue you.”

So that, in this way, you may recover your loved one.

“And to forge an alliance with the Gryphons. What better proof of faithfulness than saving Your Majesty.”

I have always thought you had something special. My brother must have seen it too, otherwise he would not have accepted that deal, which I guess you yourself suggested.

Nahia had to admit it.

“Yes, it’s true.”

This escape you have planned only involves me, or can the other Gryphons imprisoned here with me escape as well?

“Unfortunately, the escape plan only admits one Gryphon.”

I see, I will meditate on it for a moment. I risk my life, and it is a complex decision.

“Of course, Your Majesty.” Nahia bowed her head and was very worried. She was finding it difficult to persuade the king. More than she had guessed. At least she had proof that Garran-Zilar-Denbo wanted it, and that was what mattered. It was very important, since it ensured his collaboration. The problem was that if the Gryphon King refused it would all be in vain; she would not have achieved anything.

Time was running out, and Nahia was getting increasingly worried. She needed the Gryphon King to accept, but she also wanted the king to do so quickly. Or she would not be able to get out of there in time.

The Gryphon King spoke at last.

An escape from this place is unheard of. No one has ever done such a thing. Why should I trust that you might succeed?

“Because we have the Prisoner, who is planning it, and also collaborators. It is true that it’s impossible to escape from inside here. But with the necessary support from outside, it might be done.”

You are one of those supports?

“That’s right. I’ll take part.”

You risk your life for the one you love.

“Wouldn’t Your Majesty do the same?”

The Gryphon King gave a sort of high-pitched bird laughter.

True. I suppose I would.

“Then you accept?”

Although I wanted to escape, this silver collar I have around my neck is an impediment. If I step away from my cave I will receive a powerful discharge that affects my head and I will drop unconscious. Not only that, but this collar neutralizes my magical defenses, so any dragon would kill me with its elemental breath in a moment.

“We know that. When was it put on?” Nahia asked, intrigued by the process.

They put it on above, on the surface, before they brought me down here. I was on a round platform, and there was a pedestal ending in a semicircle. They put my neck on the pedestal and the collar snapped closed around it. A moment later, I fainted, and when I came to I was in this cave.

Nahia nodded. That was why no prisoner knew the way out, they were brought down unconscious.

“The problem with the collar is covered.”

You have considered how to take this collar off me then? the Gryphon King asked with disbelief.

“The Prisoner has found a way for the collar not to be an issue.”

The Gryphon King was thoughtful.

I have your word that escaping from here is possible?

“I give Your Majesty my word of honor.”

All right, I accept. If there is a chance of getting out of here and defeating the dragons I will take it, no matter how dangerous and risky it might be.

“Both things will come true,” Nahia said confidently.

I trust your word and our destiny together.

“We’ll succeed.” Nahia made a gesture of strength.

Very well, tell me what I must do.

Nahia explained the Gryphon King’s part in the plan. Once she was done she took her leave in a hurry, since she had to get out of there fast.

“Everything will come out well,” she promised the Gryphon King and ran off.

Good luck, Nahia, Flameborn, liberator of worlds, the Gryphon King said in parting.

Nahia sprinted toward the exit. She had to get there before the end of the shift. According to her mental calculations she still had time, although down there the speed with which time passed was a tad uncertain.

She reached the end of route three and crouched, looking at the cave where the carts were loaded. One had already come back, and that was not good. Nahia saw it parked where the loading was done, at the feeding well. Perhaps whoever had finished was still there. She hastened to run toward the entrance to the rooms of the Tergnomus.

She was getting there when a voice she immediately recognized startled her.

“What are you doing here?”

Nahia stopped short and turned around. Burgor was coming out of the loading area and was pointing a finger at her.

“Hello, Burgor, it’s been a long time,” she replied, trying to pretend while she wondered how to get out of this.

“You can’t be here!”

“I like to come here every now and then,” Nahia said in a playful tone.

“Why are you dressed like a third-year pupil? You’ve already graduated.”

Nahia could not think of anything, so she lied.

“I had to repeat the third year. I had a disagreement with my squadron leader.”

Burgor was left not knowing what to think, but Nahia could see in his twisted Tergnomus eyes that the explanation did not fit.

“That’s impossible. You’re lying!”

“Why should I lie?” Nahia replied, trying to keep calm while she thought of her bad luck in encountering Burgor. Thinking about it, she was bound to cross paths with someone, it was nearly impossible not to.

“You lie! You’re going to pay for this! I’ll expose you to Utrek right now!” he said and started walking toward the rooms.

“Stop!” Nahia raised her hand.

Burgor stopped and looked at her.

“You’ve always been a trouble maker, and this time you’ve really messed up. If you’re here lying, it’s for something big. The dragons will eat you alive, whatever it is that you’ve done.”

“What if I tell you that I’m with the rebels and that you can help us?” Nahia tried in despair.

“Hah! I knew it! You’re dead!”

“You can be free. You don’t need to be a slave. We’ve risen against the dragons, join us.”

“You are completely crazy if you believe I’m going to join your group of morons. You’re all going to die. I am loyal to the dragons. I’ll see you all die, and you first!”

“I’m sorry you see it that way.”

“You’ll be sorrier when you die!” Burgor shouted at her and headed to the Tergnomus’s rooms.

Nahia sighed deeply. There was no other option. She ran, and with a strong shove she pushed Burgor against the wall and he fell backward. He lost his protective hat.

“Dratted!” he shouted, beside himself.

Without his hat he had no magical protection. Nahia conjured her Fire Thunderbolt and unloaded it on Burgor. The bolt went through him from head to feet. The Tergnomus convulsed and died in an instant, part of his body burnt.

Nahia went over to him and knelt beside him.

“I’m sorry, Burgor.” Nahia looked at him for a moment. She felt terrible, but there had been no option. Simply knocking him out would not have been good enough. He had already seen her—he would have talked as soon as he awoke.

But now she had another serious problem. She would have to hide the body. She looked around. She thought about going to the dragons so they would eat him, but they were very far off, she would not have time. She saw the carts Burgor had driven and had an idea. She grabbed him by the ankles and dragged him to the carts. She did it as fast as she could.

She heard the sound of the rattling of another delivery convoy approaching. The shift was ending, and the rest of the delivery groups would soon be there with their carts. She had to get out of there, and fast, right now. She grabbed Burgor and slung him over her shoulder. Then she got onto the first cart and threw him inside. They were deep, and he fell to the bottom. If no one looked in they would not notice. With a bit of luck, those loading the carts who belonged to another team would throw the pieces of food on top of Burgor and cover him. The Tergnomus was going to end up as food for the prisoners, which he had always feared. Sometimes the universe delivered justice.

Nahia ran to the room with the different exits and went in. There was no one in there yet. She went into the next room and left the hat. Then she looked through the keyhole and saw that Utrek and the others were still unconscious. She sighed in relief, opened the door, and went in. She walked between them carefully, left the belt in the cupboard, and went out. She closed the door again.

She heaved a deep sigh of relief when the door shut behind her. Now she had to go up to the first underground level before the new shift came down. If she crossed with them, she would be in trouble. She started up the stairs like lightning. She went as fast as her body and the gloom allowed her. She realized that all the training she had received in Drakoros and then in Jadrakos was going to save her life now, because her legs were strong, and so were her lungs.

She went up and up at the limit of her strength. And she reached the landing of the first level where she was supposed to have been. She stopped and tried to catch her breath; the climb had been tremendous, but she had made it. She waited for a moment for her breathing to get back to normal so as not to have to give any explanation, and once she felt stable enough she went up to the higher level and left the dungeons as if nothing had happened.

She headed to the barracks, tired but happy. She had managed to convince Garran-Zilar-Denbo and the Gryphon King. The plan was moving forward. The moment of escape was near, the moment of truth.


Chapter 53

The journey to Erenal was quicker and smoother than they had expected. They had requested a swift vessel from Urrejaun, and the city's lord had provided one that seemed to fly over the waves. The fastest in all of Tremia, he had assured them, and he hadn't exaggerated. They picked up Camu, Edwina, Ona, and Argi near the now-ruined city of Orecor and continued their voyage across the central sea. The Black Army had marched north along the coast to conquer Yatro, so they were unable to contact their Tauruk-Kapro allies.

They reached Erenal without incident. The central sea, once teeming with pirates and merchants, was now deserted. The dragons had sunk many ships, and those that remained only sailed short, safe routes. At last, they could rescue Astrid. Lasgol sensed it would be dangerous, no doubt. He hoped Astrid was still alive. Being a Panther, she would have found a way to survive, surely. But more than that, he was worried about the encounter. What would it be like? Would he recognize her when he saw her? After all, he loved her, even though he didn't remember her or that feeling. That worried him a lot. He would have to wait until he met her and see what happened. A nagging unease churned in his stomach..

“Finally! We’ve reached this blasted kingdom!” Viggo protested, Viggo raising his arms to the sky after landing on the coast of Erenal. They were inside its territory. York's ship returned to the city immediately.

“Shut up, they’ll hear you all the way in Norghana with all that shouting,” Ingrid told him as she looked around. The area was flat with few rocks, and they could see a couple of small forests in the distance. In the afternoon light they did not see anyone anywhere. The weather was good, sunny, and hotter than they were used to.

“Norghana is too far north for them to hear me. My head hurts from sailing so much. I hate the sea. Condemned waves!”

“What a Ranger you are if you can't sail without getting completely seasick,” Nilsa told him as she crouched and looked around for any danger.

“Seasick," says the clumsy redhead. "We flew over the sea, my stomach almost jumped out of my mouth a bunch of times."

“It's been a quick and easy trip, don’t be a whiner,” Ingrid told him.

Much whiner and exaggerated, Camu smiled, enlarging his eternal smile.

“And you’re an ugly bug.”

Ona and Argi growled.

“And you two are just a mutt and a kitty.”

“Leave Ona and Argi in peace, you’re worse than a toothache,” Gerd chided.

“Would you like me to heal your feet with my healing magic?” Edwina offered, looking at him from her place on Camu’s back.

“Thank you, yes, that would be good,” Viggo put on his ‘good-boy’ face and smiled.

“Don’t bother, there’s nothing wrong with him,” Ingrid said to Edwina. “Healing is for when we really need it.”

“Party-pooper…” Viggo started saying under his breath.

“You were saying?” Ingrid snapped, cutting his complains short.

“Nothing at all, my beloved, I can only wonder at you wisdom and most of all your incomparable beauty.”

“Yeah… yeah… sure,” Ingrid shook her head. “Let’s secure the area. This is territory conquered by the dragons. Watch out.”

They spread out to explore the area at a crouch. They did it nimbly and quickly, as was usual for the Rangers. For once, the terrain and weather were not a problem. Erenal was flat, with some mountain ranges scattered throughout the kingdom and not very thick forests. The weather was good, especially the southern part of the kingdom, where they were. In Erenal it barely snowed in winter, and during the rest of the year the weather was good and hot, perhaps because of the proximity of the deserts more to the south, crossing the sea.

Camu, Edwina, Ona, and Argi lay down to wait.

“Would you like me to get off?” Edwina asked Camu.

Not bother. You weigh like goose feather.

Edwina laughed.

“Thank you for the compliment, but you know I weigh more than that.”

I not feel you nothing. Easy.

“Well, I’ll get off anyway to stretch my legs a little.”

All right. We protect you.

“Yes, well protected I am for sure. With a Higher Drakonian, a snow panther, and a giant wolf, I highly doubt anyone would dare to even look at me.”

We much fierce. We scare.

Edwina burst out laughing.

“Yes, because they don’t know you.”

We good, enemies not know.

“That’s right.” Edwina shook her legs and arms and walked a little around Camu. Ona and Argi watched closely.

The group came back after a short while. Each from a different direction.

“Everything clear?” Ingrid asked.

“Clear,” the others confirmed.

“A pity, I was looking forward to using one of those marbles of golden power,” Viggo commented.

“We’re not going to confront any dragons if we can help it,” Lasgol corrected him.

“I don’t see why not. One or two fewer dragons to terrorize these lands.” Viggo made a face that he saw it perfectly right.

“The mission comes first,” Ingrid reminded him.

“And that means rescuing Astrid and not taking detours to kill dragons,” Nilsa said.

Viggo made a face that said they were always spoiling his fun.

They went on heading north all evening. Once night fell they found a quiet, sheltered spot to camp inside a forest to the north. They built a small campfire and ate from the supplies they had brought. While they ate around the fire, Ona and Argi patrolled in circles around them. If anything approached they would sound the alarm at once.

“Erenal, it’s been a long time since we’ve set foot in these lands,” Gerd said with longing as he took another serving.

“True, and it’s a beautiful kingdom. The capital, Erenalia, is a very beautiful city, impressive and majestic. I remember the great avenues flanked by buildings of white granite and marble, polished, enormous, and the statues, fountains, and the Great Library of Bintantium,” Nilsa commented as she chewed enthusiastically. “I also remember the citizens, light olive-skinned, dark eyes and hair, thin and not too tall, well kept with their long, elegant robes.”

“The dragons and the armies of Kraido will have razed the capital and quartered their pretty citizens. There will be nothing left of what you remember,” Viggo replied, taking a swig from his water skin.

“Although he might have said it more emphatically, that’s true, they will have destroyed it, and there will have been many casualties,” Ingrid agreed.

“It had already been conquered before the arrival of dragons to Tremia, and old king Dasleo was captured and executed,” Lasgol told them.

“Well, it seems the weirdo does remember certain things.” Viggo looked at him, raising an eyebrow.

“It’s not that I remember, it’s that they took place after my loss of memory and therefore I have those new memories, to call them something.”

“I’ve been in prison until now, no idea what has gone on around here,” said Ingrid. “But I’m surprised by what you’re telling us. Dasleo was a great king and an expert military leader and strategist. It seems strange that he was defeated, and more so that he is dead. We couldn’t defeat his armies when Norghana confronted them.”

“I was unconscious in the desert, healing, I don’t know any of this,” said Nilsa.

“I was with her, and in the desert news from Tremia was scarce. I don’t know what happened here either,” Edwina said.

Gerd spread his hands open.

“I was in Kraido.”

I be hibernating, Ona and Argi with me, Camu sent them.

“And I was frozen in a glacier,” Viggo added.

“Well, this is really funny. It turns out that Lasgol, who lost his memory, is the only one who knows what’s happened around here these last years,” Nilsa said with the look of someone who has just realized something singular.

“Well, we’re screwed if the weirdo with memory loss is the only one who knows what’s gone on lately,” said Viggo.

Lasgol know because he live this time. We not. I very easy with Lasgol know.

“Sure, since you’re joined at the hip, the weirdo and the bug.”

“As long as one of us has information relevant for the mission, it’s enough,” Ingrid said. “And I fully trust Lasgol, memory problems or not.”

“Me too. I’d go to the end of the world with Lasgol,” Gerd said vehemently.

“Yeah, and the two of you would fall off a cliff,” Viggo shook his head in disbelief.

“What else can you tell us? What happened to Erenal? Who defeated Dasleo and his armies?” Ingrid asked Lasgol.

Lasgol heaved a deep sigh.

“It’s a very complicated story…”

“Tell us, we want to know,” Nilsa pleaded.

Lasgol nodded, thought for a moment, and then spoke.

“The armies of King Dasleo were defeated by the Dark Lady and her conquering army. Empress Yuzumi, that was her name, conquered Erenal and killed Dasleo. She also conquered Zangria and killed King Caron. She reached Rilentor, the capital of Rogdon, with her army.”

Ingrid and Nilsa’s eyes opened very wide.

“Look at the conqueror dame,” Viggo said, impressed.

“Shut up and let him tell the story,” Gerd told him, very interested.

“While Yuzumi conquered half of Tremia, Norghana and the Nocean Empire were fighting to gain victory.”

“Against her?” Nilsa asked.

Lasgol shook his head.

“No, Norghana and the Empire of the Deserts knew nothing about the empress arriving from the east. Her conquest was extremely quick, well planned and executed. She had been preparing secretly for years. She not only had an immense, well-trained army, she was a Sorceress besides, and with considerable power.”

“Look at the conquering dame,” Viggo repeated, even more impressed.

“Norghana and the Nocean Empire were distracted trying to conquer Rogdon. They had laid siege around Rilentor, the capital of the blue-and-silver kingdom. The Norghanian armies from the northeast and the Noceans from the south were going to take Rogdon,” Lasgol explained.

His friends’ faces showed utter surprise.

“We were going to conquer Rogdon?” Gerd asked, puzzled. He could not believe it. Unable to eat, he put his food aside.

“Why? What for?” Ingrid was shaking her head, unable to believe it.

Much happen when we not here, Camu was also puzzled.

“Because of the greed of men with rotten hearts,” said Lasgol. “Thoran wanted to conquer Rogdon at any cost. He believed the Rogdonians underestimated him, and he wanted them to pay for it. He felt they had insulted him and wanted to make them pay, he could not forgive them.”

“Everybody underestimated Thoran,” said Viggo.

“A detestable king and person,” Nilsa said with a frown.

“A disgrace to Norghana,” Gerd added.

“Go on, what happened?” Ingrid asked, very interested.

“There were betrayals,” said Lasgol.

“How odd,” Viggo raised his arms in the air, “note that I’m always telling you…”

“In the alliance between Norghana and the Nocean Empire?” asked Gerd.

“With Thoran and Emperor Malotas being involved, I bet so,” Viggo guessed.

“Exactly,” Lasgol nodded.

“See? You never listen to me, and I’m always right.”

“You’re right on whatever is bad and twisted,” Nilsa told him.

“That’s the way of the world, don’t blame me.” Viggo raised his hands again.

“But also within his own Norghanian army. General Odir killed King Thoran by order of Count Volgren, who took over power. Thoran’s main ally betrayed him, his trusted Noble of the East.”

“Did it happen in the middle of the siege?” Ingrid asked.

“That’s right, but neither of them survived.”

“Serves them right, the traitors,” Nilsa stated, who also had stopped eating a while before from how nauseated she was by the whole thing.

“Was Rogdon saved?” Ingrid asked, thinking it might have fallen too.

“Saved, but by a hair’s breadth. When Yuzumi arrived with her great conquering army, she finished off the Norghanian and Nocean armies, which fled at finding themselves defeated.”

“We lost?” Nilsa asked.

“Yes, Norghana lost and Generals Rangulfself and Olagson saved the troops they could and returned to Norghana.”

“And they’re the ones ruling now,” said Ingrid.

“That’s right,” Lasgol corroborated.

“And that empress from the east who took Rogdon?” Nilsa asked.

“Didn’t she try to conquer Norghana and the Nocean Empire, having already defeated them?” Gerd asked.

Lasgol shook his head.

“No, because she was killed.”

They all stared at Lasgol, stunned.

“Who killed her?” Viggo asked eagerly.

“The Bearers.”

“The who?” Viggo asked

“The five Bearers. It’s a long story… the best way of summing it up is saying that they were magi of great power who stood up to Yuzumi and defeated her. When the empress died, her army withdrew,”

“And Rogdon was saved,” Ingrid guessed.

“That’s right. The story is a lot more complicated, I’ll tell you with time, but for now suffice it to say I was in the Thousand Lakes, north of Erenal in that adventure, and that I also helped the Bearers in their efforts to prevent the empress from conquering all of Tremia.”

“Look at the weirdo, it turns out he wasn’t idle all this time,” Viggo nodded.

“I’ve told you because I believe it’s relevant. I don’t know who stood up to the dragons in Erenal, but it wasn’t Dasleo.”

“Thank you. Tell us everything you lived through and that we missed. At your own pace, no hurry,” Ingrid told him.

“Yeah, we’re your friends, we want to know everything,” Gerd pleaded.

“I’m okay with a summary, we’re not that good friends either,” Viggo told him, grinning.

“Can you be more of a numbskull.” Ingrid jabbed him in the shoulder,

They went on eating, and in the lost gazes of all of them it was obvious they were thinking about everything Lasgol had told them, which was a lot to digest and assimilate. For a moment, Lasgol felt weird being the one who knew more than his comrades about what had happened. This was the recent past, and he knew it while his friends did not. He found it very strange.

World much crazy, Camu sent all of a sudden, and they all nodded in unison.

“You are absolutely right,” Ingrid told him.

“And it’s only going to get crazier,” added Viggo.
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They left before dawn to benefit from the cover night provided. Danger might be lurking around every corner, so they went warily.

Lasgol stroked Ona, who rubbed her head against his thigh. She had not forgotten him, and Lasgol had an ever-growing affection for the good, loyal snow panther. The best thing was, he barely needed to make an effort to communicate with her since she understood him very well. True, he could send her mental messages since his skills allowed it, and these went straight to the panther’s mind and she understood them. What intrigued him was that she also understood his voice messages.

Something similar happened to Gerd. The giant did not have the Gift and could not send mental messages to Argi, but the giant wolf understood him perfectly. This was because of Gerd’s Specialty—he knew how to communicate and deal with any kind of animal. It was obvious that a very strong bond of friendship and love had formed between Gerd and Argi, something not at all easy between humans and wild wolves.

They sent Ona and Argi ahead, and they acted as scouts and explorers. Camu brought up the rear, carrying Edwina on his back. The others walked in between with bows ready in case there was trouble. They were heading north, toward the capital of the kingdom: Erenalia.

“What else do we know of Astrid’s whereabouts?” Ingrid asked. “I mean, did you find out anything else during my absence?”

“We haven’t been able to find out anything other than what you already knew when you were imprisoned. Sigrid tried to locate her by any means possible, but without success,” Lasgol told her with a frustrated wave.

“Well, it’s not surprising if this kingdom has lost two wars during this time,” Nilsa said with a horrified look.

“True. Twice conquered. That’s not good for the brunette’s interests,” said Viggo.

“Astrid is alive, I’m certain. If anyone can survive whatever comes their way, it’s her,” Ingrid stated.

“I’m not saying you’re wrong. I also trust the survival skills of my partner in arms,” Viggo replied. “But it makes it more complicated to find her. In a ruined kingdom, it’s difficult to find any information or even people. In case you haven’t noticed, I don’t see anyone around.”

Lasgol sighed. Viggo was right. What had happened was not good for them. It did not make the search any easier.

Astrid be alive. I know. Sure, Camu sent, convinced it was so.

“Yes, she is,” Nilsa nodded hard.

“The name of the leader of the Fighters of the New Sun is Belona,” Ingrid said. “If she’s still alive, she’s the one we must find.”

“And if she’s not?” Viggo asked.

“Her right hand was Victoria,” Ingrid replied.

“And Julia was Astrid’s friend,” Gerd said, remembering what Astrid had told them.

“What a friend, she betrayed Astrid,” Nilsa commented angrily, kicking a stone on the road.

“Well, in her defense, Astrid betrayed them first by stealing Liriana’s Gauntlet,” added Viggo with a roguish grin.

“Yeah, go and defend them on top of everything,” Gerd reproached Viggo.

“I’m not defending them. I’m merely saying they had their motives. Astrid infiltrated their ranks and stole the golden gauntlet, which was sacred to their sisterhood or whatever it was that they were.”

“Because we needed it to kill the Immortal Dragon,” Nilsa reminded him.

“I’m not saying she did not have good reasons for stealing it, but so did they for being upset.”

“Sometimes I don’t know whose side you’re on,” Ingrid told him reproachfully.

Viggo noticed the disappointment in Ingrid.

“I’m always on your side, my precious bellicose blondie.”

“So then, prove it. I’m on Astrid’s side always.”

“So am I, of course,” Viggo hastened to clarify.

“Let’s go to the capital and see what we can find out there,” Ingrid said. “The Fighters of the New Sun were Dasleo’s bodyguard, they might be the same for whoever is king of Erenal now.”

“I doubt the king or the Fighters will be in the capital. As far as we know it’s been razed,” said Lasgol.

Ingrid nodded.

“I know, but it’s a starting point. If you have any better ideas…”

Lasgol shook his head.

“The truth is, I don’t. Let’s go to the capital and try to find something out.”

“It’ll be occupied by the Kraido troops,” Gerd predicted, frowning.

I can investigate with Invisibility Camouflage, Camu offered.

“We’ll decide how to proceed once we’re there,” Ingrid said. “It’s too soon to know what we have to do.”

They went on their way in silence for a long while. About midmorning they arrived at a village and decided to border it, although it looked deserted. They did not bother to make sure. In the sky, far away, they saw a bird of great size, and they all knew at once what it was. It was flying in the opposite direction, so it did not see them.

They continued north for several more days, avoiding the roads, villages, and cities. The ones they passed were deserted. The cities had been severely punished, the villages slightly less, but the destruction of war was visible everywhere. It looked like a deserted kingdom. Its inhabitants had vanished. The crop fields were abandoned and the weeds had taken over. The famous vineyards of the area were also abandoned now, the vines dried and dying. A desolate image. Erenal used to have very good wine which it exported to the rest of kingdoms. That was no longer so.

They went along, always with one eye on the land and the other on the sky. They had already seen a couple of dragons far above them, and that was worrying. It also explained why there was no one anywhere—they had fled from the winged monsters. What they found most discouraging was finding cities of great size and splendor practically razed to the ground. The dragons had shown violent anger toward that kingdom. That and the fact that the kingdom had not found a way to face up to those evil beasts.

They reached the top of a hill and were finally able to see the capital: Erenalia. It had been attacked with anger, and most of the buildings appeared half-ruined or greatly damaged, especially the palaces and those of a military character.

“Are my eyes deceiving me, or is there no one in the capital?” Gerd commented, looking with eyes shaded to protect them from the warm sun in the area.

“No, they’re not deceiving you. The capital is deserted,” Lasgol told him as he looked with his Hawk’s Eye skill that allowed him to see a lot farther.

“Shouldn’t the invading army be in the conquered city?” Nilsa asked, scratching her head.

“Yes, if not an army, at least an occupation force,” Ingrid commented blankly.

“Something’s wrong here,” Viggo said.

“Let’s go and find out,” Lasgol told them.

They approached the city through a nearby forest in the eastern area. The city wall was destroyed, and they could enter without any trouble. They went into what had once been a magnificent metropolis filled with palaces, statues, gardens, and fountains which both locals and foreigners admired. Now it was a mess of half-ruined buildings. There were very few still standing. There were whole neighborhoods razed by fire with all the buildings completely destroyed. In the main avenue, some of the grand palaces and buildings had some parts standing while others had collapsed.

All of a sudden, they heard a roar. They all looked up to locate the dragon.

“We have company,” Viggo warned.

“Where’s it coming from?” Ingrid asked.

“North,” Lasgol said, pointing in that direction.

“Everyone, get ready and take cover,” Ingrid told them.

I protect, all easy, Camu sent them.

“Edwina, you go with Ona and Argi. Retreat to that building and wait there,” Lasgol told them.

Ona chirped, she wanted to fight.

Go and protect Edwina, Lasgol sent her.

The good panther chirped once and obeyed. Argi went with her.

“Be very careful,” Edwina begged them.

“Don’t worry, we won’t even need you, you’ll see,” Viggo told her, smiling.

Edwina’s face showed doubt, but she went to hide.

The dragon, red and large, started flying in circles over the center of the city, as if it was a vulture that had located the dead body of a cow.

“That one’s looking for something,” said Viggo.

“Let’s get closer to see what it is,” said Lasgol.

They went forward warily through the streets, avoiding the fallen rocks and the buildings that buried part of the streets. It took them a moment to get to the center of the city. It was not only big, it was also almost impossible to walk through with so much rubble and ruined buildings.

They finally reached the center, an area they knew. They were at the back of the Great Library of Bintantium. Miraculously, the back part was still standing. The front had suffered great damage and was half ruined.

They poked their heads out of the back corner of the great avenue, and what they saw left them astonished.

The huge red dragon had landed in the middle of the wide avenue.

In front of the dragon, a hundred paces from it, was a woman.

They were both staring at each other as if challenging one another to a duel.
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They all watched what went on with disbelief on their faces. The woman, who had short hair and was not very tall and looked rather frail, seemed to be confronting an adult red dragon in the middle of the main avenue.

“What’s that lunatic doing?” Viggo asked with wide eyes. “It’s going to incinerate her.”

“She appears to be… standing up to the dragon… she has her hands on her hips and is staring the dragon in the eye,” Gerd said, very puzzled.

“She might be a golden sorceress,” Nilsa said wishfully. “Otherwise I don’t understand it.”

“I highly doubt it, and even so, she shouldn’t be standing in front of a dragon as if she were challenging it to a duel,” Ingrid said.

The dragon roared and rose impressively, beating its wings, showing how big and powerful it was.

The woman put her left hand to her chest and pointed her right hand at the dragon.

“She doesn’t seem to be afraid of it.” Gerd said.

“As I said, she’s crazy. Now he’ll incinerate her, and that’s that,” said Viggo.

The dragon opened its mouth, and from it there issued a tremendous flame that went straight for the woman. She never moved but stayed right where she was. The flames reached her in full.

“Just like I said, we can go now,” Viggo said.

The flames of the red dragon’s elemental breath enveloped the woman entirely so they could not see her. She had disappeared in the midst of the igneous stream.

The dragon stopped emitting its elemental breath. To everyone’s surprise, the woman was still standing there, intact.

“Not so fast…” Ingrid replied.

“She’s still alive? How can that be?” Gerd was agog.

She has sphere of anti-magic protection, I detect, Camu sent them.

“Then she’s a sorceress,” Nilsa said. “I bet it’s Golden Magic.”

“No, it’s not Golden Magic,” Lasgol told her.

The woman waved her hand, and above the dragon there appeared a large cloud, made up of several clouds as black as night. There was a tremendous burst of thunder, as if the sky had split, and an infinitude of lightning bolts started falling upon the winged beast. A great storm had generated upon the dragon, and it was discharging all its power.

“Elemental Air Magic,” Lasgol said, recognizing it.

“Yeah, it’s not golden,” Nilsa had to admit with regret.

“But it shouldn’t affect the dragon,” said Ingrid. “Its defenses protect it.”

“It doesn’t look like it, see how it’s shaking itself?” Viggo said.

Indeed, the lightning that fell on the dragon penetrated its magical defenses, since its body shook with each impact from a bolt. These were falling all over its body, and the dragon was now roaring in pain.

“Look at the sorceress…” Gerd said, impressed.

The dragon leaped aside, trying to escape the clouds above its head and the lightning that went on falling. The sorceress waved her hand again and the cloud with her storm shifted to hover above the dragon again. They heard tremendous thunder and the lightning went on falling. Now they could see that the dragon was not only shaking but that smoke was coming out of several parts of its body. The lightning was scorching it.

“How can she get through the dragon’s defenses?” Nilsa was astonished.

The dragon sent its breath of fire at the sorceress again. She waved her hand all around her.

She strengthening anti-magic sphere, Camu sent them, detecting it.

“And she’s as cool as a cucumber, I can’t believe it,” Gerd commented, also stunned.

“This isn’t the first time she’s confronted a dragon, that’s for sure,” Ingrid said.

The breath of fire was unable to pass through the sorceress’s protection. The dragon changed its tactics then, and beating its wings hard, lunged at the human with its terrible claws to shred her.

The sorceress waved her hand all around her.

She raise physical protection of Air.

A sphere made up of a hundred whirls that ran through it in every direction at top speed appeared around the sorceress. The dragon landed upon her with all its weight and the force of the attack of its claws, but the defense held. The sorceress pointed at the dragon, which was now releasing tremendous claw swipes that died out on the defensive sphere. Suddenly a very strong wind, like a hurricane, whipped at the dragon and drove it off backward into the air. The beast rolled on the ground for about two hundred paces, like an elephant driven by a flood.

“That was truly amazing,” Viggo said, his eyes popping.

The dragon roared, beside itself with rage, and prepared to attack the sorceress again.

“We should help her,” Lasgol said. “I have no idea how much energy she has but her defenses might fail her.”

“I’m all for it, let’s help her,” Ingrid said.

“Elemental or golden arrows?” Nilsa asked.

“Golden, let’s try that Golden Magic and see its effects. Don’t use much though,” Ingrid told them.

“All right,” Gerd agreed for all.

They each took out one of the crystal spheres with the Golden Magic. Very carefully, they opened them and smeared the tips of their arrows with a few drops of the golden substance. They were very careful not to waste it.

“Camu, protect us,” Lasgol told him.

I create anti-magic dome and extended camouflage.

“All at once,” Lasgol said, and they went out into the avenue.

Since they were covered by the extended camouflage, the dragon could not see them, and nor did the sorceress. They moved toward her.

The dragon came to a hundred and fifty paces of the sorceress and stared at her with eyes full of hatred. The anti-magic protection sphere of the sorceress flashed several times.

Dragon using mental attacks. Not pass defense of sorceress, Camu warned them.

“Let’s shoot at the head,” Lasgol whispered to his comrades.

Lasgol called upon his Powerful Shot and Multiple Shots and aimed at the motionless head of the dragon. He sent a great amount of energy to his golden bow.

“Now,” he gave the signal and released. There were green and gold flashes and the three arrows hit the dragon full in the head, plunging in deeply. These were joined by those of his friends. Four others plunged into its head, penetrating the dragon’s scales with a golden flash upon impact.

The beast roared in pain and looked in the direction of the origin of the arrows but could not see them because of the extended camouflage Camu was covering them with, making them invisible. It had the four arrows of Ingrid, Nilsa, Gerd, and Viggo stuck in its forehead and the side of its head.

The sorceress turned her head. She had also noticed the attack but was unable to see them.

“The Golden Magic works. We can wound dragons.” Ingrid whispered.

“And kill them,” Viggo sentenced in a joyous tone.

The dragon did not like what was happening and decided to change strategies. It gave a great leap, beating its powerful wings. It began to rise high.

“Release, don’t let it escape,” Ingrid said.

Lasgol released first once again. He hit it in the head with the three arrows of his Multiple Shot. These were followed by four more arrows that hit the beast in the back of the head.

The dragon shook its head and roared in pain and frustration.

“We’re giving it a very nice hairdo,” Viggo commented.

“Get ready to release again,” said Ingrid.

Instead of escaping after seeing it was wounded, the dragon swerved in the air and came down straight toward the sorceress. It seemed to want to crush her with a downward impact, using all the inertia of the fall. It was not going to let that human live.

The sorceress lifted her head and pointed her hand at the dragon. A terrible bolt of lightning issued from it. It was colossal, and it went like an exhalation to the head of the dragon, impacting with all the force of an enormous discharge. The dragon’s head tilted to one side and its eyes closed. Its flight deviated left of the sorceress, and it crashed thunderously against the ground and ended up against a building.

The group aimed at the crashed dragon. It was half embedded in the rock walls, and they could only release at its left side.

The sorceress’s hand pointed at the dragon and her index finger made another black cloud appear above the beast’s head. There was another thunder blast and the lightning began to fall upon the dragon, which was no longer moving.

“Do we release?” Gerd asked.

“Let’s unload, just in case,” said Ingrid.

Lasgol released again with a Powerful Shot and hit the dragon. This was followed by his partners’ shots, which plunged into the side of the beast.

Be dead, Camu sent them.

“Sure?” Ingrid asked.

Much sure.

The deadly storm went on for a moment longer, and indeed the dragon did not move. It was definitely dead.

The sorceress turned in their direction. She said nothing but waved at them to come out.

“Do we reveal ourselves? She knows we’re here,” Nilsa asked.

“Yeah, we can let her see us,” Lasgol told them. “But watch out, just in case,” he warned.

I take off extended camouflage, Camu sent them, and a moment later they were visible.

The sorceress looked at them with narrowed eyes. Then her face changed from one of concentration to one of great surprise.

“By all the knowledge of the universe! Lasgol!”


Chapter 56

“Hello Sonea,” Lasgol said smiling as he recognized her.

The scholar ran to hug him with a big smile on her face. Lasgol was also smiling, he was happy to see his friend again. He hugged her with heartfelt affection.

“I can’t believe you’re here, in Erenal!” she told him, studying his face.

“Well, I wasn’t expecting to see you here either. I thought you’d be with the other Bearers.”

“You mean in Rogdon?”

“Yup, I believe they’re there, aren’t they? I heard rumors that Rogdon was holding up against the dragons. They say that in the capital, Rilentor, there are several magi standing up to them. I thought it would be you.”

“The truth is, I don’t know. We separated as soon as the dragons’ invasion began. We each went to defend our land. Maybe Aliana and Komir are defending Rogdon and the Norriel. Haradin should be in Rogdon too.”

Lasgol nodded.

“And that’s why you’re here. You came back to defend Erenal.”

“That’s right, and I’m still here as you can see, fighting against the dragons. One day, and the next one too.”

Let me remind you, you’re a scholar, not a warrior,” Lasgol admonished her gently, smiling.

“True, but right now I am more the latter and less the former.”

“Pity.”

“Better times will come.”

“Yeah, they will,” Lasgol nodded.

“Oh, but I’m so happy to see you!” Sonea said, very happy.

“So am I.” Lasgol was beaming.

They hugged again, two friends who had not seen each other in a long time but who had survived many things together, painful and terrible things.

“So you know the sorceress?” Ingrid phrased it like a question as to whether they could trust her.

Lasgol turned to his comrades.

“Yes, I know her. She’s a very good friend of mine: Sonea, Bearer of the Medallion of Air,” he introduced her.

“A pleasure,” Gerd told her as he looked at Sonea with eyes that were still awed.

Sonea greeted them all with a big smile as she studied them.

“We already know one another…” Sonea told them. “I never forget a face, and least of all a Norghanian’s.”

“Do we know you?” Ingrid was not sure.

“She does,” she said, pointing her finger at Nilsa. “We met there,” Sonea gestured toward the Great Library. “I helped you.”

“Oh yes, the librarian apprentice!” Nilsa remembered, realizing. “But you were just a girl…”

“Some years have passed,” Gerd reminded her, “since we were here.”

“Yes, that’s true, time flies. Egil and I met you at the Library, and you did help us.” Nilsa shook her hand, smiling at her.

“Well, the world is indeed a small place,” Lasgol chuckled.

“Perhaps we should get under cover. More dragons might come,” Sonea said and pointed at the Great Library.

“Go ahead. Lead the way, we’ll follow,” Lasgol told her.

Sonea headed to the eastern part of the Library and went in through an enormous hole in the wall. The others went in after her. Inside the Library it was dark, with only some parts illuminated by the light of day that came in through broken windows and walls with missing pieces. Sonea led them to the back part, walking lithely and dodging the obstacles. It was as if she knew where every fallen rock and piece of furniture that had been knocked over was by heart. The Great Library looked terrible. This place that had been so magnificent and filled with knowledge was now a ruin. Everywhere they could see tomes thrown on the floor as if they had been scattered, covering the ruined floor and walls.

“What a pity,” Nilsa said, shaking her head. “This place was so beautiful and majestic…”

“It breaks my heart to be here. This was my home, but at least many of the tomes have survived,” Sonea told them.

They went into some back rooms that had been saved from destruction and were still as they used to be. Camu had some trouble going in, but at last he managed.

“And all the librarians and scholars?” Ingrid asked.

“Many dead… and the others have fled.”

“Where are the people of the kingdom? We haven’t seen anyone,” Nilsa asked. “They wouldn’t be…?”

“Many, yes,” Sonea said with moist eyes. The others have fled to the Thousand Lakes. They are hiding there. The Kraido Army has problems with the lakes. Apparently they’re not very good sailors.”

“Huh, that’s interesting to know,” said Gerd.

“And the army of Erenal?” Lasgol asked.

“Hiding in the mountains, in caves where the dragons can’t reach them.”

“That’s why the capital is empty,” Ingrid guessed.

“Yes, we lost it a long time ago. The army had to flee, and so did the people,” Sonea told them. “It was awful. So much death and destruction.”

“May I ask…” Nilsa said.

“Go ahead, ask.”

“How does your magic affects the dragons? As far as we know, nothing but Golden Magic hurts them.”

“Yes, how do you do it?” Ingrid asked, very interested.

Sonea smiled.

“You haven’t told them?” she asked Lasgol.

“Not that part of the story, we swore an oath.”

Sonea nodded.

“That’s true, I’m glad you’re honoring it.”

“I never betray my friends.”

“Let’s see, weirdo. Although you don’t remember, we’re your friends, not this librarian and her comrades,” Viggo told him.

I also be friend, Camu did not want to be left out.

“He has many friends other than you,” Sonea told him. “I’m one of them.”

“Another of your little adventures here?” Viggo asked him.

“Yeah, something like that.”

“What do you mean by little adventure? We saved Tremia from an unfathomable evil,” Sonea said. “In fact, there were two.”

Lasgol nodded repeatedly.

“I think we know of one. Yuzumi the Dark Lady and her conquering army,” said Ingrid.

Sonea nodded.

“That’s right.”

“And the other one?” Nilsa asked.

“The other one… is secret,” Sonea told them. “But I can tell you it’s the reason why my magic can get through the defenses of the dragons.”

Be the medallion around neck. Great power. Golden power. Camu told them what he was detecting.

“Wow, your friend… half dragon… is very perceptive.”

I be Higher Drakonian. More much good than dragon.

“Interesting. I’d like to know more about you. Study you. Deep down I am an erudite, although now it’s time to fight.”

I much interesting. Powerful. Handsome too, Camu smiled at her.

Sonea burst out laughing.

“Without a doubt I must study you, I’m sure I’ll love it.”

“Let’s see if I understand this, that medallion has Golden Magic?” Viggo asked.

Sonea looked at Lasgol.

“I can only tell you that this medallion and four others like it are objects of great power. Golden power, yes.”

“That’s wonderful!” Nilsa cheered up. “More weapons against the dragons.”

“You say there are five?”

“That’s right. One of Water, another of Air, one of Fire, one of Earth, and the last of Ether.”

“And those Bearers are friends of yours, aren’t they, Lasgol?” Ingrid asked.

“Yes, that’s right,” Lasgol nodded.

“The Bearers, and a few more,” Sonea winked at him.

Lasgol remembered Hartz, Kayti, Lindaro, Haradin…. “Yes, the Bearers, and a few more indeed.”

“What I don’t understand, apart from what I’ve seen, is how you haven’t held up against the dragons if you were here with this medallion,” Ingrid said.

Sonea heaved a sigh.

“We held up for a while, here in the capital. I fought against the dragons and the magi of Erenal helped me. But alone there wasn’t anything I could do against them. There were too many. I killed a dozen, defending myself from different attacks, but I was finally defeated through exhaustion. I was left without any inner energy. The medallion intensifies my power, but if it has nothing to intensify…. They defeated me, but I was somewhat lucky. A wall fell on top of me and they believed me dead. Thanks to that, I was saved. Unfortunately, without my help the capital fell. I woke up two days later, when the last groups were being evacuated. I managed to escape, wounded, and reach the Thousand Lakes, and there I recovered.”

“Wow, I’m very sorry. I’m glad you survived,” Lasgol told her.

“Me too,” Sonea smiled at him. “Unfortunately, even with the medallion, the dragons pose a serious problem. Not one at a time, but if I have to face several, in the end they can defeat me because they deplete my inner energy.”

Lasgol understood what Sonea was telling them perfectly well. His own inner pool of energy, and that of anyone with the Gift, had a limit. The dragons surely had the same limitation, since the restrictions of magic were universal and must affect them.

“Have you come to challenge one of the dragons?” Viggo asked, raising an eyebrow.

Sonea smiled.

“More or less… I usually come to the Library. It does me good to be here, in my home. I do this every now and then. If a dragon sees me and decides to attack me, then I defend myself,” she said with a shrug.

“That means yes. You come here looking for fights,” Viggo told her.

“I come seeking for tomes and I often find fights,” Sonea corrected him.

“You should be more careful,” Lasgol said. “What you’re doing is very dangerous. What if two or three dragons see you?”

“Then I’ll be in serious trouble.”

“The Bearers should fight together, not separated,” Lasgol told her.

“There’s so much to defend. We can’t be together and defend only one kingdom, not when we’re all from different lands.”

“I know, but even so…”

“Where is the army from Kraido? We thought we’d find it here,” Ingrid asked her.

“There are soldiers of Kraido at the foot of the eastern mountains, where our army is hiding, what’s left of it, and in the Thousand Lakes. They make sure we don’t come back to the cities to rebuild.”

“Conquest tactics,” Ingrid said, nodding.

“So, what are you doing here?” Sonea asked them.

“We’re looking for a friend,” Lasgol said.

“His beloved,” Viggo told her.

“Wow, you never mentioned that,” Sonea looked at him, surprised.

“He has memory problems, He doesn’t remember a lot of his past,” Nilsa told her.

“Aha, that would explain a lot of things…” Sonea looked at him thoughtfully.

“Her name is Astrid. She’s a Ranger, like us. The Fighters of the New Sun have her prisoner,” Lasgol told her.

Sonea made a face.

“A prisoner? She must have done something very bad. The Fighters aren’t the kind to make prisoners.”

“She stole a golden weapon,” Lasgol said.

“A golden weapon?” Sonea’s eyes opened wide. “Tell me more, that interests me.”

Lasgol reached for the bow on his back and handed it to Sonea to examine.

“Wow, a most interesting weapon. I’m just holding it and the hair on the back of my head stood on end. It has power, a great deal of it.”

“We know of the existence of several like this one,” Lasgol said.

All of a sudden, Sonea’s medallion shone bright with a golden flash. The bow flashed too, as if in answer to the medallion.

“This is an Ilenian weapon,” Sonea realized.

“Yeah, that’s what I believe. With them we’ll be able to get through the dragons’ defenses. It has Golden Magic, Ilenian,” Lasgol explained.

“The medallion recognized it, they have the same magic.” Sonea was studying the bow closely with a scholarly look.

“Who are the Ilenians?” Gerd asked.

Sonea looked at Lasgol. There was a moment of silence, then the short-haired brunette smiled and answered.

“They are the ones who created this medallion and those golden weapons. A civilization that existed a very long time ago and then vanished,” Sonea told them.

Powerful magic. More powerful than dragons’, Camu sent.

“That’s right. It was they who vanquished the dragons from Tremia thousands of years ago,” explained Sonea.

“Well, they would sure come in handy now,” said Viggo wishfully.

Sonea and Lasgol exchanged another glance.

“The Ilenians, or Golden Ones, were as terrible as the dragons. They enslaved humanity. It would be exchanging one evil for another equally bad or even worse. History tends to repeat itself, unfortunately.”

“Wow, what a disappointment,” Nilsa said regretfully.

“We have their artifacts, like the medallions and those weapons of yours, which we can use against the dragons,” Sonea commented. “All is not lost.”

“We have so few medallions and weapons for so many dragons,” Ingrid told her.

“So, am I to understand your friend stole one of those weapons from the sisterhood?”

“Yup, to kill a dragon,” Ingrid replied.

“The reason is laudable, but the Fighters aren’t the kind to listen to reason or motives.”

“Do you know where they are? We want to talk to them and negotiate a rescue.”

“I know where they are, but they won’t negotiate,”

“They’re not the negotiating kind either?” Nilsa asked.

Sonea shook her head.

“Not at all.”

“Well, we’re not leaving without Astrid,” Ingrid assured her.

“You’ll find trouble.”

“Will you help us?” Lasgol asked her.

Sonea smiled.

“Of course I’ll help you. For you because we’re friends, and friends help one another in times of need.”

“Not all friends,” Viggo replied acidly.

Lasgol ignored Viggo’s reply.

“Thank you, Sonea.”

“Let’s get going,” she told them.

“Are we going to the Fighters’ fortress?”Gerd asked.

“No, their fortress was destroyed. We’re going to the Thousand Lakes, they’re located there.”
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It was midnight by the time they were crossing one of the countless lakes in the area. They rowed in silence, heading north. Sonea had avoided the large war camp the soldiers of Kraido had in the area.

“I can’t believe we’re back in a boat in the Thousand Lakes,” Lasgol whispered to Sonea once they were far from the shore.

“Yeah, new times but similar problems,” Sonea smiled.

“True, it would seem problems follow us,” he joked.

The others stared at them, not knowing what they were talking about, although it was clear that Lasgol and Sonea had lived through adventures in the area before.

Gerd, Viggo, Ingrid, and Nilsa were rowing in the big boat Sonea had gotten for them. She had told them there were several hidden along the lakes which the Erenalians used for secret night missions. Lasgol was at the bow with Ona and Sonea, and Edwina was at the stern with Argi. Camu followed at a distance, flying over the lakes when there was no one in sight.

“This journey by boat is most relaxing,” Viggo commented. “The moon looks beautiful in the sky and my beloved is by my side. What else could I ask for?”

“This isn’t the time to get all romantic and poetic,” Ingrid told him.

“But I can’t help myself. You, me, the lake, the boat, night…”

“Shut up and row, you’re impossible.”

They crossed the great lake, and Sonea told them they had to cross another one that started east. They hid the boat at a spot she indicated, and then they followed her by land. She led them to another hidden boat in the new lake they had to cross.

“Now I understand why the Kraido people get confused here. This is a labyrinth of lakes. They’re endless,” Viggo said, looking around with narrowed eyes.

“Endless not, but there are indeed hundreds,” Sonea told him.

“A thousand apparently, at least judging by name,” Gerd commented.

“There’s really over a thousand. They’ve been counted and documented, and each one has a name,” Sonea told them.

“It seems you had a lot of free time to count lakes before the dragons’ invasion,” Viggo commented.

“Dasleo was a king who promoted arts and knowledge. Many of us owe him our vocation,” Sonea said. “And yes, we did have time. We studied and documented everything.”

“Those days will return,” Lasgol told her in a hopeful tone.

“One day, yes,” Sonea nodded, looking sad.

They went on their way through the Thousand Lakes. Sonea made them cross two more lakes to the north and two more to the east. Wherever they were heading, it was well hidden in that maze of lakes.

They disembarked at last on the island, which was a considerable size. From the lake it had looked a lot smaller. It also appeared deserted, although it was not. As soon as they set foot on it, a group of soldiers from Erenal came out to meet them. They wore armor and wielded short swords in the Erenalian style. They came out intending to finish them, but Sonea challenged them, and when they recognized her they relaxed.

“Follow me,” she said, and together with the soldiers who had come out to intercept them they went into a thick forest. Inside, they found the camp of the army of Erenal hiding there. They soon discovered a great number of soldiers camped throughout the large forest. There was a clearing in the middle, and that was where they headed. Once there, the soldiers told them to wait.

Nothing happened at first. The group waited as they were told. They could see soldiers all over the forest around them.

“This looks like a huge forest and very close, in the middle of an island in the middle of a thousand lakes. I like the hiding place,” Viggo commented.

“Yeah finding them here will be very difficult,” Lasgol said, looking up at the sky through the tops of the trees and barely seeing through them.

“Here they come.” Sonea nodded at a group of people approaching. There were several armed men in the style of Erenal, and they were protected by a guard of women.

“Who are they?” Lasgol asked.

“The one with the white hair is General Maxian, he’s in charge of the army. The young wiry youth with brown hair and blue eyes is Aurelius, Dasleo’s nephew and the current king of Erenal. The Dark Lady killed Dasleo’s whole family. Aurelius was the only one who survived, and that was because he was away traveling in the Nocean deserts. The ones protecting him are the Fighters of the New Sun.”

Lasgol counted about thirty warriors.

“You shouldn’t have brought foreigners here,” General Maxian told Sonea once they reached them.

“They can be trusted. They’re friends of mine,” she replied.

“Then they are welcome,” Aurelius said with an open smile.

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Sonea said with a bow.

“Where are they from? Not from around here,” the general said.

“They are Norghanian Rangers,” Sonea told him.

“Norghanian Rangers? They’re dangerous,” Maxian said.

“If our most powerful sorceress says they’re friends, then that’s what they are,” Aurelius corrected him.

“To what do we owe such a singular visit? Norghana is far away from here,” the king wanted to know.

“They’ve come to speak to the Fighters,” Sonea said.

Aurelius turned to his escort, which was standing behind him in a half circle. Then he turned to look at the group.

“They’ve come all this way to speak to the Fighters? It must be about something very important.”

“It is, for them,” Sonea said.

“All right. I will allow them to speak to my escort. I am intrigued. I want to know what this is all about.” He made a gesture, and one of the Fighters stepped forward.

“I’ll act as a translator if you agree,” Sonea offered.

“Yes, indeed,” Aurelius replied.

“We want to speak to Belona,” Ingrid said.

“Our beloved leader died. Now I lead the Fighters. My name is Victoria.”

“Then we’ll speak with you,” Ingrid told her.

“Go ahead, I’m listening,”

“We’ve come for one of ours. A Norghanian Ranger you have imprisoned. Her name is Astrid.”

When she heard that name Victoria’s grave, hard face turned into one of rage.

“That treacherous thief is paying for what she did to the Fighters.”

“We’ve come to ask for her liberation,” Ingrid told her.

“Never. She’s been tried and sentenced.”

Viggo made to say something, but Ingrid stopped him with her hand.

“Is she alive?” Lasgol asked.

Victoria looked him up and down.

“She is. Her sentence isn’t of death but of prison. One she’ll never leave.”

Lasgol felt immense relief. And not only him. The looks on his friends’ faces showed they did too. They had all hoped she would still be alive. But that was more of a wish than a likelihood. Confirmation that she was alive was wonderful news. The best they could hear. Now they had to find a way to get her back.

“I see that your friend did something serious to the Fighters, some unforgivable offense. I want to know what it was,” the king said.

“Julia, inform His Majesty,” Victoria ordered.

The warrior stepped forward.

With the king’s permission, she told him what had happened, emphasizing the theft and betrayal.

“Thank you. Now I see the reason for the grudge, the crime, and the punishment,” Aurelius said.

“But you don’t know her motive, Your Majesty,” Sonea told him.

“I understand it would not be a trifle for such a betrayal.”

“Liriana’s Gauntlet is a weapon capable of killing dragons. That’s why Astrid stole it. She needed it to kill one, a thousand-year old one, very powerful,” Sonea said.

“Is that so?” Aurelius looked at Victoria. “If this is true, why have I not been informed of something so important?”

“It’s not so, Your Majesty, Liriana’s Gauntlet is a relic of our founder’s. Because of that, it has inestimable value for us. It’s sacred. But it’s a ceremonial weapon, it can’t kill dragons,” Victoria said.

“They’re trying to fool you, Your Majesty,” Julia said.

“We don’t lie,” Viggo retorted in a threatening tone.

“I cannot believe them since I do not know them. You, on the other hand, I do know, Sonea. I have seen you fight alone against dragons. You have saved my life in the past. You have all my belief and trust. Now tell me, which is the truth?”

“If you let me examine the gauntlet, I will be able to tell you.”

“No one who isn’t a Fighter may touch the gauntlet! It’s sacrilege,” Victoria said almost like a roar.

“I don’t need to touch it. Just looking at it will be enough,” Sonea said cunningly.

The leader of the Fighters did not move. She was not going to bring out the sacred gauntlet.

“Victoria, bring the gauntlet. I want to get to the bottom of this matter,” the king ordered.

The leader seemed to be biting her tongue. Her jaw was clenched. But she could not disobey a direct order form her king.

“Julia, bring the gauntlet,” she ordered.

Julia hesitated a moment. Then she ran to fetch the relic.

She took a while to come back. When she did, she was carrying the gauntlet, which ended in a dagger.

“Show it to Sonea,” the king ordered.

Julia went over to Sonea and showed her the gauntlet, which she held with both hands. It was golden, the same golden hue as Lasgol’s bow.

Sonea looked at it for a moment and suddenly, as had happened with the bow, her medallion flashed, glowing gold. A moment later, the gauntlet did too. They all witnessed the flashes, surprised.

“Magic,” General Maxian said, alarmed.

Victoria stood in front of her king to cover him with her body.

“There’s no danger. The gauntlet is a Golden Weapon, I can confirm it. A dragon can be killed with it.”

“That is great news!” Aurelius cried.

“It can’t be. That’s a ceremonial weapon.” Victoria was shaking her head.

“That weapon has Golden Magic which pierces through the defenses of the dragons, both magical and physical. In order to use the gauntlet though one must also have Golden Magic. If whoever uses it doesn’t have it, it acts like a regular weapon,” Sonea explained.

Victoria made a face of disbelief.

“Do you confirm this, Sonea?” the king asked.

“I can. That gauntlet is a Golden Weapon, and as such it was created to kill dragons.”

“But whoever wears it must have Golden Magic…” Aurelius said thoughtfully.

“That’s right.”

“There aren’t many who have it, only a few magi. Am I wrong?” General Maxian asked.

“That’s correct. I can, and some of our magi might be able to as well.”

“But giving a weapon like that to a mage is to sentence them to death. They wouldn’t know how to fight with it,” General Maxian said.

“Yes, I wouldn’t know how to use that gauntlet with a dagger,” Sonea admitted, “but they can.” She indicated the group. “They just helped me kill a dragon by the Great Library, and they already have another Golden Weapon.” Sonea motioned Lasgol to show the golden bow. Lasgol obliged.

“I see…” king Aurelius was thoughtful.

“If Your Majesty will allow me, I think we should free their comrade and give them the gauntlet back. They can fight dragons and kill them, which is to our benefit. Keeping the prisoner and the gauntlet here doesn’t do anything for us, we should let them use it.”

“What you say makes sense. It is true that we gain nothing by keeping the prisoner and the weapon here. But if I hand them over, I will lose them. I do not care about the prisoner, but the Golden Weapon… we can find someone to use it and fight for us. They are Norghanians, they will go back to their land to defend it. They will not stay to defend Erenal, which is what I need.”

“Your Majesty, I beg you, you can’t free the prisoner. She committed a crime against our sisterhood, she must pay.” Victoria wanted nothing of all this.

“And if we stay to help Erenal?” Lasgol said all of a sudden.

King Aurelius looked at him with interest.

“Go ahead, elaborate that idea…”

“We can stay in Erenal for some time and help retake the kingdom. We can kill the dragons, which are the main obstacle. More so with Sonea’s help.”

“I am interested. Go on, what do you want in exchange?” the king asked.

“The prisoner and the gauntlet so she can use it against the dragons,” Lasgol told him.

The king was thoughtful.

Lasgol realized he had suggested the deal as a result of the situation, in the spur of the moment, but had not consulted his comrades. He looked at Ingrid. The blonde Ranger was looking at him, reading the question in his eyes. She nodded. Lasgol looked at the others, one by one, and they all nodded.

“You have a deal, Ranger. I will free the prisoner and you may keep the gauntlet, but you will fight for Erenal, for me and for my kingdom, until we banish the dragons from these lands and recover control of the kingdom.”

“That might be a long time. Too long. How many dragons are there in Erenal?” Lasgol asked, looking at Sonea.

“About a dozen… no more than fifteen,” Sonea told him.

“Then the deal is that we’ll stay until we kill those dragons,” Lasgol specified. “Without the dragons it’ll be easy to take back the kingdom.”

Aurelius was thoughtful for a while. He looked at his general, who nodded.

“You have yourself a deal, Ranger: fifteen dead dragons for your comrade and the gauntlet.”

Lasgol looked at his comrades, who all nodded.

“We accept the deal.”

“Do I have your word as Norghanian Rangers?”

“Our word and honor,” Lasgol said.

“Very well. Free the prisoner,” Aurelius ordered Victoria.

The leader of the Fighters had her jaw clenched, and her gaze was filled with rage.

“Your Majesty, I have to…”

Aurelius raised his hand.

“That is an order from your king. The prisoner will be freed, I have given my word.”

Victoria shook her head. She wanted to protest, but she knew she could not. An order from the king did not admit discussion.

“Julia, bring her.”

Julia looked as enraged as her leader but said nothing. She turned around with a look of disgust on her face.

They waited for a long, tense while.

Finally, Julia came back with a chained prisoner. She had shackles on her ankles and wrists. Two Fighters came behind her, holding a heavy chain that went around her waist. She was filthy and in rags. She was also very thin and wiry; she had been working with little food.

Astrid looked around, trying to understand what was going on. She went from looking at the king and his general to them, and upon recognizing them a smile appeared on her dirty face. Her green eyes shone.

“Astrid!” Nilsa cried, unable to hold back, tears running down her cheeks to see her like that.

Astrid was led before them.

“I knew you’d come,” she said with a look of happiness.

“Well, of course we were going to rescue you,” Ingrid told her.

“I never lost hope. I knew you’d come one day,” the brunette spy said.

“It’s taken us longer than expected, comrade,” Viggo told her. “Circumstances outside our power, I swear.”

“Forgive us for taking so long,” Gerd apologized.

“There’s nothing to apologize for. If you didn’t come before it’s because you were unable. The certainty of knowing this day would come is what kept me sane and strong.”

“Why is she chained as if she were a great predator you’ve captured? It is undignified, that is no way to treat anyone,” the king demanded to know.

“Because she’s more dangerous than a big cat. She’s an Assassin and has tried to escape countless times. She’s wounded about twenty of my Fighters, and several almost died.”

“Even so, this is deplorable. The Erenalians have honor and principles. We do not treat prisoners as if they were wild beasts. Let her go right now!” Aurelius ordered.

“Yes, Your Majesty.” Victoria waved her hand, and Julia and the other warriors took off Astrid’s chains and shackles.

The king addressed the Panthers.

“My apologies for this infamy. We will help her recover.”

Ingrid indicated Edwina.

“We’ve brought someone to help us with her recovery.”

“Very well. General, have our guests lodged. Have them treated as if they were high dignitaries. Give them everything they might need.”

“Yes, Your Majesty, so it will be done,” Maxian said.

The king started to leave and then turned around for a moment.

“Fulfill the deal, Norghanians.”

“We’ve given our word, we will honor it,” Ingrid promised.

The king left, and with him the Fighters throwing them looks like daggers.

“Those warrior ladies don’t like us at all,” Viggo commented.

Astrid looked at Lasgol, and in her happy face there shone all the love she felt for him.

“Lasgol… you’re alive, and well, I feel so happy. It’s a dream to have you beside me once again.” She took his chin in her hands and kissed him.

The others watched in silence.

“Why are you so quiet, my love?” Astrid asked seeing that Lasgol said nothing.

“I…” Lasgol did not know what to say. He had rehearsed this meeting in his mind many times. He had even prepared what to say. He had memorized it. But now he drew a blank. He was unable to say anything.

“What is it, my love? I see in your eyes that something’s wrong.”

“Dergha-Sho-Blaska wiped his memory,” Gerd intervened to help Lasgol, who was unable to utter a word.

Astrid looked at Gerd and then at Lasgol again.

“You have no recollection of me?” she asked Lasgol in utter disbelief.

“He doesn’t remember anything of those he loved,” Ingrid told her.

“Then… you don’t remember… me? You don’t remember our love?” Astrid stared at him anxiously.

“I’m trying to remember… one day I will,” Lasgol managed to say at last.

Astrid stared at him. There was a moment of silence. Then her face showed her natural fierceness.

“It doesn’t matter. You and I love each other, whether you remember or not. We’re destined to be together. Our love will never die. It doesn’t matter that you don’t remember now, you will. I’ll be at your side every step of the way to help you. And if you don’t remember, I’ll make you fall in love with me all over again so that you love me as much as you did before. That I can guarantee,” Astrid told him with absolute certainty.

“That’s the way!” Nilsa said, clapping excitedly.

“I see you are as fierce as always,” Viggo said, smiling at her.

“Chains only imprison the body, not the mind, and least of all the soul and heart. I’m still the same person I was. If possible, I’m stronger than I was before.” She jabbed her finger at her own head.

“The Snow Panthers are almost complete,” Ingrid celebrated with her fist raised.

“Where’s Egil?” Astrid asked.

“That’s a long story. Let Edwina heal you and we’ll tell you, there are so many things you’ve missed.”

“Yeah, I can imagine…”

“Everything all right?” Sonea asked them.

“Everything’s all right,” Ingrid replied.

“Perfect, follow me then. I’ve told them to put you up with me, I want to know more about Lasgol’s old friends,” the scholar said, smiling at them.

“Let’s go,” Ingrid said, and they followed Sonea into the camp.

Astrid grabbed hold of Lasgol’s arm.

“You’re with me, always. Don’t even think of stepping away from me, ever.”

Lasgol looked into her shining green eyes and smiled


Chapter 58

Nahia was coming back from her weapons class. She was getting better and having fewer run-ins with Draketz. She got to the barracks and went to rest for a while before going for her supper. As she did every day, she looked under the jar to see whether a note had been left. She needed to receive one that told her the night of the escape. Everything was ready, but Egil was waiting for something that had not arrived yet. Without it they could not carry out the escape. The thing was, time was running out, since the second part of the plan depended on an event that would happen shortly, and if they did not manage to escape the dungeons on time they would miss the event and everything would have been for naught.

She lifted the jug, and there was a note. Nahia’s heart began to run like a horse gone wild as she read with trembling hands.

The object has arrived.

Come by to pick it up.

It was not signed, but Nahia had no doubt who it was from: Ipotxon. She destroyed the note, making a fist and calling upon her Elemental Fire Claw and went out hastily toward Administration. As she was leaving she met Novak at the door.

“Wow, someone’s in a hurry,” he said with a smile as he stepped back to let her pass.

“Oh, excuse me, I was distracted, I wasn’t paying attention.”

“It’s nothing, don’t worry. This evening you should have supper with us, there are juicy rumors you’ll be interested to know.”

“How juicy?”

“Extra juicy,” Novak nodded with a mischievous look.

“There’s something I have to do first, then I’ll be back for supper. Save the details.”

“We will.”

Nahia left the barracks and more calmly headed to Administration. She must not give in to nervousness. She had to act calmly, very calmly. No one must notice the moment of escape was close.

She arrived at Administration, and when she went in she saw Hiputz tending to some pupils. The grumpy Administration chief indicated to her with a glance to go to the back. Nahia nodded and did as she was told. She went all along the length of the storage, and when she got to the back door it opened and she went in quickly.

“Has it arrived?” she asked, unable to hold back.

Ipotxon, Txikiterg, and two of their bodyguards were in the room. Ipotxon looked at her and smiled slightly.

“It has arrived.”

“At last!” Nahia cried and sighed.

“At the last moment, tonight was the deadline,” Ipotxon said.

“Then the plan is moving on.” Nahia wanted to be absolutely sure.

“I haven’t heard otherwise from the Prisoner,” Ipotxon told her.

Nahia huffed. The escape would take place tonight.

“There’s some additional problems,” Txikiterg warned her.

“What is it?”

“Your last incursion into underground level three has unnerved those working there.”

“Unnerved? Have I been found out?”

Txikiterg shook his head.

“No, but they suspect something is afoot. Five suffered a tremendous headache and fainted, something possible, although very uncommon.”

“And one has disappeared,” Ipotxon said.

“Yeah, well, I had no choice.”

“They’ll be more alert, and from what has reached us they’ve set a watch at the gates of the underground levels.”

“A watch? What do you mean a watch?”

“Two Tergnomus per shift at the entrances of the three underground levels,” Ipotxon said.

“Oh no!”

“I’m afraid so,” Txikiterg said.

“That is a big problem! I have to go to underground level three.”

“You can get there, but you can’t get inside, you have no assignment there,” Ipotxon reminded her.

“Can’t you get me in?”

“Our agent at that level has no power to do such a thing. He’s a low rank,” Ipotxon told her.

“You’ll have to find the way to get inside by yourself,” Txikiterg said.

Nahia let the air out of her lungs in a long sigh. She had no time to talk about it with Egil or think of it. The escape had to be tonight.

“I’ll manage,” she said, more to cheer herself than having any idea of how to do so.

“Here’s the object.” Ipotxon showed it to her. It was a rectangular box, flat, metal, made of silver.

“What is it?”

“We don’t know, but it has power, that I can tell,” Ipotxon said, closing his eyes.

Nahia took it and made to open it.

“No,” Ipotxon stopped her. “You can’t open it until the time to use it.”

“Oh, I see.”

“Our collaboration ends here,” Txikiterg said.

“Thank you, it’s been very valuable.”

“I hope you make it,” Ipotxon wished her.

“Me too…”

“Good luck,” Txikiterg wished her. “I acknowledge the courage it takes to attempt something like this.”

Nahia nodded.

“Once it happens, don’t come around. There will be a stir, a big commotion. We can’t take risks,” Ipotxon told her.

“I understand, don’t worry. Thank you again.” Nahia gave them a little nod and left with the package.

A little later, Nahia walked into the barracks’ dining room. Novak made signs for her to join them at their table. He was with Ileoi, the Felidae-lion, and Retig, the Felidae-tiger, both strong with lethal eyes, true Weapons Masters.

Nahia greeted them.

“Weapons Masters.”

“Sit down and eat something. The stew is delicious,” Ileoi said.

“It’s venison,” Retig commented, wiping his whiskers with the napkin.

Nahia nodded, went for her supper, and then sat down to eat with them. Two tables further away four Drakonids were sitting, Draketz among them.

“There are new and very interesting rumors,” Novak told them. “I was looking forward to telling you.”

“What rumors are those?” Ileoi asked.

Novak looked around and lowered his voice.

“The dragons are having a lot of trouble on the east coast of Drameia.”

“Problems with defeat?” Ileoi asked.

“Yes, several defeats.”

“I wonder how the Humans of Drameia manage to defeat the dragons and the armies of Kraido. I really can’t begin to imagine,” said Retig.

“Well, it’s happening. I have no idea how, but the rumors are coming strong.”

“How are the rumors getting here?” Nahia asked, interested but not wanting to intervene much. She did not know these three weapons masters well enough to trust them.

“In the transports,” Novak told her. “When the carts return empty to be filled here again and then taken back to the front, that’s where the rumors come.”

“Oh, I see… interesting, are they credible?”

“They are, I swear,” Novak said confidently.

“Well, as credible as a rumor can be,” said Ileoi.

“If you don’t want to believe them, don’t, but I do,” said Novak.

“We’re never going to have real evidence,” Retig said,

“Yeah, that’s true. You may believe them or not, that’s your choice. There are also rumors of trouble in the desert.”

“What kind?” Ileoi asked.

There’s talk of decapitated dragons.”

“That’s a big rumor,” Retig said.

“And one really hard to believe.” Ileoi was not convinced at all.

Nahia was not sure whether she could trust them, so she did some probing.

“Isn’t it considered treason to talk about these matters?”

The three looked at her with eyes tinged with fear.

“We’re only commenting on the rumors that come from the war,” Novak said defensively.

“That’s not treason,” said Ileoi.

“We haven’t given an opinion,” Retig protested.

“I realize that, but if you don’t have an opinion, why talk about it?” Nahia attacked them to see whether any of them lowered their guard and spoke one way or the other.

“It’s just a subject for conversation,” Novak raised his hands.

The other two Felidae made disgusted faces.

Nahia saw that they were not going to talk, so she let it be and decided she was not going to tell them who she was. Too much risk.

After supper, Nahia left the dining room and prepared for her night mission. She waited anxiously. She had made a decision about her way into the underground level three and she hoped it would work, otherwise the escape would also fail.

At midnight, she went to the dungeons to do her punishment. Lacert, Second Tergnomus of the dungeons, met her and accompanied her downstairs.

“There have been some complications on underground level three,” he told her.

“Oh! What happened?” Nahia asked casually.

“Nothing that interests you. There’ll be an additional access control at each level.”

“All right. Thanks for telling me.”

“As if we didn’t have enough work already. More to organize and control.”

“I’m sorry. I know you’re always very busy.”

“Much more than you can imagine.”

They reached the stairs.

“I’ll go down alone. You don’t need to come with me. You must have a thousand things to do.”

Lacert stopped on the first step.

“An infinite number of things.”

“I thought as much.”

“I’m going back to my chores. Work a lot and well,” he said, and left.

Nahia huffed. She stayed on the first step, waiting for Lacert to disappear. Then, instead of going on down, she went up. What she was going to do was very dangerous, but she had no other choice. She followed the long corridor of the level until she came to a large picture window that looked out to the inner part of the fortress, the courtyard.

She looked through the picture window. Inside the fortress, it was very dark. She was able to glimpse four points of light that were the towers where the dragons were watching the perimeter. At the back of the fortress building there was a large empty field and a building that looked like a warehouse to the north. There she saw a large number of Tergnomus moving carts toward the warehouse.

Nahia did not think twice and opened a window, very careful not to make any noise. Then she went out to the courtyard and crouched among the shadows. The place was poorly lit. She began to move forward toward the warehouse, following the wall of the building that covered her in shadow. Her nerves were affecting her stomach. She had to cross a whole courtyard to reach the warehouse that was at the back, almost touching the wall that surrounded the whole field.

She bent over and went close to the wall of the building. Then she ran and flattened herself against the eastern wall. She went along it, seeking the northern wall, which was where the warehouse was. As she crouched forward, she made sure to go by the darkened area. The high wall gave her shelter.

She managed to cross in a diagonal through a dark area, without the light falling on her. The blue dragon above the tower did not seem to have spotted her. In fact, it was looking outside the wall, not inside. Nahia flattened herself to the wall again, this time the northern one, and moved toward the warehouse. By the time she got there the Tergnomus she had seen with the carts had already left. They were the food loading team. Now she needed to get to the feeding well down which they lowered the food every night for the different underground levels to gather and deliver.

She squinted and saw the well. It was covered. Nahia threw herself on the ground and crawled like a snake until she reached it. Lifting nothing but her head, she looked at the four towers. The dragons were looking outward and did not seem to have seen her. They were so vain they believed a threat could only come from outside the walls, not from inside. Nahia was very glad about this. She would use it to her advantage. Very carefully, so as not to make a sound, she pushed the lid of the well. It turned out to be lighter than she expected, or else she was stronger than she thought. The well was a large circle with room to lower a whole cart if necessary, but she only needed to shift the lid a little to slip inside. And that was what she did.

She felt around inside until she grabbed one of the thick ropes used to unload the pieces of food. Nahia drew on all her courage.

“I have to do this,” she said.

She got into the well and held onto the rope with hands and feet.

Now she only had to climb down the rope into the depths. That was if the rope held and she reached underground level three.
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Nahia went down the rope, clinging on tight. She had put on tanned leather gloves and boots, since she had calculated that climbing down that rope would burn her hands and feet. She went down gingerly, without hurrying. The descent was very long, and she needed to keep calm and strong.

There was little light, only that on each level that came upward toward her. She had plenty of ropes, about a dozen, and they seemed to go all the way down to the bottom. She reached the first underground level and sighed, relieved to see there was no one there. The food delivery ended at midnight, but you never knew. The loading mechanism amused her; a hall opened at the well she was climbing down, and she could see an extendable ramp which must be moved for the unloading. But she met with a problem, the rope she had chosen only reached this level. She needed to change ropes to keep going down.

She climbed down to the second underground level and her arms began to feel the effort. She saw another loading hall with the extendable ramp. Luckily there was no one there either, the shift had ended. Unfortunately she had chosen a rope that did not go on down, she was not being very lucky. She had to change ropes again, and this time her arms and hands screamed with the effort and she nearly lost her grip. She drew strength out of need and managed to hold on.

She went on down, and with the last of her strength she reached underground level three. Here ended the well. There was solid rock at the bottom, and Nahia let herself drop. She did it from a little higher than advisable, forced by the exhaustion of her muscles, and she almost twisted an ankle.

“Ouch…” she muttered as she stayed crouched.

She looked outward and saw that the delivery carts were not there, they had already left on their routes. She sighed. Something was going well for a change. She was already in, and the carts were en route. Now began the most dangerous part. She stood up and headed to route one like lightning.

She walked fast until she glimpsed the cart making its delivery. A Tergnomus was working, very absorbed. She needed to get rid of him quickly. She thought of using a mental attack when she realized the silver hat he was wearing was for exactly that. She could not use magic, but she could use a traditional attack. What was important was that he did not see her.

She waited for him to begin unloading at the next cave and approached from behind without making the least sound, walking outside the silver path so it would not light up and give her away before she reached her victim. She had her dagger in her hand. She came up behind the Tergnomus’s back, who never noticed her, since he was busy unloading. She struck him twice on the back of his neck with the back of the dagger, swiftly and dull. The Tergnomus dropped on the ground, unconscious. Nahia dragged him to the cart and put him in among the pieces of food. She looked around. She had not been seen. She ran off.

She arrived at the dragons’ area and went straight to Garran-Zilar-Denbo’s cave. As she ran, she saw Lehen-Gorri-On coming to meet her. They were waiting for her.

Today will be a day of triumph or death, Human, the red dragon sent her.

“It will be, indeed,” Nahia replied without stopping.

Do not die yet, I still want to taste your flesh, I bet you are delicious.

“Only skin and bones, I have no flesh,” Nahia replied as she arrived before Garran-Zilar-Denbo’s cave.

The great silver dragon was waiting.

Are we going ahead with this?

“Yes… of course…”

I was afraid of that.

“Did you receive my vision?”

Not the vision as such, but the fact that you were having it.

“The Gryphon King is a part of our intertwined destiny. I saw it fighting beside me in the sky, against the dragons.”

I see… I thought it would not happen. I thought this rescue of yours had nothing to do with our destinies.

“It has,” Nahia assured him.

Yes, I was wrong.

“Will you help us then?” Nahia asked, almost as a plea.

I will help you.

Nahia sighed, very relieved, and did not hide it.

“Thank you very much.”

But remember what I asked you for me and mine.

“I remember, and I won’t forget.”

So, how do we get this Gryphon out of here?

“We must go to the king’s cave and get him out.”

We? I cannot leave here because of the silver collar.

“I know. But Egil has given me something for that.”

What is it? It interests me.

“I don’t know. I have to open it here, those were his instructions.” Nahia put her hand into her shirt and took out the package she had picked up before supper. She had carried it tied to her back.

Open it. Let us see what it is. I am intrigued.

Nahia nodded and opened the metal box. What she saw left her very puzzled.

“It’s a jewel…”

A gold tiara. Very odd.

They stared at it for a moment. Then Nahia picked it up, and as she took it out of the box it was in, something singular happened. The tiara began to glow with golden flashes, bathing the area around it.

“What’s it… doing…?”

It is Golden Magic, of the Golden Ones.

Nahia remembered that Egil had told her he was still looking for Golden Weapons of the Golden Ones. But this was no weapon, it was a jewel.

“It radiates golden a hundred paces away in every direction,” Nahia realized.

If it radiates Golden Magic, it should do something to us, Garran-Zilar-Denbo reasoned.

“I feel normal, it doesn’t appear pernicious.”

I do too. This is very singular. It should affect us, or our magic…

Nahia tried to create her Elemental Fire Claw and could not. And then she understood.

“Try to leave the area of your cave,” she asked Garran-Zilar-Denbo.

The great silver dragon walked to the limit and stepped over it. Nahia was with the dragon and bathed it in gold with the tiara. The silver collar flashed, and at once there was another golden flash on top of the silver one.

It cancels the Silver Magic, Garran-Zilar-Denbo sent, very surprised.

“This Egil is a genius. It’s not a weapon, it’s a protection. You can’t use Silver Magic within the range of this tiara, and whatever there is doesn’t work.” Nahia guessed that Egil’s agents had found that jewel when looking for Ilenian weapons.

Amazing object.

“You don’t say.” Nahia put it on her head. “I can’t use my magic with it, but we must go on.”

It is curious, it does not prevent the use of mental messages.

“True… they must’ve designed it like that in order to be able to communicate I guess.”

Indeed, or to question prisoners.

“Yeah, that’s more like it.”

Come on, it has been centuries since I have wanted to take a stroll around this place.

“Better if we fly, time is of the essence,” Nahia said, not really knowing whether the silver dragon would accept the suggestion.

All right. Up you go.

Nahia was glad the silver dragon did not mind. She climbed onto his back and rode as if he were Eki.

“Ready.” She had no saddle, but she was an expert rider and she would manage.

Here we go. Garran-Zilar-Denbo took off with a powerful leap. He beat his wings hard and rose. They had enough room to fly both high and wide.

“We have to go to route three.”

You guide me, this is unknown territory for me.

“All right, the next bend to the right.”

They flew along route three and Garran-Zilar-Denbo took her there very fast.

You have no idea how happy it makes me to fly again. This small freedom fills my heart with joy.

“I am very happy you are enjoying this moment.”

You will never know how much.

They were coming to the cave of the Gryphon King when Nahia saw the delivery convoy of route three. It was right ahead of them, but since they were flying so high the Tergnomus did not even notice they were approaching from behind.

“Can you render him unconscious without killing him?”

I can certainly try. Garran-Zilar-Denbo glided down and passed above the Tergnomus, who saw a shadow and tried to look up when a closed claw hit him on the head. The Tergnomus fell forward, unconscious, while Garran-Zilar-Denbo made a grazing pass along the floor.

“Wow, you haven’t forgotten how to fly.”

It even surprises me to be able to do it after such a long time, Garran-Zilar-Denbo sent as he gained height.

“It’s the next cave,” Nahia warned.

All right.

Garran-Zilar-Denbo landed in front of the cave of the Gryphon King, who came out to meet them.

Nahia got off the dragon’s back.

We are living in strange days indeed if a Primeval Dragon comes to the rescue of an imprisoned Gryphon king, Arran-Lehoizuri sent.

Strange days these are indeed. Destiny has even stranger things in store for us, Garran-Zilar-Denbo replied.

Nahia noticed that all the Gryphons were out of their caves, looking as if they wanted to attack.

“Your Majesty, we mustn’t cause a stir,” Nahia pleaded, indicating the Gryphons.

They are concerned. They have seen a dragon flying to my cave-prison. I will reassure them right away, Arran-Lehoizuri hastened to say.

Nahia saw the king approach the Gryphon in the next cave. The king must have sent a mental message, because the other Gryphon flew to the limit with the other cave and passed the message along. And so it went from Gryphon to Gryphon until they seemed to calm down.

“Thank you, Your Majesty, we must leave, quickly.”

And the silver collar? Arran-Lehoizuri asked.

“It’s taken care of.” Nahia pointed at the tiara on her head.

It is? The king hesitated.

It is, I promise. Look, I am wearing the collar, Garran-Zilar-Denbo sent.

Fine, let us go.

Nahia got onto Garran-Zilar-Denbo again.

“We have to fly there, it’s not far.”

All right, you set the course, Garran-Zilar-Denbo sent her.

Nahia had memorized the location of the entrance cave at the end of underground level three. The difficulty lay in not taking the wrong bend and ending up back at the entrance of the Tergnomus. This place was not only huge but a real labyrinth of caves. She guided them as they flew, Garran-Zilar-Denbo first and the Gryphon King right behind. They passed a couple of sections Nahia did not know and arrived at the place where the cave exit was supposed to be.

“There it is,” she told Garran-Zilar-Denbo.

They landed in front of the cave.

Are you sure it is here? It looks like just another cave.

Yes, it looks just like a cavern-prison, Arran-Lehoizuri agreed.

“Except for the fact that if you look closely, you’ll see there’s a silver rune above the entrance.” Nahia had already located it and was pointing at it. Finding it had given her great joy, because she had not been fully convinced the map really indicated it.

Wonderful. Then let us go in, Arran-Lehoizuri cheered.

“No. If we go in the alarm will go off.”

Oh. The Gryphon King stopped short.

“Only a dragon can interact with it,” Nahia looked at Garran-Zilar-Denbo.

I see. I must open the entrance.

“Exactly.”

Right away.

Nahia and the Gryphon King waited a moment, but nothing happened.

There is a problem, Garran-Zilar-Denbo sent them.

“What is it?”

The tiara. It does not let me interact with the rune. I cannot use my magic.

“Oops, true, I’ll put it away.”

What will happen to our collars? Arran-Lehoizuri asked.

“Hmmm, I don’t know, we’re far away from the cavern, and its effect is to keep you there. Although it won’t be anything good, knowing the dragons.” Nahia scratched the side of her head, worried.

True. But having come this far, we had better take the risk, Garran-Zilar-Denbo said.

Nahia huffed.

“Okay, I’ll put the tiara away.”

Go ahead, Garran-Zilar-Denbo sent as he already began concentrating on the rune.

Nahia put the tiara in the box, and the golden glow vanished. Suddenly the two silver collars on Garran-Zilar-Denbo’s and Arran-Lehoizuri’s necks flashed silver once again. They seemed to be trying to place themselves. Suddenly they began to give off a steady, intense silver glow.

Hurry up… it is… strangling me…Arran-Lehoizuri sent.

I know… mine is too…

Nahia did not know what to do. Now they knew what the secondary function of the collar was. Killing whoever wore it.

Come on… it is going to kill me… Arran-Lehoizuri urged.

I am trying… Garran-Zilar-Denbo sent, and at that moment the rune turned intense silver. A translucent barrier with silver edges appeared at the entrance of the cavern, then vanished in an instant. There…

Nahia took out the tiara, and as it bathed everything in gold Garran-Zilar-Denbo and Arran-Lehoizuri were able to breathe again.

Thank goodness… I nearly choked to death, Arran-Lehoizuri sent.

It is a mechanism of magic asphyxia which does not let the air pass down the throat, Garran-Zilar-Denbo sent.

“It was close indeed,” Nahia said as she watched the entrance to the cave. “I believe the passage has opened.”

Let us try it. Garran-Zilar-Denbo went into the cave, which turned out to be enormous. All is well, come in.

The Gryphon King and Nahia went in.

Now what? Arran-Lehoizuri asked.

“Now we come out on the other side of the cave, but first I must tell you where to head once you escape.”

North, I guess, since the dungeons are at the end of the Academy on the north wall.

“That’s right, I see you had already thought of escaping.”

Dreaming is one of the few things we can do down here.

Very true, Garran-Zilar-Denbo agreed.

“The escape is to the north, until you reach a mountain with a peak shaped like a half moon. Time is of the essence. Your Majesty must fly like a Swift dragon. If you don’t get there in time, you won’t be able to get back to Gryphoros. A silver Swift dragon is waiting for you. He will take you out of there.”

Understood. Why are you telling me now?

“Because we are now coming out to the elevator and there’s a dragon on watch duty there—it’ll come down to see why the alarm was activated. It has to be killed.”

Oh, I see, Arran-Lehoizuri sent.

“In case I don’t survive.”

You will survive, Garran-Zilar-Denbo promised.
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They crossed the cavern and found that it opened onto a large, round hall. This was not natural, since it was perfectly round with smooth walls. Nahia poked her head out and looked up. She saw they were actually in a deep round hole, at the bottom. She was able to make out the silver platform that came down at a sedated pace. It occupied the whole width of the hole.

“It’s coming,” she told her partners in the escape.

How do you want to do this? the Gryphon King asked Garran-Zilar-Denbo.

Must we kill it? the Primeval dragon asked Nahia.

“I don’t see that we have a choice. If it sees you or me it will betray us, and we’ll be executed. Besides, we can’t afford to raise the alarm.”

I can kill it on my own if the silver dragon does not want to kill one of his kind, Arran-Lehoizuri offered.

“That is too risky. We’ve done all this so that you can escape. If it injures one of your wings and you can’t fly, you won’t be able to escape.”

Nahia is right. I do not like having to kill a dragon, but it is one that has me here imprisoned, so I have motive, said Garran-Zilar-Denbo.

The Gryphon King nodded.

“We’ll do it as a group,” Nahia proposed.

Using surprise will be the best strategy, Arran-Lehoizuri said.

I agree, let us find a position.

“Physical attacks, remember.” Nahia pointed at the tiara she wore on her head and shone with its golden light.

They both nodded. Garran-Zilar-Denbo stood to the left of the opening to the cavern. Arran-Lehoizuri to the right, and Nahia stood right in the middle so she would be spotted from the platform. She made sure she was at a hundred paces so the light of the tiara would reach. Her nerves made her stomach dance. They were so close, and yet so far at the same time, to escaping from the dungeons.

They waited a little longer until the platform reached the bottom. In the middle of it was an enormous red dragon. It saw Nahia in the cavern, and its mien twisted.

What is going on here? it sent.

“We have a serious problem. There’s an attempt to escape,” Nahia said urgently but without moving from where she stood.

An attempt to escape? That is impossible. No one can escape from the dungeons. It has never happened.

“Well, they are trying to.”

Who is trying to?

“A Gryphon King,” Nahia said.

When it heard this, the look on the dragon’s face changed from a confident one to one of incredulity.

Show me where that Gryphon is! the dragon sent her, furious, and came toward Nahia, who did not move.

The great red dragon came into the cavern determinedly and advanced on Nahia. The golden light of the tiara bathed it.

He is here, Arran-Lehoizuri sent to the dragon.

The red dragon turned its head toward the Gryphon King, who delivered a terrible beak stroke right in the center of its cranium. The Gryphon’s golden beak bore a hole in the red dragon’s head, taking it completely by surprise. Garran-Zilar-Denbo seized on the surprise and attacked the red dragon’s head with his front claws. The silver dragon hit the red one with both from behind. The blows struck so hard that the red dragon’s head seemed to be thrown to one side, only to bounce back to the other when it received the following claw swipe.

No! the wounded dragon cried and tried to use its elemental breath of fire. The golden power of the tiara prevented it.

Arran-Lehoizuri attacked then with his front golden claws and hit the dragon’s head with them in a similar way to Garran-Zilar-Denbo’s. The power of the strikes was devastating. The red dragon fainted, and its head fell to the floor a moment after its head did.

Finish the job, Garran-Zilar-Denbo sent to Arran-Lehoizuri.

The king lifted his beak and rose on his lion body’s hind legs and then came down hard. The beak struck the cranium of the red dragon and split it in two like a melon. With a third beak stroke, the king destroyed its brain.

Finished, the Gryphon King sent.

“Let’s go to the platform, quick,” Nahia said, leading the way. It was larger than she had thought—three large dragons would fit on it without any trouble. In the center of it was another rune and a pedestal that ended in a half-circle.

I seem to remember that pedestal… Garran-Zilar-Denbo said.

And the round platform, yes… added Arran-Lehoizuri.

Nahia looked at it for a moment. Then she felt it until she found something. She took it out and showed it to them.

That is a silver collar, Garran-Zilar-Denbo realized.

Like the ones we wear around our necks. Here is where they put them on before going down, Arran-Lehoizuri remembered.

And they rendered us unconscious, Garran-Zilar-Denbo guessed.

“Exactly, and if they put them on here…” Nahia reasoned.

They are also taken off, concluded Garran-Zilar-Denbo.

They are only taken off when you die and they take you out of here, said Arran-Lehoizuri.

“I’m afraid so, yes. We’re going to have to take off that collar.”

Or the king will not be able to escape from Drakoros, Garran-Zilar-Denbo realized.

“That’s right. The king has to escape flying. The collar will stop him and kill him.”

The king can take the tiara, then we do not risk using the pedestal, Garran-Zilar-Denbo offered.

“I already thought of that option. But it’s no good. You have to keep the tiara so you can go back to your cell and they don’t find out that you’ve been involved in the escape.”

That is true… Garran-Zilar-Denbo nodded.

Anyway, I appreciate the offer. It does you credit, Arran-Lehoizuri bowed its head in a sign of respect.

Garran-Zilar-Denbo returned the bow.

How do we do it then? the dragon asked Nahia.

“You have to operate the pedestal and take off the king’s collar.”

I see.

“Your Majesty, lay your head on the pedestal,” Nahia said.

Arran-Lehoizuri snorted.

“I’m going to move back. Time is of the essence,” Nahia warned them.

I understand, the collar will choke us if I do not succeed.

Nahia nodded and began to walk back toward the inner cavern. The golden light withdrew until it stopped bathing Garran-Zilar-Denbo and Arran-Lehoizuri.

The Primeval Dragon concentrated and began to use his Silver Magic on the pedestal.

Nahia waited, alert. They could not die. They were too close to the end.

I almost… have it…

I am… choking… Arran-Lehoizuri sent.

I know… so am I…

Hurry up… or we will both die…

Nahia was about to step forward to bathe them in gold light again, but they still had not managed to take off Arran-Lehoizuri’s collar. Filled with uncertainty, she waited an instant longer.

There… done, Garran-Zilar-Denbo sent, and there was a metallic click.

Arran-Lehoizuri felt his silver collar opening. The king lifted his head and the collar dropped on the pedestal.

Nahia ran to the platform without wasting a moment more, and the golden light bathed them all.

Garran-Zilar-Denbo managed to breathe and filled his lungs. Arran-Lehoizuri had done already so once he was free of the collar.

“Done!” Nahia cheered.

Yes, it is done, I am free of the collar.

I am glad… it worked, Garran-Zilar-Denbo was trying to fill his lungs and breathe normally again.

So, what is the next step now? Arran-Lehoizuri asked, very motivated now that he was free of the collar.

Now we have to activate that rune, Garran-Zilar-Denbo sent, eying the rune of the platform.

“Yes, you’ll have to mark it to take us all the way up so it doesn’t stop at the other levels,” Nahia told him.

Fine. Give me a moment to breathe properly and we will try.

“Thank you, Garran-Zilar-Denbo, without you it would’ve been impossible to get this far.”

Garran-Zilar-Denbo nodded.

Remember your promise to me and my people.

“I will remember, and I will honor my word,” Nahia promised.

The colossal silver dragon inhaled through its nostrils several times, filling his lungs. Once he had recovered and was breathing normally he stepped off the platform into the cavern. The golden light stopped bathing the dragon, and it started to interact with the rune of the platform.

Nahia and Arran-Lehoizuri were in the middle of it, anxious. Garran-Zilar-Denbo was interacting with the rune, but the silver dragon was taking too long. He was going to asphyxiate. The dragon was not saying anything, but the color of his eyes began to change and turn purple.

The dragon is asphyxiating, the Gryphon King sent to Nahia in warning.

“We can try again,” Nahia told Garran-Zilar-Denbo.

But the silver dragon did not stop.

And finally, the rune lit up with a silver glow. They heard a crank and the platform began to rise slowly. Nahia took off the tiara and threw it at Garran-Zilar-Denbo, then she threw the silver box.

Upon contact with the golden light, the collar failed and the dragon was able to breathe again. His eyes returned to normal.

Done, and I survived…Garran-Zilar-Denbo sent her.

“Thank you! Thank you so much!” Nahia shouted down as the platform went up.

You have my eternal friendship and respect. Look for me when you achieve your freedom, Arran-Lehoizuri sent to the colossal Primeval Dragon.

I will, Gryphon King. Now fly swiftly and escape this condemned place.

I will fly so swiftly they will not even see my trail, Arran-Lehoizuri promised.

The platform rose, and they could no longer see Garran-Zilar-Denbo. Nahia knew the dragon would now go back to his cave cell. With the tiara the collar would not have any effect on him. Once in his cave, Garran-Zilar-Denbo could put the tiara in the box and hide it. They would never know he had intervened.

They went up to level two, and the platform did not stop. Nahia sighed in relief.

For such a well thought-out plan, you seem very nervous.

“That’s because it’s a bold plan. It’s the bold part that makes me nervous.”

The Gryphon King made some bird noises that sounded like laughter.

I am delighted with this plan.

“Once we reach the surface, we must part. Your Majesty has to fly north as fast as you can.”

To the mountain with the peak in the shape of a half moon.

“That’s right. The Swift silver dragon awaits you there. He will take you out of this world.”

How?

Don’t you worry, Your Majesty, just do as he says.”

I believe you are right, some parts of this plan do make one nervous.

Nahia smiled. Then she felt nervous again, and she looked up. They had already passed the first underground level, they were already reaching the surface.

If I survive this escape, you have my word that we will free your loved one and his dragoness.

“Thank you, I’m counting on that.”

When word is given, the deal is unbreakable. My brother will be true to that promise, and I will make sure of it. They will be free.

Nahia nodded. She had no doubt the Gryphons would keep their word. They were the opposite of the dragons, in that and many other aspects.

They heard a noise of metal on metal and they saw the top of the well opening. They were almost at the top.

“Ready?”

Arran-Lehoizuri beat his wings hard.

More than ever in my whole life!

The platform reached the surface. The Gryphon King gave a powerful leap and, beating his wings strong and hard, rose to the sky with tremendous speed. The two dragons on the nearest towers noticed something was up. They saw the Gryphon escaping to the north and raised the alarm with loud roars, chasing after the king.

Nahia dragged herself from the platform to the north wall. Now she could see where they had come out from. They were to the left of the feeding well, about five hundred paces, close to the north wall at the back of the complex formed by the buildings, the courtyard, and the dungeons. She let the shadows of night cover her. After a moment and still at a crouch, she started making her way back to the window she had come out of. It was farther away, so she had to risk it and hurry before things became impossible.

With the dragons’ roars of alarm piercing her ears, she reached the window and climbed into it. She went in and threw herself on the floor. Inside the building there was a commotion. There were shouts, Lacert’s, and the sound of footsteps. Nahia went to the service stairs. Instead of going on toward the exit door, she went down the stairs and waited a moment. She tried to stay calm. A moment longer, and she would be out.

Lacert came down the stairs at top speed, and she started to go up. They collided.

“What are you doing?” Lacert asked her with an unhinged look.

“I finished my shift, I’m going up. What is it? What are those roars?”

“Get off, nothing! Problems on underground three! I have to go down!”

“Oh, wow…” Nahia feigned ignorance and looked as innocent as she could.

“Move over!” Lacert shouted at her and shoved her aside to go on down.

Nahia flattened against the wall and saw three other Tergnomus running behind Lacert.

She let them pass and climbed the last flight of stairs, then she headed to the door. No one said anything to her. She poked her head out and checked that the two dragons watching the door were not there. She went out and started walking away calmly. It was almost dawn and she had finished her shift, so it was not suspicious either.

She looked back and saw that the two dragons that were always on the front towers were not there either. Nahia knew they were either at the back on the platform or pursuing the Gryphon King, but they would never catch him. A Gryphon was faster than a non-swift dragon, and this was a Gryphon King, much more powerful and faster.

They had made it—Nahia could not believe it. It seemed an unthinkable achievement. The plan had worked, despite the problems encountered. A feeling of happiness enveloped her, and she was so thrilled she could have shouted her happiness out to the night. From the beginning she had thought it was almost impossible to do, but she had never lost hope, and they had done it. It was awesome.

She turned the corner of the wall and sighed in relief. Now she would head to the barracks, and although she would not sleep because her heart was racing wildly, at least she would be able to rest and celebrate such an amazing victory.

Out of the corner of her eye she thought she saw a shadow coming around the corner of the wall. She had no time to see anything else. She felt a tremendous blow on the nape and her mind exploded with pain. She was left stunned, about to fall to the ground. Someone grabbed her from behind and pressed a dagger to her neck. She felt the touch of steel in her flesh.

“You thought you had made it, huh?” a voice said in her ear.

Nahia was so stunned from the blow it took her a moment to recognize the voice.

“No… Novak…”

“Yes, it’s Novak, and I’ve caught you.”

“You…? What are you… doing?”

“Arresting you and delivering you to the dragons.”

“I… haven’t done anything…”

Novak laughed.

“Yes, you have. You’ve helped a Gryphon escape. Don’t try to deny it. I’ve been watching you since you arrived at the Academy. Besides, you’ve betrayed yourself. You’re dressed as a third-year pupil, which you are not, and you have the keys to the dungeons,” Novak made them jingle, “which you shouldn’t.”

“Why…?” Nahia tried to gain time to recover. He had caught her by surprise from behind, and the blow had stunned her. She was so dizzy she was about to throw up.

“There’s a rumor I didn’t tell you about. It’s really more than a rumor. The dragons have put a price on your head. There’s a reward for whoever delivers the leader of the rebellion. A very large reward: freedom and gold.”

“I’m not…”

“Don’t try to deny it, I know it’s you. I’ve investigated you, Nahia, Flameborn of the Red Squadron. I know you are the leader, so say your followers here at the Academy. What I didn’t know is that you’d come back. That wasn’t very intelligent of you.”

“Don’t do… this…”

“Oh, I have to. Two treasures await me: getting out of here and a lot of gold.”

“Join us… we’ll achieve freedom…”

“No, you won’t. You’ll all die, and you first. If I don’t deliver you, someone else will. There are many looking for you.”

“The dragons… won’t honor their word…”

“Shut up. And don’t try to use your magic, remember that I am a Weapons Master and will kill you at the first attempt. You’re stunned and dazed, your magic won’t work. A very funny thing, that relationship.”

Nahia tried to use her magic, to call her ardent bolt and fulminate Novak, but indeed she could not concentrate because of the stunning and her magic did not work.

“Start walking, slowly,” Novak said, pressing the edge of the dagger against Nahia’s neck.

“I can’t…”

“Yes, you can.” Novak was close to her and held her around the waist with his other arm. He pushed her forward with his own body.

Nahia felt lost; everything was going to end here, Novak had found her out, the traitor, and once he delivered her to the dragons she would be tortured to death. Not only to get information, and to give away all her squadron members, but for the twisted pleasure of the dragons without scruples. The flame inside her awoke with a brutal force born out of the despair of the moment. She could not end this way.

“Novak… I beg you…”

“Don’t beg, I won’t change my mind. I’m sorry for your sad ending, but it’s you who have chosen it.” He gave her another shove with his chest so she would keep walking.

She was not going to persuade him. And she could not use her magic with her stunned mind and dizziness. Everything ended here this night. Despair and impotence consumed her. And at that instant, as if reacting to all of it, her inner flame exploded outwards and Nahia became a live fire.

The burst of flames was so intense Novak’s arms and chest, which were in contact with Nahia, were charred at once. The rest of his body burned, and Novak was thrown backward. He fell on his back, consumed by the flames.

Nahia turned around and saw him burning on the ground, dead.

“I… gave you a chance…” Nahia uttered, lifting her gaze and looking for more danger. The dragons had already left in pursuit, and there were none nearby. But her appearance would draw the attention of anyone who saw her. She dropped to her knees and shut her eyes, clenching her fists as she tried to put out her flames.

“Come on…turn off…” she pleaded with all her might. A moment later, the flames died out and she was herself once again.

She huffed. It was time to run away from here. She looked at Novak, burnt to a crisp, and had an idea. She put the keys to the dungeons on him and then ran off with a tremendous headache torturing her.

She headed to the barracks with the roars of more dragons up high. She saw that other dragons were flying toward the dungeons, those that watched on the wall. They were going to have an intense night. She went into the barracks and went up to her room. She did not meet anyone. They would soon come out to see what was going on.

She lay down on her bed, wishing her headache would go away. She could not bring herself to believe they had done it, even if she had almost lost her life in the attempt. The first escape in the history of the dungeons. Things were changing for the dragons, and this was only the beginning.


Chapter 61

Eki was flying around the Peak of the Half-Moon. He had been waiting, and time was running out. The Gryphon King should already be there. They were not going to make it. A dragon at a normal flying rate took about a day flying without stopping from Drakoros to Jadrakos. The Gryphon King had to do this in half a day. Eki thought it was too short a time to cover the distance. He himself did not think he could do such a feat. But there was no choice. If the king did not show up by midnight they would run out of time. They would fail. Aria and Logan would die.

He did not want to think about it. He watched the south, gliding in circles. He could not see much, it being nighttime, but the night was clear and the stars shone, lighting up the sky. Suddenly, he seemed to glimpse a dark dot in the distance. It was heading toward him. So as not to lose sight of it, he made a wide circle while he watched it. The dot became bigger—it was coming fast, very fast. Eki gave two wide turns and was able to see that it was a bird bathed in moonlight. A Gryphon. The king was coming at last. He looked north and then at the moon; he was not sure they still had time, most likely not.

Arran-Lehoizuri reached Eki.

We must make haste. Follow me, and fly as fast as you can.

I have all the way here, and I will for the rest of the way. I will follow you, Swift Dragon, Arran-Lehoizuri sent him.

Eki flew at great speed with the Gryphon King on his tail. He was leading the king straight to the school of Dragon Riders, and they flew almost at the speed of light.

When they were already very close, Eki made out what he was looking for. It was still open.

There is an open portal, going to Gryphoros. You must fly in before it closes.

I will.

We part ways here. Do not stop for anything. If the portal closes, they will capture you. There are swift dragons down there.

Understood.

Once you come out in Gryphoros, fly away. A punishment group has just left for your world, they will fly east. You will leave the portal and fly west, as fast as you can. Since you are coming out behind them, they might not see you.

Whether they see me or not, they will not catch me in my skies. They will not deprive me of my freedom again.

Good luck, Gryphon King.

Thank you, Swift Dragon. I will never forget this. Ever.

Eki flew away with a dodging maneuver and flew west, away from Jadrakos.

The Gryphon King flew straight to the portal, which was beginning to close. Several dragon lookouts saw him coming at great speed and sounded the alarm. They took off to intercept. But the Gryphon King was flying at the speed of lightning, and he went into the portal before they could catch up. An instant later, the portal closed.

Three days later, Nahia was beside the door at the south wall in the Academy. Her back was leaning against the rock of the wall, and she was watching Colonel Lehen-Gorri-Gogor deliver a colossal reprimand to Commander Bigaen-Zuri-Indar and several other dragons in the middle of the square. She could not pick up what it was telling them, but she could make an educated guess. The escape from the dungeons was a tremendous dishonor for the colonel, something unthinkable. And the fact that it was a Gryphon king that had escaped made the dishonor a hundred times worse.

Nahia felt, through their bond, that Eki was near.

Everything okay in Drakoros? Eki asked from the other side of the wall. They had agreed not to see each other until the storm had passed so as not to raise suspicions.

Everything’s fine around here. They haven’t found out it was me. In Jadrakos?

Everything fine too. No one saw me.

The king made it, right? Nahia had not received confirmation yet.

Yes, yes, at the last moment.

Nahia heaved an enormous sigh. She had been expecting good news, she wished for good news, but that Eki confirmed it finally let her relax. She had not slept well at all these last nights because of the anxiety.

Aroa and Logan will be saved.

Yes, they’ll be back soon. There’s another portal opening in a week.

You have no idea the joy I feel!

I’m feeling the same way.

We did it!

Yes, it’s amazing, but we did it.

I can barely believe it. I want to hug Logan so bad the moment he arrives.

You’ll have to wait to finish the term as Spear Master. If you left now it would be suspicious.

True… and I must take extreme precautions now…

Unless they suspect you. If that’s the case, we’ll have to think of something.

No one suspects me so far. I left a burnt body with the keys to the dungeons on him, and that’s had them really puzzled. Now they know who it was, but they can’t explain how he did it or what happened really. There are a thousand rumors at the Academy. Liburex keeps me informed.

You’ll tell me who the body was.

Yes, I will. It was an unexpected ending I had to deal with. It also revealed something important.

What was that?

The dragons have put a price on my head. They’re offering freedom and a lot of gold to whoever turns me in.

I was expecting that, Eki admitted.

I wasn’t exactly expecting it, but I admit I find it logical.

Be more careful if you can. Don’t take risks with matters of the rebellion here.

Don’t worry, I won’t. Things are too chaotic for that.

Very well. When Aroa and Logan are back in Jadrakos, I’ll let you know.

All right… one more thing, Eki.

Tell me.

What will happen between us when they return? When we don’t need to be allies?

That’s a good question. I don’t know. We’ll have to see about it then.

You do know that you have all my respect and affection.

I do know, and you have mine. But we’re on different sides, and in a very complex situation.

I hope we can still be friends.

So do I, Eki sent her, but Nahia felt it came with sadness.

Eki flew off, and Nahia was left thinking about it all. The truth was that the situation between the two of them was complicated, and this made her sad. She decided to think about something positive, and she was surprised when several things came to her mind. Logan was coming back, her squadron was doing well leading the rebellion in the deserts, she had experienced her transformation into a flame, the Snow Panthers were still waging their particular fight—there were many things to be happy about. The future seemed to smile at her for once. And she was going to take advantage of that good moment to keep following her destiny and achieve the freedom of everyone in Kraido, Tremia, and Gryphoros. She would become a liberator of worlds. Her destiny would be fulfilled. One way or another.


The adventure continues in the next book:


The Bearers (The Path of Dragons, Book 7)
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PATH OF THE RANGER
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