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Dedication

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


Chapter 1

Nahia saw the tremendous claw coming at her at great speed. It was seeking her head. With barely time to react, she leaned to the right side of the saddle as fast as she could. The claw brushed her helmet. As a consequence of the abrupt movement, she felt a pang of agony in her ribs. She must have pulled a muscle. She did not worry—it was not the first time, nor would it be the last. What mattered was that she had avoided being hit.

Are you all right? Eki sent her, along with a feeling of concern while he performed an evasion maneuver.

Yeah, don’t worry. Where did it come from? I didn’t see it until the last moment, Nahia asked the swift silver dragon, who was changing course again fast and was heading to reach some nearby clouds.

I think it is hiding behind the mountain peak, below to the east.

Nahia grasped the saddle better. Eki’s abrupt turns and changes of direction could get her in trouble if she did not pay full attention. For some reason, she did not fully trust the straps that held her to the saddle. She always had the feeling that they were going to snap at the worst moment. In fact, she had nightmares about it. Often like a premonition.

Well, I didn’t see it fly up towards us, she told Eki, focusing on the recent attack.

I must admit I did not either.

As a rule, the attacks come from above or from behind. From below isn’t that common. Nahia looked in every direction as if trying to make sure that what she was saying was true.

That is why it took us by surprise.

Do you see it?

No, but it has to be in the clouds.

No sooner had she said this when the red dragon appeared through the clouds. Nahia saw it coming from her right at great speed.

Here it comes! she warned Eki as she readied her lance.

Azkar-Gorri-Maisu veered at tremendous speed right at the same moment Eki did too to avoid it. It was as if it had read his mind. Not only that, it had done so even faster than Eki, though the silver dragon was extremely fast. Unfortunately, Azkar-Gorri-Maisu was a master of attack and evasion, and bigger and faster than Eki.

A lance struck Nahia’s right side hard. She felt the blow fully and leaned to the left side of the saddle. Mariska, the Tauruk-Kapro rider, was a warrior as impressive as she was skilled. She struck very hard both with lance and shield, and Nahia had already received several bruises since they had begun the advanced training for Dragon Riders.

She held back a cry of pain and recovered in time to block the Tauruk’s next attack with her shield. She hoped she would not have to go to the infirmary that evening before going in for dinner, as she had three days before when she had received a good blow of the kind that left their mark. Both the red dragon and his rider really hit hard. This felt more like suffering a punishment than training, but she had no choice but to bear it.

Azkar-Gorri-Maisu made a new turn right when Eki was doing one of his evasive maneuvers at top speed. Once again, the red dragon seemed to read the silver dragon’s mind, because he placed himself beside Eki without any trouble.

He’s guessing all your movements! Nahia sent him as a warning.

I’ll try to be more erratic to mislead it.

Erratic sounds good! Nahia sent back, seeing how Azkar-Gorri-Maisu struck her in the back with its left back claw. It did so with the claw closed, and Nahia felt the strong blow against her back. She went forward in the saddle and nearly lost her lance and shield. The straps held, although the blow had been hard. That red dragon was a nightmare in combat: fast, strong, and skilled.

Eki made an abrupt turn, first to the left before turning again immediately to the right. He did it very fast, and this time he managed to move away from Azkar-Gorri-Maisu. He dropped about a hundred paces in the air and then flew up two hundred. Nahia managed to sit properly in the saddle and looked everywhere to try and guess where the next attack would come from.

I don’t see him, do you? Eki asked her.

I don’t see him either, but if we don’t see the dragon it must be in those clouds above us.

Yeah, it has to have hidden in there.

The exercise continued for a while longer. Nahia and Eki had a hard time defending themselves against the attacks of the big dragon and his rider. They sweated and suffered with each attack and defense.

We consider this exercise finished, Azkar-Gorri-Maisu sent and placed himself beside Eki, flying slowly.

“You can hang up your weapons,” Mariska told Nahia.

Nahia hung her lance and shield from the saddle and immediately felt better. Her arms were very tired and her back, side, and head hurt, which was nothing new. Her armor stopped anything from piercing her, but it was not padded on the inside and she felt the blows, a lot more than Nahia would wish.

You did not do all that bad. Eki, your evasive movements are very good, as are your speed and reaction time. But they are predictable, too predictable. In air combat, it is imperative that the enemy is unable to guess your next move, because if it does, it might be the last one.

Yes, my lord, Eki replied humbly.

Next turn. Go down to the air field and send up Aroa and her rider, Logan. It is time to practice with them.

From the ground, Nahia and Eki watched Logan and Aroa's training in the sky between the clouds. They couldn't see everything, but what they saw made it clear they were struggling as much as they were, maybe more.

They waited until Logan and Aroa finished their training. Once they did and landed, Nahia noticed that Logan was shaking his head.

“Are you all right?” she asked, worried.

“Yeah… a little stunned…”

“Claw or lance?”

“Both.”

“At the same time?”

“No, in the last… two attacks.”

“Well, since you have a very hard head, I don’t think there’ll be anything wrong with you,” Nahia joked, trying to ease his discomfort.

Logan took off his helmet and touched his head.

“There’s no blood, I’ll survive,” he said and smiled.

These exercises are especially hard on the riders, Aroa sent in a tone of feeling for them.

They do not affect us so much… Eki sent, slightly embarrassed.

“It’s not your fault the exercises are like this,” Nahia told them.

“We appreciate everything you do to prevent us from being destroyed,” said Logan.

“We appreciate it a lot,” Nahia told them.

Azkar-Gorri-Maisu and Mariska landed in front of them.

Go back, rest and recover. We will continue tomorrow. You must learn to not get hit at all, or the Gryphons will destroy you in combat, the combat master sent them.

“Don’t believe that because you once surprised a group of Gryphons in an incursion that it’s always going to be that way. In war, you’ll be the ones taken by surprise. And being surprised in enemy territory means death,” Mariska told them.

With that grim parting, they went back. Nahia and Logan said goodbye to Aroa and Eki, who went to the castle, and the two of them headed to the barracks. As they got nearer, carrying lance and shield, two Tergnomus came running out to meet them from the management office. One was wearing silver and red and the other silver and blue. They were their squires.

“Here come those two,” Logan commented.

“They’re so funny, don’t deny it,” Nahia stopped and watched them approach. The two Tergnomus ran with their peculiar gait that made them look as if they bounced from one side to the other with every step.

“My lady Dragon Rider.” The first one stopped in front of Nahia and bowed elaborately. “Allow me to alleviate your load,” he said and reached his arms toward Nahia.

“My lord Dragon Rider, at your service,” the second one said, and after the bow also reached out with his arms.

“Lantreos, there’s no need to be so respectful and obsequious with me,” Nahia told him, “I’m always telling you this.”

“My lady, I couldn’t act any other way. I’m your squire, it’s how I must behave when I perform my duties.”

“It’s the same thing, Scrudro, although I know you’ll say something similar,” Logan said to his squire.

“My lord rider honors me, but I must behave as the squire I am. It’s an honor to serve you, my lord.”

Nahia and Logan exchanged a glance and then shrugged. There was no way to make those two understand that all this ceremony was not necessary. They seemed to not want to understand.

The two Tergnomus took the weapons and left at a run toward the managing office, where they would look after them and leave them spotless. Nahia always wondered how they managed this, since they usually had deep dents, especially the shields. Most likely they took them to the forge. The world of the Tergnomus was complicated and mysterious. The very bad-tempered ones neither listened nor gave too many explanations.

“Did you ever think you would have a squire?” Nahia asked Logan while they headed to the barracks.

“Honestly, I never did, but I also never thought I’d end up being a Dragon Rider.”

Nahia smiled.

“How true. Well, what do you know, I never thought I would either.”

Logan looked at her and smiled slightly like he usually did.

“And I bet you never imagined you’d walk arm in arm with a Flameborn,” she said, passing her arm through his.

Logan looked down at the arm and then up to Nahia’s face.

“Especially such a beautiful one.”

Nahia blushed so hard she thought her face would explode. She had not been prepared for Logan’s answer. He was not prone to giving compliments, or praise, especially to her.

“Well… thank you.”

“It’s a pleasure.”

They walked in silence, arm in arm, until they reached the door of the barracks, and there they let go. It was not that they hid their relationship; their aerial squad knew of it and practically all the usual ones in Jadrakos did too. There was not any rule that forbid it and it was not frowned upon that the riders had a partner. Especially because they did not live that long. Being a Dragon Rider meant having a short life expectancy.

They went into the dining hall and headed to their squad’s table. They used to always eat at the same one if it was available. But lately there had been more aerial squads in Jadrakos than usual, so sometimes their table was not free. Today they were lucky. Their comrades of the Meteorite Squad were finishing eating, and when they saw them come in they greeted them with a glance.

“How did you do today?” Tilsa, the Felidae lioness of the squad asked them. Nahia liked the powerful feline who always acted so sure of herself. She was not aggressive and always showed a self-assurance born of experience. And besides, for a Felidae and a lioness at that, she behaved calmly, as if she had already seen everything and nothing affected her too much. The fact that she had Light Magic reminded Nahia of Daphne, although they had very different characters.

“As usual, we’ve been given a good beating,” Nahia commented as she sat down at the table.

“We’re improving, at least I think so,” Logan added with measured optimism as he sat beside Nahia.

“If you keep getting beaten and you’re run down, I’m afraid you’re not progressing adequately,” Morgana told them. Nahia did not find the long, dark, curly-haired Human friendly or pleasant. Her intense black eyes always seemed to be loaded with malice. Her beauty was wasted in that perpetually hard face of hers. She seemed angry at the universe, and she probably was. Beside her, Daphne was not even surly. The fact that her Magic was Darkness fitted her personality like a glove.

“Thanks for your supportive comments. We always hang on them like honey on the lips,” Nahia replied with irony and a bitter grimace.

“I’m not going to sugarcoat the truth for you. Are you real riders, or children who weep when they don’t get what they want?”

Before Nahia could reply, Logan did.

“We appreciate your constructive comments. We’re riders, and we’ll prove we’re worthy. We’ll manage to pass the advanced training. Have no doubts about that.”

Morgana made a face that meant she did have them.

“Whatever you say. I’ll be waiting here to see whether you do or not.”

Nahia did not understand what Morgana’s problem was with them. It was most likely not only with the two of them, but it was true that she messed with them more than the others.

“You’ll make it, don’t worry too much if it seems a bit hard now. It’ll get better. Use your head and stay positive. That’s how you achieve things. If you can enjoy the teachings a little, do so. It’s always best to learn with a joyful heart,” Faden told them, smiling.

Nahia had to admit that the slim Fatum was so handsome it was hard to look away from his blue eyes and beautiful face. Besides, the blue of his armor, being of the Water element, matched his eyes. She looked at Logan and Faden’s beauty and charm vanished. For her, there was no one other than Logan, no matter how attractive others might be.

“We try to make the training as enjoyable as we can, but it’s not that easy,” Logan told him.

“It’s actually very complicated,” Nahia added with a grimace of pain when she leaned forward on the table.

“Don’t enjoy it too much,” Sarmas intervened, “enjoyment is a deceit for the soul. You must always be alert to deceit,” the tall Scarlatum recommended. His skin shone bright crimson, although the brown tones of his armor dulled it a little.

“We keep our eyes open and our hearts locked up,” Logan assured him.

Nahia looked at him. She did not fully like that part about the locked-up heart; she hoped his would not be locked away from her.

“Hurry up improving and pass the advanced training. The invasion is close and you must be ready, or else you’ll be a handicap for us,” Morgana told them with her usual surly look.

“We won’t be a handicap for anyone,” Nahia replied, annoyed.

“That remains to be seen,” the dark-haired, dark-eyed girl said, staring at Nahia.

“I’m not afraid of you or the training,” Nahia replied defiantly and held her stare.

“Well, you should be.”

“In her own way, Morgana only wants to make sure you’re ready for what’s coming. It won’t be easy, and since we’re a squad we all depend on one another,” Tilsa said in her confident, self-assured way, and she downed her cup of water.

“We will be. We won’t be a handicap for the squad,” Logan promised.

“What do we know about the invasion?” Nahia asked, looking around and seeing faces she did not know eating in the dining hall.

“For now, all we only know is that it’s being planned very carefully and that other swift squads are already arriving that will take part,” Faden said, brushing his hair off his face.

“This place is getting busier every day,” Logan commented, also looking around.

“It will be even more full soon,” Sarmas said. “A considerable group of squads is required to attack the Gryphons.”

“Is it a fact that we’re following through with this invasion?” Nahia asked.

“It looks that way. When the five dragon kings make a decision, especially if it’s an invasion, they rarely change their minds. Things would have to go very badly in other worlds for them to cancel something so important,” Tilsa said.

“I can’t see the least sense in this,” Nahia shook her head.

“The dragons don’t give a hoot about your opinion,” Morgana replied.

Nahia looked at her sternly

“I already know that.”

“There’s not enough of us yet, so for now we can be at ease and enjoy ourselves,” Faden commented.

“Enjoy?” Logan asked, raising an eyebrow.

“This tasty food, rest, and the company of course,” the Fatum said with a big smile that lit up his beautiful face.

“Our Fatum is a joyful soul, in clear opposition to our dark-haired Human,” Sarmas smiled as he finished devouring a roasted turkey leg.

“I say things as they are. Once we invade Gryphoros, you’ll lose the smiles on your faces,” Morgana said, and she got up and left.

“What a character…” Nahia said, watching her leave.

“She has her reasons,” Tilsa said. “Now eat and go rest, you need it.”

Nahia and Logan nodded. They both ate while their squad comrades chatted about the latest rumors. Nahia could not get the fact that they would have to go and fight the Gryphons on their own world out of her mind. That was a very bad idea. Terrible. For everyone.


Chapter 2

He’s coming! Nahia sent to Eki when she saw a shadow to her left in the clouds. She had not even seen the whole silhouette, but she knew they were being attacked.

He’s coming from the left, at our same level! Eki sent to her.

We have to avoid him!

Now, together!

Nahia and Eki dodged Azkar-Gorri-Maisu’s and Mariska’s attack. They did this by moving like one at the last instant before being rammed. Eki went to the right, dropping at tremendous speed. Nahia doubled forward and held her lance and shield tight. She sought to minimize the friction of the wind against her body. They went down fast with            the wind on their side.

They’re following us! Nahia warned as she looked back.

Maneuver of upward avoidance! Eki warned her, and with tremendous speed he began to climb diagonally, crossing the clouds.

Azkar-Gorri-Maisu was not going to let them get away so easily and followed them just as fast. Nahia looked back over her shoulder and saw the master coming dangerously close with Mariska in the saddle. They had been training for days, and although they were improving, escaping from these attacks was very difficult. The master was too fast, and the dragon maneuvered with amazing ease for his size. Mariska moved as if she were perfectly synchronized with the great red dragon. The advanced evasion training was a terrible headache for Nahia and Logan.

He’s on our tail!

Downward escape maneuver! Eki sent, and the swift and agile silver dragon made an abrupt movement and started down like a spark. Nahia was leaning as far forward in the saddle as she could. Azkar-Gorri-Maisu was unable to change his course in the air so swiftly, and Eki achieved some distance. Even so, the master kept up the hunt.

We’ve dodged the master twice. If we manage once more, the victory will be ours, Nahia sent to Eki, filled with optimism.

We have never dodged the master three times in a row.

There’s always a first, Nahia sent to Eki with the intention of cheering him up.

Try we will!

Through the bond that united her to the silver dragon, Nahia felt that he was prepared to give it all. So she would too.

They’re coming! Nahia saw that the master and Mariska were approaching at great speed. The great red dragon had trouble swerving but easily picked up speed in any direction. Now they were coming straight from behind

I’ll increase our speed, Eki sent, and he beat his wings hard to pick up enough speed to stay ahead of Azkar-Gorri-Maisu and avoid being rammed from behind.

Faster, or they’ll hit us!

I am trying! Eki managed to equal Azkar-Gorri-Maisu’s speed.

We need separation!

I will dodge him with a nosedive.

Nosedive? Nahia did not like nosedives.

Yeah, it is how I can achieve my maximum velocity.

Nahia looked back and saw Mariska very close and aiming her lance at her. She would be upon Nahia in no time.

All right, nosedive it is.

Here I go. Nosedive at maximum velocity.

Eki changed direction with a movement as skilled as it was abrupt. He went from flying parallel to the ground to diving headlong in the blink of an eye. Nahia, who was already expecting the movement, sat down in the saddle to help him. They managed to meld together,      and the abrupt change in direction was performed perfectly.

Azkar-Gorri-Maisu tried to make the same abrupt change of course, but he could not do it as well as Eki because of his larger size. The master had some trouble changing direction.

Now! At top speed! Nahia sent him, having seen the forced maneuver of the master.

Eki went down at lightning speed, faster than any other dragon. Azkar-Gorri-Maisu lunged in a nosedive after him. The great red dragon came down fast, but to his surprise, Eki was flying even faster still.

At three hundred paces I will end the evasion with an Amplitude Maneuver.

Amplitude Maneuver? Can’t you use another? That one kills me.

If we want to dodge the master, only that one will work.

Okay, let me know.

Eki went down like lightning with his wings folded in the best position to cut the wind. Azkar-Gorri-Maisu was trying to catch him, but between the advantage he had obtained with the cut and the faster nosedive of the silver dragon, the master could not catch him.

Go! You almost have it, Nahia cheered Eki. She kept looking back, and she could see that Azkar-Gorri-Maisu could not catch them.

Four hundred paces… Eki warned her.

Nahia prepared herself. What was coming next was a very abrupt movement that felt like a strong pull. She placed her lance and shield in their hooks and grasped the saddle tightly.

Three hundred paces… now!

Eki spread his wings as wide as possible, and at once and with the effect of the wind under them he shot upward and somewhat forward. Nahia’s stomach went down to her feet and she held on tight, because the resulting pull was terrible. That movement against the downward speed left her feeling broken. All the blood in her body went to her feet, and her muscles seemed to tear with the strong pull. For a moment, she was unable to think. The blood did not reach her brain.

Azkar-Gorri-Maisu, who was coming after them like lightning, saw the play and tried to react. But he could not swerve in time, and he saw Eki climbing as the red dragon headed to the ground at tremendous speed. To avoid crashing into the trees below, he made a descending curve at two hundred paces to get parallel to the ground below and not crash. That movement took the red dragon further away from Eki, who was climbing calmly without moving his wings, soaring by keeping them spread at full extension.

We did it! Nahia could not believe they had succeeded     .

We dodged the master! For a third time! It is a real achievement!

I don’t know how your wings don’t tear with that maneuver, Nahia told him.

My wings are tough, like my muscles and bones.

Even so, I find it amazing you can do that.

I appreciate the compliment.

End of the exercise. You managed three evasions successfully, they received Azkar-Gorri-Maisu’s message, who was already flying toward them.

Nahia could not believe it. For the first time they had managed to win, and they would not          land covered in bruises. Today they had not even one to complain about, and she could not believe it. Eki’s joy infected her, and she smiled broadly under her helmet. It was a real feat.

Very well! Nahia congratulated him as she saw how the master started to follow them but then stopped.

We managed to dodge! Eki cried.

Through the bond that linked them Nahia felt he was very happy, and with reason! After weeks of training in advanced evasion, this was the first time they had managed to leave Azkar-Gorri-Maisu and Mariska behind.

The red dragon and his rider came to their level once Eki stopped evading.

You have managed to finish this exercise of evasion successfully. It is a great step on your path to becoming advanced riders. It will save your lives when you are fighting against fast and nimble flying creatures, like the very dangerous Gryphons.

“Evading the enemy is half the victory in combat,” Mariska told them.

Nahia thought she was not wrong about that. From her minimum experience with the Gryphons, it was clear to her that evading them was the best option in any confrontation they might have with them.

Go down and send up Aroa and Logan. Let us see whether they succeed too or if they need some more training.

Nahia’s wish was of course that Aroa and Logan might pass the test, but she was not sure they would do so. Eki was getting faster and faster, defying the natural law that governed the flight of the dragons which said that the bigger the dragon was, the faster it could go. This maxim did not apply to Eki. The silver dragon was smaller than the other dragons, and yet he was a lot faster. Since they had come back from Gryphoros, Nahia had been able to note this fact. With every training exercise, Eki became faster. His improvement was incremental and subtle, but she could feel it. And now it had been confirmed, since he had just left behind the fastest dragon in Jadrakos and a red dragon at that, much larger than Eki. Nahia suspected that Eki’s speed was due to some magic skill the silver dragon had which the other dragons lacked. That was the only explanation that made sense.

Right away, Master, Eki sent, and with an abrupt movement he nosedived at great speed.

The skill to turn in the air and perform abrupt maneuvers, though, was indeed favored by     Eki’s smaller size. He was a lot more agile and skilled at changing direction than other dragons which were bigger than him. Nahia did not know whether there was some magic involved or not, but she suspected there was not. Eki was naturally very agile because of his smaller size,      no magic involved. Or at least that was her guess. If she was right and this was correct, they would have to wait and see.

They approached land at great speed in a swift nosedive, and Eki calculated the moment to begin the curve that would put him parallel to land. This calculation was hard to make, and it always made Nahia very nervous when he did this. More than once he had crashed because he had made the wrong calculation. This day, luckily, he did it well, and they passed a hundred paces over Aroa and Logan’s heads as they waited on land.

Your turn, good luck, Eki sent them.

Thank you, we will need it, Aroa said encouragingly.

Unfortunately, this would not be a happy day for all. Aroa and Logan did not manage to pass the exercise. Azkar-Gorri-Maisu and Mariska caught them several times despite all their efforts to prevent it. They finished the exercise sore and with the feeling of having failed again.

You will make it soon, Eki encouraged them.

I do not know whether it will be very soon. I am not as fast as you, Aroa sent with a feeling of sadness.

Being fast is only part of it, the skill in maneuvering is equally important, Eki tried to cheer her.

Well, in that I am also not as good as you, so… Aroa could not find many reasons for self-confidence.

“Practice improves the practitioner. We only need a little more time,” Logan commented as he nursed a blow on his right thigh.

Let us hope we succeed, Aroa sent, but there was no optimism or self-confidence accompanying it.

Nahia sighed. She wished Aroa and Logan would succeed like she and Eki had. She knew that eventually they would, since they were doing better every time. What she feared was that by the time they did, Logan would be covered in bruises. She was worried about the blows to the head, which might leave repercussions.

“Everything will turn out fine,” Logan said, seeming to pick up on her concern.

Nahia nodded, but she was not sure of it.


Chapter 3

Sitting in the dining hall with Logan, Nahia watched the other Dragon Riders. The other members of the Meteorite Squad had already finished eating and had gone to rest. An idea began to take shape in her mind. Here were exceptional Dragon Warlocks and Witches, chosen for being the most suited to ride dragons. She was looking at the best Dragon Warlocks and Witches. They had been arriving for days to begin the campaign against the Gryphons. Every day a new bunch appeared. Nahia did not know where they were coming from, and it intrigued her. Some arrived flying from the south, which meant they would have used the Pearl south of Drakoros. Others came straight to Jadrakos through the portal she herself had crossed to the world of the Gryphons, which made her think they came from other worlds. She had no idea if she was right, but she was very interested to find out.

“What are you plotting?” Logan asked her, raising an eyebrow.

“How do you know I’m plotting anything?”

“The face you’re making.”

“I’m not making any faces.”

“Oh, you definitely are. Your forehead creases and your gaze wanders, but your eyes have an intense glow to them.”

“OK, I’ll buy the frown, but the lost gaze with a glow I won’t. You must have caught me looking at you,” she smiled with slight coquetry.

Logan blushed. It took him a while to recompose his usual serious and intense mien.

“No, it’s not that, so tell me, what were you thinking?”

Nahia could not help smiling at him. She stroked his cheek and smiled.

“I’m thinking that we should recruit all these Dragon Riders for the cause. They’re the best among the Dragon Warlocks and Witches—they’re formidable. They’d be an incredible asset in helping us achieve our goals of freedom.”

Logan sighed with troubled eyes.

“That’s very risky. There are several Drakonids among them, and even those who are not you can’t trust will be open to the cause. Not all of them think like us, or even if they do, they’re afraid of the dragons’ retaliation.”

“I’m aware of the risks, don’t worry about that.”

“Of course I worry, and I don’t know how aware you are of the danger that surrounds you.” Logan looked at both sides to make sure there was no one listening to their conversation. 

“Without risk, there’s no way to achieve an ambitious goal. If we don’t take risks we might not die, but we surely won’t succeed. The dragons will go one ruling and enslaving our world and those of others.” 

Logan leaned back and watched the riders as he thought about Nahia’s words. 

“Since I know you won’t stop, the surest thing is to speak to Humans, Fatum, and Felidae, in that order. The Tauruk-Kapro are risky, and don’t even think about the Drakonid.”

Nahia smiled at him, pleased.

“Thank you for always supporting me. You’re the best.” 

“The fact that I support you doesn’t mean I always agree with you.”

“As long as you somewhat agree with me, that’s enough for me.”

“There are two Humans at that table, talking. They’re from two different squads, so they must have known each other for some time if they’re chatting like that. We could sit with them under the excuse of all being Human and see what their opinion is,” Nahia suggested, looking at the riders she was referring to.

“How will we know whether they’re an option or not?” Logan frowned.

“I’m very good at picking up on these things.”

“You are?”

“Yup, my inner flame tells me,” she lied with an innocent expression.

Logan looked at her, raising an eyebrow in disbelief.

“I’m not so sure about that…” he shook his head.

“Don’t worry, I’ll deal with it,” she promised.

They got up and headed to the table with the two Humans.

“May we join you?” Nahia asked in a friendly tone.

The blond Human with blue eyes waved at the free seats.

“Of course, we’re all riders here, we’re not going to refuse you.”

The other Human with chestnut hair and brown eyes nodded.

“Besides, you’re Human.”

Nahia and Logan sat down with them.

“I’m Nahia, and this is Logan.”

“I’m Guins, of the Moon Squad,” the blond one said, “and this is Jake of the Volcano Squad.” The boy with chestnut hair greeted them with a slight nod.

“Pleased to meet you,” Nahia said.

“You two are new. We’ve never seen you here before,” Guins said.

“We’ve just graduated as Dragon Riders,” Logan told them.

“Then you’re in the advanced training,” Jake guessed.

“Yeah, we’re working on it,” Nahia replied, making a face that implied it was not going so well.

“Don’t let yourselves get too overwhelmed, it’ll soon be over,” Guins promised.

“The exercises are… complicated…” Nahia said, intending to make conversation.

“They are, but in the end our goal isn’t only to be good fighters but good riders,” explained Guins.

“You mean the way to ride?” Logan asked, a bit confused.

“Yes, but more than that, strengthening the bond with your dragon lord.”

“You want to focus on strengthening the bond between rider and dragon, so that afterwards, in combat, you become one,” Jake explained.

“And is it possible?” Nahia asked, although what she really wanted to ask was how far this bond could reach.

“You’ll manage to understand each other very well,” Guins assured her.

“And is that… good?” Nahia asked doubtfully.

Logan shifted in his seat. Not much, just enough for Naha to realize this was a question that might get them into trouble.

The two veteran riders looked at each other.

“That question might be taken the wrong way,” Jake warned her.

“And you might end up in trouble,” Guins added.

“It’s only ignorance,” Nahia shrugged and pretended. “What can we expect from the bond?”

“The bond grows like a living entity, one of live magic. You’ll feel part of what your dragon feels and vice versa,” Guins told her.

“It also helps you to react in combat, to be more in communion with each other,” Jake added.

“Will my dragon lord know everything I feel?” Nahia asked, almost fearing the answer to be yes.

“A lot of what you feel, yes. The longer you are together, the stronger the bond, the more it’ll feel from you,” Guins said.

“But I guess it doesn’t work the other way, from my dragon lord to me, because there must be a limit…”

Jake nodded repeatedly.

“That’s right. The dragons don’t let us feel everything through the bond. They cut it. They can do so, but we can’t.”

“I’d already guessed it would be like that.”

“They are the lords and we’re their slaves. They’re not going to let us know all their secrets,” Guins told her with a wink.

Nahia was not surprised by the answer. It was what she had expected. She decided the time had come to take a risk in the conversation.

“Have you heard anything about those rumors of a rebellion?” Nahia asked, looking them straight in the eye.

Logan shifted again, uncomfortable.

Guins and Jake glanced at each other.

“You should know more than us. It’s said those rumors originated from Drakoros, and we haven’t visited the Academy in a long time.”

Nahia nodded.

“We’ve heard some things, yes. What we don’t know is whether you want to know what’s going on or whether you’d rather know nothing of the matter.”

There was a tense silence.

Logan looked at Nahia out of the corner of his eye. She was relatively calm. She had not implied anything other than that they had heard something. Now she had given them a turn to take a risk; if they did not, neither would she.

Guins spoke.

“Talk of these matters is considered treason. The dragons would execute us if they found out.”

“If they found out…” Nahia looked around as if saying there was not a dragon in sight.

“Why do you want to talk about this?” Jake asked, frowning. He did not trust them, which was only natural, since they had just met.

“To know what’s going on. Nothing but natural curiosity,” Logan replied without taking a risk.

“We’re not looking to involve you, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

“I find it odd that you’d want to talk about this when you barely know us,” Guins said, slightly suspicious.

Nahia saw it was better not to insist.

“I was only curious, that’s all,” she raised her hands to drop the subject.

“There are always rumors of every kind, and we only wanted to see whether there was any truth to them or not,” Logan said, shrugging nonchalantly.

Guns nodded.

“If we hear anything, we’ll let you know.”

“Thanks,” Logan hastened to say, desperate to close the subject.

Nahia and Logan chatted a while longer with them about many different casual topics. Then they came to the matter of the campaign to invade the Gryphons’ world.

“It’s going to begin soon,” Guins predicted. “New riders are arriving every day.”

“And we’re not that many,” Jake added.

“The squads that are arriving, such as yours, where are they coming from?” Nahia asked.

“That depends on what war is going on and the state of it,” Guins replied. “My squad was in Jumeglia, the Selvaris’ world. Have you heard of it?”

Nahia nodded.

“Yeah, as far as I know it’s a green world where plants cover the whole surface. A tropical world of forests filled with exuberant flowers. The Selvaris call it Biziohian.”

“Wow, it’s funny to find someone who knows that word,” Guins said, throwing his head back in surprise.

“A squad mate of mine met some Selvaris in the dungeons of Drakoros. She told us about them. The dragons have conquered that world. Why were you sent there?”

Guins nodded.

“We were sent on a Control Mission.”

“Control Mission?” Logan inquired.

“Yes, that’s when your work consists of making sure those who have been conquered don’t make too much trouble,” Guins told them.

“Oh, I see, you control possible uprisings,” Logan guessed.

“That’s right. Many missions for aerial swift squads like ours are of that specific nature.”

“Why?” Nahia wanted more information, she found it very interesting.

“Because we’re fast and effective,” Guins said. “We arrive at a world, we go to the cities or equivalent of the subjected people on that world, and we make control passes. If they sent a land army, it would take an eternity. The worlds are, as a rule, enormous, and some of them have very abrupt terrain, so traveling through them would take years.”

“And why don’t riderless dragons go there?” Nahia asked.

“For a similar reason. They’re slower than us, and in some worlds, like that of the Gryphons, they’re exposed if they go without riders.”

“I see.”

“That’s why this one here said it’s enough to send us, although there are always non-swift dragons in every world. They’re the occupation force.”

“Oh! After invading a world and conquering it, they stay,” Nahia guessed, thinking of Tremia and that, if the dragons won, they would stay to rule that world. It would be awful for Egil, Lasgol, the Snow Panthers, and everyone in Tremia.

“Of course, they have to control it,” said Guins.

“How are things there?” Nahia wanted to get information in order to help the Selvaris. That was one of Daphne’s purposes. She had wanted to help them after meeting Oihane and her people in the dungeons.

“It’s a dangerous world. The Selvaris are experimenting with poisons, some of them very powerful. If you get distracted and they hit you with an arrow or dart, it’s the end for you.”

“Poisons to kill us?” Nahia already knew the Selvaris were experimenting with poisons to kill dragons, but she wanted to find out what Guins knew about the matter and whether there was positive news.

“There’s rumor that they’re seeking to create a poison strong enough to kill a dragon.”

“Wow, that must make the dragons nervous,” Logan commented.

“It does. That’s why we were sent there. We had to control two areas where it was said they were experimenting with said poisons.”

“And is it true? I’d be surprised…” Nahia tried not to seem too interested.

“That they’re using poisons is true, as well as the fact that they can kill us. We lost one rider from the squad.”

“Isn’t there an antidote?” Logan looked concerned.

“For there to be an antidote, you must first know the poison,” Guins told him. “The poisons they’re using are new. They mix together very toxic substances. The poison is unknown, and so is the antidote.”

“That doesn’t sound good…” Nahia wrinkled her nose.

“It’s not a pleasant destination. Every squad sent to that world loses riders.”

“And dragons?”

“Not so far. The dragons cope with the poisons. Although they have managed to make them sick with a very powerful mixture of a new poison.”

“Dragons getting sick? How seriously?” This time it was Logan who asked in a tone of disbelief.

“To the point of being unable to fly and barely walk. They hide it, but I’ve seen it with my own eyes.”

“And do they recover?” Nahia asked, raising an eyebrow.

“After a few days. But that might not be the case in the future if they continue increasing the toxicity of the poisonous compounds.”

“Well, that’s interesting…” Nahia commented, pretending. If they were able to develop a poison that killed dragons, that would be an incredible advance in the fight for freedom. She wished with all her being that the Selvaris would reach their goal of developing a very powerful poison capable of killing a dragon, and if it did not kill it, at least render it very weak.

“In any case, we got out with only one casualty, so we’re looking for a new rider for the squad.”

“How do you go about finding one?” Logan asked, interested.

“All the squads have casualties. Once here, in Jadrakos, those with the least members are re-distributed among the others. We’re waiting to be assigned a rider.”

“What a sad way to find a new squad…” Nahia said sadly.

“It is, but at least whoever comes to a new squad is because they’ve survived.”

“That’s true,” Logan nodded. “They’ll be grateful to be in the new squad.”

“It would be better not to lose so many lives…” Nahia said.

There was a moment of silence, and then Logan broke it.

“What about you, Jake? Where were you on a mission before coming here?”

Jake leaned back in his chair.

“My squad was also on a Control Mission, in the world of the Centaurus.”

“Wow, they must be most interesting,” Nahia said, intrigued.

“Well, not that much. They’re very powerful fighters with those horse bodies they have, and their magic is powerful too.”

“What type of magic do Centaurus have? I don’t know much about them.”

“No one knows much about them,” Jake replied. “They don’t speak our language and they’re not the very communicative kind either. They’d rather attack. Their magic is a mixture of Nature and Animal Magic.”

“Animal Magic?” Logan raised both eyebrows.

“We call it that in general. It’s the kind of magic certain creatures have that increases their strength, speed, or ferocity,” Jake explained.

“Oh, I see.” Logan was thoughtful, thinking about that.

“If the Centaurus are already strong, when they increase their body with that magic, they become very dangerous.”

Nahia nodded.

“Did you have any problems?”

“Luckily, they were quiet. We had no confrontations.” Jake wiped imaginary sweat from his forehead in mock relief.

“And knowing there are such dangerous worlds to control, don’t you find it a bit reckless to attack the Gryphons now, on their world?” Nahia asked.

“That doesn’t matter,” Guins replied. “Every now and then the dragons do this to put the Gryphons in their place, or so they say.”

“They attack them so their power doesn’t grow. They want to keep them weak,” Jake went on explaining.

“I don’t understand how they’re going to achieve that,” Nahia frowned.

“By killing as many as they can,” Guins said.


Chapter 4

The desert sun bathed the Mountains of Blood and the small group that stood on them with its golden rays. It seemed to want to transmit to them the harshness of the environment they were in and the future that awaited them with a feeling of fire. The scorching beams of light reminded them all at every instant that whoever did not shelter from them would end up suffering, in body and soul. The king of the sky had no mercy on the immense deserts south of Tremia, nor did the enemies of that group.

“I’m ready to finish off a couple of ugly flying lizards with evil intentions,” Viggo cried with his arms akimbo, staring at the Desert Pearl standing on the red rock of the mountain.

“We don’t know how many dragons we’ll find when we come out of the Pearl in the east, there might be more,” Lasgol corrected him in a tone that meant they might be facing serious trouble.

“It doesn’t matter how many there are. We come out and we kill them, problem solved,” Viggo replied nonchalantly, filled with his characteristic, exorbitant confidence.

Might be many. More than ten. Then you what do? Camu messaged, shaking his tail nervously.

“Why do you say that, bug? Don’t call on bad luck. There are only going to be two, three at the most, of those lizards there.”

“Camu is right, there might be more. And if there are three, we’ll be in serious trouble,” Gerd said, folding his strong arms over his strapping Norghanian chest.

“Bah, we’ve already killed a few dragons, I’m not intimidated in the least.” Viggo waved his hand to downplay the situation.

“I’ve been away for a long time… but since when can we kill dragons easily?” Nilsa asked, twisting her finger in her red mane with a look of disbelief.

“Viggo is exaggerating, don’t believe him. We have killed some dragons, but only by using our heads, and it hasn’t been easy at all. We catch them by surprise when they’re alone, and we attack without being seen. And even so, it’s hard to kill them,” Lasgol said, showing her his golden bow.

“And not die in the attempt,” Gerd added.

“Nonsense, didn’t we kill two right here a very short while ago?” Viggo pointed at the place on the red rocks where the confrontation had taken place. They had hidden the dead bodies of the dragons inside the mountains, in case others appeared, so they wouldn’t know what had happened there.

“Let me remind you, it wasn’t easy,” Gerd insisted.

Dangerous, and we had help from Dragon Warlocks.

“Yeah… yeah… by the way, where are they?” Viggo asked, looking around.

“They’re about to arrive,” Aibin told them, pointing toward Jafarika, the city to the east in the middle of the desert that spread in that direction.

“They’d better. There’s no time to wait, we’ve wasted enough already,” Viggo protested, tapping the ground with his boot. “I’m impatient to leave.”

“We had to wait for Ona and Argi’s wounds to heal…” Gerd said, shaking his head with a look of disbelief at his partner’s insensitiveness.

Ona and Argi have be well first, Camu messaged, glaring at Viggo as if he were mad at him.

Ona and Argi were listening with their ears alert beside Camu. They knew the group was talking about them.

“We could’ve gone without the kitty and the mutt.”

No can. We no leave anyone.

“No one who’s a person. These are animals. We can leave them behind.”

Ona and Argi growled at Viggo.

Ona and Argi always with us. We leave you behind first, Camu said.

“I am a person and you are a bug, so don’t tell me who we leave behind or not.”

You much ugly.

“Look who’s talking.” Viggo mimicked splitting his sides with laughter.

“They’re already recovered, thanks to Edwina’s care. You’ve done an amazing job,” Lasgol thanked the healer.

“It’s a pleasure to be able to heal such wonderful creatures,” she replied, looking at the snow panther and the giant wolf with tender eyes, “But remember that, although I can heal the immediate injuries, the body always requires its own time to finish healing. You can’t take shortcuts. They have recovered, but they do need some more time to heal completely.”

Ona, Argi, no attack. Rest and recover.

The panther and the wolf looked at Camu and moaned.

They waited in silence for a moment. The desert breeze caressed them with its arid, scorching touch.

“They’re almost here. I can already see the Red Squadron climbing up our sacred mountain,” Aibin indicated as he watched from a red rock ledge.

“They’re truly fascinating,” Nilsa commented, rubbing her hands nervously, “I can’t believe they’re from another world, from one of the dragons’ no less. And that they know Egil besides. That’s… unbelievable.”

“That’s because you haven’t been out much lately.” Viggo made a face to her.

“Very funny,” Nilsa poked her tongue at him. “I’d have liked to see you with my wounds.”

“Impossible. No dragon can wound me. I’m too good a fighter.”

“Yeah, you only get frozen alive so you stop talking your head off, like an insufferable bumble bee,” Nilsa replied

Very good, Camu smiled and wagged his tail happily.

“Ha ha, the redhead is feeling funny today. Better look where you step, clumsy-feet, your antics don’t affect me,” Viggo shrugged as if he did not care about what she might say, as if any comment slipped off his clothes.

“You have no idea how much I’ve missed you,” Nilsa said with heavy sarcasm, looking into his eyes and shaking her head.

Gerd sighed.

“We’re recovering that chemistry we used to have. It fills my heart with joy. It also gives me a headache.”

“Better a head filled with ache than with fear, which is what has filled it lately,” Viggo reproached him.

“It seems that the freezing you suffered hurt that mixed-up head of yours a bit more. I overcame my fears a long time ago. Now I control them and they have no effect whatsoever on me.”

“Yeah, like that limp you pretend not to have. It looks like you have a cast-iron hip.”

“Don’t mess around with Gerd, least of all with the consequences of what happened to him at the Shelter,” Nilsa chided him.

“Don’t worry, Nilsa, nothing this fool might say is going to affect me,” Gerd assured the redhead with a warm smile.

“Talking about consequences, what are yours?” Viggo asked Nilsa.

“None. Only a couple of huge scars…” Nilsa passed her index finger all along her torso, from her chest to belly.

“Your boyfriend isn’t going to like that,” Viggo said, eyeing Aibin.

The Desher Tumaini’s leader’s younger brother turned his dark eyes on him.

“What’s really important is what we have in here,” Aibin told Viggo, putting his hand over his heart. “External beauty is like the desert—with time, it’s entirely consumed. But the soul is like a hawk which flies high and fast, enjoying the skies.”

You say very well, Camu agreed.

“Ufff and a poet on top of it all… I’d better not answer that,” Viggo said, shaking his head.

“You’d better shut that parakeet mouth of yours, you’ve been at it too long.” Nilsa put her fingers to her lips.

Viggo narrowed his eyes, looking at Nilsa.

“Deep down you all love me. Besides, what would you do without me? Nothing.” Viggo lifted his chin, proud of himself.

“They’re already here,” Aibin warned.

They all turned to see the Red Squadron arrive. They were led by a dozen Desher Tumaini warriors. All three squads climbed the rocks to reach the group.

“Welcome to the domains of my people,” Aibin greeted them, spreading his arms and going down to meet them.

I translate in mind, Camu offered, since Aibin did not have a ring like the Snow Panthers had.

“Wonderful, Camu,” Lasgol said gratefully.

“It’s a pleasure to tread on rock instead of sand. We appreciate the welcome,” Daphne replied, wrinkling her nose as she gazed at the desert behind them. Then she bowed and greeted Aibin respectfully as all the warriors who had led them here gathered around him.

Lily, Ivo, Taika, and Aiden also bowed in a sign of respect.

“The sun is scorching around here,” Lily commented as she looked up at the star in the sky, shading her eyes from its rays. “Although I infinitely prefer it to the cold and snow of your realm,” she told the Snow Panthers.

Lasgol nodded.

“Both climates are quite extreme.”

“The sun suits my crimson skin well. Your rain, snow, and freezing wind, on the contrary, are bad for it.”

“The desert sun burns all kinds of skin, you should be careful,” Healer Edwina told her as she stood beside Nilsa, observing.

“My skin is red, sun resistant,” Lily said, gesturing to her face.

“It’ll burn…” Edwina warned her.

“You’d better heed what she says, she’s a healer and knows about things like this,” Nilsa advised her.

“I’m not saying it won’t burn me, only that my skin bears it well. But I will be careful. I can’t afford to burn this marvelous skin of mine and ruin my beauty and charm,” Lily said, smiling,

“How are things in Jafarika?” Aibin asked in a worried tone.

“The city is under our control. The Felidae soldiers of the white dragon king have joined us and the revolt,” Daphne said.

“We parleyed with them for a long time and finally managed to persuade them,” Taika explained. “It wasn’t easy, but they listened to us, and in the end we brought them to our side.”

“The dragon heads must’ve been a significant incentive in said meetings,” Viggo commented with a smile filled with irony.

Taika nodded. “The fact that we killed three dragons and that they witnessed the death of one of them was crucial for their joining us.”

“Not only have they joined us, they’ve appointed us their leaders,” Lily added.

“Wow, that’s really good news.” Nilsa cheered and applauded the feat.

“We’re Dragon Warlocks, we’re their superiors in any case…” Aiden began, not looking very happy.

“They need someone to lead them. They’re soldiers who’ve always received orders from the dragons. They don’t know what to do or how to do it. The officers are quite lost without someone to lead them,” Taika said.

“I guess that with the king being dead, long live the new kings,” Gerd said, sweeping his gaze over the members of the three squads.

“I’d be a great queen for the city,” Lily said, shaking her long hair in the ardent breeze of the desert.

“It’s not our place to reign,” Ivo corrected her. “We restore order and balance. We don’t rule over one another.”

“That would mean becoming what we most hate,” Taika added.

“The dragons…” Lily understood and nodded. “A pity that you’re right. I’d look divine sitting on a throne with everyone at my feet.” She smiled coquettishly.

“I like you. You’ve got good thoughts, the kind that take you far,” Viggo told Lily.

Lily smiled at him and made a slight bow.

“And the Noceans? The residents of the city? How did they take the change in the situation?” Lasgol asked.

Daphne tilted her head. Then she looked toward where the city stood in the desert.

“Better than we had expected. They offered no resistance. They did not revolt against us. The truth is, the situation doesn’t change much for them since they’re still under the control of the army of the white dragon king. What changes is that this army is now ours and not the dragon king’s.”

“Perhaps they still haven’t noticed, but it’s a positive change,” Gerd commented.

“They’re scared, which is completely natural,” Taika commented.

“Scared of you?” Nilsa was surprised.

“No, not of us, but of the fact that we’ve killed the dragon lord of the city,” Daphne replied.

“As they should be. The consequences will be very serious. For all of us,” Aiden predicted.

“Your little wingless dragon doesn’t look very happy about what we did,” Viggo intervened.

“That’s because I’m not. The dragon lords will demand blood for this. They won’t let the death of three dragons pass, least of all treason.”

“I’m not sure this wingless lizard is on our side.” Viggo looked at him with narrowed eyes.” I’d better kill him, it’ll be less risky for the rest of us,” he said and reached for the knives at his waist.

Aiden reached behind his back for his sword and dagger.

“Try to and die,” he challenged him.

Viggo went to move against Aiden, but Gerd gave him a bear hug and imprisoned him in his arms.

“Be still… no fighting among ourselves.”

Viggo tried to shake the bear hug off, but Gerd’s strength prevented him.

Lily stood in front of Aiden, stopping him from attacking Viggo. She glared at him and whispered, “Take it easy. They don’t know us well, it’s only natural they doubt us.”

Aiden lifted his chin. He said nothing and did not move.

“Let’s keep calm, we’re allies,” Daphne told them.

Lasgol nodded.

“We must trust one another. It’s vital in order to be able to collaborate and achieve our purposes.”

All be allies. Trust, Camu messaged, emphasizing the message.

Nilsa stepped over to Viggo.

“Remember, you have to rescue Ingrid,” she told him and pointed at the Pearl.

For a moment, Viggo debated whether to attack Aiden or the Pearl.

“All right. The redhead is right. I don’t have time for this, I have to go and rescue my beloved. But I don’t like that wingless lizard at all, I don’t trust him.”

Gerd let Viggo go, and Viggo shook out his arms.

“The feeling is mutual,” Aiden replied, and his tough Drakonid look did not waver.

There was an impasse in which the silence seemed to manifest the doubts of this alliance between peoples from very different worlds. Would it work? Would they be able to all work together to achieve the final goal of freedom? They all wanted it, but achieving it was going to require trusting each other, shedding blood, and dying. This they all knew, and it made the task a lot more difficult.


Chapter 5

Aibin opened his arms and spoke, breaking the tense moment. 

“It’s time to make allegiances, not enemies. Times have been difficult, and they will get even worse. The Desher Tumaini accept you as allies, both our old Norghanian friends and the new ones from far-away Kraido.”

Taika nodded.

“Aiden and Aibin are right saying that the situation is going to become even more complicated here. The dragons will come back for this Pearl and the liberated city. Once they find out what’s happened, all will feel their fury.”

“And one dragon in particular will do so very soon…” Lily muttered, shaking her head.

“Our leader, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt,” Taika revealed with a somber look.

“Yeah, it’ll come back for us, and when it finds out what’s happened…” Ivo gave a loud grunt.

“That is if they don’t inform it before and it comes already in the know,” Daphne commented, her look implying things would turn very bad.

“Whether it already knows or finds out here, the consequences will be the same. What we’ve done is an unthinkable dishonor. It’ll be left in evidence before the other dragons and the Red Dragon King. It won’t forgive this. It won’t forgive us,” Aiden said in a strangled tone.

There was a worried silence, not only among the Igneous Squad, but also the Searing and the Ardent. Their comrades shook their heads and muttered ill omens under their breath. Everyone knew that Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt would not have mercy toward them after what they had done. Not only because of the crime committed, but for the dishonor it brought it.

“What’s your plan?” Lasgol asked in a tone and with a look that could not hide the fact that he perfectly understood how serious the Red Squadron’s situation was.

“Without your golden bow, there’s little we can do against a dragon, least of all against one as powerful as our leader,” Daphne replied with a deep sigh.

“You could lend it to us so we could defend ourselves,” Lily suggested, knowing the answer would be “no,” but she tried anyway.

You no can use, Camu messaged to them.

“What do you mean we can’t use it?” Daphne’s eyes opened wide.

Bow use Golden Magic. You Silver Magic.

“What does that have to do with it?” Lily asked. She also did not understand what he meant and was frowning.

“In order to use the bow you have to use magic, and this must be of golden origin,” Lasgol explained. “Those who don’t have the Gift, the talent or magic, can’t use it. And of those who have magic, only the ones with Golden Magic.”

“We did not know that. It’s very… disheartening…” said Ivo, folding his strong arms across his chest.

“We thought we could use the Golden Weapons to fight against the dragons,” Taika explained. “This is really bad news.”

“Are you sure we can’t use the weapons with our magic?” Daphne refused to believe this. Her nose was wrinkled and her eyes showed astonishment.

You dragon blood in veins. Not golden blood, Camu messaged.

“As you already know, there are different types of magic and different origins for this. We don’t all have the same kind, nor does it come from the same origin,” Edwina intervened, trying to make it clearer.

“Well, try it and we’ll clear up any doubts,” Nilsa suggested, looking at Lasgol.

“I agree.” Lasgol handed the bow to Daphne.

The Fatum took it in her hands.

“I’ve never used a bow…”

“Don’t worry, I’ll show you,” Nilsa offered and went over to her.

“Thanks. In our world, the bow is considered a vile weapon. That’s why they don’t teach us how to use it,” she explained.

“If the dragons don’t want you to know how to use it, it has to be for a reason,” Viggo said, raising both eyebrows with a malicious grin.

Bow very good against dragons.

“Yeah, now we know that,” Lily said, “I wish we’d known before, so we could learn to use it.”

Nilsa gave Daphne a few brief, expert explanations. She helped her nock an arrow and aim at a rock ten paces away, where they placed her shield as a target.

“Once you’re ready, you only have to release the arrow. Keep your arm steady.”

“All right. How do I activate its power?” she asked Lasgol.

“You must gather energy from within you and send it to the bow right before releasing. If the bow uses your magical energy, it will give off a golden flash. If the flash doesn’t come, then the magic has not been activated and you’ll perform a regular bow shot.”

“Understood. I’m going to try.” Daphne closed her eyes and concentrated; she was holding the bow, poised to shoot. She gathered energy from within and tried to send it to the bow. She could feel that this weapon had its own kind of energy, one powerful and latent. She only needed to interact with that magic. She thought she could do it. She was a Fatum, good with magic. As a rule, everything that had to do with the world of magic she was good at. That was why she was able to heal.

She took a deep breath. She managed to glimpse a golden aura around the bow. There was no doubt—magic imbued the weapon entirely. It seemed made of it. She took a good amount of energy from her inner dragon and sent it to interact with the golden aura of the weapon. When her energy joined that of the bow, there was a reaction. But not the expected one, or a good one. There was a burst, and Daphne was thrown backward. She hit the ground three paces back. The bow fell to the ground. It had rejected her.

“Wow!” Nilsa covered her face with her hands.

“I’d say the bow didn’t like your touch,” Viggo commented with a smile.

“Are you all right?” Taika asked Daphne, going over to her.

“Yeah, just a little stunned…”

I tell. Only Golden Magic. Silver Magic bad.

“You don’t say,” Lily agreed.

Lasgol picked up the weapon from the ground and inspected it.

“Nothing’s happened to the bow. I think it rejected your magic,” he told Daphne.

Taika helped Daphne to her feet.

“Yeah, I felt that too. It did not like my energy at all,” she said, shaking her head to clear it.

“You can’t use the Golden Weapons, not with your magic at least,” Nilsa sentenced, spreading her hands in an apology.

“This is a terrible disappointment. We were counting on it,” Daphne said regretfully.

“Let me try,” Ivo asked.

“Are you sure? It’s not a pleasant experience,” Daphne tried to dissuade him.

“I’m the least gifted with magic of all of us. It might let me use it. My magic is weak in comparison with Daphne’s.”

“I doubt it, but if you want to try…” Daphne said.

Ivo nodded and approached Lasgol.

“You’re brave, but this’ll go wrong,” he warned him.

Much bad, Camu joined in.

“We must find out. I’ll try, and then we’ll know for sure.”

“What do you think, Edwina? You have a great knowledge of magic.”

The Healer sighed.

“I’m afraid that the magical requirements of the spells and the magic imbued in this weapon are specific. It would take years to study and understand them. I’m afraid that the best solution, given the circumstances, is to try. I’m sorry I can’t offer you a better answer.”

“We understand. Fine, we’ll try.” Lasgol handed the bow to Ivo.

Ivo took a moment to get ready, and an even longer moment to prepare to do the test. Once he was ready, he warned the others.

“Ready. I’m going to try.” He shut his eyes and concentrated. The rejection soon occurred. The golden burst threw Ivo backward and the bow fell once again to the ground.

“With this we have confirmation. We, of dragon blood, can’t use the Golden Weapons,” Taika concluded.

Lily kicked a red pebble near her foot in frustration.

“This isn’t good at all. We were counting on being able to use the Golden Weapons to kill the dragons. How are we going to fight them now?”

“Yeah, these and any others we might encounter,” Daphne joined her, frowning, showing how upset she was.

“Or make,” Taika added, sighing in frustration and letting out his sadness at the bad news.

Ivo stood up after a moment and rubbed his forehead with his forearm.

“That bow doesn’t like us at all.”

“Let’s not lose hope. The same way we’ve found a way for those without magic to use the Golden Weapons, we’ll also find a way for those with Silver Magic,” Nilsa said cheerfully.

“There goes the optimist with her positive view of everything. Don’t believe her—it won’t be easy, it never is,” Viggo warned them.

“There’s something that doesn’t fit in all this. From what you yourselves have told us, you’ve used the Golden Weapons,” Taika said, looking at Nilsa, Viggo, and Gerd. “How is it possible if you don’t have magic, either golden or silver?”

“That’s because we have very smart people among us,” Viggo replied with a mischievous grin.

Taika looked at Lasgol for an explanation.

“I don’t… remember…” Lasgol apologized with a shrug.

“Poor thing, what that ruthless dragon did to you is terrible.” Nilsa went over to Lasgol and patted his shoulder.

“I’ll explain,” Gerd offered. “Enduald, a Mage of Spells and Enchantment Magic, the brother of Sigrid who is the Leader of the Rangers, created some special gloves which can be used with Objects of Power. The Objects of Power provide the magic, and the gloves pass it on to the weapons through enchantments,” he explained.

“That’s how we were able to use the weapons, since the magic comes from the Objects of Power,” Nilsa said.

Must be Golden Magic, Camu specified.

“Oh, wow, that’s a clever solution,” Taika said, rubbing his chin.

“A solution we might adopt ourselves,” Daphne reasoned as she began to see a way out of this crucial problem.

“If it served you, it will serve us,” Lily cheered up, following her friend’s thought.

“There’s only one small big problem with that,” Viggo intervened, and by his fully ironic look, they feared something bad.

“The Objects of Power required are very difficult to find, since they have to be of Golden Magic and contain a vast amount of energy,” Gerd explained.

“And I guess you don’t have a dozen of them safely hidden away that you might lend us…” said Lily.

“You guess correctly,” Viggo confirmed,

“It was very difficult to find them the last time…” Nilsa told them, shaking her head for emphasis.

“Blazes….” Daphne said ruefully, pacing angrily in circles.

Taika put his hand behind his back.

“We must find a way, like you did.”

“This is nothing but one more obstacle. We’ll overcome it.” Daphne cheered herself up and made a fist.

“It’s a mistake. Clearly these weapons are rejecting us. We shouldn’t wield them. They’re not of our blood,” Aiden opposed.

“How odd that you should think like that,” Lily told him, shaking her head and looking at him with disappointment.

“Could this Enduald help us?” Taika asked.

“I don’t see why not. We’re allies. We could ask him,” Nilsa nodded.

“We’ll have to see what mood the shorty is in, because he’s not always in a helping mood,” Viggo commented.

“He has a peculiar character, but he’s a patriot and a great Mage. Besides, he’s Sigrid’s brother,” Edwina defended him.

“He’ll help, for sure,” Gerd said.

“Not so sure, they don’t all have your goody-two-shoes heart,” Viggo replied.

“We’ll ask him for help and see. I, like Gerd, believe he will help us,” said Nilsa.

“Thanks, that’s certainly a relief… in a way,” Daphne said with a deep sigh.

“Let’s be optimistic, we’ll manage to wield those Golden Weapons. It’s only fair so that we have a chance against the dragons. The balance must be kept. There has to be a way to do it, and we’ll find it,” Ivo said.

“Another optimist.” Viggo raised his hands up to the sky. “When will you all learn that life isn’t fair, or balanced, or any of that? It’s the exact opposite.”

“And when the dragon lords come back here, we’ll all suffer at their claws,” Aiden added.

At that moment, Abon arrived. He was Aibin’s brother and the leader of the Desher Tumaini tribe, and he heard the Drakonid’s words.

“My people offer you protection,” he said to the whole Red Squadron. “If the dragons come, you can shelter with us under this mountain.”

Daphne looked at her squad comrades and then at the other two squads. They all nodded affirmatively.

“We gratefully accept the shelter the Desher Tumaini offer us,” Daphne told him.

“It’s not much, but we have food and water, and the dragons haven’t managed to reach us.”

“That’s a lot,” Lily told him. “Few realms and tribes can say something like that.”

Abon nodded.

“Unfortunately, we also know it’s a matter of time before they find a way to break us…”

“It won’t be today, or tomorrow either,” Taika said cheerfully.

“Let’s hope you’re right,” Abon replied, smiling,

“Do you have space to shelter the soldiers of the White Army?”

“How many are there?”

“About three thousand.”

Abon gave a low whistle.

“No… but we could make the space.”

“How?” Lasgol was interested.

“There’s a part of the mountains we don’t live in, the northern part, since it’s far away from the great river and there’s no water inside the mountain in that area. But its caves are huge and deep. They could shelter ten thousand people. If we take food and water there in large amounts, they could be inhabited.”

“Can the dragons access them?” Taika asked.

“There are two caves that open outside, one on the eastern side of the mountain and one on the west. We’d have to seal them like we’ve done here in the southern side of the mountains.”

“It sounds like a lot of work, but it’s a good option,” Lily commented.

“The dragons will come, and they’ll want blood,” Aiden reminded them. “Our leader most of all.”

“Yeah, he’s right, and without the Golden Weapons we can’t face them…” Daphne said.

“We can hide and survive. Wait for a better day to fight,” Taika advised.

“That’s a wise choice,” Edwina agreed. “The dead can’t heal. They can’t go on fighting.”

“My thoughts exactly,” Ivo agreed too.

Daphne thought for a moment and then went to the other two squads.

“What do you think?” she asked them. “We’re not going to make a decision without asking you first.”

Logar, the Felidae lion of the Searing Squad, was the first to speak.

“We’re with you,” he told her. “What we’ve achieved was only an impossible dream, and yet we achieved it. We killed not one, but three dragons, and with our own hands. It’s hard to believe, since it was impossible. Because of that, we’ll pay with our lives if necessary. But everyone must know that we did it. That will give hope to our enslaved peoples.”

“It will be known. We’re already spreading the word through the deserts, “Aibin said. “It’s a rumor that flies in the desert breeze. It will have already reached the             cities in the south, and from there it will spread west. Such a prowess can’t be kept secret. It will be known. Furthermore, we’ll make sure it’s known. The caravans that cross the desert will carry the message. We’ll also send messenger hawks to Norghana. The leaders of the Rangers will know.”

“That’s a pleasant and uplifting thought,” said Logar, looking at his squad. They nodded back.

“Do you agree to hide here?” Daphne asked them, pointing at the red mountains to the north.

“Yeah, it’s the most sensible thing we can do now. We agree it’s a good idea,” Logar said, and his comrades nodded again in agreement.

“What does the Ardent Squad say?” Daphne asked them.

Brendan looked at his comrades and then spoke.

“There’s a time to fight and another to withdraw. If now is the time to withdraw,                 we’ll do that. We’d rather go on fighting, especially after what we’ve achieved. But without the weapons or necessary allies, we can’t defeat the dragons. We all understand that. We’d better wait for the right circumstances.” Brendan looked at his comrades to see whether they all agreed. By their nods, they did.

“In that case, we’ll hide until we have a way of fighting and killing the dragons,” Daphne said.

“A wise decision. My people will protect you as best as we can. We owe it to you,” Abon promised.

“We appreciate the protection, and on our part we’ll do everything we can to help you stay safe from the dragons.” Daphne bowed respectfully

“When do you leave?” Abon asked the Snow Panthers.

“We’ll wait for the deep of night and leave then,” Lasgol told him. “That’s the best time to do it.”

“In that case, let’s all go inside the mountain of our ancestors until the time is come. My people will want to say goodbye to the Hor and his brave companions,” Abon offered.

“And we’ll give you a tasty farewell supper while we get everything you need ready for the mission,” Aibin added.

“All right. We’re very grateful.” Lasgol bowed to both brothers with great respect.

The Snow Panthers and the Red Squadron followed Aibin and Abon and their warriors inside the Mountains of Blood. Those last hours all together would be something they remembered for a very long time. They were all aware that things were only going to get more complicated rapidly, no matter how much they wished they would not.


Chapter 6

It was deep night already, and the stars were shining bright in the clear desert sky. The full moon bathed the Mountains of Blood and the group standing on top of them with so much silver light they were as clear as in the light of day.

“Everyone ready?” Lasgol asked his friends by the Desert Pearl.

“I was born ready for action,” Viggo replied, reaching for his Assassin Ranger Knives.

“Ready,” Gerd confirmed, looking at Edwina beside him. The Healer nodded. Her face showed concern.

They waited for Nilsa’s reply, who was a little further back, saying goodbye to Aibin.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you?” Aibin asked her, trying to persuade her one more time.

Nilsa shook her head and held his hands in hers.

“You know I love you with all my heart, but I don’t want you to come. This is a mission for the Snow Panthers, we have to do this.”

“Edwina is coming with you…” Aibin argued.

“She’s a part of the Rangers. Besides, we’ll need her, I’m sure of that.”

“That’s not reassuring at all.” The look on the face of the handsome warrior became grim.

“We’re Norghanian Rangers—danger follows us throughout our lives, you know that,” Nilsa smiled at him gently.

Aibin nodded.

“I know, and danger seems to have a special fondness for your group in particular.”

“It’s the curse of being the Snow Panthers.”

“You might also need me,” Aibin looked into Nilsa’s eyes, trying to persuade her. He did not want to part from her, least of all knowing the mission they were headed to was a very risky one.

“It’s your people who really need you, your brother and your tribe. They need you a lot more than we do,” Nilsa told him, looking beyond Aibin at Abon and his warriors as they waited beside the Red Squadron. The two groups were watching them a little further back. “Even more so now that you have to help protect the Dragon Warlocks and the soldiers of the white king of Jafarika.”

Aibin sighed deeply.

“I don’t want to lose you. You were on the brink of death. Your convalescence was very long, and I didn’t know whether you’d live or not. Every day that went by and you survived was a happy, hopeful day for me. Now that you’ve recovered at last, you leave again to face danger. You’d be better here with us. More protected…”

Nilsa nodded. She could see the pain Aibin’s heart was feeling and which showed in his eyes.

“We’re going to rescue Ingrid, my best friend. I can’t not go with them. She’s my comrade in arms. We don’t abandon our people, ever. She would come to rescue me without hesitation, despite the dangers, whatever they were. Nothing would stop her from doing so.”

“I understand,” Aibin nodded. “I just don’t want to lose you again.”

“You won’t,” Nilsa promised, putting her hands to his cheeks.

“Promise that you’ll come back to me safe and sound.”

“I promise,” Nilsa said, looking into his eyes, and then she kissed him.

“That’s it for today, turtledoves! Daylight’s coming!” Viggo said, annoying them.

Nilsa ignored him.

“You take good care of yourself, my handsome warrior of the deserts. We’ll meet again here as soon as I can.”

“I’ll be waiting. My heart will wait for you forever.”

Nilsa kissed him again, and then she walked over to Edwina.

“Ready to leave,” she said to the group as she picked up her bow and her satchel.

Lasgol nodded.

“Let’s go then.”

“I like this traveling by night, it’s my favorite element,” Viggo commented in a lively voice.

“We’re traveling by night so the dragons have a harder time seeing us,” Gerd clarified.

“You, being so big and with that goody-two-shoes smile you always have on your face, would be seen even without the moon or stars,” Viggo replied and then smiled at him.

“At least I wouldn’t be found out for bumping against my colossal ego and falling on my back.”

Viggo burst out laughing.

“That was a very good rebuke, I liked that.”

Much good, Camu joined in, and his eternal smile widened on his face.

Viggo made a gesture of recognition at the comment.

“Camu, get going, we have to leave,” Lasgol told him.

I open portal. Ona, Argi, stay with me, he messaged.

The snow panther and the giant wolf stood by Camu.

“Good luck, everyone,” Lasgol said to the others staying in the desert. He was holding the golden bow in his right hand. Unfortunately, he was sure he would have to use it before long. He looked at Gerd and Nilsa; they both wielded their bows. Viggo had put away his daggers and was also holding his bow ready.

Camu began to flash silver. A moment later, he was sending rhythmic pulses to the Desert Pearl. A little further back, Aibin, his brother, Abon, and the Red Squadron watched what was happening.

The Pearl flashed silver and the first sphere formed on top of it. A moment later the second appeared, and finally the third. They integrated into a great sphere that looked made of liquid silver. Once the portal was complete, it flashed brightly.

I select destination rune, Camu messaged to warn them.

“The rest of us, take Annika’s potion,” Lasgol told them.

“You have no idea how glad I am that it works. It tastes awful, but at least we don’t have to be tied to the bug so we don’t fall off when we faint,” Viggo said, drinking the potion. “Although we’ll each still have a good headache.”

“Instead of being relieved, you should be grateful,” Gerd said as he also drank the potion.

“You do that, milquetoast, I’m not very grateful,” Viggo winked at him, smiling ironically.

Nilsa shook her head.

“Oh how I’m looking forward to rescuing Ingrid, especially so she puts you in your place,” she told him as she also drank the potion.

“My bellicose blondie doesn’t put me anywhere. With her iron character she indicates possible improvements to my charming personality.”

“She puts you in your place, and shut up, we’ll have enough of a headache crossing the portal without having to listen to you,” Gerd told him.

Rune East Pearl selected, Camu messaged, and the portal gave off a new flash.

“Time to go. Remember, we all stay close to Camu and move with him as we’ve practiced,” Lasgol told them.

“Need any help? With that iron hip of yours…” Viggo said to Gerd.

“Very funny. Better watch your limbs, I’ve noticed that the freezing you suffered has left you with some side effects.”

“No way, I’m as good as new,” Viggo said with a look of not knowing what his partner was talking about.

Nilsa looked at Gerd and he nodded, confirming that Viggo was not altogether well.

“We all get onto the Pearl at once,” Lasgol said, and they started climbing with Camu in the lead. The Desher Tumaini had placed a wide wooden ramp so they could climb easily to the top.

“Good luck!” Daphne wished them.

“Rescue your friend!” Lily shouted

“We will,” Nilsa promised.

I use Extended Invisibility Camouflage skill, Camu messaged to them, and an instant later the whole group had become invisible.

“Here we go, we might even kill a few flying lizards,” said Viggo in a totally nonchalant tone.

Gerd heaved a deep sigh.

“Everyone, get inside,” Lasgol gave the order.

I go in… now, Camu messaged as a countdown and entered the portal.

They all hastened in after him.

They came out of the portal and fell in front of the Eastern Pearl. They all stayed still, in silence, as if they had fallen in the middle of a well full of snakes. They looked around to determine the situation and the degree of danger. The moon and stars did not shine as bright here, but the great silver portal behind them did. It allowed them to see about ten paces in every direction. Then the silver light vanished into the blackness of night.

Lasgol made out a red dragon with blue streaks to his left. It was a mature dragon of a good size. This worried him. It was not a young dragon, which made it powerful and even more dangerous, since it would have experience and would know how to use its head. From what they had seen so far, the young dragons believed themselves indestructible and lunged headlong into attacks without a second thought and without measuring the possible consequences. This was good for them, an advantage. Unfortunately, the veteran dragons and the millennial ones, like the Immortal Dragon, did exactly the opposite.

He looked toward the Pearl and the portal on top of it. He did not know the landscape around them, but he guessed Camu had not mistaken the destination rune. Lasgol knew he had been here before but could not remember. Not that or a million things more, but he refused to torture himself about it. He had learned to live with his brain fog during the last few years of adventures in Norghana. It was no good lamenting about his condition. Always forward, whatever happened, that was what he must do. Of that he was sure, very sure. Somehow he knew that this thought came from his father. He could not remember when he had told him this, or why, but he had that feeling and he kept it. As for the forgotten memories, it did not matter, he would make new ones with his friends. Like this moment.

We be in East Pearl. Two dragons: one veteran, one young. Not make noise, Camu messaged.

Lasgol looked carefully and saw the other dragon, the young one, on the opposite side of the portal. It was sniffing, seeking their trail. It moved like a hunter looking for its prey, ready to lunge at it. It was white with brown streaks. It could not see them, but it could smell them and hear them. This worried Lasgol. Also the fact that the veteran dragon seemed so careless. It looked too careless, as if the portal had not opened and it was not expecting anything to come out from inside. Something that just could not be possible. Lasgol did not like it at all.

Not move, stay together with me. Much danger, Camu messaged to them.

The plan they had come up with consisted of slipping away without being detected. They had done this before and wanted to repeat it. Fighting against two dragons that knew something was going on that should not was not a good idea. Except for Viggo, who did think they should attack them. But being Viggo, no one was surprised he should think so. He always wanted to kill any enemy that crossed his path, and that was not the most intelligent course in this situation. With Gerd’s and Nilsa’s help, Lasgol had persuaded him it was better to evade the dragons, pass by without being detected, and go straight to rescue Ingrid. If they risked attacking the dragons, something might go wrong, and besides, it would delay them. They had finally persuaded him. They had not needed to insist too much—his need to find Ingrid overcame his eagerness to fight a dragon.

Get on the sides of me. Slowly. Nilsa, Gerd, Argi left side. Viggo, Lasgol, Ona right side. Edwina behind.

They had already discussed this and rehearsed it. It was the best way to move forward as a group, considering they could not see one another. Camu’s Extended Invisibility Camouflage was amazing, but it also presented a difficulty when they had to collaborate. Moving in unison without making a sound was particularly difficult.

Lasgol patted Camu’s back twice to let him know he could start moving. He did so very slowly, and they all moved beside him, their hands on Camu’s body with the exception of Argi and Ona who, with their animal instincts, were capable of following his rhythm without trouble.

The veteran dragon moved its head toward where they were advancing, and Camu stopped at once. Lasgol thought it had detected them and was prepared to attack. But the red dragon did not make any abrupt moves or attack. However, it did something unexpected: it closed its eyes, this left them all puzzled. Was it going to try and find them by sniffing? Was that why it closed its eyes, to better pick up their essence? It was definitely not trying to sleep, because it had its neck stretched out and its large body erect on its four powerful legs. The portal was open, and without a doubt it suspected something.

We keep going, very slowly, Camu messaged.

As they began to move, the veteran dragon moved its head from side to side without opening its eyes. Lasgol feared they had been discovered, or were close to being found out. The group was moving silently, so he did not think it could hear them. Perhaps it was their smell the dragon detected. Whatever it was, it was picking something up, and that was not good.

Camu kept going. Ahead of them there seemed to spread a field of grass, and they knew, if they remembered correctly, that there was a beech wood to the east. There was no other nearby place to hide, so they had planned to head to the forest, which would protect them once they went inside. Lasgol felt rather useless not being able to remember having been here before, or any detail of the area. They moved slowly and in tension, looking back every moment to see whether the two dragons had found them out or not. The two monstrous creatures made no sudden moves nor roared. This eased Lasgol somewhat, although he had the feeling that something was not right.

Seems not discover. Go to forest, Camu messaged.

All of a sudden, the veteran dragon roared. It was as if it had felt Camu’s mental communication. Lasgol noticed and knew, instinctively, that what the dragon was picking up was not the noise they could make, or the smell they gave off—it was Camu’s magic. When he sent them his mental message Camu had used his magic, although it was something so intrinsic he did not even realize. Yes, that veteran dragon had detected Camu’s magic and was going to discover them.

The dragon turned to them and started pursuing with strong steps while it roared. It was about thirty-five paces long, and its red scales shone in the moonlight. Luckily it was not raining, so they were not leaving footprints on the ground, which was dry and covered with short grass spattered with rocks. Lasgol guessed that, being nighttime, the dragon would not see their tracks on that kind of terrain. The grass muffled the sound of their footsteps, so it would not hear them either. From what they knew and had been able to prove, the dragons were very powerful physically and magically, but the rest of their senses were limited. Their sight, hearing, and smell in particular were underdeveloped. It was not strange. In nature, the strongest predators were not the fastest or those with the best smell or hearing. The dragons had never needed to develop those other senses; they had enough with their strength and magic.

The creature spread its wings as if it were going to fly, but instead of that it shook itself and roared again. It definitely felt something, and Lasgol was sure it was Camu’s magic. It was what made the most sense in this situation. It worried him that Camu’s Extended Invisibility Camouflage skill had to be what the dragon felt. Luckily, it seemed to be only slightly. But any other magic added to that it would feel.

“Don’t use your magic anymore. Not mental messages either. Go to the forest, to the center,” Lasgol whispered to Camu with urgency in his voice. He did not know whether Camu understood the reason, but it was likely he realized what was going on.

The dragon was still coming after them. But its younger companion did not move from the Pearl. It was going around it and looking at the portal, as if it expected something to come out of it. It was definitely much better to face young, inexperienced dragons. Lasgol listened very carefully to make sure they did not make a sound as they moved toward the forest. He did not believe it was enough to make it follow them.

They reached the edge of the forest. He could not see it properly because the night was quite dark, but Lasgol heard the hoot of an owl to the northeast and knew it would be inside the forest. He looked back and made out the great dragon, which was lagging behind. It stretched its neck and lifted its head, seeking them. Lasgol could see it                          with the light that radiated from the portal at its back as the opening started to close. He guessed that Camu was not using his magic; it did not appear that the dragon was capable of locating them. This cheered him.

Suddenly, the young dragon took off. It seemed persuaded that no one was going to come out of the portal and started to fly in circles around the Pearl while the great silver sphere became translucent and slowly vanished. Lasgol knew they had to reach the forest before the young dragon thought of broadening the search area, which would happen the moment the portal shut.

“Camu, go faster, to the northeast,” he whispered and patted him urgently on the back.

Camu accelerated at once. They were not very far. Lasgol could not see the forest, but he could feel it. He could smell it in the breeze that reached him, and he heard the nocturnal sounds of the animals that inhabited it. He was not mistaken. The clouds that covered the sky over their heads dispersed and the light of the moon and a few stars came through to illuminate the night. In front of them was the forest, at a hundred paces. Two hundred paces behind them was the veteran dragon. As if the light that fell on the trees had given it an idea, the young dragon flew straight toward the forest.

“Run, everyone, the young dragon is coming. It’s tracking us,” Lasgol warned.

The group ran into the forest. They were all going as fast as they could, and Camu’s      camouflage skill kept them invisible until they entered the forest. Once inside, Edwina hung back and left the skill’s area of effect. They were running too fast for her. The Healer was no longer young, and she was not used to physical exercise. Lasgol saw her and backed up to help her.

“Come on, Edwina, we’re nearly safe,” he told her cheerfully so the Healer would not worry.

She said nothing, breathing deeply and clenching her jaw as she went on running as fast as she was able.

The young dragon flew over them and, unconsciously, Edwina and Lasgol ducked. Luckily they were already inside the forest, and the thick tops of the trees covered them, preventing the dragon from seeing them. Lasgol did not like this—it had been a close call. Nilsa appeared within the thicket.

“Come with me,” she offered her hand to the Healer, who took it gratefully. They went into the forest, following Camu and the others.

Lasgol stayed where he was. He nocked an arrow in his bow: an Elemental Air Arrow. He looked at the veteran dragon from the edge of the forest. It seemed to have lost the trail and was still a hundred paces away, trying to feel the magic. This alerted Lasgol; he would not be able to use his magical skills or the dragon would detect him, but he could use his non-magical skill as an archer. He saw the young dragon flying over their heads.

He raised the bow and calculated where to release to avoid the branches above his head, then the arc he wanted the shot to follow. He took a deep breath, and once he had it all calculated, he released before the dragon passed again and discovered him. The arrow flew high and traced a long arch to fall on the western side of the forest. There was a burst like that of a storm with the sound of thunder, followed by a discharge like lightning. Both dragons saw the point of impact and headed to it like hungry lions drawn to fresh meat. Lasgol ran off to the east, where they were heading. He reached the group, which was waiting for him.

“We have to get out through the east, quickly,” Lasgol told them.

The group came out of the forest on that side while the two dragons searched the opposite one. A short while later they were lost in the night, headed to the coast.


Chapter 7

The sun was shining timidly through the clouds of a covered sky and marked the road Lasgol and his friends had to follow.  They were moving toward the east coast along a secondary road with very little traffic that crossed two large forests. They walked fast, seeking to put as much distance as possible between the two dragons they had found guarding the eastern Pearl and themselves. Being a narrow road and having forest on both sides, they were fairly protected, which gave them some peace of mind after the tense encounter and the night escape.

“Are you doing okay?” Nilsa asked Edwina. They had put her on Camu’s back so she would not get too tired.

“I’m doing wonderfully,” Edwina smiled at her. “Camu is the best ride I’ve ever had.”

No true. You from Rogdon, there horses much beautiful.

“That’s right, the Order of the Healers of Tirsar has its Temple on the west coast of Rogdon, land of Lancers and magnificent horses, but they all pale compared to your charm, Camu.”

I much flattered but not believe all.

“You should, Healers rarely lie.” Edwina smiled from her perch and stroked his back.

Then I believe. I much of charm. Handsome too.

Edwina laughed and Nilsa, who was walking beside them, let out a guffaw.

“Camu, you have no idea how much you gladden my existence,” the redhead told him, happy.

I be so. Much good of everything.

“That bug is the vainest creature ever,” Viggo said with a wave of disbelief,

“Excuse me?” Gerd replied. “Vainer than the best Assassin in Tremia?” he asked in a tone of great irony.

“In my case, it’s all true. It’s not that I believe it, I am.”

“Ufff…” Gerd sighed and shook his head.

“You’re not the best Assassin in Tremia. There are thousands of Assassins scattered across the whole continent. You’d have to defeat them all to proclaim such a thing,” Nilsa rebuked.

“Let them come. You’ll see how they all fall, one after the other,” Viggo waved his arms as if he were brandishing his lethal knives and cutting his enemies into little pieces.

Nilsa rolled her eyes

“You are really vain, the most. In that you do beat anyone else.”

“You confuse believing with being.” Viggo would not come down from his mountain of glory.

Lasgol came back running. He had gone to scout the surroundings just in case.

“It looks clear for about a league more.”

“Great. The fewer complications on the road, the better,” Nilsa rejoiced.

“Where are the kitty and the wild pup?” Vigo asked, noticing they were not around.

“Argi is watching the left flank, about two hundred paces into the forest,” Gerd said, pointing in that direction.

“Ona is watching the right flank, also two hundred paces into the forest,” Lasgol said as he also pointed.

“Oh, good, I feel more at ease with those two watching.” Viggo made a face that he was not relieved at all.

“And I’m going to lag behind and watch the rear, better to be cautious. This is a war zone, we need to take every precaution,” Gerd said.

“Fine, I’ll go back to the front,” Lasgol agreed.

“I’ll protect the damsels and the bug,” Viggo said.

“This damsel is a Ranger Specialist who can put an arrow between your eyes from three hundred paces away and doesn’t need protection,” Nilsa told him with an angry glare. “Or did the ice of the glacier freeze part of the little head you have and you don’t remember?”

Be Higher Drakonian. Not need protection of anybody, Camu messaged to him as he lifted his head and stretched his tail.

Edwina cleared her throat.

“I’d like protection… I only have healing magic, and if it comes to fighting, although I was trained, I remember very little. Besides, I’m no spring chicken. I grant you the honor,” she told Viggo to lighten the atmosphere.

“Great, then I’ll protect the Healer. You two can fend for yourselves as you wish, just don’t come afterwards asking for help.”

I be very, very worried.

Lasgol and Gerd left at a run.

The group kept going along the road. As the sun seemed to make its way through the clouds, the mood improved and the conversation became lighter and pleasant. Viggo even told a couple of his jokes with his dark, acid humor which made Nilsa and Edwina laugh. Camu did not find them so funny, but he smiled. The long journey that awaited them to the coast might bring complications, but for the time being everything was going well and they were enjoying their travels.

“I’m glad to be back on an adventure and seeing some of the world,” said Nilsa, looking around at forests and the sky.

“You’ve spent too much time inside the Mountains of Blood, it’s natural that breathing the air of another region and walking freely in it cheers your heart,” Edwina said.

I like adventure. Fun.

Yeah… nothing like enjoying a little fresh air and clear landscapes,” Nilsa nodded, stretching her arms with a smile on her freckled face.

Suddenly, Gerd came at a run.

“Dragon! Take cover!” he cried in alarm at the top of his voice.

They all turned, and what they saw made their skin crawl.

Behind their friend, flying about a thousand and eight hundred feet high, the red dragon with blue streaks from the eastern Pearl appeared.

“It’s followed us!” Nilsa cried, eyes popping from the surprise.

Everyone, watch out!

At once, Camu called on his Extended Invisibility Camouflage skill, although the dragon had already seen them.

Edwina got off Camu and crouched beside her companions.

Did you believe you were going to fool me? Nobody fools me, least of all                 some pathetic humans! They received the mental message of the dragon with strength and fury.

He see us before, can attack minds, Camu warned.

Gerd reached them and vanished when he entered the area of covered by Camu’s skill.

This time your invisibility tricks will not deceive me. I have seen you, and I know you are down there. I am going to kill you all, it messaged and roared with satisfaction.

“It’s going to attack us!” Nilsa cried.

“Get your bows ready with Elemental Arrows,” Gerd said.

“I told you it was better to kill them in the first place,” said Viggo. “Now we don’t have the advantage of surprise, it does. You never heed me, and I’m always right.”

The dragon roared and came down to incinerate them with its fiery breath.

Not move, I use Anti-Magic Dome skill.

I’ll use my ‘arrow in the eye of the flying lizard’ skill,” Viggo said.

The dragon came down, skimming the surface, and launched its breath of fire against the group’s position as they stood still.

“Calculate the hit well,” Nilsa recommended as she watched the fire coming toward them but being denied by Camu’s dome.

Three Elemental Arrows left their bows: one from Nilsa’s, another from Gerd’s, and the last one from Viggo’s. The three sought to reach the dragon’s eyes as it attacked. The dragons’ elemental breath did not reach beyond two hundred paces, this being the usual limit of their magic. But the arrows of the Rangers could reach three hundred paces without any trouble. Nilsa, who was an excellent archer, especially when it came to long range, hit the target and her arrow struck the dragon in the right eye. There was an explosion of fire that burnt part of the eye.

The dragon roared in pain and its breath of fire faltered. Before it could launch it again, Gerd’s and Viggo’s arrows hit its head. They did not manage to reach the eyes; Gerd’s was off by very little, and it exploded above the left eye. It was an Earth Arrow, and when it burst with a thundering sound it created a cloud of blinding, stunning substances over the area of impact. Viggo’s reached the dragon between the eyes, but a bit higher than he had aimed at. The explosion of his Air Arrow thundered loud and discharged a bolt of lightning over the winged beast’s forehead. The two attacks annoyed the dragon. It shook its head and roared in rage. It passed over them and rose, following the road.

Lasgol be ahead, Camu messaged, concerned the dragon would see him.

“Don’t worry, the weirdo knows how to handle himself,” Viggo reassured him.

“That dragon is going to make another pass, get ready,” Gerd warned them as he followed the flight of the dragon with his gaze.

“It’s swerving,” Nilsa warned.

The dragon turned and faced them from the road ahead. It could not see them but it did not need to, it knew where they were. It came down three hundred paces and opened its mouth to prepare its elemental breath, roaring before launching its fire.

Nilsa did not miss the chance and released from that distance, aware the dragon could not yet launch its incinerating attack. Nilsa’s arrow went straight into the dragon’s maw and burst in flames. A roar of pain told them it had felt it. The mouth and maw of the dragon were not protected by scales. But the dragon was not going to let that stop it from attacking, and at two hundred paces it launched its fiery breath. In response, Gerd and Viggo released at the head as the dragon reached them. They were complicated shots, but not for Rangers, and least of all for experts like them. The two arrows hit their target. Gerd’s struck the dragon’s left eye with an Air Arrow, which thundered and discharged a bolt of lightning in the eye, wounding it. Viggo’s was of Earth, and this time his arrow landed right between the dragon’s eyes. When it burst, the cloud of dust, earth, and noxious substances reached both eyes, preventing the dragon from seeing anything.

The breath of fire stopped and was replaced by roars of rage.

Blasted worms, I will rip out your guts for this and eat them, savoring the victory that is rightfully mine because I am superior to you, disgusting vermin! the dragon messaged, filled with fury, while it finished its pass and started to swerve to attack again.

At that moment, Lasgol and Ona appeared from the right side of the forest. They did not come out from under cover but stayed hidden. On the other side of the road, they saw Argi.

“Argi, no! hide in the forest!” Gerd shouted.

The giant wolf obediently withdrew a few paces into the trees.

You did not fool me before, and you will not now! the dragon roared and flew down from the sky, straight to where they were in the middle of the road.

Lasgol knew it was coming down to charge them. He raised his golden bow and aimed, gathering his inner energy and calling upon his True Shot skill. He did not want to use a second skill for risk of failing. His magic was so unstable with some skills, and he had also noticed it happened without an identifiable reason. Sometimes they worked well and at other times not. When they did not work, it was best not to use them. This seemed to happen for short spells. Unfortunately, he was in the latter. He sent energy to the golden bow and it replied with a powerful flash. Lasgol released and the arrow of fire went straight to the dragon’s right eye as it swooped down, its claws extended before it.

Come with claws! Camu warned.

“Release and move away,” Gerd cried.

Nilsa, Viggo, and Gerd released a moment before the dragon, which was coming down at great speed to destroy them with its claws. The three arrows hit the forehead and eyes of the dragon with explosions of fire, earth, and air. One more arrow, Lasgol’s, plunged straight into the dragon’s right eye while it burst with its load of fire.

The dragon roared with pain and fury, but despite the pain it suffered it did not stray from its direction of attack, and it came to strike with its claws before it, applying all the weight and inertia of its tremendous body, knowing it would reach the group.

Nilsa threw herself to one side an instant before impact. She was not the most skilled of the Rangers regarding agility and balance. Besides, the long time healing in the Desher Tumaini’s pond had left her muscles very weak. She was not at her best by a long shot.

Gerd grabbed Edwina and lunged toward the forest where Argi was hiding. He took the Healer with him with a strong pull that made her feet leave the ground. He had no consideration as he lifted her in the air.

Viggo waited calmly until the last instant, calculating the point of impact and the blow’s area of effect. He did not fear danger, whether it was an enormous dragon or an enemy army. He fully trusted his prodigious Assassin skills.

Unfortunately, Camu did not have Viggo’s agility or speed. Foreseeing what was going to happen, he threw himself to the side where Lasgol and Ona were, trying to get away from the area of impact.

And the great red dragon struck with its claws, landing with tremendous force.

Nilsa paid for her lack of strength from that attack. Prolonged inactivity was going to take its toll. She was unable to leap far enough to avoid being run over by the dragon’s body. She felt a tremendous impact on her side and was thrown away like a rag doll. She flew ten paces and crashed on one side of the road, fainting from the blow.

The dragon’s wing hit Gerd, but he managed to prevent Edwina from being hit. He was thrown away and rolled from the fall. Edwina fell to the ground and lay there. Argi came out of the forest, running to Gerd.

“Help… her,” Gerd told him, pointing at Edwina.

Argi obeyed at once. The giant wolf took the Healer’s neck gently in his teeth and dragged her inside the forest to safety.

Viggo stepped aside with amazing speed and agility, and the confidence that it was impossible for him not to dodge a flying animal such as this. The dragon did not even brush him. It passed him by, raising a cloud of dust, earth, stones, and dirt from the road. Viggo shook it off nonchalantly.

Camu did not manage to fully dodge the attack. The dragon’s claws caught him in the rear, and he rolled over himself like a top from the tremendous impact. He felt a terrible, sharp pain in his hind legs and thought he might have broken them, and perhaps something else. He rolled over himself again and again while the dragon dug through the middle of the road, raising it and sending parts of it in every direction while leaving a deep groove at its passing. It stopped after a hundred paces with its claws plunged deep into the ground.

“Camu!” Lasgol cried.

Camu finished rolling and was left lying near Lasgol’s and Ona’s position. From the impact and the pain, he had lost the two skills he had been maintaining. Now they no longer had invisibility or protection against the dragon’s magic.

I injured… no protection, he messaged in warning.


Chapter 8

“Don’t worry, bug. I’m here to deal with that winged lizard,” said Viggo as he ran like lightning toward the dragon. The great winged beast was trying to stop completely, but the enormous inertia of the attack prevented it from doing so abruptly. It dug its claws even further into the ground of the road.

Lasgol saw Nilsa, unconscious, a few paces away and ran to her while he released at the dragon’s head to distract it. The arrow was an Elemental of Earth. It hit the back of its head with a loud sound, creating a small cloud of blinding, stunning substances. He had sent energy to the golden bow so the arrow plunged halfway up the shaft after exploding. The dragon felt it, because it roared forcibly, a roar that was a mixture of rage and pain.

“Ona, help Viggo,” Lasgol said and pointed at the Assassin.

The panther was waiting for the attack order and ran to the dragon with the speed and agility of a great cat.

Lasgol slung the bow onto his back and sought Nilsa’s, finding her weapon a few paces away. Luckily, it was not broken. He slung it onto his back as well and went to his friend. He grabbed her by the armpits and half-dragged her to the safety of the forest.

The dragon managed to stop. From the long brake it had been forced to make, Lasgol thought it had not calculated very well the force it was nosediving with. Or perhaps it had and did not care about the long groove it had left in the road and braking too late; it was most likely the latter. It had attacked, diving furiously and with all the strength it possessed.

Viggo was approaching the dragon from behind at a run. He ran as if carried by a strong gust of air. He reached the beastly creature, dodged its long tail before it could turn and attack him, and leapt onto its back. The dragon was enormous and its strength was colossal, but it was not agile. It was very difficult to move that huge body. Viggo seized this advantage and began to climb up its back with his knives in his hands. He was as fast as lightning, and the dragon did not even seem to notice he was climbing up its body, the Assassin was so light and nimble. He appeared to walk on the dragon’s back with barely any pressure from his feet on the red scales.

Gerd saw what Viggo was trying to do and ran to help him. He released at the dragon’s head as it turned to look at the destruction it had left at its back with its powerful attack. Gerd’s Elemental Air Arrow hit it in the mouth and released a charge that forced the dragon to shut its mouth and look the other way. The distraction helped Viggo reach halfway up its back.

Lasgol also saw what was going on out of the corner of his eye. Knowing they were going to need Nilsa to fight against the dragon, he tried to wake her. He shook her hard, but the redhead did not react. Lasgol fetched the waterskin out of his satchel and poured it on her face. There was no time, he had to get back to the fight. Nilsa started to cough and opened her eyes.

“Release from cover,” Lasgol told her, and he ran off toward the dragon in the middle of the road.

The fearsome creature began to turn. Gerd released again at the dragon’s head with a Water Arrow, which upon exploding partly froze one of the dragon’s eyes. The shot had barely missed the eye; it had gone a tad to the side when the dragon moved its head at the last moment. It did not like this and roared in rage, glaring at Gerd, intending to finish him.

I will kill you all! it messaged and opened its mouth to throw its breath of fire against the big guy.

At that moment, Lasgol’s arrow, guided by his True Shot skill and with the added power of the Golden Magic, hit the dragon in the left eye, the one that was already injured, and finished maiming it. It would not see anything else out of that eye.

The dragon roared in pain and shook its head.

Viggo climbed up to the dragon’s neck. Now began the most difficult part. If the dragon realized he was climbing up its neck, it would throw him off by shaking it. He had to reach the head without the dragon noticing, which was complicated. But he had help. Ona appeared beside him and gave a tremendous leap from the back, landing on the dragon’s head and holding on with claws and teeth.

The dragon roared again, this time filled with rage, and it shook its head from side to side to get rid of the snow panther. Viggo seized the moment to keep climbing up the dragon’s neck, crawling like a snake. But something went wrong. All of a sudden, his right arm failed him. It was as if it had gone stiff and he could not use it.

“Blazes! Not now!” he muttered under his breath as he slid down the dragon’s neck and back, unable to grab a handhold.

The dragon shook its head and neck from side to side and managed to get rid of Ona, throwing her to one side. The courageous panther landed on her four legs, although she had been thrown off in a bad posture. Luckily, she was a cat, and falling on her four legs was second nature to her. She ran to one side the moment she saw that the dragon was opening its mouth to use its fiery breath. The gush of flames sought to incinerate Ona but did not reach her—she was too agile, her reflexes like lightning. She ran away from the flames in large bounds, and the dragon did not manage to scorch her.

Viggo had to sheath his knives and grab the lower part of the monster’s neck as best he could. He realized it was not only his right arm that was failing him, his left leg too. He could not believe his bad luck; it had happened before, but he always pretended and told his friends that everything was fine. Gerd had realized, but Viggo always denied it. The truth was that now and then, one limb or another, or more than one, went stiff, and he could not do anything with it. He had no doubt it was because of the time he had spent frozen inside the glacier, and it was a most nefarious and unsuitable annoyance. He held on with one arm and leg, trying not to fall off.

Gerd and Lasgol knew they could not stay still or else they would be an easy prey for the dragon, so they ran, one along each side of the monster, trying to present moving targets on opposite sides of the dragon to confuse it. Gerd veered to the left while he released again at the red-scaled beast’s eyes with another Earth Arrow. He wanted to annoy it as much as possible and prevent it from using its magic against them, whether elemental or mental. As long as they did not give it rest, they had a chance. The key was not to let it think. The dragon’s fiery breath failed because of the shot, and Gerd saw it did not reach him. He sighed in relief as he kept running and nocked another arrow in his bow.

Lasgol veered to the right. The dragon saw him and decided to attack him instead of Gerd. A moment later, while Gerd was still nocking an arrow, Lasgol saw the dragon’s fiery breath brush his shoulder. He hurried, avoiding it, and released with his golden bow. This time he used his Powerful Shot skill with an Air Arrow. He was close and would not miss. The bow flashed gold and the arrow flew straight to the middle of the dragon’s forehead. There was an elemental flash that released several charges affecting both eyes. Then the arrow plunged deep. He was using special Norghanian-steel arrows to affect the dragon not only with the elemental explosion but to penetrate deep without breaking. Wooden arrows with an elemental load broke in the explosion, and Lasgol needed the arrow to stay whole, since the golden bow allowed him to penetrate the dragon’s scales.

The dragon felt the shot, because it interrupted its attack with its igneous breath. They had started using the new arrows for the express purpose of blinding the dragons and attacking their open mouths. These arrows caused a lot more damage than the wooden ones, but they were a lot more difficult to use—they weighed more and veered wider. The Rangers were now all training with these arrows to master their deviation in course. Nilsa still had not had time to get used to this new ammunition, so she still used the traditional wooden arrows of the Rangers. Lasgol had no doubt that, being such a great archer, it would not take her long to get used to the steel arrows. On the other hand, these arrows worked very well at short ranges, the less distance the better. At long range they deviated a lot and their reach was much less than a light wooden arrow’s. They did not work for the long-range archers with long bows or for the famed sniper archers.

Stay still, bloody humans! the dragon messaged them in frustration and rage.

Gerd and Lasgol knew they had to do just the opposite, keep running in circles and releasing at the dragon’s head. They both did so as they each nocked another arrow and ran as fast as they could.

The dragon suddenly jumped for Gerd, beating its wings and with a strong push from its hind legs. Viggo, who was still hanging from the monster’s neck, nearly fell backward, but he managed to keep his hold somehow and not fall. His good arm and leg were holding on like a clamp on its prey. Viggo even bit the dragon’s crest with his teeth to hold onto something else and not fall to the ground, as if he were Ona.

Gerd threw himself on the ground and rolled over his head to avoid being crushed. The dragon turned to him and made to split him in two with a bite. At that instant, Argi leaped with all his strength and bit the dragon in the neck, halfway up. The force of his jump made the dragon’s bite miss, and Gerd rolled over himself several times to get out of reach of the monster’s teeth.

Viggo was left hanging from the lower part of the neck, with Argi slightly higher. The dragon lifted its head, furious, and roared. An arrow struck the inside of its mouth and burst with water, which froze at once, surprising it. Nilsa had released the arrow; she had recovered and was releasing from the edge of the forest. The dragon tried to create its fiery breath but was unable to. The ice in its throat and mouth prevented it. It shook its head hard, trying to spit out the block of ice that had formed inside.

Ona took a tremendous leap to the dragon’s neck with the strength of her hind legs and joined Argi and Viggo. The three were now hanging from the monster’s neck with teeth and claws. Viggo was still biting the dragon’s crest with desperation.

Gerd and Lasgol ran to the back of the dragon in a circular route to stay away from its reach and be able to release again, one on the left and the other on the right of the monster, which was now mad with rage for having Viggo, Ona, and Argi clamped on to its neck. From her covered position, Nilsa released again, and she did it at the right claw of the dragon, which was trying to reach Argi. The Elemental Water Arrow burst, and for a moment the explosion of ice froze the dragon’s claw close to its body. With a roar of rage, it managed to get it free with a strong pull.

Gerd realized that the dragon was going to kill Argi with a swipe of its claw. The      huge wolf was hanging from the upper part of the monster’s neck and was not letting go. Once he bit down, Argi never let go of his prey for anything, unless Gerd asked him to.

“Argi! Let go! Now!” he shouted at him.

The great white wolf did so at once, and when he opened his teeth he fell to the ground. The dragon’s right claw brushed his head.

Gerd released at the right eye with a steel Elemental Earth Arrow. He did not make a bull’s eye because the angle was complicated, but the explosion of smoke and earth was enough distraction for Argi to get to the safety of the forest.

Ona! Escape, now! Lasgol sent the good snow panther, guessing she would be the dragon’s next target.

Ona let go and dropped to the ground.

In order to protect her, Lasgol released another steel Earth Arrow and hit the dragon’s right eye with the help of his True Shot skill. The eye, already very injured, was rendered practically useless between the explosion of blinding substances and the steel arrow pushed by the bow’s magic, penetrating the eye to the fletching.

The dragon roared with great force and beat its wings. It was filled with wrath. Both of its eyes had been destroyed. Lasgol did not think it could see much, and if it did that would soon stop.

Blasted, treacherous vermin! I might not be able to see well, but that will not stop me from destroying you, because I have already seen you!

Lasgol knew the dragon was planning something, but he had no time to reason what it might be. Just then, a mental blow reached him with such force that he thought his head had burst. A piercing pain penetrated his mind, like the sum of a hundred intense migraines. His mind could not think from the pain and his body could not move at all. Lasgol fell to his knees, dropping his golden bow and putting his hands to his head. The tremendous, intense pain was killing him.

You are all going to die a very painful death!

Gerd fell to his knees an instant later, his hands to his head and grunting with pain. The dragon was attacking him like it had Lasgol, and he could not bear the terrible pain. He made a tremendous effort to try and stand, but he could not and fell back onto his knees with a look of intense suffering.

Ona and Argi ran to Lasgol’s and Gerd’s sides to protect them. The dragon saw them and attacked them mentally; it had no mercy. Ona gave a great leap in the air when she received the mental attack and was left lying in the ground, moaning. Argi jumped to one side and howled in pain, lying on his side with his tongue out.

Nilsa prepared to release from her hideout among the bushes. The dragon could not see her there, at least her body, and least of all with both eyes practically useless. She aimed at the dragon’s mouth. She was going to release when she received the mental attack too. She felt it as if she had been struck in the forehead with a steel shield. The pain was excruciating. Her bow dropped to the ground, she put her hands to her head, and grunted with pain. She could not think or act, she only felt this sharp pain that did not let her do anything. She fell to the ground, thinking that this was going to kill her presently.

Edwina crouched in fear. She was not taking part in the fight, watching from her hiding place. Perhaps the dragon had not located her among the trees, but she was wrong. She received the mental attack like the others, and an instant later she fell to the ground, filled with anguish for her comrades and flooding pain. Because of it she was unable to use her healing magic to counter the agony. In order to use her magic she needed to concentrate, and with that tremendous pain it was impossible. She could not even think.

What do you think now, you insignificant worms? You may beg for your lives, but I will not let you live. I am going to make sure you suffer a slow, agonizing death!

They all felt the pain increase in their minds, insufferable, sharp, and deadly. It was going to kill them slowly and make them suffer until the last moment. A horrible death awaited them.

Yet, one of them was not suffering from a mental attack. Viggo was still holding to the back of the end of the dragon’s neck, as if he were going to ride it. He was witnessing what was going on while he shook his right arm. He finally regained feeling; the stiffness vanished and his arm responded again. A moment later, his left leg also recovered. Viggo sighed under his breath, very relieved. He was back to normal. He leaned on his arm and could tell it was working once more. He immediately unsheathed one of his knives. An instant later, he was standing on the dragon’s back.

He looked toward the nape of the dragon. He leaned on his left leg and felt it in working order. He smiled. It was time to take action, to kill flying lizards with murderous minds. He drew his other knife and got ready. He leaped and reached halfway up the dragon’s neck. Barely leaning and with a flourish of his incredible acrobat’s gift, he linked the leap with a second one and reached the dragon’s head.

What is this? There is still another stinking worm?

“One that’s going to take your eyes out,” Viggo replied, and sitting on the head and holding fast with his legs, he began to plunge in his knives, one in each eye, again and again as if possessed.

The dragon roared in pain and shook its head furiously.

Lasgol suddenly felt the horrible agony lessen. The terrible pain was still there, but now it was less intense and he could think again. He saw what Viggo was doing and understood it was the reason. He picked up his bow and nocked an arrow as he went toward the dragon.

Viggo had stabbed both eyes without mercy in an instant. The dragon lowered its head to be able to strike Viggo with its claws.

“No way, lizard!” he said and threw himself headlong, rolling on the ground.

The dragon, now blind, did not reach Viggo with its two claws, but continued clawing at its head and sides. Viggo had already put some distance between himself and the dragon and was safely watching its empty efforts.

I am going to kill you! the dragon messaged, beside itself with rage, roaring with its mouth wide open, almost unhinged.

Lasgol stood in front of it and gathered a large amount of his energy. He called upon his Powerful Shot and Multiple Shot skills. There was the green flash, followed by the golden glow, and three arrows went into the dragon’s mouth with tremendous force and in an upward direction. They reached its brain.

The dragon began to roll over itself, roaring madly with pain and fury.

Viggo motioned for Lasgol to finish the kill.

Lasgol nodded. He waited for the dragon to face him for a moment and repeated the combined shot. The three arrows went in through the mouth and into the brain. The dragon took two more steps sideways and then fell dead on one side.


Chapter 9

Lasgol dropped to his knees. He was exhausted from the fight, and his head still hurt terribly from the dragon’s mental attacks.

Viggo went over to the dragon and stabbed it four more times to make sure it was dead.

“Ugly little lizard, this has been fun,” he said and started cleaning his knives of the dragon’s blood.

Lasgol sighed deeply. It had been anything but fun—they had all almost died—it had been too risky a fight.

Nilsa and Gerd started getting up. Their heads hurt and they could barely keep their balance.

“It’ll pass quickly,” said Lasgol, seeing the suffering on their faces.

“Are you sure…?” Nilsa wrinkled her nose and frowned.

Lasgol nodded.

“The evil magic will vanish in no time,” he said, pointing at the dead dragon.

“Once the Mage is dead, so is the magic,” Viggo said.

Ona and Argi were the first to feel free of the evil magic. They ran around the group joyfully and began to bounce around.

“Yeah, my head no longer hurts,” said Nilsa with a look of surprise. “The suffering’s gone completely.”

“Yeah, my head’s clear now,” Gerd said, relieved.

“Wonderful, everything fixed.” Viggo sheathed his knives.

“Let’s go and check on the others,” Lasgol said, standing and heading to where Camu was.

Ona and Argi ran to Camu’s side. He was still lying on the ground not moving. That was not a good sign.

A moment later, the others arrived. Edwina came out of the forest and headed toward them.

“Are you all right?” Nilsa asked, concerned.

“Yes, don’t worry. The attack on my mind incapacitated me, but now I’m recovered. Who needs help?”

“Camu,” Lasgol said as he knelt by the creature’s head, stroking him lovingly.

Ona and Argi both moaned. They had both lain down beside Camu’s head after licking his face and head and seeing that he was not reacting.

“Let me check him out,” Edwina said.

The group moved back to let the Healer work her magic. They sat around watching for a long moment. Edwina examined Camu very carefully. She placed both hands on the rear of the creature’s body and was sending healing energy to find and evaluate the seriousness of the injuries he had sustained.

“How’s Camu?” Lasgol asked Edwina. He could not hide his worry, it showed all over his face.

“Give me a moment…” the Healer said without opening her eyes or breaking her concentration.

They all watched, restless. Ona’s and Argi’s eyes were filled with concern.

Gerd was tending to the lacerations on his leg. They were not worrying. The blows on his back would leave bruises, but they were nothing serious. Nilsa also had cuts and blows, but she knew Edwina would look after them once she finished with Camu, so she was not worried. Besides, they were not serious. A Ranger suffered infinite cuts, bruises, and wounds of all kinds throughout their career in the Norghanian elite corps. So it was, and so one had to accept it.

Viggo had lain down on the ground and was resting with his eyes closed. He seemed to be taking a nap, but his friends knew he was alert. He was like a black cat; he could have his eyes closes and be half-asleep and even so be alert. At the least strange noise or activity, he would open his eyes and jump up with his knives in his hands.

“Now that I think about it… why didn’t the dragon attack your mind?” Nilsa asked Viggo, sounding very surprised.

“True. Your mind wasn’t attacked, that’s most strange. It attacked us all, except you. Couldn’t it find your mental aura?” Gerd asked him, raising his eyebrows.

Viggo half-rose and looked at Nilsa and Gerd. Then he shrugged.

“I’m special, untraceable,” he boasted, smiling.

“Sure, that’s what you’d like us to think,” Gerd replied, wagging his index finger.

“It might be because you don’t have a mind,” Nilsa made a comical face.

“Yeah, that might be it,” Gerd agreed, nodding hard.

“Very funny, but you both know perfectly well that I do have a mind. Therefore it has to be because I’m special, as I said, and that’s why dragons don’t detect me.”

“I don’t think so, I can see your aura,” Lasgol told him. “And if I can, the dragon can as well. Even better, since its magic is a lot more powerful than mine.”

“Well, that’s nice, just my luck.” Viggo raised his arms in the air.

“Then why didn’t it detect Viggo?” Gerd asked. “I don’t understand.”

Lasgol thought for a moment.

“I can only think that Viggo was right beside the dragon’s head. Perhaps the dragon’s own aura covered Viggo’s.”

“That makes sense. That dragon’s mental aura had to be enormous, and of course this one’s being so tiny…” Nilsa said, jabbing her finger at Viggo.

“Ha! She’s funny, the redhead.”

“I think you’re right…” Lasgol agreed.

“Yeah, that might be, it has a certain logic to it,” Gerd agreed too.

“It would appear that the flying lizards’ mental trackers have a blind spot. That’s good to know,” said Viggo.

“I’d like to know how close you have to be to them before they can’t use their mental attacks,” Gerd commented.

“I would assume very close. Too close most likely,” Lasgol said ruefully, making a gesture that meant he doubted it might help.

“Well, I’ll find out next time. We need to find out in order to exploit it,” Viggo volunteered.

“I’m not so sure that’s a good idea,” Gerd replied. “You’re getting slower and slower at reaching the dragon’s head. Today it took you a real eternity,”

“I was as fast as I could be given the circumstances. That dragon wouldn’t stand still. You’re supposed to distract it so it doesn’t shake like an earthquake.”

“And that’s just what we did, or did not you see Lasgol and me risking our lives running around the monster?”

“Well, rather than running you were limping around with that iron hip of yours.”

“Says the Assassin who takes a day and a half to reach the head of his victim. If it hadn’t been for Ona and Argi, you wouldn’t have made it at all.”

“The pussycat and the howling puppy did very well today, I have to admit that.”

Ona looked at Viggo and growled. Argi howled at him.

“I love you too,” Viggo said, blowing kisses at them.

“You know they don’t like being called anything but their names. I don’t know why you insist on demeaning nicknames,” Nilsa said reproachfully.

“Because it’s fun?”

“Yeah, hilarious,” Nilsa said with a look that said he was hopeless.

“There’s something wrong with you, and you’d better tell us before you get killed or get one of us killed,” Gerd said accusingly, pointing his finger at him.

Viggo sighed with a grimace.

“Nothing’s wrong with me. How many times do I have to tell you? Didn’t we kill the dragon? Well, there you are. Look, another notch in my dragon hunting belt.” Viggo showed him his Assassin Ranger’s belt.

“It was very close to being a disaster,” Lasgol said in a serious tone of concern. “We were very close to not making it, and we would’ve all died.”

“Speak for yourself. I have no intention of dying, least of all of being eaten by a dragon. My flesh is exquisite, only suitable for a god’s palate.”

“Don’t be silly,” Nilsa chided him, “and take things more seriously, we nearly died.”

“I do, but I believe you’re exaggerating. It was only a little worse than other times. That’s because it surprised us and not the other way around, as is the norm in our victories. It has nothing to do with my exceptional performance. Let me remind you that, once again, I’ve saved the day.”

“He is right about that,” Gerd admitted.

“Yeah, it took us by surprise and from behind,” Nilsa said.

“It was a veteran dragon and very clever. It was not fooled at the Pearl, and it found us to surprise us,” Lasgol nodded. “If we meet more dragons like that, we’d better take extreme precautions or we won’t survive the next encounter.”

“I totally agree,” Nilsa said.

“Yeah, we must be careful with veteran dragons,” Gerd nodded.

Lasgol looked toward the dead dragon in the middle of the road. They would not be able to move it, it must weigh a ton. They would have to follow a road soon or they would be found out. That corpse was too large to not draw attention. They needed Edwina to perform one of her healing miracles. All of a sudden, he felt a flash at the back of his head and an image formed, coming to the foreground. It was Edwina. She was healing him from some poison. And it was then that he remembered that Edwina had saved his life at the Camp when he was training to be a Ranger.

“I’ve remembered… something new…” he told his friends, scratching his head.

“Wow, that’s really good news.” Nilsa cheered up, and her aching face grew bright.

“Edwina saved me from dying… at the Camp…”

“Not entirely true. The truth is that you died, and came back,” Viggo told him.

“Did I?” Lasgol did not remember it that way.

“You were gone for an instant, but you came back,” Gerd said.

“Edwina brought you back,” Nilsa added.

Lasgol nodded; he remembered the scene at the Camp’s infirmary. Although, of course, he did not remember having been gone… only coming back. The fact that he remembered that scene was a remarkable achievement.

“I remember… it’s  great.”

Viggo raised his arms in the air.

“See here, there are about a million things you still have to remember! It’s going to take you a thousand years. Or two thousand.”

“Don’t be a pain. He’ll surely remember many things all at once as soon as he’s a little better,” Nilsa said.

“Yeah, sure, and that will be in a thousand years or more.”

“Shhhhhh,” Edwina said without opening her eyes or looking at them.

They were all quiet at once, and they sat to wait for her to finish the healing process.

Edwina worked thoroughly, applying all the healing knowledge she now treasured after a life of study and practice.

Seeing that the Healer took her time, Lasgol addressed his friends.

“We must hide the dead dragon. It draws too much attention, from land and from the sky.”

“Well, unless you have some new skill of invisibility you’ve developed lately, that’s a negative. That winged lizard weighs as much as a castle,” said Viggo.

“I don’t have such a skill,”

“We could camouflage it,” Gerd suggested. “We’re surrounded by forest. We’ll cut branches and brush and cover it.”

“Excellent idea.” Nilsa smiled at him and patted her giant friend’s back.

“I was going to suggest cutting it up… but this’ll be faster, yeah, and less messy,” Viggo commented. “Although I want to try a grilled dragon’s leg, it must be good. Now that I think of it, with all the meat they have, we ought to raise them like cattle and then eat them.”

“That’s crazy!” Nilsa chided.

“It’d be a real sweet deal.”

“Have you forgotten that to fatten one of these you’d need about a hundred cows?” Gerd told him, arching both eyebrows.

“Ooops, I see… bad business.”

“That’s right. Come on, cut those blasted branches,” Gerd told him.

They worked for a good while until the dragon was conveniently covered with thicket. The other dragons would not see it from the air. Someone from the road would, however, so they went to work setting a safety perimeter around it. They waited in hiding, alert while the Healer worked.

At nightfall, finally, with the moon high, Edwina took her hands away from Camu’s body.

“I did all I could…” she said and lay down on the ground beside Camu, exhausted. Ona and Argi, who had not moved from his side, ran off to let the others know.

Nilsa, Gerd, Viggo, and Lasgol came back at a run. They found Camu and the Healer both unconscious.

“That’s not good at all,” Viggo commented, shaking his head.

“They both fainted… no, not good,” Gerd said, looking at both sides of the road, worried.

“I don’t think we’ll be able to wake them up,” Nilsa commented, stroking Edwina’s face.

“Let’s let them rest. We’ll set up a watch and hope nothing happens tonight,” said Lasgol.

“Yeah, sure. Since everything always goes smoothly with us…” Viggo protested, raising his arms to the night sky.


Chapter 10

Dawn came, but the situation did not change. Both Camu and Edwina were still unconscious. They both seemed to be in a dream world, recovering their bodies, their minds, and their vital energy. Or so Lasgol hoped, as he stood beside them, looking at them with a worry that scratched his insides. Although there was still so much he did not remember, the little that he had recovered of his memory about both of them had sank very deep. Seeing them helpless and with danger lurking caused him great trouble—he did not want to lose them.

“They’ll soon wake up, and they’ll be all right,” Gerd said reassuringly as he put his hand on Lasgol’s shoulder for courage.

“I hope so…”

“You’ll see, Camu is very tough and Edwina’s power of healing and knowledge are exceptional.”

“Yeah, let’s hope.”

“You did well in sending Ona and Argi on patrol. They were both very sad here. They’re better off busy.”

“Yeah, and we also need to be alert.”

Viggo was moving about more than usual. He paced from one side to another; the waiting was not agreeing with him.

“They should wake up already, we need to get moving,” he muttered.

“Don’t be mean, they need to rest and recover,” Nilsa replied as she tended her bow and arrows sitting by the road.

“This happened because the bug’s too slow, and almost as clumsy as you. The dragons’ claw attacks always catch him.”

“We weren’t all born with the agility and reflexes of a black cat like you,” Nilsa retorted as she adjusted the bandage on her arm wound.

“He is somewhat right. He’s already been wounded several times by the dragons with this type of attack,” Gerd commented.

“Yeah, and the first ones, the lesser dragons created by the Immortal Dragon, weren’t so physically powerful. But these flying mammoths are huge and the blows are a lot stronger,” Viggo commented, hitting his right fist in the palm of his left hand, and the sound illustrated what he thought.

“We are at a disadvantage against the dragons on the ground,” Lasgol said. “Him more than any of us,” he said, looking at Camu.

“Well, I doubt we’ll spring wings any time soon,” Viggo said, annoyed.

They waited in silence for a while. Lasgol moved away from the group a little and decided to practice to relax in this moment of trouble. One of the things he had found was that practicing his skills relaxed him, even when he did not manage to activate them all. Even so, he felt a great inner peace when he managed to chain some of them successfully. He believed it was because this way he proved that his magic worked, despite everything. This gave him great hope. The day would come, he was sure of it, when he would recover all his skills and power completely, he only had to keep trying. Work and time would help him achieve his wish of being who he used to be, someday. Perhaps he would reach even farther and manage to excel, and thinking about it cheered him greatly.

He reminded himself he ought not to be so optimistic; things were not going so well as to blow his own trumpet. But hope and a desire to improve never left him, and he gave thanks for this. So, he breathed in deep through the nose, let the air out through the mouth, and, closing his eyes, he relaxed. He repeated this breathing exercise five times and then concentrated. He started going through his pre-combat skills. He did not manage all the skills in this series, but he knew which ones they were. His friends had told him, and they were also registered in Egil’s notebooks.

Camu and Gerd had explained to him that he had skills that allowed him to improve some of his senses. They had explained them to him. Camu knew them all. They were part of the pre-combat skills Lasgol used habitually, both to practice and to improve his magical skills. They had encouraged him to practice the list, since it might help him remember the lost skills and improve those he had recovered in the last few years. They could not have been more right.

He sighed and tried to stay optimistic. The fact that he did not remember all his skills did not mean he could not rediscover and recover them. That was his new plan of action: try to rediscover his lost skills. If he had been able to discover them once, the second time ought to be easier. Maybe not, but he was going to try, and he hoped it would be so. Besides, some of the skills he had remembered himself without knowing why. Not only that, in the time he had been away from the Snow Panthers he had developed some new ones which his friends had not known, from what they had told him. That gave him lots of hope. He knew there was something broken inside him—he felt a disconnection between his magic and his mind. His link had shattered. That was what the Immortal Dragon had broken. For some reason it had not managed to break it completely, and some of the bond remained. A thread that still linked mind and magic, and it was growing stronger every day.

He started with the exercises in the list, calling upon the skills one after the other. The thread was weak for now, but one day it would be strong again and his skills and magical power would return in all their splendor.

Suddenly, Ona came to them at a run.

“What is it, Ona?” Lasgol asked her, getting down on one knee so his head was level with the snow panther’s.

Ona chirped and then growled.

“We have company,” Lasgol warned the others.

“The other dragon?” Gerd asked, picking his bow and quiver.

Ona chirped twice and then moaned.

“No, it’s not a dragon. Soldiers?”

Ona chirped once and looked to the road west.

“Yeah, soldiers,”

“Well, if they’re coming from the west, they’re going to stumble upon the dragon and will sound the alarm,” said Nilsa.

“That’s not good for us,” Lasgol said, watching the road.

“We must prevent the dragons from discovering this,” Nilsa agreed. “For as long as we can.”

“No problem. We attack the soldiers and kill them, matter solved,” Viggo said nonchalantly.

“You don’t even know what soldiers they are,” Nilsa told him.

“So what? Soldiers are soldiers. If they’re not Norghanian, what do we care?”

“Life has to be very simple for you, seeing everything that way,” Nilsa said, shaking her head.

Lasgol heaved a deep sigh.

“We shouldn’t confront soldiers. Whether they are from the city-states of the east or from Kraido…”

“There’s a noticeable difference,” Gerd commented thoughtfully.

“You think? Soldiers are soldiers, and they’ll both attack us when they see us. They’re at war, in case you haven’t noticed,” Viggo rebuked.

“They’re most likely from Kraido. The soldiers of the city-states did not use to leave their cities too much. Now they’ll do so even less, since there are dragons around,” said Gerd reasonably.

“So? If they’re from Kraido, they’re enemies, they’ll want to kill us,” Viggo said. “So my plan is still valid.”

“Not necessarily…” Gerd speculated under his breath.

“What do you mean?” Viggo looked at him blankly.

“Think of Daphne, Lily, and the others. They wouldn’t necessarily attack us.”

“Gerd is right. I think I know what he means,” Nilsa said.

“I don’t understand him at all.” Viggo waved his hands around as if everything they were saying lacked any sense.

“We don’t have any time to ponder,” said Lasgol. “We can hide Edwina in the forest. Camu I don’t think we should move, so let’s cover him up, quickly.”

“Alright,” Gerd replied.

Nilsa and Viggo nodded.

They all started to hide Edwina and Camu. Once they had him covered like the dragon, Lasgol bent around his partner several times.

“What on earth are you doing?” Viggo asked him.

“Protecting him. Nothing can happen to him.”

“Okay, but hurry up, they’re already coming.” Viggo pointed west.

Lasgol stood up and looked west. He saw the flash of the sun on the steel.

“Let’s go and hide.”

They took cover in the forest with their weapons ready. Lasgol and Viggo remained hidden in the forest with Ona. They had Edwina behind them among the thicket and Camu in front of them on the road. Nilsa, Gerd, and Argi hid on the opposite side.

A column of solders appeared on the road from the west. Lasgol counted as they appeared: two groups of twenty. They were not reinforcements but a convoy. They were escorting ten carts loaded with supplies and pulled by strong horses. The carts were driven by another twenty soldiers.

“Those are taking supplies somewhere,” Viggo whispered in Lasgol’s ear, who nodded.

“I guess their army won’t be too far off.”

“Who are they? They’re dressed all in black. They have style.”

Lasgol thought for a moment.

“From what our friends of the Igneous Squad have told us, the five dragon kings have divided the conquest of Tremia among them. Erre-Gor-Mau, the Red Dragon King, has the north of Tremia, which includes the Reborn Continent, the Kingdom of Norghana, and the Frozen Continent. Itx-Urd-Arr, the Blue Dragon King, has the west of Tremia, which includes the Kingdom of Rogdon, the Masig Tribes of the Steppes, as well as the Usiks of the Great Forests. Aiz-Zur-Tor, the White Dragon King, has the middle of the continent, which includes the kingdoms of Zangria, Erenal, and the central sea. Osc-Belz-Hil, the Black Dragon King, has the east, with the kingdoms of Irinel, Moontian, and the Confederation of the Five City-States of the east. Ram-Mar-Oia, the Brown Dragon King, has all the south of Tremia, the Nocean Empire.”

“How come you remember the names of the dragon kings and you don’t remember your best friends?” Viggo asked him with a look of disbelief.

Lasgol sighed.

“It’s the curse the Immortal Dragon inflicted upon me, and it’s the one I must suffer.”

“Well, don’t worry. You and I will once again be the best of friends, just like before.”

“We were?”

“Of course. Like identical twins.”

Lasgol looked at Viggo, who had said this as if it were the greatest of truths in the world, but for some reason he did not fully believe it. They might have been good friends, but not as good as the Assassin claimed.

“If you say so…”

Viggo smiled, considering the matter closed.

“Then those are the soldiers of Osc-Belz-Hil, Black Dragon King of Kraido. They’re big brutes, don’t you think?” Viggo was watching them with eyes narrowed.

“Yeah, they’re large. I see Tauruk-Kapro and Drakonids.”

Viggo waited a moment longer for them to be closer to see them better.

“Ox and goat heads, and the little cousins of the dragons. Half of one race and half of the other, curious.”

“Don’t disrespect them, they’re races just like us.”

“We’re humans and not at all like those.”

“Not in looks, but in what’s in here we are,” Lasgol told him, pointing at his heart and head with his finger.

“I’m not too sure of that,” Viggo said. “I certainly don’t like the wingless mini-dragons at all, I don’t trust them. And the ox and goat heads look like they have much muscle and little brain.”

“You’ve met Ivo, and you know full well that he has a very good head, apart from muscle.”

“He must be an exception.” Viggo refused to change his mind,

The convoy approached at a slow rhythm. Lasgol was surprised they were not using explorers. They marched as if they were very sure they were not going to be attacked. It was true that they were impressive, all enormous and dressed in black, but even so, he did not find it logical. Whoever was watchful avoided surprises and trouble. They were armed with steel spears and shields which they carried easily. They were strong and mighty. By the way they were walking, they did not look tired. If they had been traveling for long, they held up well.

“They look pretty strong,” Viggo said to Lasgol in a cautious tone. “Better not let them get too close…”

Lasgol understood what Viggo was saying. In one-on-one combat, those Tauruk-Kapro and Drakonids would be difficult to defeat. Besides, the Rangers were a lot better at long-range combat rather than one on one. Their advantage was precisely in putting distance between them and the enemy. They knew one-on-one combat, but with the exception of Assassin specialists like Viggo, it was not the best option for a Ranger.

“Let’s avoid one-on-one combat.”

“I’d be delighted in a more personal encounter, you know, but you…”

Lasgol nodded. “They’ll first reach Camu’s level. The red dragon is more to the east. It’s possible they’ll go and look.”

“Then we’ll have to act.”

“Let’s hope they pass by. Camu is close to the edge of the forest, he’s not an obstacle for their passing.”

“Well, the dragon is right in the middle…”

“Yeah, it’s inevitable that they discover it.”

From the edge of the forest on the other side of the road, there came the hoot of an owl.

“That’s Gerd. He says they’re ready,” Viggo told Lasgol.

“Yeah, I remember those things.”

Viggo gave him a blank look.

“This thing of yours is most weird, and you were already quite a weirdo before.”

“I don’t know why, but signals and signs and other Ranger things I remember. Also the training and the fighting. It’s the people I don’t remember.”

“Weirdo, weirdo,” Viggo shook his head.

“Let’s get ready, this is going to get ugly in no time,” Lasgol told Viggo as he crouched.


Chapter 11

The convoy of black soldiers reached Camu. The officer at the front, a threatening-looking Drakonid, stopped the advance.

“Halt!” he ordered in a deep voice.

He stood looking at the two large mounds of branches and leaves on the road. First the one that hid Camu, and then the one that covered the dead dragon.

“Check those mounds, they shouldn’t be there!” he ordered the four soldiers with him.

The soldiers went, two and two, to each of the mounds.

“Watch out, it might be a trap,” the officer warned them.

Lasgol was surprised he could understand the Drakonid officer. Then he remembered and looked at the ring on his finger. That was certainly a valuable tool.

The two soldiers that went over to Camu were Tauruk-Kapro. They looked without touching anything for a moment while the other two soldiers, Drakonids, went over to the dragon.

Lasgol thought that perhaps they might get away without fighting. If they did not do anything to Camu, they did not have to intervene. As long as they let him be, there would be no problem. Perhaps they would be lucky for once.

The two Tauruk-Kapro waited. Lasgol watched them, hidden among the bushes and behind an oak. One was a Tauruk and the other one a Kapro. He found them fascinating. Not them, but the fact that there were creatures like them on other worlds far from Tremia. If Tremia was already a world filled with mysteries and wonders, he could only begin to imagine what there might be in the world those beings came from.

The two Drakonids also stopped to look at the dragon mound, in no hurry to investigate further. The rest of the convoy waited, alert, ready to attack if necessary.

“Go on, check them!” the officer ordered.

The four soldiers started to check with their spears, prodding and moving branches and leaves away to see what was underneath.

Lasgol and Vigo were ready to act on the Tauruk, Nilsa and Gerd on the Drakonid. So far they waited, since Camu did not seem to be in danger.

Very carefully, the two Tauruk cleared part of Camu’s body. The more they uncovered, the more astonished they were. Although they were two strong soldiers, they did it carefully, as if fearing that this being they were uncovering might wake up and fall upon them in a fury. The looks on their faces were of great surprise, and they looked at one another and shrugged.

Lasgol realized that the Kraido people most likely had no idea of the existence of a creature like Camu, hence their surprise and caution. That, and the fact that Camu looked quite like a dragon, one without wings.

If the two Tauruk-Kapro soldiers were surprised and confused, the Drakonid were a thousand times more. One of them dropped his spear and shield and put his hands to his head. The other came closer, and when he saw the head of the dead dragon he dropped to his knees and began to mutter some sort of litany.

“What is it?” the Drakonid officer demanded.

The Tauruk soldier turned to him.

“There’s a creature hidden here…”

“What kind of creature?” The officer looked at him blankly.

The Tauruk shrugged.

“I’ve never seen one like it.”

“It’s like… our dragon lords…” the Kapro added.

“Baffling…” the Tauruk said.

“Like? How similar?”

The two shrugged and pointed at Camu with their spears. Most of his body was now visible. He was still unconscious, but his breathing seemed stable. Lasgol watched, tense, ready to act.

The officer decided it would be better to take a closer look. He called three more soldiers and walked over to Camu. He looked at him for a long moment. Then he looked at him from different angles, even from a crouch.

“I don’t know what creature this is, but a dragon it is not. It has no wings or long neck. Watch it. It’s alive, and it might wake up.”

“Yes, sir,” the Tauruk replied.

The officer looked at the two Drakonid. One was still on his knees, while the other one finished clearing what had been hidden. He went over to them and took the three soldiers along. When he reached the kneeling soldier, he understood.

“A dragon lord. Dead. This is unheard of… very serious… terribly serious,” he said in a tone and with a look of being utterly stunned at what he was seeing.

“They’ve tried to hide it,” the Drakonid who had been uncovering the body said.

The officer stared at him with a totally blank look on his face.

“Hide? Who? Why?” he muttered and frowned as if he were having a mental seizure.

“Whoever killed it,” said one of the three soldiers, who was a Tauruk.

“There can’t be a ‘who,’ it must have died from an illness…”

“The wounds to its eyes and mouth aren’t from an illness, sir,” the Tauruk assured him.

“If you’re insinuating that our enemies have killed it, that’s impossible. Our lords don’t die by enemy steel. Our lords are invincible. Not even a whole army could kill a dragon lord as big and powerful as this one. A red one no less. Its fire would have burned them all.”

“That’s not what is being said here…” the Tauruk replied.

“Silence, Turgus!  You’re a soldier of Osc-Belz-Hil, Black Dragon King! Don’t say anything you might regret!” the officer threatened him.

“We’ve all heard ‘the message,’ the same that says they can be killed. This is the evidence. They’ve killed it, and it wasn’t an army, there are barely traces of footprints on the road,” Turgus said, indicating the area near the dead dragon’s head with his spear.

“Bloody traitor! Detain him! No one spreads rebellious slander in my presence!”

The other two Drakonids who were with Turgus aimed their spears at him and hid behind their shields. The Tauruk, calm, made no sign of wanting to fight. He stood still, without raising his spear or shield, and looked at the two soldiers, then the officer.

“You Drakonids believe everything your lords tell you, even when you have evidence to the contrary right before you. This dragon was killed by a small group, and with weapons. You can deny it all you want, but the evidence is clear.”

Lasgol realized that the situation was taking a surprising and interesting turn. Viggo motioned for him to act. Lasgol shook his head and motioned for him to wait. Viggo sighed in frustration but did not attack.

The Tauruk-Kapro of the convoy started moving toward the dead dragon. First the foot soldiers, then the ones on the carts. They did so slowly, straining their necks and looking with interest.

“What are you doing? Back to the carts!” the officer ordered furiously.

“You don’t want them to see the truth, do you?” Turgus accused him.

“There’s nothing to see here! Go back to the convoy! Now!” the officer yelled at the top of his voice.

But the Tauruk-Kapro did not heed the orders. They kept approaching the dead dragon, spreading in a half circle to better see the dead body.

“Here’s the proof of what we’ve been told through the message. Proof that there’s hope. That we can be free,” Turgus cried.

“Shut up, traitor! Drop your spear and shield!”

Turgus did no such thing. He remained still while the other Tauruk-Kapro reached his side.

The Drakonids also began to move forward toward the officer, brandishing their spears and shields threateningly, ready to attack.

“The traitors to our dragon lords will die,” the officer warned them. “Go back to the carts, all of you, or you’ll pay with your lives.” He threatened the Tauruk-Kapro without yelling this time, but in a tone of someone passing a death sentence.

Turgus addressed his people.

“Brothers, here’s the proof: a dead dragon. The message is true. Freedom is possible. The rumors we’ve heard are true. You must believe.”

“Kill that traitor, don’t let another treacherous word come out of his mouth!” the officer ordered.

The two Drakonids nodded at their officer, and they immediately attacked the Tauruk with their spears, seeking his heart and stomach. The Tauruk reacted at the same time. He deflected the attack with his own shield and spear.

“Fight, brothers, for freedom!” he cried.

The officer saw that the Tauruk were thinking about it.

“Drop your weapons, all of you, or you’ll die like this traitor!” he ordered.

The Tauruk-Kapro looked at one another.

“The message is true! For freedom!” one of them cried, raising his spear.

“For our free people!” cried another, and he raised his spear too.

The officer took a step back, seeing the Tauruk-Kapro rebelling.

“Kill whoever doesn’t lower their weapons for treason!” he ordered, waving his arms toward the Drakonid soldiers, who had come to stand behind the rebels’ back.

Viggo smiled broadly.

“This is becoming great fun.”

Lasgol did not find it fun, but he did see that it gave them a chance of getting out of this mess.

“Let’s see what happens before we rush to any conclusions.”

The majority of the Drakonid soldiers attacked the Tauruk-Kapro. Half a dozen did not. They stayed still, looking undecided.

The Tauruk-Kapro turned around and faced the Drakonids. The fighting began, a beastly one on both sides, since both sides were made up of strong, well-trained soldiers. The Drakonids attacked with great impetus, as if wanting to gain the advantage of attacking first and not giving their rivals time to turn around and confront them. Several Tauruk-Kapro were wounded in the assault, but the rest managed to bear the first onslaught and counterattacked.

Turgus received a wound in the shoulder but managed to kill one of the two Drakonid soldiers attacking him by stabbing his heart in a swift piercing attack. The strength of the Tauruk was such that it pierced through the Drakonid’s armor as if it were paper and destroyed his heart. The other Drakonid who had wounded him tried to finish him off with an attack to the neck, but Turgus managed to interpose his shield and deflect it. Next, the Tauruk delivered a kick to the Drakonid in the attacking leg, which unbalanced him. He finished him off with a reverse blow of his shield to the face. The soldier fell backward, unconscious.

“Come and try my blood, murderous dragon slave!” he challenged the officer.

“I’ll kill you, Turgus, you’re a stinking traitor!” the Drakonid cried and attacked with a powerful leap, releasing his spear at his rival’s chest.

The Tauruk protected himself with his shield, but he felt the strong blow and retreated, grunting. The wound in his shoulder was bleeding now more intensely.

Nilsa and Gerd were watching the fight attentively.

“I can’t believe they’re killing each other,” Nilsa muttered, blinking hard.

“There seems to be rebellion supporters and dragon supporters. I find it confusing, honestly. I wonder how they’ve heard about Nahia and her group’s message,” Gerd shrugged.

“The division is clear, Tauruk-Kapro on one side and Drakonids on the other.”

“It looks that way. With some exceptions on both sides. There are several of each race who aren’t fighting and have moved back.”

“Perhaps they’re undecided.”

“Or perhaps they don’t want to kill others of their own army.”

Nilsa sighed.

“Being two different races, it’s more likely they are undecided about the rebellion, because I doubt they like each other much.”

Gerd nodded in agreement.

“Let’s see what happens. Whatever the final result is, it’s in our favor.”

“Yeah, that’s true, fewer soldiers to deal with.” Nilsa nodded.

The combat unleashed. If the Tauruk-Kapro were beastly and their physical power impressive, the Drakonids were better with their weapons and were not less impressive physically. The Tauruk-Kapro delivered devastating blows that made the Drakonids’ swords fly out of their hands. They, in turn, attacked accurately and with skill, wounding and killing their rivals.

Little by little, the beastliness of the Tauruk-Kapro imposed itself. Even wounded, losing blood, they were capable of striking so hard they knocked down anything and everything in their way. They struck with shield and spear, delivering kicks and terrible blows with their bare hands. If they managed to grasp a Drakonid, they would throw them in the air or break their necks.

Turgus, though, was losing his own duel. The Drakonid officer had wounded him twice more in both thighs to maim him, and his legs were running out of strength.

“If we don’t do something, that officer is going to kill the rebel Tauruk,” Viggo told Lasgol.

“I’m not sure we should intervene…”

“As a rule I don’t like those ox heads much, but this one in particular I do like. He has guts. He’s courageous—we should help him.”

Lasgol thought for a moment.

“Fine. You’re right, he doesn’t deserve to die,” he told Viggo and aimed. The shot was easy from where he was. The Drakonid had knocked Turgus down, and he was lying on his back. He stood over him.

“You’re going to die. See how there’s no way out, traitor?” he said and put his spear on the Tauruk’s chest to deliver the final stroke.

Lasgol released. He did not need to use his True Shot skill and used a regular arrow, which hit the officer in his right shoulder. From the impact and the surprise, he dropped the spear. With eyes popping from their sockets, he stared at the arrow that came out of his shoulder and grasped it. He took one step back, unable to understand what was happening.

“You were saying, dragon slave?” Turgus said from the ground.

At that moment, the fighting stopped. The Tauruk-Kapro had won and the Drakonids lay dead or wounded at their feet. They all turned to the officer.

“You’ll all die!” he shouted at them. Then he drew a dagger quickly and went to kill Turgus on the ground.

Lasgol readied himself to release again, but he did not need to. Nilsa put an arrow between the officer’s eyes.

The Drakonid fell on his back like a felled tree.

The Tauruk-Kapro looked around for the origin of the arrows. They could not locate the archers.

“Thank you, whoever you are!” Turgus cried from the ground.

Two of his comrades helped him get up, but his legs would not support him. They kept him on his feet, holding him up, passing his arms over their shoulders.

“I think it’s time for introductions. I’m sure they’ll see us as the legendary heroes we are,” Viggo said, and without waiting for Lasgol to hold him back, he came out into the open nonchalantly.

“Viggo, don’t…” Lasgol was unable to finish the sentence.

“Nice day for some action. That was good. Not as good as killing the red dragon, but it was interesting,” he said. He greeted the Tauruk-Kapro with a wave and smiled from ear to ear.


Chapter 12

The Tauruk-Kapro stared at Viggo in astonishment. A Human who spoke the language of Kraido, and who boasted of killing the red dragon. It could not be. Several of them stepped up, looking suspicious.

“Who are you? Did you save me?” Turgus asked him.

“I’m Viggo, Ranger Assassin extraordinaire,” he introduced himself with a small bow. “And no, it wasn’t me who saved you, it was my partners, Lasgol and Nilsa.”

“You can tell your partners to come out. We’re not going to attack them.”

Viggo looked to where his friends were hiding, and when he saw they were not coming out he encouraged them to.

“You heard him. Come out, don’t be shy, they’re not going to attack us.”

“You have my word, we won’t attack you,” Turgus promised.

Lasgol sighed. Coming out in the open was not the best tactic in this situation. It was better to remain hidden. Unfortunately, Viggo had already revealed them. Now the situation had changed. It was better to come out to avoid suspicions. If they stayed hidden, the Tauruk-Kapro might take it as a threat. It was better to come out and show they had no hostile intentions.

“Ona, stay hidden here. Better they don’t see you.”

The snow panther moaned and did as she was told.

“We’re coming out,” Lasgol said and stepped out and joined Viggo, who smiled at him. Lasgol gave him a look that made it clear he did not agree with his risky behavior.

A moment later, Nilsa and Gerd came out from their covered positions and revealed themselves on the side of the road. They all had their bows in their hands just in case, but they kept them lowered.

“I am grateful for your intervention,” Turgus said. “How come you speak our language? You wouldn’t be…”

Lasgol guessed what the Tauruk was thinking.

“We’re not spies, I promise.”

“Then what? Humans don’t speak our language.”

“We don’t either. Don’t you believe that we do,” Viggo said.

The Tauruk-Kapro murmured in surprise and their faces darkened. They had not liked the answer.

“We can speak your language through magic,” Lasgol hastened to say, and he showed them the ring. “We’re all wearing one. It allows us to understand you and speak in your language when we address you.”

“Magic… yeah, that could explain it. Although we’ve never seen any magic that wasn’t elemental or mental, and those are always used for attacking…”

“There are many kinds of magic in the world. That I can assure you,” Lasgol said. “The magic in these rings is harmless.”

“Are you Magi then?”

“We wish,” Viggo replied, shaking his head.

“We’re not Magi, but I have magic,” Lasgol admitted.

“Are you the ones who killed that red dragon?” Turgus asked them, and there was hope in his voice.

Lasgol nodded.

“Yes, it was us.”

“And it’s not the first or the last we’re going to kill,” Viggo added in a tone that was practically an oath.

The Tauruk-Kapro began to talk among themselves. From their whispers and the looks on their faces, Lasgol guessed they wanted to believe it but were finding it hard to. He could not blame them.

“How is that possible?” another Tauruk asked them, looking incredulous.

“The dragon was immense and powerful. You are only a small group of Humans,” said another Kapro, frowning.

“We did it, yes,” Lasgol replied. “I know it’s hard to believe, but it’s the truth.”

“It had to be with your magic then,” Turgus guessed.

“Magic played a very important part, I admit it,” said Lasgol.

“And the skill and dexterity without equal of these here present too,” Viggo added.

“Can dragons be killed with your magic?” another of the Kapro, who was bleeding from a wound in one arm, asked.

“There’s a kind of magic you can wound and even kill dragons with. There are also certain tactics that might be used to injure them in the mouth and eyes, even without magic. But you’d better tend to those wounds and we’ll explain afterwards,” Lasgol said.

“Yeah… you’re right,” Turgus agreed.

The Tauruk-Kapro hesitated. The situation was most unusual; they looked at one another and then at Lasgol and his friends. A moment later, the Tauruk-Kapro started tending to their wounds.

A group of them went over to those who had not taken part in the fray and surrounded them to keep an eye on them.

Nilsa and Gerd went over to Lasgol and Viggo.

“I wasn’t expecting this,” Nilsa admitted.

“It would appear that Nahia’s revolutionary message is spreading far and fast,” Gerd commented.

“Yeah, it’s spreading like fire in a dry prairie,” said Lasgol.

“They’re oppressed peoples, enslaved, who have been like that for hundreds, if not thousands of years. I’m not surprised,” Gerd commented.

“It’s foolish to get so excited about one good piece of news. It tells them there’s hope. That there can be a revolution and they can be free, and now they’re all diving headlong into the abyss. I find it stupid,” Viggo stated.

“You always have such an optimistic view of the world, as black as your soul,” Nilsa told him tartly.

“And I’m proud of it. Otherwise I’d be a fool, like some in this same group,” he said and looked at Gerd and then Nilsa pointedly.

“Having good intentions doesn’t make one a fool,” Gerd retorted.

“Says you. I say the opposite.”

“Is Argi hidden and waiting?” Lasgol asked Gerd.

“Yeah, I figured it was better if they didn’t see him. Don’t know what those Tauruk-Kapro would think of a giant wolf.”

“I don’t think they’d be scared of him, seeing how beastly they are,” Viggo said.

“Sure, but he might make them nervous,” Nilsa guessed.

“That could be,” Viggo agreed.

“Camu is still sleeping like a log,” Gerd commented. “He has an amazing ease for sleeping.”

“I thought he’d wake up in the middle of the fighting with so much shouting and grunting by the Tauruk-Kapro and Drakonid. They’re not exactly silent,” said Nilsa.

“He’s capable of sleeping in the middle of a house on fire,” said Viggo.

Lasgol watched Camu closely to identify his breathing. What he saw eased him a little.

“Better that he sleeps. He needs to rest, and it gives us time to explain to Turgus and his people who he is. They’re going to find it strange that he’s here, and I’m sure they’re wondering right now.”

“Well, the bug doesn’t exactly go unnoticed with his looks,” Viggo blurted out.

“You’re the one who doesn’t go unnoticed, and it’s not because of your looks but because of your big mouth. You can’t keep it shut, even underwater,” Nilsa reproached him.

“Come on, you all adore me on account of this personality of mine,” Viggo smiled proudly.

Gerd rolled his eyes.

“What a torture of a man.” Nilsa waved her arms with a look of despair.

By the time they finished tending to the wounded and piling up the dead on one side, night had begun to fall. Turgus, sitting in the back of a cart on top of a blanket, motioned them to come over.

“We’re going to camp right here. I know it’s not the best place, but we’re in no condition to go on. I also don’t really know what we should do next. Our situation isn’t very good…”

“Let’s all rest. We also must look after two of our friends.”

“Two more?”

“One is the creature you see lying there.”

“I was going to ask you about it. We’re puzzled, is it a dragon?”

“No, he’s not. He’s a Higher Drakonian.”

“I’ve never heard of such a species,” Turgus looked at three Tauruk-Kapro, who were close and listening carefully. “Have any of you?”

The three shook their heads. The Kapro of the three looked at Camu for a moment and asked, “Is it friend or foe?”

“He’s definitely a friend, I swear. His magic helps against the dragons, it helps a lot,” Lasgol told him.

“Has it killed dragons?”

“Yes, with our help he’s helped slay a few of them by now.”

“Then he’s one of us,” the Kapro said.

“I think the same,” Turgus nodded.

The two other Tauruk nodded too.

“Go and rest, tomorrow at dawn we’ll keep talking,” Turgus said, looking ashen from the loss of blood.

“All right.” Lasgol signaled to his friends, and they went over to Camu.

Nilsa and Lasgol went to see to Edwina while Gerd and Viggo stayed watching over Camu resting peacefully. Lasgol knelt and unobtrusively disarmed and gathered the traps he had set around Camu.

“That’s what you were up to, huh?” Viggo said to him.

“Yeah, I set traps just in case. The skill that makes them nearly invisible works, so I used it.”

“Well, at least there was no need for you to activate them.”

Lasgol nodded, and after picking them all up he put them away in his satchel.

Edwina and Camu slept all night, and nothing disturbed their rest. Judging by the deep way they were sleeping, they seemed to be resting way beyond, in a world of dreams.

With the first light, the Tauruk-Kapro started to get ready. They had several wounded, three of whom presented complications which with the care of a soldier were not going to be solved, and it was even likely they would not survive. All of the Drakonids had died. The few wounded who had been left after the fight appeared in the morning with their throats slit. The Tauruk-Kapro did not mess around.

Edwina woke up at last, and when she found herself with Nilsa, Lasgol, and Ona under an oak and surrounded by brush, she suspected she had missed some event.

“Did anything happen?”

Nilsa smiled.

“We’ll explain. How are you?”

“I feel fine,” she replied and tried to raise herself up.

Lasgol helped her.

“Allow me,” he said, holding her by the arm.

The Healer stood on her feet and took a deep breath.

“Yes, I feel recovered. What happened? How’s Camu?”

Nilsa told her briefly what had happened and what she was going to find on the road.

“Well, looks like I can’t even take a nap without things getting very ugly.”

“You can say that again,” Nilsa said, chuckling.

“Luckily we didn’t have to fight.” Lasgol set her at ease.

“Only a couple of arrows, that’s all,” Nilsa specified.

The Healer nodded.

“Let’s go and see Camu.”

“Yeah, let’s. I’m very glad you’re feeling well,” Nilsa said, helping her.

“It’s just exhaustion from the healing. With a good night’s rest you recover very well, even at my age.” She smiled back.

They reached Camu and found him sleeping. Gerd and Camu were watching over him.

“See if you can wake this bug. I’m beginning to think he’s begun to hibernate again,” Viggo told Edwina.

“He’s not hibernating, he’s just resting. The wounds require rest to heal,” she explained and knelt beside Camu. She placed her hands on his rump and began to send healing energy. She checked him for a while.

“The Tauruk are watching us,” Gerd told them.

“Yeah, it’s time to get together so they see us all. Call Argi,” Lasgol said.

Gerd nodded and whistled through his fingers, summoning him. Argi came out at once from among the brush and ran to Gerd, who welcomed him with lots of petting.

Lasgol turned to Ona, who was watching from the bushes.

“Ona, come,” he called her.

The panther hurried to his side. Lasgol stroked her head.

“Now they are definitely all looking at us,” Nilsa commented.

Edwina stood up.

“His wounds are much better, he’ll wake up any moment now.”

“She was not wrong. A little while later, Camu woke up.

I well. Not worry. Red dragon dead? What happen here? he messaged, looking around without getting up.

“We know you’re all right. We’re not worried. We killed the dragon. And we’ve made some new brute friends,” Viggo explained in his own manner.

Lasgol told him what had happened and the present situation.

If be rebels, they be with us.

“That’s what we’re trying to establish,” Gerd told him.

Two Tauruk approached them calmly.

“Turgus would like to talk to you if possible.”

“Sure. We’ll be there in a moment,” Lasgol replied.

“Let’s see what the rebel has to say,” Viggo commented.

“Camu, you’d better stay here and rest a little more. Your wounds will thank you,” Lasgol advised him.

Good. Not know if can stand yet.

“Well, then wait until I’m not close to try. You might fall on me and crush me with all that fat of yours. I don’t want to suffer a dishonorable death, it wouldn’t be at all worthy of me,” Viggo told him.

I no have fat. You no funny.

“A matter of perspective I guess,” Viggo replied and headed toward Turgus.

“Let’s go and parley,” said Lasgol, looking toward the carts.

The others nodded. It was going to be an interesting conversation, apart from one important to all.


Chapter 13

Lasgol and Gerd signaled for Ona and Argi to stay watching over Camu. Then they went after Viggo, along with Nilsa and Edwina.

They found Turgus in the cart with his legs and shoulder bandaged. He was livid. He must have lost a lot of blood.

“Human friends,” he greeted them, raising the hand of the arm that was not hurt.

“You’ve finally decided we’re friends then?” Viggo asked him with a raised eyebrow.

“That’s what I hope we are,” Turgus replied.

“That we will be,” Lasgol offered him his hand.

Turgus shook it.

Edwina looked around and then addressed Turgus.

“I’d like to help. I see you’re wounded, and others of your people as well,” Edwina offered.

Turgus looked at her, tilting his head. He did not understand what the Healer had said. She did not have a ring, and her words were in Norghanian.

“The Healer wants to help you, you and your people,” Lasgol translated.

“Does she have healing knowledge?”

“She’s a Healer. She has the Gift of Healing,” Nilsa told him.

“Gift?” the Tauruk did not understand the concept.

“She has Healing Magic,” Lasgol explained. “She’s healed us many times. She’ll help you with the wounds you’ve suffered.”

The Tauruk’s face showed surprise. The two Kapro with him were surprised too.

“We did not know this kind of magic even existed. If she can help us, we’ll gratefully accept.”

“Are you sure you’re recovered?” Nilsa asked Edwina with concern in her gaze.

“Yes, I’m fine. Don’t worry. I’ll begin right away while you speak,” she said and approached Turgus.

“Is it all right?” Nilsa asked the Tauruk.

“Yes, go ahead. Let’s see that healing magic, I’m intrigued.” The Tauruk did not appear frightened but interested. A different reaction than usual, since most people mistrusted magic.

Edwina placed both hands on his bandaged thighs and closed her eyes. She started to send her healing energy to the Tauruk’s body.

“You’re a most strange group,” Turgus told them, looking toward where Camu lay. “Warriors, wild animals, a creature that looks a lot like a dragon, a Healer, several of you with magic…”

“We’re the Snow Panthers,” Nilsa told him with a smile.

“An exceptional group,” Viggo added.

“We’re Norghanian Rangers,” Lasgol said.

“That you are exceptional is out of the question after what I’ve seen. What are you doing here? If you’re from the north, you’re very far away from home.”

“We have an important mission in this area,” Lasgol said.

“I should think so if you’ve traveled so far east.”

“It is an essential mission. Nothing will stop us,” Viggo said.

Turgus nodded.

“I won’t stop you. On the contrary, I’ll help you if I can.”

“What are you going to do?” Lasgol asked, interested.

The Tauruk heaved a deep sigh.

“This question is turning over and over in my head, and I can’t reach a decision. We’re traitors. We’ve rebelled against the dragons. They’ll kill us for this.”

“You’re not the only one,” Viggo informed him.

“Who has rebelled?”

Viggo nodded.

“Right now, in the deserts, a whole city has rebelled. Your army is in that city, to be precise.”

“Our army?” Turgus’s eyes opened wide. “That’s something that had never happened before.”

“The Felidae soldiers of the Brown Dragon King, of the city of Jafarika, have rebelled,” Lasgol explained.

“Yea, we killed three dragons there,” Viggo explained as he flicked invisible dust off his shoulder.

Several Tauruk came over to listen. This conversation interested them greatly.

“Three dragons?  I find that very hard to believe… it sounds impossible. Not that I don’t believe you, after seeing the dragon lying there, but for us it’s absolutely unthinkable.”

“We did it with the help of the tribe of the Desher Tumaini,” Lasgol told them. “It wasn’t only us. And it was very hard. There were casualties among the warriors of the tribe.”

Turgus signaled more of his comrades to come over to listen. A moment later, they were surrounded by Tauruk-Kapro.

“Please tell it again so everyone hears it. It’s important,” Turgus asked them.

Lasgol did so.

The murmurs and cries of surprise of the Tauruk-Kapro enveloped them. It was clear by the looks on their faces and gestures that they were as astonished as Turgus. No one said they did not believe them; something that surprised Lasgol, since this was hard to accept news.

“Does that mean the rebellion has started?” Turgus asked, and in his tone they could hear the muffled hope.

Lasgol sighed.

“I don’t know… I can only say that we liberated the Desher Tumaini and the city of Jafarika, killing the three dragons that were there. The soldiers joined us.”

“That sounds very surprising. Why did they do it?”

“Because we’re friends of the leaders of the rebellion, and they were there with us,” Viggo told him.

“Viggo…” Gerd glared at him, meaning he had said too much.

“What? These ox and goat heads aren’t the double-crossing kind,” he said, regardless of whether he was offending the Tauruk-Kapro or not.

“That’s true, although your friend is right in being concerned, it might not be that way,” Turgus told him.

“I have a sixth sense for these things, and it tells me that although you are brutes, you’re trustworthy,” Viggo smiled at him.

“Coming from him, it’s a real compliment,” said Nilsa with a nod of approval.

“We honor our word, we won’t betray you. You say the leaders of the rebellion were with you? Do you know them?”

“That’s right. We went together on a mission to the desert. The rest happened by mere circumstance…” Lasgol explained, more restrained than Viggo in what he said. Not that he distrusted the Tauruk-Kapro, but he always preferred to use prudence with strangers.

“What leaders of the rebellion do you mean?”

They all looked at Lasgol, letting him answer.

“We know some Dragon Warlocks. They’re the ones who started the rebellion and who created ‘the message’ you’ve heard.”

“We don’t know who they are, only that it started in Drakoros, the School of Dragon Warlocks, so what you’re telling me makes sense.”

“That’s right. We’ve made an alliance with them. We collaborate,” Lasgol told him.

“The rumors that come with the rebellion message speak of them. Their names aren’t mentioned, of course, but it’s said they are a formidable squad and that the leader is a young woman of immense power and courage.”

“Yes, we know her. Her and her squad,” Lasgol confirmed.

The Tauruk-Kapro surrounding them were murmuring, surprised and animated. This news was lifting their spirits.

“That’s incredible. And it gives us even more hope. Then it’s true. The leader of the rebellion and her squad exist. This is very important news. They should all know, in all the armies of Kraido here in Drameia.”

“We can’t go around to all your armies confirming rumors,” Viggo told him.

“No, of course not. But what you’re telling us fills us with hope. Not only is the message true,” he said, pointing at the dead dragon, “but the leader of the rebellion and her squad exist. The prophecy will be fulfilled then.”

“Prophecy? We don’t know of any prophecy,” Viggo said, raising an eyebrow.

“What prophecy is that?” Lasgol asked.

“It’s an ancient one which all the peoples of Kraido tell in one way or another. It speaks of a leader who will free the people from slavery. This leader will also free us from the dragons forever and will make us free. It’s believed that this prophecy will be fulfilled this time, with this rebellion that starts now. The one who leads it is the one chosen by the prophecy.”

Viggo gave a low whistle.

“That’s a lot of supposing.”

“We know the leader and her squad, that’s all we can tell you. Whether she’s the chosen one in a Kraido prophecy is totally alien to us,” Lasgol shrugged.

“I understand. I only want you to see that everything you have told us and what you’ve explained points that way.”

Edwina finished the healing and moved her hands away.

“That’s done, he’ll recover well,” she told Lasgol, who transmitted it to Turgus.

“Thank you, Healer. I really feel a lot better. I thought it was because of the excellent news that gladdened my soul, but it’s true that I don’t feel pain and I’m much recovered.”

“He must rest. His legs will take some time to heal completely.”

Lasgol transmitted this to Turgus, who nodded.

“What you’ve told us might very well be the beginning of the rebellion. I believe that’s the case. The first to rise as a group against the dragons,” Turgus went on.

The other Tauruk-Kapro were also in favor of that idea. They were commenting among themselves, and their horns went up and down, indicating they agreed.

“It’s indispensable that this becomes known,” Turgus said. “Everyone must know, and the sooner the better. We must spread not only the message, but everything you’ve told us. That’s the oil that will light the flame of rebellion.”

“So go and tell everyone,” Viggo told him.

“We have to do it, but with a clear head. We must think of the right way.”

“You might go back to your army and start telling it there carefully, avoiding those who aren’t of your race,” Nilsa suggested.

“Yes, except we’ve also rebelled.”

“But no one else knows, apart from those of us here,” Nilsa told him. “You can go back and say you were attacked by Human soldiers.”

“That might work, indeed… I hadn’t thought of using deceit…”

“Well, deceit is almost always your best ally,” Viggo told him. “You don’t only win with force,” and he pointed at Turgus’s strong arms, “you have to use cunning.” Viggo pointed at his own head, “And most of all, deceit.”

Turgus gestured that he understood.

“It’s not our strongest point, but we can try using deceit,” he said thoughtfully.

“Do it,” Nilsa recommended. “Once you’re with your people, begin to spread the message and the news. Carefully, discreetly, but making sure everyone ends up knowing.”             

“Our army is made up of Drakonid and Tauruk-Kapro. Not all of them are with us,” Turgus looked toward where the dead Drakonid lay. “The Drakonid are loyal to the dragons mostly, and among our people there are also those who wouldn’t support us, although they are a minority.”

“Then you start with those of your race, and don’t take risks,” Nilsa recommended. “Avoid the Drakonid.”

“What’s important is that it spreads,” said Gerd.

“And if the wingless lizards get silly, you kill them,” Viggo added.

The Tauruk-Kapro once again showed they agreed with gestures, affirmations, and cries.

“It’s a good idea. Fleeing wouldn’t lead us anywhere, and I don’t think we could reach the rebels in the desert,” Turgus reasoned as he tried to solve the situation they were in.

“Where is your army based?” Lasgol asked him.

“Most of it is laying siege on the western coastal city of Orecor. That’s where we were headed with these supplies.”

When they heard the name of the city, Lasgol and his friends looked at one another.

Turgus noticed.

“What is it?”

“That’s where we’re going,” Viggo said.

“Orecor isn’t a good place to go to. It’s under siege, and the battles are quite bloody. The defending army is very good and isn’t surrendering.”

“Yeah, we were afraid of that,” Nilsa admitted.

“May I ask why you’re going to Orecor?”

“To rescue my beloved,” Viggo said very seriously.

“Rescue? From our army?” Turgus made a funny face.

“No, not yours, the city’s. My beloved is a prisoner there.”

Turgus’s eyes opened wide, and he threw his head back.

“That’s a very complicated rescue. If she’s a prisoner in the city, I understand that the defenders aren’t your friends.”

“You understand perfectly,” Lasgol replied.

“In that case, it’s suicide. If our army doesn’t kill you, the city’s will. You won’t succeed in the rescue, it’s too risky.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence. But we’ll do it,” Viggo stated.

“I know you’re exceptional, but even so…”

“We’ll do it. We’ve done more difficult things, such as saving Tremia, and on more than one occasion,” Viggo assured him.

Turgus sighed deeply.

“I wish you the best of luck. You’re going to need it.”

Lasgol studied the Tauruk-Kapro, and an idea came to his mind.

“I believe that our meeting has been good luck indeed. If you agree, we’ll travel with you to your army’s war camp. You’d be able to help us once we’re there with intelligence about what goes on with the siege. We’ll need information about the situation and weak points we might take advantage of.”

“Whatever you need, of course,” Turgus replied, nodding.

“And you can also have our backs,” Lasgol added.

“You don’t even need to say that, consider it done.”

“Then it’s decided,” Lasgol said and offered his hand to Turgus.

The Tauruk-Kapro shook it heartily.

“For the rebellion.”

Lasgol nodded.

“For Ingrid,” said Viggo.


Chapter 14

Aroa and Logan took two more weeks to complete the advanced evasion training with Azkar-Gorri-Maisu. The great red dragon and his fierce rider Mariska made it very complicated, and Aroa and Logan suffered the unspeakable until they finally dodged all the attacks launched against them.

That morning, Nahia, Eki, Aroa, and Logan were waiting to begin the new advanced training that followed that of evasion.

“New day, new advanced training,” Nahia commented cheerfully while they waited in the airfield.

“I’m happy we finally managed to pass the evasion training, these have been       tough days…” said Logan as he let all the air out of his lungs in a long sigh of relief.

Very tough, especially because I doubted I would ever be swift or agile enough, Aroa admitted.

And yet you were. A true feat, Eki congratulated.

“Yes, congratulations, Aroa,” Nahia said

I still have trouble believing we have done it.

“True. But we have,” Logan told her.

You have both improved greatly, Eki sent them.

“Thank you, but all the credit belongs to Aroa. I only had to improve my positions in the saddle to allow her to go faster and turn more abruptly. It’s nothing compared to what she’s had to improve.”

“I agree with Logan there,” Nahia said.

Without the contribution of her rider, this dragoness would not have passed the test, Aroa acknowledged.

We should all be proud. Now we are swift and evade with great confidence, Eki sent them.

Especially you. How are you so fast? I have never seen anything like that, least of all for your size. It is not natural that you are so swift, Aroa said, and the message came with a feeling of real surprise.

I… well… I do not know…

Eki did not know what to say, and Nahia tried to help him.

“There are plenty of examples in nature to explain Eki’s case. Take for example eagles and hawks. Eagles are larger and stronger, but hawks are still faster.”

The explanation left them all thoughtful. The explanation made sense, although what applied to birds did not necessarily apply to flying reptiles.

“Yeah, that would explain it,” Logan said.

That, or the use of magic, Nahia ventured.

Yeah, could it be both? Eki did not have the answer and looked as surprised and confused as them.

“The reason doesn’t matter. The truth is that Eki is an amazing swift dragon.”

If you keep improving your speed, I believe you could become the fastest dragon of all. That would be an awesome achievement, Aroa encouraged him.

“Can you keep improving?” Logan was interested.

I do not know…

I do not see why not. When he first came here, he was not that fast. He has improved since the test in Gryphoros, Aroa mused.

“Then it is possible you’ll improve even more.” Nahia was excited.

For now I have improved enough. I would rather not go through other experiences similar to that of Gryphoros…

I very much fear that we will have them, Aroa sent with pessimism.

A while later, an enormous white dragon with purple streaks came down from the sky and landed in front of them. It was a female dragon of about eight hundred years of age with the most intriguing white-purple eyes. Her rider was a Fatum, middle-aged with platinum-colored hair, which surprised Nahia. She had never seen anyone of that race with such hair color.

I am Igam-Zuri-Biol, and I will be your instructor in magical air combat, the dragoness introduced herself.

It is an honor, Instructor, Eki sent with a bowed head, showing respect. Nahia bowed her head too.

We wish to learn from our new teacher, Aroa sent, also bowing her head before the dragoness, and Logan did the same.

The instructor looked at the four closely before addressing them.

So far you have fought using mainly your physical attacks, both dragon and rider. We dragons are superior to all other creatures with our jaws, claws, and pure physical strength. The riders support us with their lances. But that is not where the true power of a dragon and its rider lie. Where it really lies is in their magic, the magic of both of them, since magic is the most powerful weapon by far. This is something you must internalize. Only a fool believes they can surpass the power of magic. Let this be very clear.

Yes, Ma’am, Eki nodded.

Of course, Ma’am, Aroa bowed her head.

Nahia glanced at Logan. There was a doubt in her mind. They had not trained with magical attacks until now, only physical ones. Why? Furthermore, they had gone to Gryphoros and fought against Gryphons risking their lives without using magic. She found it most singular.

It is at this point that you usually wonder why we have not taught you to fight with magic in the air. It is only natural. The answer to that question is very simple. The same reason why to run or fly you first must learn to walk and jump. To fight in the air using magic, you first must learn to fight in the air physically.

Nahia shivered. For a moment she thought the white dragoness had read her mind. It was said that some dragons, the most powerful, could do that. Nahia did not know whether this was true or mere myth, but she had the bad feeling that it was probably true. They were an inexhaustible source of suffering and trouble for all.

I can sense that you are a little annoyed, is anything the matter? Eki sent her.

The bond that linked Nahia and Eki continued growing in strength. It was getting more robust, which meant the silver dragon sensed Nahia’s feelings with greater clarity. This was something that was beginning to worry Nahia. If the bond became too strong, intrusive, she would lose privacy, and she feared Eki would discover her secrets. Not because she had anything against him, since so far he had behaved exceptionally well toward her, but because he was a dragon. If there was something Nahia knew, it was that you could not trust dragons.

No, don’t worry, new teacher and new exercises. They make me uneasy.

I understand. I also feel a certain nervousness at this new challenge.

Nahia realized that indeed she could feel Eki’s nervousness. She felt it as if she were experiencing it in part, but in a slightly distant way. She could differentiate that it was not herself who was feeling this nervousness, although it seemed that way. It was most strange; feeling something as her own but foreign at the same time felt shocking. She had been feeling these things for some time, but lately they had increased, not only in what she picked up from Eki but in how she felt him within her. It was getting more intense. Until now she had not wanted to worry, but now she was beginning to. She had enough trouble with her own condition, her inner flame which ran out of control and its undesired effects, to feel new things that were not hers but belonged to her dragon lord.

We will begin the training at once. We do not have much time. The campaign against the Gryphons will begin soon, and you must be ready to fight against them. My rider, Laya, will help with the instruction of the two Human riders.

“It will be an honor, my lady dragoness,” Laya said with a rugged voice.

Nahia looked at her closely. She had the characteristic beauty of her race, but there was something else in her that captivated; perhaps it was her platinum-colored hair. Nahia was not sure, but what she was clear about was that this Fatum was captivating. All of a sudden, a feeling of rage assaulted her, and she realized it was because of Logan, who was staring at Laya. Or perhaps it was not so and jealousy was assaulting her. She looked back at Logan and saw that he was looking at her and not at the Fatum. Nahia felt like a fool for being jealous and discarded the feeling a once.

We will rise to the sky and begin the training. It will be very practical, since that is the best and fastest way to learn. You will practice with me and my rider until you master the magical attacks and defenses. This will be a very personal training. No other dragons will intervene. It will be only us.

“I hope you will appreciate the honor my lady dragoness is granting you by training you in this particular way.”

It is an honor, Eki sent.

Aroa bowed her head respectfully.

Nahia and Logan did the same.

Igam-Zuri-Biol spread her wings and, beating them hard, she leapt and took off. Aroa and Eki followed her, making the same movement to take to the air. Nahia held tightly to Eki and glanced at Logan, who was flying on Aroa and looking like a hero who had triumphed in battle. Or at least he transmitted that image to her heart.

Do not put away your lance and shield, riders. Although we may practice magic, you must call upon it armed.

Logan looked at Nahia, and she felt that her partner was wondering how that was going to work. Calling upon magic with a lance in one hand and a shield in the other as they flew at high velocity and having to hold on tight to the saddle was not going to be easy.

The teacher adopted a slow flight parallel to the ground at mid height. It waited for its pupils to fly beside it and adjust their flight to it before saying anything.

Dragons and riders, you must use your elemental breath and your mental attacks on the enemy. They are the two most powerful weapons you have, since both have a reach of two hundred paces and they are the easiest to direct and hit a moving enemy in midair with. An elemental breath can be directed quite precisely. Directing it to reach the enemy when it moves is accessible. Mental attacks are the best in aerial combat since you do not have to direct them once you detect the enemy’s mind. The difficulty in them resides in defeating the magical resistance of the enemy. This applies also to the elemental breath, do you understand?

Yes, Ma’am, both Aroa and Eki sent.

Nahia and Logan nodded.

“Riders, as a rule, can’t reach the two hundred paces when they come to this training. Their breaths are usually much shorter,” Laya told Nahia and Logan. “Is that your case?”

“It is, ,ma’am,” Nahia replied. Her breath had a much shorter reach.

Logan nodded.

“You’ll have to work on it. Your dragon breath must be as far reaching as your dragon lord’s, so that both attacks hit the enemy at the same time.”

“Understood, ma’am,” Nahia said, having no idea how they were going to achieve that.

“In order to achieve that, you must mold your elemental channel so that instead of a cone it comes out as a thread, as long as possible. Later we’ll increase its thickness.”

“We’ll do that, ma’am,” Logan replied.

Nahia said nothing because she still could not see how to achieve that.

I am glad to find you have sharp intellects. Therefore, you will have to fly at high speed, place yourselves two hundred paces away from the enemy, and attack. Other magical attacks might work, but they are more difficult to execute. The very short-ranged attacks are useless in the air. Therefore we will practice the best two attacks I have specified and you will learn to be very good at both. Your life depends on it.

Suddenly Nahia felt Eki starting and becoming very nervous, as if he had suddenly been frightened. She was puzzled and looked around to see if there was anything that had made him react that way, but she couldn’t see anything but the blue sky and some birds in the distance.

Ma’am, my elemental breath… Eki sent as if he were ashamed, without finishing his sentence.

Igam-Zuri-Biol watched him with narrowed eyes.

A silver dragon is not the most powerful in combat, that is true, but it does not mean he cannot fight.

Yes, Ma’am, Eki bowed his head.

Has your dragon breath developed yet?

No, my lady…

Nahia understood then what was going on, and she felt sorry for Eki. Being a silver dragon, his magic was different, it was not elemental. Therefore his breath attack had to be different. What Nahia did not know was that he had not developed it yet. The news left her confused. Eki had never told her about that, not that he had to either. Now she understood why the silver dragon was so restless. He had already suspected what was going to happen in the training and that he would have to admit his deficiencies, and Nahia could only feel sorry for him.

I understand. This complicates things. Until your breath is developed, use mental attacks. You have developed those, correct?

Eki bent his head even further. It looked as if he were going to nosedive to the ground. A feeling of tremendous shame reached Naha; Eki was terribly embarrassed.

I can pick up minds, but I cannot attack them… not yet.

Igam-Zuri-Biol raised her head and then tilted it while she appeared to study Eki.

Silver dragons usually have those magical skills well developed at your age. It is odd that you do not have them.

I am smaller than other silver dragons.

You are indeed. That is where the cause must lay, indeed. It is a pity you are not only weak physically, but that you are also weak in the magical realm. The enemy will not have pity on you, so you had better develop the skills you are missing quickly, or you will not live long. And of course neither will your rider.

Nahia had listened to the dragoness’s verdict, but she did not get nervous. They would have to see about that. She was not going to let anyone kill her.


Chapter 15

I try every day, Ma’am.

Keep trying, and meanwhile, do what you can.

Understood, Ma’am.

Igam-Zuri-Biol looked at Aroa.

Do you have any difficulty?

Aroa shook her head.

I have no problems with my elemental breath and my mental attacks. What I do not know is whether they are powerful or not. I have not had much experience in combat.

That is something we will soon find out. As a rule, the attacks of the Air Element, especially storms, are the most powerful, that I can guarantee. We white dragons are very respected, which really means very feared. Red dragons think they are the most powerful because they have the element of fire. They are wrong. We can create a storm with great winds that will blow the fire away, and take out our enemies with demolishing bolts and lightning. That is how you ought to see it.

Yes, Ma’am, that is how I see it.

Nahia felt a lot more at ease knowing that Aroa had her magic developed, not for her sake but for Logan’s. The last thing she wanted was anything happening to him. If Aroa could fight and use her magic, Logan would be safe. This made her feel more relaxed. She noticed that Logan was looking at her, and she realized he must be thinking the opposite about her. Yes, Logan was going to be worried.

Now we will start with the attack exercise. You must chase after me, locate me, and attack. We will see how skilled you are at magical combat, Igam-Zuri-Biol sent them, and before they could react it shot off like lightning toward a group of clouds to the east. The dragoness beat her wings with enormous strength and put five hundred paces between them and herself in the blink of an eye.

Aroa and Eki reacted and, beating their wings hard, they went after the teacher. Before they could reach Igam-Zuri-Biol, she vanished into the clouds.

Aroa and Eki were flying alongside each other and went into the clouds, trying to catch up with the instructor.

You see the dragoness? I can’t, Nahia asked Eki.

I thought I saw her for an instant, but I lost track.

Let us separate, we will cover more ground, they received Aroa’s message.

All right. Eki veered east, seeing that Aroa flew to the west.

They went through the clouds, flying at great speed, but they did not see the dragoness.

She must’ve gone back, Nahia told Eki, as they came out of the clouds and saw no trace of the white dragoness in the clear sky ahead of them.

If she has, she went above or below us among the clouds. Very clever.

I’d say very experienced.

The dragoness might be playing with us, to embarrass us. It will be an even… greater dishonor…Eki sent her.

Nahia felt Eki’s worry for not being up to the standard of what was expected of a swift dragon, for making a fool of himself.

Don’t worry, you won’t look like a fool.

I have no way to attack with my magic, I am not strong physically. I am going to appear like a fool.

Nahia received a feeling of sadness.

You don’t have them now, but you will soon,

Perhaps that day will never come, or we might die before. If you died because of me it would be terrible. What a dishonor, what a tragedy.

Now the feeling she got was one of utter despair.

That’s not going to happen. Rest easy. Neither of us is going to die, we’ll manage to survive, Nahia said with great assurance.

Eki said nothing and went back into the bank of clouds to try and find their instructor.

We are going into the clouds again, Aroa sent them.

They went on flying, now in circles. They could barely see anything but clouds everywhere. Not even Aroa and Logan, who could not be far away.

A dragon does not need to see the enemy among the clouds, they received Igam-Zuri-Biol’s message. A dragon can detect the mental and magical aura of another creature without seeing it.

That is right. How come I did not think of it before, Eki rued, who now felt silly for not having thought of it.

Can you pick them up?

Pick them up, yes, attack them no.

Let’s go step by step. First we locate the dragoness, then we’ll figure out what to do next.

Very well, I will try.

A moment later, Eki veered east.

You detected her? Nahia asked him.

Yup, I have picked up her mental and magical auras. They are both very powerful.

Fantastic. See how it’s not good to despair so quickly? There are always alternatives.

I have picked up the dragoness, yes, but what do I do now?

What she asked—attack.

I cannot with breath, I will try with a mental attack.

Very good. Courage, hit the dragoness hard.

At that moment, they saw Aroa fly by with Logan. She was going straight east through the clouds. She opened her mouth and launched an attack with her elemental storm breath. Nahia followed it with her gaze, since it had to be directed at Igam-Zuri-Biol, and she was not wrong. She was suddenly able to glimpse their instructor camouflaged in the bank of clouds. Aroa’s storm breath hit her in the side, and there was a silver flash. The magical defense of the great white dragoness rejected the attack.

Aroa is attacking, although it doesn’t seem to be having any effect, Nahia sent to Eki.

I am also trying to, but I cannot manage to attack its mind.

Keep trying, young swift dragons, you must manage to attack my magical defenses in a sustained manner, Igam-Zuri-Biol sent them.

Nahia could now see the dragon’s body among the clouds and Aroa attacking with her breath. She was keeping it on the teacher’s body, but she could not manage to pierce through the defenses. Igam-Zuri-Biol was not flying fast now or trying to evade them. She maintained a steady flight at the same height, as if she were cruising the clouds peacefully. The dragoness seemed to want them to attack her and see how they did. What she did do was stay at a distance of two hundred paces so Logan and Aroa could not attack. Suddenly, the instructor flashed silver.

I think I have managed to make her magical defense react at least, Eki sent.

Wonderful! You’re already achieving success. I knew you could do it.

I do not know what effect a mental attack of mine can have. I ignore how my magic affects others.

A mental attack fries your head, that I can assure you. I received many in Drakoros.

Yeah, an elemental mental attack, yes, but one from me… I do not know, my magic is not elemental like yours.

Don’t worry about that. Attack, and we’ll see what effect it has afterwards.

Eki and Aroa went on attacking for a while but did not manage to affect the defenses of the great white dragoness. Aroa changed to mental attacks, but all she managed was to have them rejected by the magical defenses of Igam-Zuri-Biol. There were silver flashes around the teacher’s body, but nothing else.

A dragon can also hide its presence. It can turn off its mental and magical auras so enemies with the magical detection skill do not detect them, Igam-Zuri-Biol sent them, and she nosedived at great speed.

Taken by surprise, Aroa and Eki took a moment to react.

Go after her! Nahia urged Eki.

Going! The silver dragon dropped down and pushed with his wings, chasing after at top speed. Aroa followed him, although she was slower than him and he soon left her behind.

I don’t see the dragoness. Nahia was looking in the clouds with narrowed eyes.

Me neither, Eki sent her as he came out under the bank of clouds. He went down a little more, but not seeing their teacher, he went back up. I do not think she came out of the clouds.

I think you’re right, Nahia said.

Aroa passed them by in a nosedive.

The dragoness is in the clouds, Eki sent her.

Aroa braked, flew parallel to the ground, and climbed back up as fast as she was able.

She is playing with us, Aroa sent them.

Humm, let us see if we can find the dragoness inside the clouds, Eki sent her.

I doubt it very much, but we will go, Aroa replied, climbing already.

They went into the clouds and searched them for a while. They flew from east to west and north to south, but they could not locate their teacher. It was as if the dragoness had become another cloud. The fact that she was a white dragon did not help either, since the color blended with the clouds they went through. Nahia tried to glimpse something violet but could not. The streaks of the dragoness were not strong enough.

The dragoness somehow turned off her auras and I cannot pick them up, Eki sent her, along with a feeling of frustration.

She wants to make it difficult for us, don’t be discouraged.

For a long while they flew in every direction, even in circles and spirals, but without any luck. They could not find the teacher. Finally, they came out from the clouds to fly above them.

I hope today’s lesson has taught you two things, Igam-Zuri-Biol’s message came to them as it suddenly appeared coming out of the clouds. The first is that you can identify an enemy by their auras, although to defeat it you must overcome their magical defenses, and you cannot always do that. The second is that there are magical creatures that know how to camouflage their auras so as not to be located. What you cannot detect cannot be attacked. Do you understand?

Yes, Ma’am, Aroa and Eki sent at the same time.

Very well. Stay and practice the detection and camouflage of auras on each other until you cannot fly anymore. Practice in the air. On land everything is simpler and does not have the same value.

We will do that, Eki sent.

Igam-Zuri-Biol flew down at great speed and was lost among the clouds again.

It wasn’t stellar, but we were no fools, Nahia sent to Eki to soothe him.

I have the feeling I did look like a fool. The teacher will think I am a disgrace.

I don’t think so. In any case, if she thinks that, we’ll show the dragoness she’s wrong.

But she is not wrong…

Well then she will be wrong. Nahia closed the subject.


Chapter 16

On the outskirts of the city of Orecor, the Snow Panthers had set up camp in a clearing of the forest through which ran a stream. Lasgol had gone to explore the surroundings of the city so afterward they could make a plan of action together. The others were resting. Edwina was chatting with Nilsa and Gerd, while Ona and Argi were patrolling the area to avoid being surprised. If they saw anything suspicious they would give the alarm. They were wonderful watch guards, with exceptional animal instincts perfect for that task.

Viggo was practicing knife throwing at a tree from different distances and angles.

“A hundred out of a hundred,” he called out to the others as he fetched his last throw.

“It could be no other way,” Nilsa replied with great sarcasm.

Not all bulls eyes, Camu rebuked Viggo.

“Yes they are.”

Not be, I see several throws not accurate.

“What do you know about accuracy, you’re like a hippopotamus with scales.”

I Higher Drakonian, and you shut up or I freeze you with my icy breath.

“Ooooo, see how I tremble with fear,” Viggo made his knees knock. “By the time you aim in my direction, I’ll be a league away.”

Camu shook his head and ignored him. He called upon his Drakonian Flight skill. He flashed silver and two great silvery wings appeared on his back.

“They’re beautiful,” Nilsa told him. “Every time you bring them out, you make me gasp.”

“They are indeed. Ethereal and bright, with that silver glow.” Edwina’s mouth was open in awe.

Camu beat his wings, which shone, so Nilsa and Edwina could appreciate them better.

“Don’t start flying, or some patrolling dragon will see you,” Viggo told him. “Those wings of yours shine as if they were polished silver. If a sunray hits you, the flash will be seen from Norghana.”

Not take off flying, only levitate a little.

“Why do you need to levitate now?” Viggo made a blank face. “We’re in the middle of the forest, in case you didn’t know.”

I practice. Need develop new skill combined.

Viggo raised both eyebrows.

“What skill is that?” Viggo stared at him, very interested.

Camu rose five handspans off the ground and remained hovering, beating his wings very fast, like a giant silver hummingbird.

I need combine Drakonian Flight with Extended Invisibility Camouflage and Anti-Magic Denial skills.

“And I want a castle, a duke’s title, and three chests filled to the brim with gold.”

No funny.

“Yes I am, and you know it.” Viggo smiled at him with a wink.

“It’s to avoid the dragons’ physical attacks, right?” Gerd realized, guessing what Camu was trying to achieve.

Yes. Need rise from ground and maintain invisibility and anti-magic protection. Not want suffer blow so hard.

“You’d better be careful that they don’t strike you or they might break your back, and there’s no way to fix that,” Edwina warned him.

“You couldn’t heal him in such a case?” Nilsa asked, guessing it was not possible but wanting to make sure. Edwina performed near miracles with her Healing Magic, so Nilsa just wanted to be sure.

The Healer shook her head. She put aside what she was eating and looked at Nilsa.

“My powers have limitations. All magic has it. We Healers can’t heal what no longer has a solution. If the injury is very serious, we can’t save the patient or bring him or her back from death.”

“But there are some Magi who raise the dead so they fight for them, or so I understand,” Viggo intervened.

“There are, indeed. They are called Necromancers, and they use Death Magic. Something you had better stay far away from,” Edwina warned him.

“If it’s of death it would suit me like a glove.”

“You already have enough ‘natural’ magic, you don’t need Death Magic,” Gerd told him, wagging his finger at him. “Don’t go getting any funny ideas. I know you.”

“Funny ideas, me? Never.” Viggo smiled at him from ear to ear, and after a summersault over the fire, making a full turn in the air, he landed on the other side with perfect balance.

“Well, at least you seem recovered from your frozen limbs,” Nilsa said.

“I told you I was as good as new. You’re always worrying when there’s no need.”

“With you there’s always need to worry,” Gerd corrected him.

Viggo beamed at him.

“I love you too, big guy, because you worry about me out of that gold heart of yours.” Viggo blinked hard.

“You’re like a stomachache,” Gerd said, “and before you try to joke, I don’t have a big stomach.”

Viggo raised both hands and then made a sign that he was not saying anything.

Camu was still hovering with his eyes shut, concentrated, trying to call on the other two skills he could not combine with his flight.

“Once you succeed, it’s going to be awesome,” Nilsa told him in a positive tone, as if it was something he was definitely going to achieve. “Practice and you’re sure to succeed, I’m sure.”

“Don’t encourage the bug, or when he fails he’ll be greatly disappointed,” Viggo chided with a face that said it was better not to get Camu’s hopes up.

“Shut up, you shrimp.”

“Until you succeed, what you should do is rise and prevent the attacking dragon from reaching you,” Gerd told him from the other side of the campfire.

If do that, lose camouflage, you be uncovered.

“Yeah, but we can dodge the blow and you can’t. You should just focus on rising and we’ll manage,” Gerd said, “don’t worry about us.”

“Gerd is right. And you, Camu, are a sweetheart for worrying about us and putting our lives before your own. As soon as you come back down I’m going to kiss you,” said Nilsa.

“Don’t you encourage him, and least of all kiss him, or he’ll become impossible. He already believes himself immortal,” Viggo protested.

“Why don’t you throw your knife at your foot for a while?” Nilsa replied with a funny face.

Viggo heaved a great sigh.

“This redhead gets funnier every day.”

I not leave you unprotected against dragon. Never, Camu messaged him as he went on beating his magic wings fast and hovering with his eyes shut.

“And we are grateful, Camu, from the bottom of our hearts,” Edwina said.

Nilsa and Gerd exchanged a glance. They both knew Camu was like that, and no matter how much they wanted him to stay safe, he would only do so if the others were not in danger. That troubled them, because sooner or later something tragic would happen if he went on like that.

Lasgol returned at nightfall. He greeted Ona and Argi fondly when he found them patrolling in the forest, and he went to the clearing where the group was camped.

“You’re here at last, I was already thinking I’d have to go to your rescue,” Viggo said reproachfully.

“Scouting missions take time, if done properly,” Lasgol replied as he sat beside Gerd in front of the fire. The giant handed him some food and the waterskin.

“What a way to welcome someone,” Nilsa told Viggo. Then she looked at Lasgol with interest. “What did you find?”

We much interest, Camu messaged from where he was lying behind Nilsa and wagged his tail nervously. He had not managed to combine his skills, and he was a little downtrodden. Seeing Lasgol cheered him.

Lasgol took a bite of salted meat, and after taking a swig of water he replied, “That city is really impressive, and holding strong. It’s under siege, as we were expecting, so we have twice the problems.”

“Twice the problems?” Edwina asked, thinking there would be injured.

“Yeah. On the one hand, we’ll have to get past the circle of the black dragon king’s army and its dragons, and then the defenders of Orecor.”

“You don’t believe the defenders will welcome us?” Gerd asked, tilting his head to one side.

“We’re foreigners, slipping into a city under siege…” said Lasgol.

“They’ll take us for spies, or worse,” Nilsa guessed.

“Besides, we’ve come to rescue someone who’s in their prison,” Lasgol added.

“Yeah… they’re not going to welcome us at all…” Gerd agreed.

“It won’t be the first or the last time we’re not welcome in a city,” Viggo commented. “I don’t see what the problem is—we’ll slip through twice and that’s that.”

“Mmmm, twice to get in and twice to get out…” Nilsa corrected him.

“So, twice, and then twice more. I still don’t see a problem,” Viggo insisted.

“It’s not only slipping into an enemy city. This city is at war, under siege. There are soldiers everywhere, and they are alert,” Lasgol told him.

“And first we have to get past the circle of the black king’s soldiers,” said Gerd.

We need plan. One much good.

“Here we go with plans,” Viggo moaned.

“Without a plan we won’t get in, find Ingrid, and get her out of there,” Gerd told him. “Whether you like it or not, you know it’s like that.”

“Well, we don’t have the know-it-all with us, so I doubt we’ll be able to come up with a good plan.”

Gerd sighed. “One of Egil’s plans would be very handy right now.”

“Poor thing… every time I remember that he’s still imprisoned in the dungeons at the Academy of Drakoros, it gives me the willies,” Nilsa said, very upset.

“If anyone can survive the greatest of calamities, it’s Egil,” Edwina said to cheer them up.

Egil much strong and much smart. Survive. One day be king again.

“Yes, he deserves to wear the crown of Norghana, nobody can deny that,” said Nilsa. “Besides, it’s his right by blood. He should be the king of Norghana and lead the fight against the dragons.”

“I don’t think the generals ruling for Thoran’s infant son would agree with you,” Viggo said with an ironic grimace.

“It doesn’t matter what you think. Egil is the legitimate king, by right,” Nilsa said very seriously.

“A king who sacrificed his crown,” Viggo replied.

“The king’s sacrifice was for us, and for all of Norghana,” said Gerd, jabbing his finger at all of them. “Without this sacrifice, the Immortal Dragon would’ve achieved its purpose and we wouldn’t be here.”

Viggo shrugged.

“He always had a know-it-all hero complex. I hope his sacrifice and how bad he’s had it since then will count for something in the end.”

“We’ll make it count,” Gerd promised.

“We’ll put Egil back on the throne,” Nilsa added.

Cost what it cost, Camu messaged, nodding hard.

Viggo looked at Camu and shook his head.

“See if by then you’ve learned to speak properly, you sound like a drunken sailor.”

I no sound like drunken sailor.

“Oh sure you do.”

“You’re very quiet, Lasgol. Don’t you agree?” Nilsa asked.

“Yeah… it’s only… that… I barely remember anything about Egil… and it makes me feel awful.”

That be he means much to you.

“Yeah… I know… the more someone means to me, the less I remember them…”

“A most twisted curse, I have to admit. That immortal lizard-thing had a very dark, heartless sense of humor,” Viggo said.

“And thanks to Egil, it got what it deserved,” said Nilsa.

“Yup, I won’t deny the know-it-all that. When I see him, I’ll thank him for killing that horrendous monster of bad ideas.”

“I’m sorry I don’t remember things… you all treat me as if we were the best of friends, and I’m really grateful…” Lasgol admitted.

“That’s because we are,” Gerd reassured him, patting his back gently.

“Even though you don’t remember, we do, and we treat you as who you are—a brother and best friend,” Nilsa said, blowing him a kiss.

Viggo raised his hands.

“You and I weren’t such good friends, don’t go around thinking that we’re like brothers,” he told Lasgol.

Lasgol looked at Viggo and then at Nilsa and Gerd.

“Don’t pay any attention, you are very good friends,” Nilsa confirmed, nodding.

“Well, as good a friend as this toothache can be,” Gerd pointed out.

All be more than brothers, Camu messaged.

“Thanks… I only hope I remember someday…” Lasgol said.

“You will, don’t worry, it’s only a matter of time…” Nilsa promised.

“The mind requires its own time to heal. It’s the most complex part of our bodies,” Edwina said. “But just like the other parts of your organism, it’ll heal with time and care.”

“Can you heal my mind?” Lasgol asked her.

Edwina heaved a very deep sigh.

“I’m afraid we already tried that once. I can’t access the mind. And I shouldn’t. Only the most expert, specialized Healers can. That’s not my case, I’m sorry. I might do more harm than good.”

“I understand, thank you.”

“Well, let’s stop the mushiness and focus on rescuing Ingrid. That’s what really matters. I’m more than impatient to see my belligerent blondie.”

“We all want to see Ingrid,” Nilsa said. “But for that we’re going to need a well-thought-out plan.  We must think of a way to get in without being found out, find Ingrid, rescue her, and get out of there without being stopped. It sounds kind of hopeless to me.”

“Besides, there are half a dozen dragons punishing the city from the air,” Lasgol told them.

“Well, half a dozen isn’t much. We’ll manage,” Viggo said with full confidence.

They all made a face that said Viggo was hopeless. They ate and rested while they turned the matter over and over in their heads. If they did not manage to come up with a good plan, the odds of getting out of there alive were very small, if not impossible.


Chapter 17

Lasgol was crouched, waiting. The evening was warm and clear, so he had chosen a thick forest near the war camp of the black dragon’s army for the meeting. The patrols did not usually come by, but it was best not to be seen, just in case. Beside him was Ona, always alert to the smallest movement, sound, or smell that might mean danger. Lasgol stroked her head and smiled at her. The good panther filled his heart with joy. She was a loyal companion and her presence infused him with quiet and safety, something he appreciated greatly.

Ona moaned gratefully.

“Don’t worry, everything’ll be all right.”

The panther looked at Lasgol with her big cat eyes and chirped once.

“And besides being very good, you’re very smart.”

Ona rubbed her head against his leg, showing him her love for him.

They waited a while and soon glimpsed three Tauruk-Kapro coming from the east. They were trying to come silently, but to the trained ear of a Ranger they were very noisy. It was because of their size and because their hoofed feet echoed loudly on the land with each step they took. Besides their large bodies, when they moved, their arms brushed against their torsos and their legs against each other. It was a raspy sound, joined by the metallic clink of their weapons. To top it all off, their horns were so large and so distinguishable that even at night it was impossible not to see them. Definitely, that race was not made for stealth and subterfuge.

They came into the forest and approached the rock Lasgol and Ona were hiding behind. It was the meeting place agreed upon when they had arrived.

“Good evening,” Lasgol greeted them, revealing himself.

The three Tauruk were surprised and stopped where they were. They had not seen Lasgol, or Ona who stood by his side.

“You’re like a shadow of the forest, we didn’t even see you,” Turgus told him.

Lasgol smiled.

“I wouldn’t be much of a Ranger if I couldn’t hide in a forest at night.”

“I guess not,” Turgus smiled at him as he greeted him with a wave.

“How are things at the war camp? Did you have any trouble?”

Turgus looked toward the camp. The lights of the campfires were seen through the trees quite clearly in the night, even from that safe distance.

“We did as we agreed. I reported that we had been taken by surprise by Humans and lost many effectives, but that we managed to reject them and continue on our journey, saving the cargo. The officers only cared about the fact that we had managed to save the supplies.”

“Weren’t they surprised that most of the casualties were Drakonid?”

“The officer I reported to was a Drakonid. I told him that his soldiers were the first to attack back and so had suffered the most casualties. I added that they had fought like true heroes and saved the convoy.”

“He must’ve liked that,” Lasgol said, raising an eyebrow.

“Absolutely. He said that the Drakonids had been born to fight for the dragons and that their death would be avenged. The Drakonid believe themselves to be special, but let me assure you, they’re not.”

His two comrades, a Tauruk and a Kapro, laughed with their deep laughter as they nodded.

“They’re the lapdogs of their dragon lords, nothing else,” the Tauruk said.

“And one day they will be punished for what they are,” the Kapro stated.

“I see that your relations with them aren’t very good.”

“They never have been. We’re from the same territory in Kraido under the black dragon king’s domain, and we’ve always hated one another,” Turgus explained.

“They believe themselves better than us when they’re not,” the Tauruk said.

“Better than all the other races of Kraido, not only ours,” the Kapro added.

“One thing I can assure you, Lasgol, is that they’re the most hated by all, not only by us,” Turgus said like an absolute truth.

“Because they’re loyal to the dragons.”

“Because of that, and because they believe they are the chosen ones,” Turgus clarified.

“Chosen by the dragons, I take it. Do they have any advantages because of it?”

Turgus looked at his two comrades and then frowned.

“Some, yes. The dragons grant them greater knowledge and freedom than the rest of the races. They also use them to control the rest of us. The soldiers of Kraido are, as a rule, Drakonid.”

“Oh well, then I understand why they’re not loved. Aren’t there soldiers of other races in Kraido?”

Turgus shook his head.

“The soldiers are sent to fight in the dragon wars outside Kraido.”

“It’s a way to prevent an uprising in our land,” the Kapro said.

“There are no soldiers to rise up, only peasants and workers,” the Tauruk added.

Lasgol sighed.

“The dragons are intelligent. They train soldiers to fight for them and send them to    foreign worlds to do so, leaving a guard of loyal Drakonid soldiers to subject the populations at home…”

“That’s right, we die in distant worlds and can’t rise against the dragons at home,” Turgus said bitterly.

Lasgol nodded.

“It might be better that the uprising starts here.”

Turgus and his comrades frowned.

“Why do you believe that?”

“Here there are armies of other races and few dragons… besides, you can find allies here… like us, to join your cause.”

“That’s very true. I hadn’t thought of that. We’re used to fighting against the Humans of Tremia, but perhaps we ought to do the opposite,” Turgus realized.

“That won’t be easy to do,” the Tauruk said.

“The Humans of this world won’t trust us. We’ve shed their blood,” the Kapro said.

Turgus nodded thoughtfully.

“We’ve killed many Humans. It’ll be very difficult to make them trust us.”

“I’m here, talking to you, and the armies of the red dragon king are devastating my kingdom.”

The three Tauruk-Kapro nodded.

“It’s something we must try, without a doubt,” said Turgus.

“I find it very complicated, not to say nearly impossible,” the Kapro said.

“Let me introduce you to my comrades. This is Torkor,” Turgus introduced the Tauruk with a wave of his hand, “and this is Kramek,” he indicated the other with a wave too. “You don’t know them, they weren’t in the convoy.”

“No, I didn’t recognize them. I am Lasgol,” he greeted them with a nod.

“A Human who can tell us apart? Curious,” Torkor said, surprised, wrinkling his nose.

“I do indeed. I notice everything around me and pay attention, like she does.” Lasgol pointed at Ona beside him as she watched the three Tauruk-Kapro without missing a detail.

“I thought that to the Humans we were all alike,” Kramek told him.

“Not for this Human,” Lasgol smiled at him. “I can tell you apart without any trouble.”

“You were right to say he’s different from the other Humans,” Kramek admitted to Turgus as he glanced at him.

Lasgol bowed his head thoughtfully.

“Did you manage to get information on the siege the black dragon king is maintaining?”

Turgus nodded.

“I did as you asked and sought information. The first thing I can tell you is that the city is about to fall,” Turgus said, jabbing his thumb at his back.

“It is?” Lasgol had been fearing this information, but he had hoped to have more time.

“It has about a week. The Black Dragon King is going to concentrate all its dragons here and raze the city to its foundations once and for all. In seven days. That’s what I’ve been able to find out.”

“I see.” The news was extremely bad for Lasgol. If the dragons razed Orecor, Ingrid might die. She was a prisoner there, and if the dragons razed the building she was in, she’d be buried by the rubble or by fire.

“It’s been confirmed that the city of York, the richest, the one with gold-paved streets, is holding. Being an island in front of the coast, the Black Dragon King’s armies have difficulties reaching it. It can’t be sieged unless by a large fleet, which the dragons don’t have. They attack it by air, but it’s holding up. They have paid Magi who defend the city.”

“That’s interesting,” Lasgol said, intrigued by this. What kind of Magi did they have to be able to stand up to the dragons’ attacks? How much longer would they be able to hold out being on a fortified island?

“The other city-state of the east under siege is Yatro. It has Magi who use a very strange magic. They create spirits, from what we’ve heard, and these are very difficult to kill. Our army has suffered many casualties trying to take that city.”

“I haven’t heard of that Spiritual Magic, but it must be powerful if the city is holding,” Lasgol guessed. “Or perhaps it a magic different from the elemental, which somehow is more harmful.”

“We know very little about magic, but their spirits devour the souls of the living bodies, at least that’s what’s said. We three didn’t take part in that siege, so we can’t give you more information than this. But consider it good—their Magi create spirits that attack the soul and kill the body,” Turgus assured him in a very serious tone.

“It’s terrible and at the same time very interesting—it’s a type of magic I don’t know, but perhaps it could be useful against the dragons,” said Lasgol, trying to reason what kind of magic might be.

Turgus moved his head from side to side.

“It doesn’t work against the dragons, only against us,” he explained, indicating his two comrades and then himself.

“Even so, I’d like to understand what type of magic it is and see the possibilities it has against the dragons. Sometimes magic can be used indirectly, not to kill them but to cause trouble for them.”

The three Tauruk-Kapro made faces that it might be so but that they doubted it.

“What news of the kingdoms of Irinel and Moontian, further inland?”

“Irinel has fallen,” Turgus told him.

“Oh…” Lasgol suddenly felt a great sadness. He remembered the country he had visited, one he had loved. Images of beautiful fields of tall grass in a land where it always rained and everything was an intense green came to his mind. There were no mountains, and the people had faces covered with freckles and red hair. He remembered the Druids and their great forest. He wished they had survived. In a more diluted way, less concrete, he remembered the royal family of Irinel… the king and queen betrayed by their son… he could not remember faces or names, but he knew it had been so. And he remembered the prince’s sister, the princess who had also been the queen of Norghana, Thoran’s wife. He knew he remembered them because they were hateful people. They remained in his memory. He remembered that the Druid Queen was a prisoner in Moontian, if she was still alive…

He sighed deeply. A blurry image appeared in his mind, of a young woman with blonde hair. The image was blurred, he could not define her. Even without being able to fully appreciate her, he felt she was beautiful, both physically and in spirit. He wondered who she might be and why he was remembering her now as he thought of Irinel and its people. In any case, whoever the young woman with golden curly hair was, the fact that he almost remembered her was a good sign. She was likely someone he knew, who was important to him, and was beginning to come back from his mind’s oblivion where the Immortal Dragon had sent her.

“Is everything all right?” Turgus asked him.

“Yeah, sorry, some memories of those lands suddenly came to mind.”

“I’m sorry for the bad news. According to what I’ve been told, when the cities fell many fled to the forests. Some Magi who live there have protected them.”

“Yes, the Druids, I know them.”

“The troops who had the kingdom under siege have now headed to destroy Moontian,” Turgus went on. “That kingdom is resisting. It’s inside a mountain range and very high. It’s practically inaccessible, and every attempt to assault it has failed. The dragons can’t get inside the mountain either.”

“I know it too, it’s very difficult to access and its defense is relatively easy.”

“Once Orecor falls, which will be shortly, there will only be York and Yatro on the coast and Moontian inland.”

“Moontian will hold because of its location,” Lasgol reasoned, “like York. So, after Orecor, Yatro will be the next to fall.”

“If it hasn’t fallen already,” Turgus said. “The information I’m giving you is a few weeks old.”

“I see,” Lasgol nodded. “It would be interesting if you established a messaging system with the other war camps of your army.”

“To be informed of the campaigns?” Turgus raised an eyebrow.

“That’s right. The more information you have, the easier it will be to make good tactical decisions,” Lasgol told them, and as he said it he somehow knew that the sentence was not his, not even the idea. It was of someone very close to him, but he could not remember who. He thought of his comrades and was sure it was not Viggo’s, and he did not think it was Nilsa’s either. Perhaps Gerd’s? No, not his either. By elimination it had to be Egil’s, whom he did not remember at all. He felt bad again, as if he were betraying a friend, a brother, even knowing it was not his fault. The Immortal Dragon had robbed him of the memories of his loved ones, against his will. He sighed. At least some things were beginning to come back, like that idea of Egil’s.

“The Human has a good head,” Kramek said.

“Without a doubt, he’s special,” Torkor nodded.

“Very special. He can kill dragons with that gold bow he carries over his shoulder,” Turgus told them.

“By yourself?” Torkor opened his eyes very wide.

“No, not by myself, with the help of my friends.”

“But, could you do it, say, if the dragon couldn’t reach you and you could reach it?” Kramek asked in a tone of great interest.

Lasgol moved his head from one side to the other, thinking about the answer.

“In that case I could. The bow has magic that allows me to get through the dragons’ defenses. We believe it was created for that end.”

“That’s phenomenal! Magic weapons that kill dragons!” Torkor commented enthusiastically.

“We need them,” Kramek told him.

“Yes, we all agree on that,” Turgus said.

“The rescue mission we are involved in will help us obtain more weapons like this one,” Lasgol told them with the idea in mind that they could help him.

“How’s that?” Torkor raised an eyebrow.

“The prisoner we’re going to rescue hid the weapons to keep them safe. Once we free her, she’ll lead us to them.”

“If you wait a week, the city will be in our hands,” Kramek said.

Lasgol shook his head.

“If the dragons raze it, they might kill our friend. I don’t want to take that risk. We have to get her out now, before the city is destroyed.”

“Yes, because it’ll be destroyed down to rubble. All the Black Dragon King’s dragons in Drameia are coming,” Torkor said.

“That’s why we have to rescue her now,” Lasgol insisted determinedly.

“In that case, we must help you,” Kramek stated.

“Yes, you can count on my support,” Torkor said.

“I appreciate it. It’s not going to be easy, least of all with Drakonid officers and soldiers.”

“Don’t you go on believing the situation is that bad,” Turgus told him.

“It isn’t?’ Lasgol raised both eyebrows.

“The situation is complicated but favorable. We’ve been talking to our people,” Kramek said. “The Kapro are with the revolt, we’d already heard rumors and the message. It’s spreading fast through all the war camps, not only ours but also those of York, Yatro, and Moontian. The truth is, I don’t know how it’s reaching every corner, but it is, even here, so far east, in Orecor. Turgus finished persuading us with what he told us about your encounter.”

“Yes, someone is putting a lot of effort on making the message spread throughout all the armies. It’s surprising, since we’re all very scattered, but we know it’s reaching them all,” Torkor explained. “The Tauruk of Orecor also support the rebellion. Now that we’ve met you and seen the Golden Weapon Turgus told us about, even more so,” Torkor said.

“We have to end the tyranny of the dragons, even if we die in the attempt,” said Kramek.

“To keep living like slaves and dying for the never-ending greed of some heartless monsters isn’t the future I want for my family,” Torkor said.

“They are the leaders of the Kapro and the Tauruk in the war camp. They wanted to meet you in person.”

“You’re officers?” Lasgol bowed his head when he asked. They had given him that impression.

“Yes, we are,” Kramek confirmed.

“But more important than that is that they have the respect of the soldiers,” Turgus said.

“I understand. Yes, respect is what matters in the end. Rank or post are nothing unless you have the respect of others. I appreciate the support, it’ll be invaluable. The siege of the city by land, and air, presents a serious problem for us,” Lasgol said honestly.

“One which we’ll help you overcome. That’s why we’re here tonight,” Turgus told him.

Lasgol sighed and watched the campfires out of the corner of his eye.

“We need to find a way to get in. We’ll have to get through your army’s siege and find a way to get in.”

“I can see about breaking the siege,” Kramek offered. “I’ll need some time, but I believe that with my people’s help we’ll find the way.”

“And I’ll find the way to get you into the city,” said Torkor. “We’ve been trying to enter it for over a year and we’ve managed once or twice, although we were rejected and barred from full entry. I believe there’ll be something we can do to smuggle in a small group.”

“If you manage to organize it, that would be a great help.”

“Count on it,” Kramek said.

“It might not be pretty, but we’ll think of something,” Torkor promised, nodding his horned head.

“The risk will be great for all of us,” Turgus mentioned.

“We’re used to risk. We’ll take it,” Lasgol said confidently.

“If the Human and his friends are going to risk their skin on this, we won’t be any less. The Tauruk fear nothing,” Torkor stated.

“Well said. I completely agree. The Kapro will also take the risk, just like you all,” Kramek said.

“Very well. If that’s how it’s going to be, we’ll meet here tomorrow night and share ideas to form a plan,” Lasgol told them.

The three nodded.

“See you here,” Turgus said.

The Tauruk-Kapro left, and Lasgol remained thinking. These new allies they had found meant a significant improvement to their situation. It was still going to be very complicated, but they now had help, and he was sure it would be priceless.


Chapter 18

That day, practice with Master Dragoness Igam-Zuri-Biol and her Rider, Laya, ended at sunset. They landed in the airfield and Nahia and Logan dismounted, as did Laya. Nahia could feel through the bond that joined her to Eki how embarrassed and desperate the silver dragon felt. The practice had gone very badly for him. Aroa, on the other hand, had done quite well and was improving her attacks every day, both her elemental breath and her mental attacks causing greater flashes in the defenses of the teacher, which meant they affected her more and more.

On their part, Nahia and Logan were trying to make their elemental breath reach farther every day. Nahia had discovered that if she managed to make the stream she sent thinner, it reached quite far. This had surprised her a lot, since in Drakoros they had taught them to send a short, powerful stream. She guessed it was because it was the strongest method. Making the stream reach farther was really difficult, and both she and Logan had almost as hard a time as Eki. But they were progressing, and that was the important thing. She could already send her breath seventy-five paces away and Logan fifty-five paces, although with much less power than a short one. For now they did not worry about that part, since what they were after was reach, not power.

There is no need for me to tell you how you did today. I am sure you know, Igam-Zuri-Biol sent them, which made Eki feel even worse.

“You are a Flameborn, you have power. Help your dragon lord. It’s your duty and obligation,” Laya told Nahia, pointing her lance at her.

Nahia was not expecting that, and she was somewhat taken aback.

“I will… absolutely,” Nahia replied, who right then had no idea how she might be able to help Eki. She had not known it was her duty to help her dragon lord either. Dragons did not need help from anyone, least of all from someone belonging to a slave race. It had not even entered her mind to try and help Eki, not because she did not want to, but because of how shocking it was. Her mind rejected the idea.

Practice and improve. You do not have much time. The enemy will not have mercy, and you are going to confront one of the most ferocious enemies, and one that most hates us. Time is running out, Igam-Zuri-Biol sent them in clear reference to Eki. A moment later, it took off.

I’m a disgrace… Eki sent and bowed his head.

No, you’re not. You only need to find the way to channel your magic, Aroa replied, and her gaze showed sympathy toward the silver dragon.

“I don’t know how I can help you, but I will,” Nahia told him, feeling very bad for him.

No matter how much I try, my magic doesn’t become of attack. I even doubt it’s possible I can do that.

All magic can be used to attack. What we have to find is the way. In our case it’s easier since it’s elemental magic and that’s harmful almost by definition.

“Perhaps what you must do first is create what you want to achieve and then see whether you can do it in a way that is harmful or offensive,” Logan mused, scratching his chin and looking at Eki.

The silver dragon tilted his head to look at Logan.

I’m not sure I follow.

“Try to create the breath. Simply make your inner energy come out through your mouth. Don’t try to make it an attack. For now, just give it shape. Like Nahia and I do, trying to make it reach farther without worrying about how harmful it might be.”

“Yeah, that’s a very good idea,” Nahia cheered.

The problem might lie in wanting your magic to be what it isn’t. Do as Logan says, it makes sense, Aroa recommended.

Eki gave a snort through his nostrils.

Alright, I’ll give it a try, although so far it’s been useless.

“Remember not to give it an offensive character, don’t think about attacking,” Logan advised him.

Okay. Here goes.

Eki tried to generate his dragon breath but completely failed. It was as if he did not have the skill for some reason. Not only that, but he did not even manage to make his energy come out as a stream.

Nahia and Logan exchanged glances that were not very optimistic in view of what was not happening.

Eki tried several times more, without success.

I can’t. What shame, what dishonor.

“Take it easy, don’t give up. If everything came out right the first time, it would not be worth the effort,” Nahia told him.

Nahia is right you know. Everything that is worth something in life is because it costs something, Aroa shared.

I know you all say this to encourage me, but the truth is that I’ve always been a failure of a dragon.

Don’t say that. You are a Swift Dragon. You have a Rider, you are here. All of that is a success, not a failure.

I’ve got to here, yes, but what good is it if I can’t fight like a true dragon?

“You’re the fastest swift dragon on Jadrakos. That’s a great achievement, don’t you ever forget that,” Nahia told him.

“Which makes him the fastest dragon of all,” added Logan. “Isn’t that right?” Logan asked Aroa.

That’s right. The Swift are the fastest and most maneuverable of all dragons. Therefore, Eki, being the fastest among the Swift, is the fastest dragon in the world.

We don’t know that, I bet there are faster dragons than me out there, on other worlds, fighting, something I can’t do…

“How poorly you value yourself,” Nahia told him, crossing her arms.

What I saw in Gryphoros puts you among the fastest in the world, and I’m practically certain that if you’re not already, you’ll be the fastest of all one day, Aroa assured him.

Eki let the air out of his mouth, and to Nahia it sounded like a sigh.

Now I have to concentrate on managing to improve in combat… which has never interested me… fighting isn’t what I’m after, but knowledge, being a great scholar of my Spatial Magic, something I haven’t achieved either. What a failure I am…

“Don’t say that. I didn’t want to fight either, and neither did Logan. We’ve been forced into it, just like you. That doesn’t mean we haven’t made it, only that it’s cost us a little more. Just like it’s going to cost you a little more too. We’re here to help you. You’ll get there,” Nahia promised.

Thank you… I really appreciate it.

“Try to create your elemental breath. You’re a dragon, you surely have it,” Nahia encouraged him.

Try sending your inner energy as if it were a stream coming out of your mouth. That’s how I do it. In my case I choose the type of stream I want, one of strong winds or one with a storm of lightning. In your case, since your magic is Spatial Magic and we don’t know how to turn it into a magic attack, simply send out the energy, Aroa instructed him.

“Yeah, take a good amount of energy and project it out of your mouth,” Nahia told him, “Concentrate really hard, that’s the most important. You have to see what you want to achieve it clearly in your mind. If you visualize it, it will come out.”

Okay, here I go. Eki shut his eyes and concentrated.

For a long while he tried, without any luck. He opened his mouth, but nothing came out of it. It was as if it went against his nature in his case. It was shocking, since for a dragon elemental breath was something basic and intrinsic. Nahia watched him with his mouth open and his eyes closed, unable to do it, and she felt very sorry for him. Especially because through their bond she felt how terrible this situation was for Eki. He felt like a total failure, a calamity, and his spirit was at his feet.

“Perhaps if you aim at something fixed, it’ll help,” Nahia suggested.

Good idea, throw your breath at me, Aroa told him.

At you? I wouldn’t want to hurt you, that would be the last thing I need…

You couldn’t hurt me. Remember, we have innate magical defenses. They’ll activate and nothing will happen to me.

Logan looked at Aroa with some concern. What the dragoness had said was true, but taking risks with magic was never a good idea.

I’m a big white target, you can’t miss, Aroa sent him, smiling.

All right… I’ll try.

“Courage!” Nilsa made a gesture of strength to cheer him.

Eki was grateful for the support and bowed his head slightly. Then he focused on Aroa and concentrated. He opened his mouth, and something new happened. From it came a flow of silver energy which hit Aroa in the chest. Aroa’s defenses activated to protect her, and the silver flow did not affect her.

Very good, Eki, you’re getting there. Keep projecting your energy, Aroa encouraged him.

Eki went on sending forth his silver energy.

“I wonder what kind of effect it will have,” Nahia commented, watching, very interested.

“Don’ risk touching it,” Logan warned her, “it might be very harmful.”

Nahia watched the flow and the defensive flashes of Aroa’s magic and had more questions.

“Aroa, do you pick up what kind of attack it is?”

No, but I feel as if he were pushing me away from where I am, as if he wanted to move me… it’s very odd.

“He’s not hurting you, is he?” Logan asked in a tone of concern for Aroa.

No, don’t worry. My defenses are holding fine. They’re consuming my inner energy in doing so, but I have plenty.

The flow Eki was sending against Aroa began to do something strange. It seemed that the energy surrounded Aroa instead of striking her directly and getting destroyed by her defenses.

“It’s enveloping Aroa, as if forming a bell of energy…” Nahia watched, not understanding what was happening.

“Are you sure everything’s alright?” Logan asked Aroa, watching the strange bell of silver energy, which now surrounded the dragoness entirely. It seemed to reach to trace her body and then return.

Yeah, yeah, everything’s fine. I still feel as if he were pushing me—harder, if possible, but nothing else.

And at that moment, something really odd happened. The bell of energy that surrounded Aroa flashed with great intensity in a silver color that made Nahia and Logan shut their eyes. When they opened them, there awaited a great surprise. Aroa had vanished.

“What? Where’s Aroa?” Nahia was looking all around with huge eyes.

“She’s vanished into thin air…” Logan was also searching for her in the vicinity, but there was no trace of her.

“Eki, stop. Stop it!” Nahia cried.

The silver dragon stopped his breath and opened his eyes.

What happened? he asked, and Nahia felt his concern.

“We don’t know. Aroa is gone.”

Gone? Because of my breath? How? It can’t be! Eki was looking in every direction like them without seeing Aroa.

Logan went over to the spot Aroa had occupied an instant before and inspected it.

“Here are her footprints. The weight of her body has left four very clear marks, but there’s nothing else.” Logan was feeling the ground with his hands.

Nahia also went over to investigate

I haven’t… killed her, have I? Eki’s heart was about to jump out of his mouth. Nahia could feel his tremendous worry and hopelessness.

“No, you haven’t killed her. I’m sure,” Nahia told him, becoming as nervous as Eki. His feelings passed to her through their bond, and she could not process them they were so intense.

“There’s no blood, nor any other remains, to indicate that,” Logan said to calm him.

Then what’s happened? Eki was still very worried, pacing back and forth.

“Perhaps she became invisible from the effect of your magic,” Nahia ventured, not very convinced.

“I don’t think so. Aroa, are you here?” Logan asked in the hopes that she would answer and was only playing a prank on them. But it did not fit; Aroa was always very mindful of others, she did not joke or tease her comrades. On the contrary, she worried. It was something that had surprised Logan very much about the dragoness since, as a rule, dragons were anything but compassionate. Empathy was a concept they equated with weakness. Aroa was not like that. She had empathy, and Logan could feel it through the bond they shared. Thinking about the bond, he had an idea. “I can call her.”

“Yes, call her. If she’s within two hundred paces, she’ll hear you.”

Logan called her using his calling pulse.

For a long moment, nothing happened. They all waited tensely. The more time went by, the worse feelings the three of them had.

Suddenly, in the sky ahead of them, they saw a dragon appear, heading in their direction.

I’m coming. I’m fine. Don’t worry, Aroa’s message reached them.

Nahia let out a long sigh, very relieved.

“Thank goodness…” Logan stood with his arms akimbo and leaned forward to breathe deeply.

Eki closed his eyes and opened them again. His face showed tremendous relief.

Thank goodness. What a rotten time this has been. Very rotten.

Aroa came to them and landed beside Eki.

Are you all right? Did I hurt you? Eki was still very worried about his partner.

Aroa shook her head and gave Eki a look of sympathy.

I’m fine, you didn’t hurt me, the dragoness assured him.

Thank goodness. What happened then?

What happened is that you sent me somewhere else about two thousand, five hundred paces north of here. Not only that, but you left me very stunned and disoriented. That’s why it took me a while to get back. Thank goodness Logan thought of calling me.

I’m so very sorry… I don’t know why it happened. Forgive me.

There’s nothing to forgive. What your attack of dragon breath does is send the enemy two thousand, five hundred paces away. It displaces them.

That’s not an attack. It has no use as a weapon. I’m still a failure. Eki was disheartened and hung his head down.

“It’s a somewhat weird attack, true, but I wouldn’t say it’s without use,” Nahia reasoned.

“I think the same thing. If you can clear the path of enemies, that’s an interesting power,” Logan said, and he thought about it with his gaze lost on the horizon.

It makes sense that it’s so. Your magic is Spatial Magic, therefore your powers are ruled by space, and I suspect that also, although we still don’t know, by time. You sent me two thousand, five hundred paces away from here in an instant. That’s really powerful.

I don’t know whether our teacher will see it that way.

We’ll have to wait and see, Aroa sent to him, along with a feeling of optimism.

“Well, at least we have solved one mystery. Now we know what your elemental attack does,” said Nahia.

“Now we only have the mental attacks left. You’re going to do it like you just did right now,” Logan said encouragingly.

Well, unless it involves sending somebody’s mind somewhere else…Eki commented, joking.

It might be something like that. When we attack someone’s mind, we use elemental magic that creates pain, a very sharp agony. Some very powerful dragons can even cause death with that attack.

“That’s true, it’s very sharp.” Nahia put her hands to her head. She had very bad memories of the subject.

You left me stunned, disoriented. I didn’t know where I was or what had happened. That’s a type of attack in and of itself, if you think about it. It took me quite a while to recover.

That’s not enough. A mental attack must be capable of leaving the enemy defeated, incapacitated, Eki said firmly.

Well, it’s a start. If you work on it, I’m sure you’ll render someone’s mind useless.

“I think that as long as you make them lost for a while, you’ve already won. Whoever doesn’t know where they are or what’s going on is lost,” Nahia pondered.

I ‘m going to try, Eki said much more cheerfully.

Try again with me. I’ll let you know if I feel anything.

The first attempts were not successful, but Nahia had already guessed they would not be. Eki was disappointed, but between them all they managed to lift his spirits so he would keep trying. He did not succeed that day. But that did not mean he would never make it. They went back to Jadrakos, and although Eki was still feeling frustrated, Nahia was optimistic. What kind of attack would come from all of this she had no idea, but that one would generate she had no doubt.


Chapter 19

Nahia and Logan were returning from the aerial attack practice that day loaded with their full Dragon Rider armor, complete with lance and shield. They were walking toward the barracks, tired but happy because they had managed to improve quite a bit, or so it seemed to them.

“Do you think we’re doing well enough?” Nahia asked Logan in the hopes he would say yes.

“We seem to be getting better, but not as fast as we should.”

“Oh…” Nahia felt slightly disappointed. She had expected a more optimistic answer. Logan was usually very realistic and did not let himself be carried away by good intentions, but was instead ruled by facts and the cold conclusions he got out of them.

“You’re doing better than me. You’ve already reached a hundred and twenty paces with your fire flow. I’ve only just reached a hundred.”

“Well, I find that a great achievement.”

“We’re halfway to what’s required of us.”

“We’re not going to reach two hundred paces with our breath, that’s too much.”

“All magic has a reach of two hundred paces tops, so this one does too, we can do it.”

“Sometimes you’re a little too optimistic, did you know that?” Nahia looked at him with narrowed eyes.

Logan looked at her out of the corner of his eye. He recognized the disappointment on Nahia’s face.

“We’re close to doing it in an acceptable way. Don’t be discouraged.”

“Only acceptable? Really, you’re the best at cheering someone up.”

The handsome, dark-haired youth smiled shyly, and Nahia was delighted to see that smile.

“I like to call things what they are, anything else is fooling oneself.” Logan became serious again.

“And what would you call me?” Nahia asked, looking at him and batting her eyelashes coquettishly.

Logan gave her a confident look.

“I’d call you the flame that burns intensely… in my heart,” he replied honestly and truthfully.

Nahia opened her eyes wide. She had not expected such an honest, direct answer. Logan was very private, and more so in these matters. The reply reached Nahia’s heart, which melted like a piece of ice in the sun.

“Logan…”

The dark-haired boy’s light eyes gazed at her gently.

Nahia could not contain herself, she was so happy, and she kissed him with a forward hop. Since they were both carrying lances and shields, they nearly lost their balance, but luckily Logan withstood Nahia’s amorous charge.

Two veteran Fatum riders who had just come out of the barracks saw them and came over. They were both women, and both were very beautiful. They were carrying their helmets under their arm and had already handed their weapons to their squires.

“That’s not the way a Dragon Rider behaves,” Kiara, the Fatum of the Diamond Squad, chided them. She was about thirty and was said to have very powerful magic. She was blonde and had blue eyes, with very fine and delicate features. A magical beauty was what Nahia had thought the first time she met her. She was sarcastic in character and did not have many friends among the riders, but Nahia liked her. They had interacted several times, and she had given her a good feeling.

“I know, Kiara, but can you blame me?” Nahia said and nodded toward Logan and then made a lovelorn face.

Kiara laughed.

“How cheeky you are, Nahia.”

“I don’t blame you at all,” said Madden of the Spark Squad, with a smile of healthy envy. The Fatum, in her mid-twenties, had brown hair and intense green eyes. She was also very powerful in the magic realm, although not as much as her partner. But in character they were very different. Madden was quiet and kind and got along well with everyone. She reminded Nahia of her friend Daphne because they were complete opposites. Madden was always smiling and never wrinkled her nose or frowned. Nahia wondered how someone with a warm heart, like her, had come so far in a world where what was favored was to be ruthless and selfish.

“See?” Nahia told Kiara.

They walked over to them. Nahia was smiling and Logan trying to pretend he had not blushed.

“What a pair of turtle doves. There’s no place here for that, in case no one told you,” Kiara lectured them.

Nahia shrugged.

“When it happens, it happens.”

“Pay no attention to her, I think it’s great. There’s nothing here but pain and suffering around us. I’m delighted to see some love and joy for a change,” Madden told them.

“Thanks, Madden,” Nahia smiled at her with a nod.

“Couples don’t usually last long here,” Kiara told them. “The tension separates them, and if not that, death does.”

“Kiara! Don’t be mean,” Madden scolded her.

“What? It’s the truth. I’m only warning them.”

“Neither one will separate us,” Logan said, very serious.

“Let’s hope so. We’ll have to see.” Kiara grinned maliciously.

“Everything going well with the training?” Madden asked with the clear intention of changing the subject.

“Quite well,” Nahia nodded, “I believe we’ll soon be at optimum level.” She eyed Logan, who smiled slightly like he usually did.

“You’ll be there in no time,” Madden said.

“This last stage of the training is good to prepare you for difficult confrontations. Magical combat has certain complications in the air. Work on it. You’re going to need it. Many riders have fallen who thought they were exceptional. The Gryphons put them in their place: the grave. Well, not even that, because their bodies were never recovered.”

“Thanks for the warning,” Nahia winked at Kiara.

“We’ll become good riders.” Logan said it with great confidence.

“Any other news?” Kiara asked.

Nahia looked around, and not seeing anyone nearby, she decided to risk it.

“We’ve heard a rumor…”

“What rumor?” Madden was interested.

“They say that… a new rebellion is brewing… among the slave races,” Nahia commented, as if it were really something she had heard circling around.

Kiara frowned.

“Those are rumors of treason, dangerous. You should be careful spreading them. They’ll cost you your life.”

“I’m not spreading anything. I only said there’s a rumor going around,” Nahia pretended. She did not know whether she could trust them, so she needed to be careful. The Fatum hated the dragons more than the other races because they had maimed them so they could not fly and they were forbidden to do so under penalty of death.

“You mean ‘the message’?” Madden asked.

Nahia and Logan exchanged an unobtrusive glance.

“I guess so. Yeah, it must be that,” said Nahia. “It rings a bell that it was named that.”

“If a dragon finds out we’re having this conversation, we’ll lose our heads,” Kiara warned, looking around in every direction. There was no one nearby, dragon or any other race.

“I don’t see anyone nearby,” Nahia replied.

“You’re a warrior, burning flame. I can see it in your eyes,” Kiara said, pointing her finger at her.

“Are you accusing me of anything?” Nahia asked in the tone of someone who had never even broken a plate.

“You can pretend all you like, but you don’t fool me. You’re an explosion waiting to happen.”

“All the time, or only sometimes?”

“All the time. I see you, don’t think you can fool me.”

Nahia shrugged.

“I don’t know what you think, but I find it a bit difficult to believe,” Madden said.

“The message?” Nahia asked.

“Yes. It says that not only is a rebellion brewing, but that dragons can be killed, that there are weapons capable of killing them.”

“And magic,” added Nahia.

“So you do know something,” Kiara said accusingly.

“I’ve heard the rumor that there are weapons and magic that can kill the dragons, and that this time there is a real possibility of defeating them and becoming free.”

“That’s believing too much,” said Madden. “I’m not convinced.”

“I’m reminding you that all this talk is treason and punishable with immediate death,” Kiara warned them, getting nervous.

“Are you going to snitch on us?” Nahia demanded.

“I should report you, for being so cocky. But I like Madden, so I won’t.”

“And what do you think of the message?” Nahia asked in a friendly tone this time.

“I think that someone is playing with the feelings of many gullible people and that blood will run. The slave races’ blood, as has always been the case.”

“This time it’ll be different,” Logan intervened.

“Wow, you believe the lie too? I pegged you for someone smart, besides handsome. Perhaps I was wrong.”

“Perhaps you’re wrong, but not about Logan,” Nahia said.

“You’re not going to persuade me, so don’t even try. You may believe as many deceits as you wish, but I know it’s a lie and that the dragons will go on ruling,” Kiara stated, frowning.

“They’ll go on if we don’t stand up to them,” Nahia said as if challenging her to do something.

“How are you so sure?” Madden asked, surprised and suspecting something.

Nahia sighed. She did not know whether to risk it or not. Logan gave her a cautionary look.

“Because I’ve seen one of those weapons with my own eyes,” she took the risk.

Logan became very tense.

“What weapon? And what do you mean, you’ve seen it?” Kiara asked.

“Yeah, explain yourself,” said Madden.

“The weapon is a golden bow that was created to kill dragons. It’s called Aodh’s Bow.”

“Who has such a weapon? Where?” Kiara asked with a deep frown.

“A friend has it, in Drameia. And he’s killed dragons with it.”

“That can’t be.” Kiara was shaking her head.

“I don’t want to call you a liar, but what you’re saying isn’t believable,” Madden told her.

“I swear, it’s the truth. I’ve held it in my own hands. I’ve also seen a dead dragon whose life was robbed by that weapon.”

“I find that even more difficult to believe. As Madden says, I don’t want to call you a liar. But you must understand it’s not easy to swallow something like that.”

“No offense taken. I know it’s true. And not only me. There are more of us who have witnessed the same as I.”

“You mean your squad, of course.”

Nahia nodded.

“That’s right. They saw the dead dragon. The whole Red Squadron saw it. Our leader forbid us to tell anyone.”

Kiara and Madden looked at each other.

“Do you really believe it, or are you messing with us?”

“I believe it. Why would I be messing with you? I’m not like that.”

“I hope not…” Madden said.

“Logan, what do you have to say?” Kiara asked him.

Logan sighed.

“Everything Nahia’s said is true. There are multiple witnesses of both the existence of the bow and the dead dragon.”

“And by now there will be more evidence, since my squad is in Drameia.”

Kiara gave a loud sigh.

“Not that I don’t believe you, but I need to digest it.”

“Yeah, it’s lots of news, very unlikely, in a very short time,” Madden said.

Nahia nodded.

“You don’t need to believe me. Just think about it and the message. That’s enough for now.”

The two Fatum stared at Nahia for a moment.

“Fine, I’ll think about it,” Kiara told her.

“What else can I do? How am I going to get it out of my head now?” Madden said resignedly.

Kiara and Madden left, and Nahia and Logan went to the door of the barracks. At once, their squires appeared to take their weapons.

“Thank you, Lantreos,” Nahia told the Tergnomus as she handed him her shield and lance.

“My lady rider,” the Tergnomus bowed respectfully.

Logan handed his shield and lance to Scrudro.

“Take good care of them.”

“Of course, my lord rider,” the Tergnomus replied very respectfully.

The two left with quick steps toward administration. It was a rather comical sight, since the shield was as big as they were and the lance was twice as tall. As the Tergnomus ran with side bounces, they looked striking and ridiculous. Nahia and Logan did not laugh or comment anything out of respect for the poor squires who had no fault in having been assigned that task. That one and all the others they had to perform, which basically were any that required manual work. Nahia felt very sorry for them. Besides, the poor things were so crushed mentally they did not even dream of rebelling. Most of them, but there were some exceptions.

Once they had gone into the administration building where they would make sure the lance and shield were as good as new, Nahia and Logan looked around. They saw several riders going into the barracks, and they greeted them with nods.

“Do you think we can trust them?” Nahia asked Logan once they were alone.

“We can’t trust anyone.” Logan’s reply was exhausted.

Nahia sighed, overwhelmed.

“You’re right, and I know it. Perhaps I risked too much.”

“In life, and more so in ours, there are very few certainties. Beyond death, of course, which will come to all of us someday,” Logan replied, taciturn.

“Well… you are in a poetic mood today.”

“Maybe I am, yes,” Logan shrugged and made a face meaning he did not believe it.


Chapter 20

Lasgol gave the signal and the group started moving. It was early morning, and the stars were shining bright in the sky. Ingrid’s rescue mission was commencing. They had planned the incursion and rescue very carefully. They had given much thought to it, since it was not going to be at all easy, and the moment to act had arrived. They did not have much choice, since in five days the dragons were going to raze the city. Since the mission required locating Ingrid in the city and devising a way to get her out, they had decided not to waste a single day.

They headed to the war camp of the black dragon king’s army. It was spread out, forming a narrow half moon in front of the city. It was almost entirely under siege. To complete the siege, except at the back of the city that looked on the sea, the army had raised several posts at both ends of the half moon. They stretched it to surround it almost completely, which made it difficult to approach the walls of the city-state for anyone who was not part of the invading army.

They decided not to take Edwina on the mission. She was in no physical condition to face something like that, although it was more than likely they would need her at some point, hopefully at the end of the mission. They all feared the state they might find Ingrid in after spending so much time as a prisoner. Viggo did not even want to think about it. Ona and Argi stayed with her. This was a mission that demanded subterfuge and not drawing attention so as not to be found out. A snow panther and a snow-white giant wolf in the east coast were anything but usual. They had both protested with much moaning and howling, but they had obeyed because they were good and their hearts were loyal.

The worst thing had been persuading Camu.

“I’m very sorry, but you can’t come,” Lasgol had told him sadly.

I come. I very important for mission success.

“In other kinds of mission, sure, but not this one,” Lasgol had told him.

Why not?

“We’re going to spend more than one day inside the city, maybe even two or three, surrounded by defenders everywhere. We can pass for Orecor soldiers, but you?”

I have camouflage. I invisible.

“Yes, that’s true, but how long can you keep your camouflage activated?”

Much.

“Much, like half a morning?”

Half morning yes can.

Lasgol did not contradict him, although he knew half a morning was out of the question.

“And the other three parts of the day, how will you hide in the midst of a city under siege and full of soldiers?”

Camu shook his tail, restless.

Not know, but I can.

“I know you want to, Camu, but we can’t bring you along on this mission. There’s no way we can hide you.”

“You’re huge and ugly like a dragon,” Vigo had told him. “Not even in a dream could we hide you.”

I no ugly, you more.

“Yeah, sure, says the scaly creature who knows what he is.”

“Don’t mess with Camu,” Nilsa scolded Viggo.

“I have to do something to amuse myself.”

“Go throw your dagger somewhere,” Gerd said, waving him toward the forest.

“You have such a small sense of humor, really…” Viggo left toward the forest, whistling.

“Camu, we’d love to bring you along, but this mission doesn’t allow it,” Gerd told him.

“We love you all the same, that’s for sure.” Nilsa smiled at him, stepping over and giving him a kiss on his snout.

I very sad for not come.

“We know, and we understand,” Lasgol told him. “And don’t believe we wouldn’t prefer to bring you along, because we all want you to come. We’d be a lot safer with you covering our backs, but that’s exactly what we can’t have this time.”

I understand, be sad but accept.

“You’re the best,” Nilsa told him, hugging him.

Lasgol was remembering the scene with Camu as he walked. Viggo walked behind him, followed by Nilsa and Gerd bringing the rear. They all carried their bows in one hand and a quiver in the other filled with Elemental Arrows, as well as some regular ones at their back. They followed the shadows and hid in them. They were wearing the hoods of their cloaks up to cover their heads and their Ranger scarves up to their eyes to hide their pale faces.

They reached the outer perimeter of the camp. Groups of guards were patrolling the area, and there were lookouts placed every hundred paces watching the whole night. They were replaced with the first light of day. They could not wait for the change of the guard. They would waste too much time they did not have. They had to cross right away.

They got to the fifth guard, counting from a large gray rock to the north. He was the one indicated. The Kraido soldier had not seen them yet, since they were hiding behind some bushes.

“Are you sure of this?” Viggo asked Lasgol in a whisper.

“Yeah, I am.”

“You’re too trusting. I wouldn’t trust those ox-ram heads.”

“They gave me their word, and I trust them.”

“What did I just say?”

“Everything will go well, don’t worry.” Lasgol looked at Viggo out of the corner of his eye and nodded.

“Yeah… sure…”

“Ready?” Lasgol asked Nilsa and Gerd.

“Ready,” they both replied in unison.

Lasgol walked straight toward the lookout, at a crouch but quickly. The others followed.

He reached the soldier, who had already seen them approach. It was a large Kapro with spiraled horns, also of great size.

“For freedom,” he told them and motioned them to pass with his shield.

“For freedom,” Lasgol replied and went by his side, followed by his friends.

As they walked away from him, Viggo turned to look at him for an instant.

“That head would be a good battering ram to knock down the walls of the city,” he commented.

“Shut up, you torment,” Nilsa told him, shoving him so he would keep moving.

Lasgol went on carefully. Now that they were closer, they could see the thousands of tents that formed the half moon where the black dragon king’s soldiers rested. The lights of the hundreds of campfires lit them up.  From what Turgus had told him, the war camp had over two thousand, five hundred soldiers. They had suffered many casualties during the time the city had been under siege, but the dragon king went on sending reinforcements to maintain the number of soldiers. Turgus calculated that over three thousand, five hundred soldiers had died in all this time. It seemed atrocious to Lasgol, especially because a part of them were Tauruk-Kapro who did not want to be there but longed to be free.

He reached the empty supply carts and stopped, his group halting with him. There were no guards near, since the supplies were a little more to the south in a well-guarded enclosure. This was the place where they had to wait. He watched the camp from a crouch and the high walls of the city in the background. The campfires lit them up, and the light seemed to climb up to the battlements. They were majestic, awesome, close to a hundred and twelve feet high, with a single double gate that accessed the large port city. These were the highest and most formidable that Lasgol had ever seen. Both the city and its walls were legendary. They were in a walled city-state, famous for the ferocity of its troops and excellent military rulers. It was said it had never been conquered, but as far as Lasgol knew its hours were counted after a thousand years of being unbreakable.

He noticed that the imposing wall was an orange-earth color and was built with near perfection. The rocks that formed it had been carved and placed with great skill. The walls they made were smooth like marble, and they did not seem to have any ledges or grabbing points. Climbing up that wall without the help of ropes or ladders seemed impossible to Lasgol. From his position he could not appreciate it, but Turgus had told him they were fifteen paces wide. It was thicker at the bottom, and the battlements were quite narrower than the base. It had been built like that to bear attacks with siege engines. In this case, the siege engines were the dragons that had destroyed the battlements all along the wall. Their work could also be seen on the gates of the city, which had been knocked down.

Everything looked quiet in that area, although being outside the war camp had them all on edge. If any Drakonid came close, they would have to kill him. He looked to the side and saw that Viggo was smiling at him. There was a gleam in his eyes, a lethal one. Yeah, he would deal with anyone. Nilsa and Gerd looked calm. They were hiding behind a cart, and their looks were of someone used to that kind of mission. Lasgol knew they had done many missions together, although of most he only had vague memories of places and situations he could not even correlate, and of his companions no memory at all.

He checked the moon and stars’ position—it was almost time. He looked at the great city. Lasgol knew that, within it, at its best, before the invasion of the dragons, there had lived over a hundred thousand people. He remembered that because of the great military tradition of the city, which trained its citizens since childhood in the use of weapons and the military disciplines, seven out of every ten people were soldiers or army support. As Turgus had told him, almost half had perished in the siege so far, but no one was leaving the city, and they could exit through its port where they still had some ships. They refused to leave the city; they would rather die with it.

The thought saddened Lasgol’s heart, knowing that the dragons would soon destroy it all. He wished they would flee by sea. He had nothing against that city and its inhabitants. They had Ingrid imprisoned, that was true, but it was because of a promise not kept. It was a punishment for something Ingrid had done. For a personal decision she had made in a very conscious manner, knowing the consequences and the price she would have to pay. Ingrid was very brave and was paying the price for her broken promise.

Lasgol sighed. Unfortunately, sometimes, life put good people in impossible situations where there was no possible way out. This had happened to Ingrid, and that was why she had been a prisoner in Orecor for years

She would soon be freed and her punishment would end. Lasgol could not remember Ingrid, which meant she was a very good friend of his. This gladdened him, on the one hand, because he had a very good friend he was to meet presently. On the other hand, it saddened him, especially because all of them would give their lives without hesitation to save her and he, who ought to do so as well, did not know whether he would be able to, since he did not remember her.

From what his friends had told him, she was the leader of the group and an amazing archer. She had achieved three specializations: Archer of the Wind, Infallible Marksman, and Man Hunter, and if that was not enough, she was the First Ranger of Norghana, the highest rank a Ranger could achieve. Lasgol knew this because his father had been First Ranger, although he did not remember him either, or his mother. Nilsa had told him that Ingrid was the first woman to be First Ranger in the whole history of Norghana, a feat that spoke in and of itself of how awesome she was. A skillful Ranger leader was a comrade Lasgol wanted in his group.

He sighed. He hoped they would not all die trying to rescue her. It was a possibility he could not get out of his mind.


Chapter 21

Six Kapro came over from one of the camp fires a little further in the camp.  Lasgol made a sign to his people to let them know they had company.

“Time to have fun,” Viggo whispered.

Lasgol hoped it would not be the kind of fun Viggo wanted.

The Kapro came over to the carts behind which they were hiding. They stopped and commented on something among themselves. Five stood watching the camp, and one came around the cart. Lasgol raised his bow.

“It’s me, Kramek,” he said when he glimpsed the weapon.

Lasgol nodded and lowered his bow.

“Everything in order?”

“Yes, everything is fine for the moment,” the officer replied. “Here’s what you asked for.” He threw them a couple of packs he had been carrying on his back.

Lasgol opened the first one and took out the clothes that were inside.

“Orecor soldiers’ uniforms,” he muttered with a nod.

“It was hard to find the suitable sizes,” Kramek said.

“I hope they’re not bloodstained,” Viggo told him as Lasgol handed him a uniform.

“No, don’t worry, they’re clean, they wouldn’t be too useful bloodstained.”

Lasgol handed the other pack to Nilsa and Gerd.

“Here.”

“Put them on, quick. We haven’t much time,” Kramek urged them, waving his big hands.

The four put on the uniforms quickly. In the blink of an eye, they went from being Rangers to soldiers of Orecor.

“They’re archers’ uniforms as you requested, this way you’ll be able to carry your bows. The breastplate has the drawing of a bow crossed by a quiver with arrows and is grayish. The infantry soldiers, which are the majority of their army, wear a paler breastplate with a roaring lion. The helmet covers the head, nose, and the sides of the face but leaves the eyes, mouth, and chin free. I recommend you smear your faces, that way you’ll be harder to recognize as foreigners.”

“Thanks, Kramek, we’ll do that.”

“I see you’ve covered the gold of your bow.” The Kapro pointed at Lasgol’s weapon.

“Yeah, I smeared it a little so you couldn’t tell it’s gold. It would draw too much attention, and on this mission we need to go unnoticed.”

“I find what you’re going to do absolutely crazy. We, the Tauruk-Kapro, aren’t good at this kind of thing. Infiltrating and spying aren’t our strong points.” He shook his head, swaying his horns from side to side.

“Your thing is to charge and knock down walls with your head and those great horns, right?” Viggo said.

Kramek looked at him with narrowed eyes.

“Your tongue is too sharp for such a small thing.”

“I’m small, but slippery and very deadly,” Viggo replied, then proceeded to get dressed.

“Sure…” Kramek did not seem impressed at all. “Put your clothes in the packs and we’ll leave them outside the camp when there’s no danger.”

Lasgol nodded and got down to it.

Lasgol saw that they had to put on greaves and vambrances beside the breastplate.

“I’m not going to wear a skirt,” Viggo protested suddenly.

“It’s not a skirt, it’s part of the armor,” Kramek told him.

“This is a skirt.”

“With metal protections over it,” Kramek said.

“It’s still a skirt.”

“The Orecor soldiers wear tunic and skirt, so put it on.”

“I want my breeches.”

“Well, you’d stand out being the only one wearing them. I bet no one notices in the whole city!” Kramek told him.

“Viggo protested moodily.

“This is shameful. An outrage for an Assassin of my stature. If anyone saw me… ridiculous. What will become of my pride?”

“Get dressed and shut up. We don’t have all night,” Gerd chided him.

Kramek turned to the other Kapro who were watching. They gestured that everything was going well.

“We’re going to the wall. We have watch duty there, that’s why we waited for this moment. You must place yourselves among us. We’ll cover you with our bodies. The way isn’t entirely clear—there are Drakonid from here to the wall who might see you, so walk very carefully so they don’t see you.”

Lasgol nodded. “Fine.”

“Come then, place yourselves behind us,” Kramek told them, and he came back with the other five. They formed a line of six and waited.

Lasgol, Viggo, Nilsa, and Gerd ran to get behind their backs, crouched.

The six Kapro began to walk toward the wall. The thing was, they had to go through a part of the war camp and they might be found out. They reached the first tents and another half dozen Tauruk-Kapro joined them, getting behind them. Now, Lasgol and his friends were walking among the group of twelve Tauruk-Kapro. Since they were so big and they were going slightly crouched, they could not be seen. Or so they hoped.

They went by a campfire with two Drakonids beside it. One was sleeping, but the other one glanced at them. He seemed to have spotted them, but he said nothing. Lasgol was trying to keep calm, but it was complicated in this situation.

They proceeded toward the wall. Kramek walked swiftly, although not too much so as not to draw attention. No one ran to do watch duty in any army. They had to pretend, and so they did. They passed by tents, but luckily the soldiers slept. The worst moments were when they passed by the campfires. That was where they might be found out. Kramek chose the route carefully while they crossed the most compromised part.

Lasgol looked in every direction through the spaces the bodies of the big Tauruk-Kapro left as they walked. It was almost worse to look. They were surrounded by tents and campfires, with soldiers wherever he looked.

Little by little, they got closer to the wall. They did not go to the two big ruined gates but to the right of these, where the wall was heavily damaged and there was a great breach. The dragons had punished the gates hard, as well as the adjacent sections. Lasgol guessed that the left side would be in a similar condition. They had attacked that area with everything to manage to open a way of entry. The great gates having collapsed, the soldiers of the black dragon king now had access into the city. From what Turgus had told him, Lasgol knew that entering the city was one thing but taking it was a very different one. The resistance of the Orecor soldiers was turning out to be legendary, and it had cost the life of thousands of Kraido soldiers.

They reached the foot of the wall, and there was the change of guard. A dozen Tauruk-Kapro withdrew to be relieved by Kramek’s group. Lasgol noticed there were no Drakonid among them. Kramek had organized it, so it was that way. They stood beside the breach in lookout positions. Lasgol, Viggo, Nilsa, and Gerd remained in the midst of the group, hunkered down. Lasgol checked the breach in the wall to his right. It must have been nine feet wide and fifteen high. There were bits of rock from the wall everywhere, as if it had been raining rock around the wall. The dragons were terribly powerful, both in their magic and their immense physical strength.

“When I give you the signal, run and go through the breach,” Kramek told them without even glancing at them.

They got ready and waited.

“Now, run!”

Lasgol ran off like an arrow with Viggo at his heels. Nilsa and Gerd followed a little behind. He reached the breach and went in at a run. They could barely see anything inside, and Lasgol felt as if he were running headlong into the mouth of a dragon waiting to devour them. He kept running until he crossed the entire width of the wall. At the other end, he glimpsed a figure. He stopped short and Viggo nearly crashed into his back, but thanks to his innate agility he veered to one side and avoided him. Nilsa and Gerd stopped in time. The four stared at the figure on the side of the city.

“Come over, it’s me, Torkor,” a voice Lasgol recognized called.

“Come on,” Lasgol told his friends, and they ran to the Tauruk.

“Everything well so far?” Torkor asked them.

Lasgol gave him a reassuring nod.

“So far, yes.”

“Good, now there’s the last obstacle to overcome, and then you’ll be inside the city.”

“How big is the obstacle?” Viggo wanted to know.

“It’s not a matter of size but of synchronicity. You have to fool our lookouts and theirs,” Torkor said and pointed ahead of him to several campfires where there were Tauruk-Kapro and Drakonidº, and then in the background they could see human soldiers behind half-ruined walls and houses.

“Looks easy,” Viggo said nonchalantly.

“Well, it’s not. If our lookouts see you, they’ll kill you, thinking you’re enemies, and if the Orecor soldiers see you, they’ll kill you for spying.”

“Yeah… it doesn’t sound good at all,” Nilsa said, tilting her head one way and then the other.

“Come with me, you’re not safe here.” Torkor gestured to them and then led them behind a pile of rocks that had fallen inside from the top of the wall. Once under cover behind the rocks, Torkor gave them the last instructions.

“I’m going to join my patrol. It’s a little further west, by those ruined houses,” he told them.

The four strained their necks and looked to where Torkor was pointing. They saw several campfires and four groups of soldiers.

“There are several patrols there,” Lasgol said to him.

Torkor nodded.

“This entire area is well watched because of the breach. More to the west, in front of the gates, there’s a whole detachment on watch duty. Don’t even think of going near that area.”

“Why are they watching the gates so carefully? The Orecor aren’t going to leave the city,” Viggo said.

The Tauruk nodded.

“That’s what we all believe, but they might surprise us. It would be foolish not to watch the only ways out of the city.”

“Aren’t there any other exits?” Lasgol asked.

“The broken gates, this breach you’ve come in through, and another like it on the other side of the gate.”

“Understood.” Lasgol nodded.

“As soon as I give the signal, you have to go forward between the ruined houses beside the wall. Don’t show you head. Follow the wall to the east. If you manage to pass three ruined neighborhoods, you’ll be inside the city. The fighting usually begins when we reach that level. The Orecor soldiers are posted all the way along a line of five blocks in, to the east, in the direction of the sea.”

“They’ll welcome us with open arms, I’m sure,” said Viggo.

“I doubt it. They’ll take us for spies trying to slip in,” Gerd corrected him.

“Or heroes trying to get back in,” Viggo raised an eyebrow.

“I rather believe the former,” Nilsa made a face.

“We’ll do as you say, Torkor,” Lasgol said.

“I wish you luck. We’ll meet outside the city once you finish the mission,” the Tauruk officer told them as farewell.

“Thank you, Torkor,” Lasgol replied.

“Remember, you don’t have much time. In a few days, the dragons are going to destroy whatever is left of the city.”

“We like excitement, that’s how we prefer it,” Viggo told him with a smile.

The Tauruk shook his head and then left.

“Get ready, the complicated part begins now,” Lasgol warned.

“Ready,” Nilsa replied, showing him her bow.

“Ready,” Gerd said, showing him his strong arm and the bow he wielded.

“How many do I have to kill?” Viggo asked, beaming.

Lasgol sighed. He did not remember much of his past with Viggo, but he could almost anticipate his comments. He said nothing. A little Viggo was good to break the tension in hair-raising moments like these. Slipping into the city was going to be difficult and very dangerous. This all four were aware of.


Chapter 22

They got ready to act and did not have to wait long. They heard shouts and Torkor’s voice sounding the alarm to the west.

“Let’s go, that’s the signal,” Lasgol said, and he started moving. They went southeast at a crouch and almost flat against the wall without coming out into the open, zigzagging through the ruined buildings. Lasgol navigated between the rubble as carefully as he could, ears and eyes alert. He had called on his Owl Hearing and Hawk’s Eye skills a moment before to aide him in the task. He knew that the Black Army lookouts would be busy with the distraction Torkor had created. Contrary to them, the lookouts of the Orecor soldiers would be very alert to anything that moved in that sector.

Suddenly, Lasgol noticed something moving to the east, at the end of the block of ruined houses they were going through. He stopped and threw himself on the ground, motioning the others to do the same. They all dropped to the ground between two ruined houses. They remained frozen, under cover of the night gloom and the rubble itself. There was no light in that area, nor was there any in the next to the east, so Lasgol could not be sure whether he had seen something or not. But his instinct told him he had. Something had moved. Something bigger than a rodent or cat.

They waited for a moment. No sound reached them, nor did they perceive any suspicious movement. Lasgol began to think that perhaps he had been wrong. The western alarm had ended, so the Kraido soldiers would soon turn their eyes to where they were. They had to keep moving. He made a sign to his friends and they started crawling along the ground. That was not the best terrain for a Ranger, but even so, they avoided stones, bigger rocks, and parts of the ruined buildings to reach the end of the block without being seen.

Lasgol stopped and checked the neighborhood they had in front. It was also destroyed. He observed ruins of ancient houses and buildings they would have to dodge as fast as possible and without being seen. He was about to get up to cross what had once been the street that separated the two neighborhoods when he made out a moving shadow. He threw himself down and watched. He had not been mistaken—a lookout of Orecor was moving at a crouch and dressed entirely in black. A moment later, a little further back, another lookout appeared, also dressed in black from head to toe.

He sighed. He had been right. He should not have doubted his instincts. He turned carefully and signaled to his friends that there were two and also where they were. Viggo nodded. Then he indicated for Nilsa to cover him. The redhead nocked an arrow in her bow and looked carefully. Lasgol signaled to Gerd, and they separated to find a position with an angle to be able to act and clear the shot for Nilsa.

Viggo went forward, crawling like a black viper seeking to catch its prey at night. He moved with his innate agility and stealth, far superior to that of any other person and one of the skills that made him an excellent Assassin. He saw the second lookout who was moving ahead of him flat against a half wall that was still standing, and he stopped. He saw him walk by. He did not hurry and waited quietly. His sangfroid was another one of his innate skills. He had been born with that type of blood very few people had that froze in their veins. No situation, no matter how dangerous, generated the least disturbance. It was as if his subconscious refused to be altered, even in the presence of death itself before his face.

He crawled quickly and crossed the ancient street where the shadows were deeper. The two lookouts did not see him—he made sure it was so—and kept moving toward the second of them along his left side. He made sure he was in the dark at all moments. The shadows and the gloom were his allies. This he had already discovered as a young criminal in the slums of his city, and he had perfected it during the training he had received with the Rangers, both at the Camp and the Shelter. Those had been good years for him, tough but very good. He had become not only a Ranger, but one of the best Assassins in Tremia. And not only that, he had met his beloved Ingrid there and the Snow Panthers. For her he would give his life. For his partners too, although he would never acknowledge it. Because they would also give theirs for him, and that was something unbelievable in the world of death and treachery they lived in.

He came to within three paces of the lookout. He had to deal with him without the other one, who was ten more paces away to the right, realizing it. It was not complicated for Viggo. He could use his throwing knife and catch him in the neck without trouble. It was extremely difficult to scream or cry for help with a knife stuck in the throat. In his experience they all died in relative silence, drowning in their own blood. Unfortunately, Lasgol had asked him not to use lethal force unless it was absolutely necessary. According to him—besides Gerd and Nilsa, who had joined in the request—the Orecor soldiers were not the enemy, and they were not to be killed. This seemed like total nonsense to Viggo, since they would try to kill the Rangers if they saw them. He would rather kill first and ask after. It was a lot less dangerous and more efficient. According to his partners, Orecor might be an ally in the fight against the dragons, so killing her soldiers was not acceptable. Viggo shook his head; his dear friends would never learn.

He stood up and ran toward the lookout like a cheetah. At the last moment, the soldier sensed something and turned his head. Too late. Viggo delivered a right hook, wielding his knives and using the handle. The soldier’s helmet protected his head and sides of his face, but not his chin, which Viggo had already noticed. The soldier’s head went backward with the strong impact, and he fainted at once. He started falling back, and Viggo grabbed him by the left arm so he would not drop to the ground like a felled tree. He left the man on the ground, gently. Then he looked toward the other lookout; he could not see him well in the midst of the darkness of the night and the rubble, but for Viggo’s trained eyes it was not a problem. He had not seen him act on his partner.

He hastened to sit the knocked out lookout on a rock, leaning against a wall, so it would look as if he were sleeping. He left him well propped up with his head drooping onto his chest and hid behind him. The other lookout, the one Nilsa was aiming at, saw his partner in the strange position and stood staring at him. He waited for a moment and then left his own position to go and check what the matter was. Nilsa followed his movement with her bow, the tip of the arrow aiming at the soldier’s head. He reached his partner and asked him something in the Orecor language, which Viggo was unable to understand but which surely meant something like, “What on earth are you doing sleeping on watch duty? Wake up, you risk getting hanged!”

Viggo smiled from his hiding place. The lookout shook his partner by the shoulders to wake him up while he delivered unpleasant comments, judging by the angry tone he was using. He stopped shaking him and his partner slid to one side, dropping down. The lookout’s eyes opened wide. He realized something was amiss. Viggo appeared behind the wall. The lookout’s mouth opened, and he looked as if he had seen a ghost. Viggo delivered a crossed right punch to the man’s chin. His head lashed to one side and Viggo finished him with another crossed punch, this time from the left. The lookout fell                 to the ground, unconscious. Viggo looked at his hands, which were holding his two Ranger knives backward. Hitting with the handles was most effective.

He bent down and tied the two lookouts with some short ropes he carried at his waist for the mission. Then he gagged them with two rags from their own uniforms, which he tore up. When he finished, he gave the signal as the hoot of an owl. A moment later, Lasgol, Nilsa, and Gerd appeared.

“Good job,” Lasgol congratulated him in a whisper.

“All my jobs are good, most of them leaning toward exceptional,” Viggo replied proudly.

“Sure, and the Rogdon cows can fly,” Nilsa said.

“Shut up, two-left-feet, and watch that you don’t trip on a lookout.”

“You’d better shut up, you’re a torment,” Gerd told him and made a signal to the east.

“I love you too, big guy,” Viggo retorted, making a lovelorn face.

“How I’m looking forward to rescuing Ingrid,” Gerd said with a strong sigh.

“Let’s keep going, we have to reach the heart of the city,” Lasgol told them, and he went on walking through the rubble.

They bordered large rocks that had fallen from the destroyed battlements and crossed ruined neighborhoods where there were only parts of what had once been houses and residences left. They met several more lookouts. The first ones they were able to avoid by flattening further into the great wall.  The second ones Viggo had to deal with. He did so with his usual speed and stealth. They were not found out; at night and in the midst of those ruined streets, the group moved like shadows of revived dwellers.

It took them hours to get through that area because they had to take extreme precautions. At last, they managed to get out of the last ruined neighborhood. In front of them rose a second wall, much more modest than the one surrounding the great city. The defenders had raised it to prevent the soldiers of Kraido from entering like a black wave to raze them. This wall was only fifteen feet tall and was built with rocks from the ruins. It had been raised like a port to protect ships from the fury of the sea. They had placed the biggest and heaviest rocks below, piling them, without order, and then had piled more rocks, smaller in size, above these.

They stopped behind the last collapsed house before the wall and checked it. They were much to the south and somewhat east, almost touching the great outer wall.

“Time to climb,” Viggo said, looking at the primitive wall.

“There are lookouts, I see heads,” Nilsa said.

“Yeah, I see them too,” Lasgol said, narrowing his eyes as he swept the top of the wall with his gaze.

“There’s no door…” Gerd commented, making a sign that this was not good.

“True. It looks like the defenders have no intention of coming out of the city,” Lasgol commented. He did not like this at all. It meant that the defenders were going to die with the city. It was an end they did not deserve after defending it for so long. This saddened him.

“It’s not very high, we can climb it without any problem,” said Viggo.

“We have to prevent those lookouts from seeing us though,” said Gerd.

“I have an idea.” Lasgol motioned them to get close and told them what he had in mind.

“What works once should be used again,” Gerd said with a wink.

Nilsa also nodded her approval.

“Let’s go,” Lasgol said.

They got ready. They were all crouched and ready to run off. All except Nilsa; the redhead nocked an arrow in her bow and, raising the weapon, she aimed.

“Now!” Lasgol gave the sign in a whisper.

Nilsa released. The arrow traced a tall arch and came down toward the central part of the wall. It hit the top, and there was an explosion which birthed an intense flame—she had used an Elemental Fire Arrow. The burst and the flame caught the attention of all the lookouts in the area.

Viggo, Lasgol, and Gerd ran like lightning and reached the wall. Nilsa was now running toward them. Gerd stood with his back to the large lower rocks, and Lasgol leapt onto his shoulders and stood in the same position. Viggo climbed up both of them and with a nimble jump reached the top of the first block of rocks. Nilsa reached the lower part and Gerd offered his hands. Nilsa put her right foot in them and Gerd pushed her up. Lasgol grabbed her and helped her onto his shoulders. Once on top of Lasgol, she reached the hand Viggo offered her. She got to the top without any trouble. Lasgol had no trouble climbing and helped Gerd, who in two leaps managed to grasp the hand Lasgol offered him, hanging head down and held by the feet by Viggo and Nilsa. Then they climbed up the rest of the smaller rocks with the ease of Rangers used to climbing mountains.

Everything had happened in a moment. They were already on top of the wall of rock blocks. They watched the lookouts’ positions; they had moved toward the impact point of the arrow.

“Let’s get down quickly,” Lasgol urged them.

Going down the inner side of the wall was not like they had expected it to be. The defenders had placed a great number of rocks so the wall would hold back the dragons’ onslaught. There were rocks all along the wall and at different heights inside the wall. They leaped down between rocks until they were on the ground, where they found themselves in a forecourt which opened before them.

“We’ll make a run for the houses,” Lasgol told them, indicating east.

They shot out to cross the forecourt. If they were seen at that moment, they would be lost: they had nowhere to hide. They crossed the forecourt as fast and bent over as they were able, seeking the dark. Luckily, there was not much light in that area. A few fires shone, each separated by five hundred paces.

They reached a group of houses and hid among them. They waited to see whether they had seen them and sounded the alarm. Nothing happened. They had not been discovered.

They had reached the inner city.

And day was just dawning.


Chapter 23

The light of dawn bathed the great city-state of Orecor. The citizens left their homes, heading to their tasks, most of which had to do with the army’s needs and the defense of the city. A smaller number were in charge of getting food to feed the soldiers and citizens who still resisted the siege inside the metropolis. The port and the access by sea they had at the end of the city provided trade and sustenance. The Kraido soldiers could not lay siege to that part of the city. The docks were below, at the bottom of a high cliff, and you could only reach them from the city.

From a fountain, pretending to be drinking and freshening up as unobtrusively as they could, Lasgol, Nilsa, Gerd, and Viggo watched what was going on. All the citizens seemed to have a task to perform or tend to. This was a very militarized society, and it was noticeable. They could see that the soldiers were clearly a majority and easy to spot. They all wore simple classical armor, less elaborate than the Norghanians, which was not that elaborate either. Their limbs were covered by greaves and vambrances to protect their shins and arms. They looked bronze by the color, but they must be steel. On the chest and back they each wore a short, sleeveless cuirass. The head of a roaring lion was engraved on the chest and back, and it must be the city’s emblem. They wore a short skirt to the knees, in white, over which were thick, long, bronze-colored strips for protection. The helmets covered the whole head but left the eyes and chin clear. The feet were protected by metal-tipped sandals.

Lasgol looked down at his own clothes and those of his friends. They were the same. With the haste and in the middle of the night he had not had time to check them, although he remembered Viggo’s protests.

“I still think it’s an outrage that we have to wear these skirts. I feel ridiculous,” Viggo complained, who seemed to read in Lasgol’s eyes what he was thinking.

“You’re always very ridiculous,” Nilsa retorted.

“Very true,” Gerd said in support.

“That’s not true, and I won’t tell you about your look, big guy, because it’s embarrassing.”

“We have to pass for soldiers of the city, which means we have to dress like them,” Lasgol said to end the argument.

“What really concerns you is that Ingrid will see you wearing a skirt,” Nilsa said with a smile.

“It’s not that.” Viggo frowned but could not pretend well enough.

“Yes, it is,” Nilsa said and smiled again.

“Watch out, two women with jugs are coming toward us. Let’s move,” Gerd warned.

The four, moving as one, headed to the emptiest street at a leisurely pace and with heads down. Their arms and face were dirty, so their too-pale skin would not pose a problem and draw attention in that city. Even so, they had to be careful. The fact that they were dirty was not out of the ordinary given the situation; large areas of the huge city were destroyed and in ruins, so there was dirt and dust everywhere to export to all Tremia.

“Remember, we’re a group of archers coming back from watch duty. Let’s all go together and calmly and we shouldn’t have any trouble,” said Lasgol.

“There are people everywhere, of course there’ll be trouble,” Viggo replied.

“Don’t be a bird of ill omen,” Nilsa reproached him,

“Let’s keep calm, that’s the most important thing,” Gerd told them.

As they moved on, Lasgol noticed the soldiers who had a lion on their cuirass. They were all armed with a steel spear and a large round shield that covered almost their whole body. The large shield also had the same engraving of a roaring lion. They were not as big and strong as a Norghanian, but they were lithe, which indicated they were used to exerting themselves. He saw dark and brown eyes below the helmets. The skin of those soldiers was darker than the Norghanians’ or the people of Irinel, but it was still quite light. The soldiers of that city were said to be the best, unbeatable in the battlefield, as good as the Invincibles of the Ice. This was hard to believe for a Norghanian, but if that was the rumor it might be true, and he would rather they did not have to prove it. The fact that the city had not yet fallen to the Tauruk-Kapro and the Drakonid was indicative of the good warriors the defenders were. There were few who could confront those races, which were a lot bigger than Humans.

They went on choosing streets and squares with little activity. Just as Lasgol had expected, the city had suffered countless casualties, and those streets and squares, which at another time would have been busy, were now practically deserted. He noticed too that most of the soldiers were heading to the walls. Several contingents were going east after forming in front of a couple of buildings that looked military. They must be heading to the port and docks at the end of the city. That practically everyone served in the army and had assigned tasks made it easier for them to wander around the city. This part of the operation was the one that produced the most uncertainty in him, but so far it was not going as bad as he had feared. As long as they did not bump into a patrol doing rounds, they would be safe.

They arrived at a wide, clear square where there was a detachment of soldiers, and they stopped without entering it.

“What do we do?” asked Gerd.

“We wait until they clear the square, and then we cross it,” Lasgol said.

They stayed close to a wall so as not to be seen from the square.

“It’s a regiment of women,” Nilsa said.

“It is?” Gerd strained his neck to take a look.

“Yes. They’re wearing cuirasses like ours, and bows. They’re archers,” Lasgol, who had already noticed, said.

“They also seem to have realized that the dragons and the Kraido soldiers don’t react well to arrows,” Viggo commented.

“I hope they manage to survive…” Nilsa said wishfully, and her face darkened.

“They have it really hard,” Gerd said, shaking his head.

“We’re here for my bellicose blondie. Let’s focus on rescuing her and getting out of here before the dragons arrive.”

“We know, and we will,” Nilsa reassured him.

“They’re clearing the square,” Lasgol informed them.

“They must be going to take their shooting positions,” Nilsa guessed.

“Let’s go, it’s already clear,” Lasgol said.

“Why do we have to go to the city center?” Viggo asked, looking everywhere out of the corner of his eye as they moved on.

“Because we have to find an interpreter,” Nilsa told him.

“To understand the locals? But we’re not going to talk to them,” Viggo wrinkled his nose.

“No, you numbskull. We’re looking for one in particular, one Ingrid made friends with and whom she really appreciated.”

“Oh, yeah, she did tell me something about an old translator who was very nice to her…”

“Do you remember his name or what he looked like?” Nilsa asked him.

“No… I don’t… I didn’t pay much attention…”

“Yeah, you only pay attention to certain things,” Gerd reproached him.

“Luckily, I did,” Nilsa said. “His name’s Celopus, and Ingrid was very grateful to him for his help when she was in this city and found Neil’s Dragon-killer.”

“I remember he wore a green robe, see? I pay attention,” Viggo said, scratching his head.

“All the interpreters of Orecor wear a green robe,” Nilsa retorted. “It’s what indicates their profession.”

“Huh… well…”

“Celopus must be around seventy-five years old now. He’s gaunt and has brown eyes,” Nilsa went on.

“He must know what’s happened to Ingrid. If she’s imprisoned, as we believe, it’s likely that he knows where they have her.”

“We hope so,” Gerd said wishfully.

“And if he’s dead? I mean, it’s something fairly possible, seeing the state the city’s in and the age of the interpreter,” Viggo said coldly.

“He’d better not be, because he’s our only lead,” Nilsa replied.

“But we don’t know whether he’ll help us if he’s alive,” Viggo protested.

“Stop being so negative,” Gerd chided him.

“I’m realistic, which is different. I’m always telling you, and you never listen. If something can go wrong, it’s practically sure it will. It’s like that thing about the shortest distance between two points always being a straight line.”

Gerd sighed.

“Him and his sayings…”

They went on through the great city and noted that the citizens were perfectly trained and adapted in the military environment. They crossed paths with groups of people on their way to some assigned task. They did not even stop to look at them. Every person, every group, had a purpose, a job to do, and they poured their entire beings into it. Apart from those who had military functions, there were those working on the repair of buildings and vital areas, such as fountains and water wells. There were those who delivered food to the residential neighborhoods, and those who dug out tunnels under the buildings to shelter people from the attacks of the dragons.

“Everything here is all very well organized,” Viggo commented, impressed.

“Yeah, everyone, men, women, and children,” said Nilsa, watching the citizens working.

“Even the elderly work,” Gerd commented, noticing there were several older men and women fixing armor and mending clothes and fishing nets.

“They’re like ants in an anthill,” Lasgol commented.

“They look more like bees to me,” said Nilsa.

They turned right along a narrow street in the middle of which was a crumbled roof. A little further down, part of the wall of a large building had collapsed and blocked another part of the street. They would have to pass between them. They dodged the first pile of rubble, and suddenly they saw a group of soldiers entering the street.

“Careful…” Lasgol murmured, bowing his head.

“Should we turn back?” Gerd asked in a whisper.

“They’ve already seen us… it’d be weird,” Nilsa said, lowering her voice.

“Let’s pretend, so far no one’s noticed us,” said Viggo.

“Get in a line, that way we’ll be less noticeable,” Lasgol, who was going first, said.

“Fine.” Nilsa got behind him, Viggo behind Nilsa, and Gerd at the rear.

“Gerd, you get in front, that way you’ll cover us all,” Lasgol told him.

The giant nodded, and with unobtrusive swiftness he stepped up to go first. Indeed, as he was taller and wider than the others, he covered them all.

“Bow your head and go easy,” Lasgol told him from behind his back.

Gerd looked at him.

“I’ll try.”

“They’re nothing but soldiers, don’t start getting panicky,” Viggo told him.

“Don’t say that, you know his fears play tricks on him.”

“That was before… not anymore.”

“Whatever you say.” Viggo made a face that he was not convinced.

Lasgol looked around unobtrusively and saw that the soldiers were looking at them as they came closer. There was no time for an escape movement, it would be too suspicious if they moved abruptly now. His friends also looked down and kept moving slowly. The soldiers had passed the pile of rubble and were now headed straight to them. They were going to cross between the two piles of rubble, it was not a good situation.

Gerd moved to the left to let the soldiers pass on the right. The others did the same at once and were covered by his large body, which was practically all muscle, no matter   how much Viggo teased him about being lined with fat.

The soldiers began to go by and they all glanced at Gerd, but not the others, except Nilsa, which was not strange since she had a singular beauty that was quite fetching. Her head was bowed and the helmet covered much of her face, but despite that, she drew glances.

One of the soldiers stopped and said something.

Lasgol swallowed, Gerd made as if he had not heard, and went on walking.

The soldier said something again, this time in a louder tone.

The four ignored him and went on walking.

The words became a shout.

Gerd was already at the second pile of rubble, about to overcome it and get out of that street.

The soldiers ran to them and stopped them. Two crossed in front of Gerd, halting him loudly. Four others stood at Lasgol’s and Nilsa’s side and two behind, preventing any attempt at fleeing. They would not be able to run back the way they had come, neither was there any escape forward.

The soldiers were shouting and gesturing, making a lot of noise. Luckily, there was no one else in that street, but if the shouting went on someone would be alarmed and come to see what was going on. Lasgol realized that things were going wrong and might end very badly. He made a hawk’s call unobtrusively.

Two of the soldiers looked at him with utter blankness. Lasgol did not wait for them to come out of their surprise, they had to act at once. With great speed, he delivered a right hook to one while Nilsa kicked another in the groin. Gerd spread his arms, and in a quick move he grasped the head and helmet of the two soldiers who were yelling at him. He crashed them against each other, making a hollow metallic sound. Viggo turned like lightning, and before he finished turning he struck one of the solders in his Adam’s apple and delivered a kick to the lower stomach of the other.

The soldier in front of Lasgol should have fallen backward but did not. He bore the strike, which Lasgol wasn’t expecting. His right hook, well delivered and by surprise, used to knock down a man of the size and build of that soldier nine out of ten times and left about eight unconscious. Not this time. The soldier shook his head and stood in a defensive position. He was a tough one. Lasgol leaped forward and delivered a kick to his face before he could defend himself with his shield. Once again the soldier should have fallen but did not. He retreated a couple of steps back, stumbling a little, and stood again, defensively. He looked stunned, but he was still standing and defending himself.

Lasgol started to understand why those soldiers had such a good reputation; this one had been trained since childhood, and he held up like a rock. He decided to use one of his oldest skills, one that had never failed him. He called on his Dirt Throwing skill and brought his hand forward. There was a green flash and the soldier received dirt, earth, and dust full in his face, which blinded him. This gave Lasgol the chance to step forward and deliver a right punch, followed by a crossed left, and finish with a right hook to the chin. He was precise and powerful, and this time the soldier collapsed when he received the combination.

Nilsa took advantage of the soldier she had hit as he doubled down in pain and delivered a knee to his chin. She expected him to drop down unconscious, having performed that blow countless times, but it was not so. The soldier put his shield in between them skillfully, despite the pain, and Nilsa’s knee hit the metal. This time it was her who felt the pain, and she had to hop backward on one foot.

The soldier tried to recompose himself and started to straighten up, protecting himself with his shield at the same time and lifting his spear to attack. Nilsa jumped forward before he finished raising his weapon, and, drawing her knife, she delivered a high strike at the soldier’s eye level who, when he saw it, raised his shield to protect his face. Nilsa’s blow died against the shield, which was what Nilsa had expected would happen. She leaned on the sore leg and delivered another kick to the soldier’s groin. Since he had raised his shield, she struck the ‘family jewels’. The soldier doubled down in pain, very red. He tried to maintain his shield and spear up for protection, but the pain incapacitated him. Nilsa decided not to take risks and without hesitation hit him again in the same place. Now he doubled over completely and dropped his shield. Nilsa picked it up and hit him in the face with it. The soldier fell unconscious.

“At last…” she muttered, panting.

Gerd released the heads of the two soldiers; they should have collapsed, but they did not. They were stunned, looking lost, but they did not fall. Gerd repeated the attack and hit head against head hard once again, but to his surprise they still did not fall. They took one step back but were prepared to fight.

The giant’s right hook hit the soldier on the right, who stumbled. The other attacked him with his spear. Although stunned, the attack was pretty accurate, and Gerd had to avoid the spear by stepping aside. As he did, he turned and delivered an elbow to the stumbling soldier, which finished him off. The other one launched an attack at Gerd’s face with the tip of his spear, seeking to kill him. Gerd deflected the spear upward with his forearm and it brushed his head. He did not like this at all. It could have wounded him. These soldiers were good fighters and withstood punishment well. He decided not to take risks and lunged at the soldier as he retreated to attack anew. The giant fell on the soldier’s shield with all the weight of his body. He could not hold up; one knee failed him, and Gerd knocked him down, crushing him with his body. Before he could do anything else, Gerd delivered two punches to his face and finally knocked him out.

Viggo struck the soldier, who was doubling down, in the temple with the butt of his knife and knocked him unconscious. The one who was holding his throat he swept with one strong kick, and when he fell to the ground he finished him with a blow to the chin with the butt of his knife. Those attacks, which he made instinctively and always worked, did not this time. The two soldiers ought to be unconscious on the ground, but they were getting up, both of them.

“Well… well…” Viggo muttered as he looked at them in surprise.

The first solder attacked him and Viggo deflected his spear with his knife, delivering a thrust to the neck as the soldier covered himself with his shield. The second soldier was already on his feet, and he attacked, trying to bury his spear in his stomach. Viggo leaped back and got out of reach of the weapon. The two soldiers advanced on him, protecting themselves with their shields and spears in front.

Viggo swept them both with tremendous kicks. They fell to the ground, and this time the Assassin made sure they were unconscious. He hit one three times with the butt of his knives, the last one in the middle of his forehead and with all his might. The two soldiers were left on the ground, out cold.

“This brings trouble,” Nilsa joined him as they watched both ends of the street to see whether anyone had seen them.

“That was easy, weren’t these soldiers supposed to be so good? I didn’t find them so great,” Viggo said, looking at them on the ground.

“I think we took them completely by surprise. They weren’t expecting anything like this,” Lasgol guessed. “And it wasn’t easy at all.”

“I think so, and I would have expected it,” Viggo shrugged.

“Why would you expect to be attacked by your own army buddies in your own city?” Gerd said.

“I don’t even trust my own shadow. I would’ve expected it.”

“That’s you, all heart… poisoned,” Nilsa told him.

Viggo made a funny face.

“Let’s get out of here before anyone comes onto this street,” Lasgol said.

“Yeah, and let’s put distance between us and all this mess,” Gerd added.


Chapter 24

Luckily, the incident with the Orecor soldiers did not lead to any more misfortune, at least for the time being.  They managed to get away from the area without any other incident, and they put as much distance between them and the unconscious soldiers as they could without drawing attention. The beaten soldiers would not know how to explain what had happened to them, and Lasgol was hoping that what had happened, being so strange and unlikely, might have left them stunned and confused. It would most likely be that way, and he hoped the confusion would be an advantage for them to vanish.

Once they felt safe, they began to roam the city, intending to explore it. It had been heavily punished by the siege, but it was still a huge city, and walking all over it would take days they did not have. The dragons would soon arrive to finish their work of death and destruction.

They reached a central area and found an enormous square, where they saw about thirty enormous statues. They stopped to take a look, pretending not to be amazed by them, even though they were; but citizens were quite used to seeing them every day. The statues were about thirty feet tall and nine wide. They were of soldiers, perhaps war heroes of the city, and they wore armor and carried a sword at their belt and a helmet under one arm. All their poses were similar, with their chins lifted and looking ahead triumphantly.

“Look at them, how gloriously pompous,” Viggo mocked.

“You’re envious, I bet you’d like to be immortalized with a statue like this,” Nilsa told him.

“One day they’ll build a much larger statue of me, and made of gold,” Viggo replied, puffing up like peacock.

“Copper rather, and pocket size,” Gerd retorted.

“You’ll see. One day, I’m telling you. And I’ll remind you every day once it happens for not believing.”

“I can’t wait for that day to come,” Nilsa said with a look of irony.

“This looks like a main square. There’s a lot of activity in every direction,” Lasgol said, watching hundreds, if not thousands, of soldiers crossing the square before vanishing between streets and buildings.

“It looks like it,” Gerd agreed. “No one’s stopping, they’re all going somewhere, and the flow of soldiers is continuous.”

“Then we ought to move as well, with purpose,” Lasgol realized.

“Fine, where are we going?” Nilsa asked him.

“Let’s try to get to the docks at the end of the city.” Lasgol nodded toward the east.

They started walking, heading to the docks like the rest of the soldiers they saw and who all seemed to have something urgent to do. They left the central area of the city, which was busier, and this made them feel easier. The streets and squares located at the back of the city appeared quieter. The danger was mostly in the west, toward the war camp of the Kraido soldiers and, of course, in the sky. No one could get away from that danger.

They came to the area that accessed the docks and found it very busy, like it had been downtown. Thousands of people were working without pause. They seemed to be bringing down cargo from the city to the docks and vice versa, with more going from the docks to the city than the other way around.

“Let’s go over there to watch,” Lasgol said, pointing toward the eastern wall.

“Pretend we’ve been told to watch there,” Gerd said.

They went up a rather separated stairway, less busy than the others being used by the rest of workers. From above, on the battlement, away from the crowd that worked without pause, they watched the scene that was spread before their eyes. Below, way down, were the great docks of the city in a secluded cove protected by the rock of the cliff. It could be accessed by two paths that came out of the wall and went down, carved on the rock of the precipice. I was as if they had carved two very long snakes that wound down the cliff from the wall to the docks.

“This is the great port of Orecor,” Nilsa commented in an impressed tone.

“I can’t imagine how they dug out those winding paths in the rocks to get down there. It’s awesome,” Gerd said.

“What’s actually impressive is the fact that all these people aren’t afraid of heights,” Viggo said with a grin, watching the long lines of porters going up and down the stairs to the ships moored at the docks.

“There are over thirty ships in the harbor. I don’t see the lion on all their sails, only on a few,” Gerd told them.

“They must be ships from other city-states that are still holding up,” Lasgol guessed.

“It does them credit that they collaborate,” Nilsa mused. “They’re not letting them die of hunger.”

“What surprises me is that the dragons haven’t sunk all the ships,” Viggo commented.

“Perhaps because they sail when there are no dragons,” Lasgol said, looking behind and up to the sky, finding them clear, without a trace of the terrible enemy.

“While the dragons rest, the ships sail. They’re smart, these people of the east,” Viggo commented. “I bet that if a dragon did appear, they’d all sail out.”

“It would be the most logical response,” Lasgol nodded. “They’re using the ships to transport food supplies, not for war. Kraido doesn’t have ships.”

“Yeah, it only has flying lizards with attitudes.”

They watched the wall for a while and saw the ships beginning to leave.

“Those arrived at night, and they’re leaving before the dragons come,” Gerd guessed.

“They’re probably the stragglers. The others have all unloaded during the night, most likely,” Lasgol reasoned.

“But coming up these stairs at night doesn’t seem too safe to me,” Viggo said with a twisted look.

“What’s clear is that the port was built like this to prevent it from being attacked or invaded from the sea,” said Gerd.

“The way up is easy to defend from the wall. Archers will finish off anyone coming up either path.”

“Or you can launch large boulders and problem solved,” Viggo commented.

“That too,” Gerd agreed.

A group of soldiers on patrol was coming along the wall. Lasgol, unobtrusively, told his friends, and they came down from the wall. They stood between two buildings that looked like old storehouses so as not to be seen.

“We’ve explored part of this great city, now what? We can’t search its entirety,” Viggo asked with impatience showing on his face.

“We have to find the interpreter, he’s our best chance,” Lasgol commented.

“There’s no one here wearing green robes, they’re all soldiers, or at least they’re dressed like soldiers,” said Gerd.

“Let’s go back to the center and search the four directions, the interpreters have to be somewhere,” Nilsa suggested.

Lasgol nodded.

“Ingrid’s not here and there aren’t any people with robes, so I agree,” he said.

“Then let’s get a move on, we’ve already lost enough time,” Viggo urged them.

They went back to the square with the statues and noticed a district behind the square they had not seen.

“There are more than soldiers in this district,” Lasgol realized.

They looked around, and indeed they saw several people who did not look like soldiers. They did not carry weapons or wear armor but were dressed in long robes of different colors.

“True. I see unarmed people,” Viggo commented, raising an eyebrow.

“I see blue robes and also red…” Nilsa was narrowing her eyes while she swept the area with her gaze.

“No idea what function those with the robes have, but they’re no soldiers,” Gerd agreed.

“We’re looking for green robes, remember,” Lasgol said.

“It’ll be easier to find them if we separate,” Gerd said.

“Yup, and we’ll also draw less attention,” Nilsa agreed.

Lasgol nodded.

“Good. Let’s separate and look for the interpreter. We’ll meet in the square with the statues at sundown.”

“Good luck,” Gerd said.

“And be very careful,” Nilsa told them.

“Careful is my middle name,” Viggo said, grinning bitterly.

“Yeah….” Nilsa shook her head.

They separated and started searching for a green robe to chase. Lasgol decided to    go south, looking for houses that were not military but near the area. He wished he could understand what the written names on houses and signs said. Unfortunately, he did not understand a word. If he could only find that building… unfortunately, the houses he saw were residential houses, two stories high. The farther south he went, the more residential the area looked, like a citizens’ neighborhood. No, there was nothing that remotely looked like a place where interpreters might get together. The worst thing was that the city was immense; it was going to take them an eternity to search it all.

Nilsa decided to follow one of those wearing a blue robe. She did not know what          profession he could have, but he might lead her to someone wearing a green robe, by trade or by chance. She would accept either option as long as she could find a green robe. What worried her was that they were going along pretty busy, and she felt watched. She bowed her head and went on without looking at anyone, but she felt like everyone was looking at her.

Gerd decided to go north and see whether he could find any clue about the interpreters. He understood that in this war situation, the interpreters would not have a job. Least of all considering that the foreign army came from another world, so there would not be a single interpreter who knew their language. It was not as if the dragons wanted to negotiate something either, rather the opposite. Therefore, the interpreters must be jobless and perhaps were filling other tasks, since everyone in this city worked, like a large anthill.

Viggo went south. He was impatient and needed to find Ingrid, whatever the cost. He felt like drawing his knife, grabbing anyone passing by, and asking about Celopus the interpreter. They would surely understand “Celopus,” and if not they would find out the hard way. He nearly did so, he was beginning to feel so desperate. He managed to calm down and did not attack anyone. He felt the dragons might attack at any moment and that during their attack he would lose Ingrid. If he lost her, his world would end. Viggo loved Ingrid with his whole soul, with every atom of his being. Once again, he felt the urge to attack the first person who passed him by. He had to make a great effort not to lunge at four guards who watched what looked like the access to a residential neighborhood.

Intrigued, he approached unobtrusively. There were more guards to the east and also the west, at points through which you could enter the residential area. Not only that, the soldiers wore a symbol on the upper left top part of their cuirass, above the roaring lion. Viggo guessed they were soldiers belonging to a house, then that the district they were protecting had to belong to one house. Since he could not see well because of a wall and buildings that surrounded the district, he sought higher ground where he could watch. He found a tower with its top crumbled but which was tall enough to watch from it, and he climbed to the top.

He watched carefully, and the district did indeed belong to a house and was surrounded by a wall and buildings, besides being watched by guards. Inside the district he found palaces and military buildings, as well as large squares with fountains. There were also smaller statues than at the main square.

Are you in there somewhere, my beloved bellicose blondie? Viggo did not know it, but he had the feeling it was a very valid possibility.


Chapter 25

Igam-Zuri-Biol and her rider Laya were waiting for them in the clouds.  They had spent days practicing aerial attacks with magic. Eki and Aroa had been chasing and attacking Igam-Zuri-Biol.

Do you have her location? Nahia asked Eki as they entered the clouds.

The dragoness has turned off her auras, but I can pick up the mental. It’s a very weak signal, but I detect it.

You see that you are a most powerful dragon? Nahia sent him with the intention of cheering him. She looked through the clouds and saw nothing. She also could not pick up her auras.

I still can’t attack our teacher the way I should. My breath attack doesn’t manage to get through her defenses, and the mental one doesn’t even generate, Eki sent her, very disappointed with himself.

Nahia saw Aroa and Logan to her right.

Aroa’s attacks don’t manage to penetrate the teacher’s defenses either.

But she, at least, attacks properly. She executes elemental breath and mental attacks with precision and power.

You’ve improved a lot with your magic breath. Now you only need it to hit Igam-Zuri-Biol squarely and pierce through her defenses.

I don’t think I’ll succeed. Besides, if I did, we don’t know what effect it might have on the teacher.

I believe you’d displace the dragoness at least two thousand, five hundred paces away, so you’d get her out of the clouds and she’d lose cover. If, on top of that you stun the teacher, you’ll be able to defeat her.

Eki veered east.

I appreciate your good words, but the truth is that I’m very limited in combat. Any other dragon is better than me.

I don’t think so. Besides, the most important things are the heart and the head, and you have plenty of those.

I know you want to cheer me up and I thank you for it, but it will do us no good if we die because of me.

Nahia did not say another word. Through their bond she could feel how disappointed Eki was with himself. He believed himself a total failure as a dragon. She felt bad for him, and most surely Eki felt that through the bond between them. It was funny how they could both feel what the other one was experiencing at any given moment. When it was cause and effect, as it was now, it was even more singular, since the feelings came and went.

I detect the dragoness to the east. You see her?

Nahia squinted and looked in that direction, but she could only see clouds. In this world of gray-white fog that surrounded them, she could not see anything, least of all the white dragoness who was an expert in camouflage.

Nothing, I can’t see her anywhere.

The teacher is to the east. I’ll head toward her, and once we’re at two hundred paces I’ll attack with my breath. Get ready.

Fine. Nahia held her lance and shield tight and checked that her saddle straps were secure. The attacks were usually bumpy, and she did not want to fall out of the saddle.

She saw Logan a little further behind on Aroa. She pointed east with her lance. Logan nodded.

Aroa has also detected her. We’re going to attack at the same time, Eki let her know.

Great, let’s see if we’re lucky.

Eki did not say anything, but through the bond Nahia felt that the silver dragon had no hopes that the attack would succeed.

Nahia lowered the visor of her helmet, which was the last preparation before the attack. Then suddenly, through the white fog, two violet eyes appeared—it was Igam-Zuri-Biol. Eki shot straight at her and Aroa an instant later. Igam-Zuri-Biol did an evasive maneuver through the clouds.

Three hundred paces and getting closer.

Faster, the dragoness is getting away.

Two hundred and fifty paces.

Igam-Zuri-Biol dropped into a nosedive.

New evasive maneuver, Nahia warned Eki.

The silver dragon veered so fast that Nahia’s back whiplashed.

I see, I’m following, he informed her.

Nahia managed to stay in the saddle without breaking her back. Eki’s turns were sometimes too violent. He was very swift and agile; she was not.

Two hundred paces, I’m attacking, Eki sent her, and he opened his mouth. His silver breath came out like a jet in the shape of a cone. Eki’s magical energy left his body and projected toward Igam-Zuri-Biol, who was zigzagging in the air to avoid being hit while she tried to put distance between them.

Faster, she’s getting away Nahia sent him.

Eki flew even faster, surpassing Igam-Zuri-Biol’s speed and leaving Aroa behind attacking with her elemental breath.

Get underneath the dragoness, Aroa is coming, Nahia sent Eki.

Understood. Eki got underneath the dragoness so as not to impair Aroa’s attack, who was flying slightly higher. This way they could both attack the teacher.

Very well, now attack, Aroa from above and you from below.

A hundred paces, we have this. Eki had the dragoness. He directed his breath against the under part of the dragoness and hit her squarely. There was a silver flash—the innate defenses of the dragoness were activating. Eki maintained his breath, projecting it toward the belly and legs of the dragoness.

Very well! You’ve hit her squarely! Nahia cried.

But it has no effect.

The important thing is that you’ve hit the target.

Igam-Zuri-Biol shone again, and the silver color indicated that her defenses had activated again. It was Aroa, who had hit the teacher from above with her breath. The dragoness made several evasive movements, but both Aroa and Eki were able to maneuver fast and continue with the chase and the attack. The teacher went on trying to evade them but could not. Eki and Aroa kept close to her.

You may stop the attack, she sent them after a moment.

Yes, Ma’am. Eki and Aroa stopped their attacks and flew beside the teacher, who was now flying slower in the middle of a clear blue sky.

You have done very well, the two of you. You were not able to pierce my defenses, but that is to be expected. A dragon’s magical defenses are the most difficult to break of all the magical creatures.

Nahia had already heard that in Drakoros, and she did not like it at all. If they could not manage to break the magical defenses, their magic would be of little help against them. But she did not lose heart. She knew about the existence of the Golden Weapons, of the Golden Magic, and that they could indeed beat the defenses of the dragons.

We are going to practice a new concept that is very important. It is the Combined Magical Attack. What I want is for the riders to join their dragon lords in their attacks with their breaths. The combination of both attacks, especially if it is of different elements, is very powerful, since two attack magics combine to break the magical defenses of the attacked creature.

“The riders must support the attack of their dragon lord. It won’t have the same power, but added to the power of both, the enemy’s magical defense might be defeated,” Laya told Nahia and Logan.

It is also possible that by combining two elemental attacks, they overlap, and if they enter a magical resonance, their power is multiplied. It almost never happens, but when it does, it is a very powerful attack.

Nahia thought that combining her Magic of Fire with Eki’s Spatial Magic was going to be a whale of a show. The results were going to be most unexpected, that was for sure, because she could not even imagine how the two magics were going to fit together. Perhaps they would not at all and would simply act separately. Yes, that made more sense, because she could not think of how they would be combined. Fire and Space did not seem very compatible to her.

“How far have you progressed?” Laya asked Nahia and Logan. Nahia was already fearing that question, since they were going to combine attacks of different reaches.

“A hundred and fifty paces, ma’am,” Nahia replied.

“Not bad, you’re almost there.”

“A hundred paces, ma’am,” Logan told her.

“That’s very tight, you must improve fast,” Laya told him.

Nahia was about to tell her they were doing their best but knew it would be useless, so she kept quiet. The truth was that she and Logan had practiced a lot on their own together with Eki and Aroa, but the advances were difficult. In any case, they were happy with what they had accomplished. It was going to take them a little time longer to reach two hundred paces, but the two of them were convinced that if they kept practicing, they were going to make it. Another thing was how powerful their attacks would be at that range. Both Nahia and Logan suspected it would be problematic.

Let us try it. We will repeat the exercise in the cloud bank. I will wait for you there. Find me and attack in unison: dragon and rider. You must attack at the same time and combine your attacks. If you do it separately, without combining, you will fail the exercise, understood?

Yes, Ma’am, Aroa and Eki sent.

Igam-Zuri-Biol headed to the clouds.

We’ll have to shorten the distance to attack the teacher, Nahia sent Eki.

Down to your hundred and fifty paces, yes.

It’s going to be funny to attack a dragon directly… so far it was you attacking, and since my reach was not the right one, I haven’t even tried… Nahia said. Attacking a dragon went against everything she had been taught in Drakoros.

Oh, I understand you find it shocking. But she has ordered it, so we must obey,

I’m a slave… Until then, neither Logan nor she had been forced to attack the teacher, because they were not able to, but now it appeared things had changed.

One to whom a dragon has given a specific order.

Yeah… if you look at it that way… Nahia was trying to control her feelings. She was going to attack a dragon. Something that terrified her and at the same time something she desperately wanted to be able to do. She wanted to with all her being. But she had to be careful. Eki might pick up on that feeling through their bond, and Nahia did not want that to happen. Eki must not know her plans of freedom and her wish to kill dragons. She tried to calm down her emotions, to stop them from flowing to Eki. The teacher had given them an order, and they must obey. That was all. There was no space or time for feelings of fear or joy.

Ready? Aroa and Logan are already on the move.

Yeah, ready. Let’s see what comes out of all this.

Something outlandish, I’m sure.

Nahia smiled. Eki had even more doubts than her. It was going to be a unique experience.

They went into the clouds, and this time the teacher did not hide her presence. The dragoness let her auras be visible to facilitate the attack for her pursuers.

I detect the teacher to the west, Eki sent.

Tell Aroa to attack from below and we’ll come from above, that way we won’t be in each other’s way.

Telling her.

Nahia could make out a cloud moving slightly faster and realized it was the teacher.

She says okay and wishes us luck.

Good luck to them too.

Eki accelerated, and since he was faster than Aroa, he rose and took up an offensive position at once. While they waited for Aroa to take hers underneath Igam-Zuri-Biol, Nahia tried to calm down and think of how she was going to attack. Being an attack with her elemental breath, she only needed to see the teacher. She did not need to pick up her mental aura for an attack of this kind, which was simpler, and that eased her. She also did not want Eki to feel she was nervous or excited about attacking a dragon. The less Eki suspected about the rebels, the better. It was one thing that Eki treated her fairly, and a very different one that she trusted him. A dragon was a dragon, after all. This Nahia must never forget, or she would get into deep trouble.

Aroa is in position.

Give her the signal. We attack!

Right away!

Nahia saw Aroa accelerating underneath Igam-Zuri-Biol. Eki lunged into attack with his swift speed, coming down toward the teacher in a diagonal from behind, seeking to surprise the dragoness. Most likely she would have already detected them all, but they had to attack as they knew how, and the attack from behind in a diagonal was one of the most efficient and with greater chances of success when it came to attack maneuvers. Or so they had been taught at Jadrakos. The only difference was that now they were attacking with magic instead of with snouts, claws, and lances.

While they approached swiftly from above, Aroa and Logan did so from underneath. They would not be in each other’s way.

Two hundred paces, Eki sent.

Nahia got ready. Eki would cover the hundred paces left to be able to attack in a moment.

One hundred paces, we attack, Eki sent her.

They came from Igam-Zuri-Biol’s back, and they both used their elemental breaths. Eki’s reached Igam-Zuri-Biol a moment before Nahia’s fire, since the distance of Eki’s neck separated them. Eki’s silver energy began to enclose Igam-Zuri-Biol in a bell while Nahia directed her flow of flames against the back of the dragoness. The magical defenses of the teacher activated and her body shone with silver flashes.

Aroa and Logan attacked the under part of Igam-Zuri-Biol’s body. They both sent their storm breaths. Two flows of bolts and light hit the teacher, and her defenses shone again, rejecting the attacks.

Igam-Zuri-Biol suddenly turned in the air and executed an escape maneuver. Eki and Aroa veered too in order to keep attacking. And here was where things got complicated. Nahia was trying to keep her breath of fire on the teacher, but since she was moving and so was Eki, she nearly hit him in the head with her flames.

Watch out! Nahia sent him.

What is it?

Eki had not realized that Nahia had almost fried the top of his head. Well, it would not be that bad because his innate magical defenses would react, but even so, it was not recommended. A rider should not hit his or her dragon lord with a magical attack. This Nahia knew very well, and she did not need Igam-Zuri-Biol to tell her so. The problem was that if Eki maneuvered and more so abruptly, she had no way to redirect her breath, which was left to the inertia of Nahia’s body. No sooner had she thought this that Eki swerved very hard to the left and then down, following Igam-Zuri-Biol, and Nahia nearly burnt the whole back of his head again.

If you keep moving like that, I’m going to strike you with my breath on your nape!

Oops, I hadn’t thought of that.

Me neither. But it seems that’s what happens. The swinging and shaking in midair makes me throw my fire in any direction. I can’t control it.

It’s not me, it’s the teacher…

Yeah, and she’s probably doing it on purpose so the riders hit you in the head and neck with our breaths.

I don’t think anything bad will happen… because of our defenses… but it’s not good. The defenses consume magical energy, so you leave me with less strength if you hit me.

That’s exactly what I was thinking, and besides, we fail in the attack.

Eki did another couple of abrupt movements. Nahia had stopped projecting her attack just in case, although they were near the teacher, whom Eki never lost sight of for an instant.

Can’t you warn me before you veer?

I could, but I’ll lose all the initiative and reaction if I have to think of communicating it to you and then doing it.

Yeah, you’re right, you wouldn’t be very quick with your movements.

This time it was Aroa who veered abruptly underneath them, and Nahia was able to see that Logan had the same problems. He had stopped his attack so as not to hit Aroa.

I have an idea, Eki messaged, along with a feeling of optimism.

What are you thinking?

We can use our bond. I can let you know through our bond the turns I’m going to make right before making them.

And I’ll feel them an instant before being taken by surprise. Good idea, it might work. Go on, let’s try.

Eki headed once again to attack Igam-Zuri-Biol, and when she saw him the teacher did an evasive maneuver. Eki sent that he was going to veer abruptly through the bond, first right and then down. Nahia felt it, and an instant later the movement occurred.

I felt it right before!

Then it works!

It’s great! You can warn me through the bond before it happens!

Yes, it’s faster than telling you and then making the maneuver. With the bond it’s instantaneous. Eki was delighted that his idea had worked, and it reached Nahia, who was happy for him.

Let’s try and see how it goes.

Eki accelerated, beating his wings swiftly, and lunged at the back of Igam-Zuri-Biol. He soon was at a hundred paces and ready to attack.

Attacking, he indicated to Nahia.

They both sent their breaths at the teacher, whom they hit in the back. The silver flashes she released were evidence they had hit the dragoness. The teacher rose abruptly. Eki followed, and before executing the movement he let Nahia know through the bond. Nahia adjusted her flow to the movement and was able to keep attacking the teacher without destabilizing and missing. The teacher turned right, also abruptly. Before Eki soared and turned to the right as well Nahia felt it and adjusted the attack to that movement. Eki executed it, rising first to turn, and Nahia compensated for the movement, never stopping her flame attack.

Rising and turning, they saw Aroa and Logan arrive, also attacking their teacher with their storm breaths. Nahia thought they were impressive. If those flows hit anyone, they would not live to tell the tale. There were hundreds of lightning bolts between the two of them.

It looks like Logan and Aroa have also found the way to maneuver, Nahia told Eki, seeing how Logan adjusted well to Aroa’s turns.

Yes, it looks that way.

The chase went on for a while longer, and it began to be difficult for Igam-Zuri-Biol to lose Eki and Aroa, especially Eki. At last, the dragoness concluded the exercise. They had hit the teacher a good number of times. Nahia was very happy, although she was trying to hide it, because she did not want Eki to realize she had really enjoyed attacking a dragon and forcing it to flee.

I see you have learned to use the bond while attacking. I am glad to see that you use your head. That is not always the case. The bond will allow you to act as one, and that is very important in combat. Always be alert and use it. Feeling through the bond is always faster than sending a thought with the mind. Go and practice, this is the end of class for today.

The teacher left, and as she saw her go, Nahia felt they had a chance. Not that they had defeated her—and besides, she had been riding a dragon who had carried her—but having been able to attack the dragoness had given her hope. A lot.


Chapter 26

Practice with magical aerial attacks in the clouds with Igam-Zuri-Biol and Laya was turning out to be most interesting. Both Nahia and Logan were enjoying themselves a lot. Not only because they were practicing aerial combat, but because they were attacking a dragon, and that was something to celebrate. First they had attacked her with their elemental breaths, and then with mental attacks. Nahia could hardly believe they had done this; it seemed unconceivable that she and Logan were attacking a dragon with their minds, but they had, and it had been easier than expected, since the mental aura of a dragon was so big and intense it could be detected from leagues away.

But, attacking the mind had not been easy at all. If the innate magical defenses of the dragon already prevented it, it was also sending energy to stop them. So they had not been able to get past the dragoness’ defenses and reach her mind, but they had tried and had not done that bad, from what Igam-Zuri-Biol told them. The main problem they had encountered and which they had no solution to was that the dragons could turn off their auras whenever they wished, and that did prevent any attempt to perform a mental attack, since it was impossible to attack what you could not see or pick up.

Nahia did not know whether all dragons could do this, or up to what point. Of course Igam-Zuri-Biol had not specified. The dragons were very careful not to reveal their vulnerabilities. What was clear was that their teacher could do it. It was something Nahia wanted to find out and make sure about. The more they knew about the enemy, the better. The greater the chances to find some way of defeating it. She thought of eliciting information from Eki unobtrusively, but Eki being a young dragon, she doubted he would know. She did not want to risk it either, at least for now. Things between her and the silver dragon were going very well, and she did not want to jeopardize their relationship.

Today we will do a very important exercise. One that will help you save your life when fighting powerful magical enemies, among them the Gryphons, Igam-Zuri-Biol told them at the airfield before they began the practice.

This caught everyone’s attention. Logan looked at Nahia, and she returned a look of concern. Aroa and Eki were looking at Igam-Zuri-Biol, anxious to learn and improve.

In this exercise it will be me who attacks you with magic, and you will have to defend yourselves. Me and my rider, like you have been doing.

This did not sound at all good to Nahia. If the teacher and her rider were going to attack them with magic they could very well die, both her and Logan.

“This is very important for the riders,” Laya told them. “Our dragon lords have magical defenses that activate against alien magic. We riders don’t. But that doesn’t mean we’re defenseless. Every rider can call upon two defenses: one against physical attacks and another against magical attacks. Whenever you encounter aerial magical enemies, you must call upon both and keep them active. If you don’t, or if for some reason you can’t keep them active, you’ll die. That I can promise you. When you least expect an enemy’s bolt of fire or lightning, it will strike you. Distraction kills in the battlefield. You understand, riders?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Nahia and Logan said.

“Very well. Ride now and call upon your defenses. Keep them active at all times until the end of the exercise. If you don’t and my lady dragoness reaches you with her breath, you’ll die. That I swear.”

Nahia swallowed. The exercise required them to keep their defenses active. Depending on the duration of the exercise, it was very likely they would not be able to. As a rule they only kept their defenses active for short periods because it consumed a lot of their inner energy. Nahia considered both spells for critical moments, not something she could sustain for long periods of time. She felt a shiver down her spine and knew that Igam-Zuri-Biol was going to drive them to exhaust their defenses. She knew this even before riding Eki. By the look Logan gave her, he was thinking the same thing.

Don’t worry, everything will go well, Eki tried to reassure her.

In your case it will, in mine it won’t.

Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, I trust we’ll pass the test.

I don’t trust anything, Nahia replied, trying to remember the longest duration she had been able to keep her defenses active for. She did not remember, and that was because she had never kept them active for more than a short while.

Igam-Zuri-Biol and Laya took off and headed to a group of clouds. The teacher loved to practice among the clouds, and it added certain difficulty to the exercises. The open sky was not good for ambushes and distracting evasive maneuvers.

Nahia lowered the visor of her helmet and called on her Magical Field of Scales Protection which kept her safe from magical attacks, and then Elemental Scales, which protected her from physical attacks. She could feel both defenses covering her Dragon Rider armor. She felt safe with so much armor and protection.

Ready, let’s go, she sent Eki.

They took off and followed their teacher, who was already vanishing into the clouds in the distance. Nahia glanced at Logan, who was flying on Aroa to her right. Logan greeted her, moving his shield to show her his heart. Nahia returned the greeting the same way. It was something Logan had come up with as a greeting when they flew on their dragons, and Nahia’s heart melted when he did it. She also knew in that moment he had done it because they were headed into a dangerous exercise.

Eki reached the clouds with his usual speed and they went in. Aroa did so a moment later. In the midst of the clouds it was going to be complicated to guess Igam-Zuri-Biol’s and Laya’s attack, so Nahia was looking everywhere with narrowed eyes.

If you see the dragoness, let me know, she sent Eki.

I’ll try to do it through the bond so it’s faster and you have an instant to react.

Perfect. I’m going to need all the help I can get.

Suddenly, to their left a cloud moved, only it was not a cloud. Nahia knew it was Igam-Zuri-Biol. Eki was making her feel it and also that he was going to escape to the right. From Igam-Zuri-Biol’s mouth came her elemental breath. Nahia had expected it to be of storm, but it was not, it was wind. She felt a gust of uncontrollable wind hitting her and Eki, who was trying to dodge it by veering right. The gust destabilized the two of them. Nahia was thrown to one side, and if it had not been for the straps that held her to the saddle, she would have shot off into the void.

Nahia managed to sit in her saddle once again. Carrying the shield and lance in her hands made any attempt to reposition herself stably impossible. They were forbidden to train without them, so she had no choice but to suffer the discomfort and limitations they posed. On the other hand, Nahia knew that if a Gryphon attacked her she wanted to have her shield and lance in her hands to defend herself.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw that Igam-Zuri-Biol was now attacking Aroa and Logan. The dragoness had let Eki dodge her attack and then lunged at them. While Eki hid in the clouds, Nahia was able to see part of the fight with Aroa and Logan. Igam-Zuri-Biol had attacked them like she had them with a tremendous gust of wind and Aroa had struggled to keep flying. Logan was holding onto the saddle as best he could.

A moment later, Nahia lost visibility and could see no more of the battle.

I’ll hide so the teacher can’t surprise us, Eki sent her.

I don’t know whether we can hide from the dragoness.

Igam-Zuri-Biol appeared all of a sudden on her left. She could find them. This time she sent them a flow of storm. Eki received it on a wing and part of his body and Nahia on her shield and side. Eki’s magical defenses activated and flashed silver. Nahia felt her defenses weaken at once. With hardly any time to react, she sent energy to keep them up. She could see the bolts hitting her body, although they did not manage to penetrate her defenses, which were holding up well for now. Igam-Zuri-Biol kept her storm breath on them, punishing them fiercely.

Eki! Get out of here! The dragoness is destroying my defenses!

Coming! Eki executed one of his swift evasion maneuvers and managed to get away from the storm breath.

Nahia could sense they were flying in a downward nosedive. Igam-Zuri-Biol followed them, trying to hit them with her breath which Nahia saw brushing past her. Eki was causing a whirl and stopping the teacher from reaching them. Suddenly, the dragoness desisted in the chase.

She’s no longer following us, Nahia sent Eki so he would stop going down. Every time he nosedived in a whirl, Nahia became very nervous. It was a complicated maneuver, and although Eki loved it, he was not all that good at it. He lacked precision in the final brake, which might cause them to crash.

Eki came out of the nosedive in time and rose again.

The teacher will be attacking Aroa and Logan now.

I hope they can evade.

As they entered the clouds again, they saw Aroa and Logan trying to dodge the teacher’s breath. The evasion maneuvers were not going too well, and Igam-Zuri-Biol was punishing them. Nahia began to get very nervous for Logan, whom the flow had     hit squarely in the back. Aroa finally managed to get rid of the teacher with a good evasion maneuver.

Igam-Zuri-Biol located Eki and Nahia, and without pause she headed to attack them. A flow or stones and rocks came parallel to the flow of lightning from the white dragoness.

Watch out! Two breaths! Nahia sent Eki, although the warning was to herself as well.

See it! Evasion! sent Eki as he already turned in an upward angle.

The two elemental breaths reached them partially, both in their legs. It was as if dragoness and rider were coordinating the attacks, which did not surprise Nahia. She felt her defenses instantly weaken. She sent more energy to strengthen them. She thought it was lucky she did not have to fight using her magic, because then she would run out of all her energy. The idea made her very uneasy, because in situations of real combat she would have to use her energy to defend herself and attack, so she was going to run out of it very quickly.

Eki executed several maneuvers to avoid the two breaths and managed to lose Igam-Zuri-Biol, or the dragoness decided to stop attacking them and go after Aroa and Logan instead.

I’m consuming a lot of my energy, Nahia sent Eki.

Me too, when the teacher reaches me my innate defenses consume my energy,

I’m sure mine are being consumed faster, and besides, I have less energy I can use.

I couldn’t tell you one way or the other, I don’t know much about Humans and their magic.

Don’t worry, I have a feeling we’re soon going to find out.

Suddenly, Aroa and Logan flew below them. The teacher and Laya were after them, attacking with their elemental breaths. Aroa was slightly slower than Eki and also less skilled when it came to dodging.

The teacher is punishing them harshly, she sent Eki, very worried.

Yeah, Aroa’s in trouble, Eki’s concern for Aroa was now very clear. Nahia felt it in all its intensity through the bond.

Aroa finally managed to evade Igam-Zuri-Biol, and Nahia breathed, relieved.

I’m going to hide in the clouds, she’ll come after us now.

Look for dense clouds, Nahia sent him, since Eki’s silver color could be seen even through the clouds.

It did not take him long to find a thick cluster of clouds above which they were now flying, and he hid within it. Nahia checked the state of her defenses; they were up again, but her inner energy was being consumed not only by the attacks but by keeping up the two protections that covered her armor. The longer the exercise ran, the more chances she would run out of energy, and then her defenses would vanish. And besides, she risked fainting once all her energy was consumed. Then she would be in serious trouble. She would be rendered defenseless and unconscious.

Eki hid in the densest clouds, and they waited a moment. There was no luck. Igam-Zuri-Biol appeared right in front of them as if she had come out of thin air.

She found us again! cried Nahia.

The teacher is picking up our auras, Eki realized.

Can you turn yours off like the dragoness does?

I don’t know how to do it.

Then we have no escape.

The two elemental breaths reached Eki and Nahia full in the chest. Igam-Zuri-Biol’s hit Eki and Laya’s hit Nahia. At once, Nahia felt her defenses suffer. She sent more inner energy to strengthen them almost instinctively. At the beginning of the exercise she had to think about it. Now it happened without even thinking. Her survival instinct had to be guiding her subconscious, since if she lost her defenses she would surely die. The rider’s armor was tough, but she doubted it would resist an elemental earth attack. No, it would not.

Dodge! Swiftly! she sent Eki, whose body flashed, releasing silver sparks when he was hit by the elemental storm breath.

Eki plunged into a diagonal and the teacher went after him. The two breaths kept seeking their bodies. Nahia received two more hits from Laya, and her defenses nearly           fell. She sent more energy while Eki executed spins which did not help Nahia to concentrate. This time Igam-Zuri-Biol’s chase was relentless, and despite Eki’s attempts to dodge the attacks, both he and Nahia were hit twice more. The last one hit Nahia in the helmet and her defenses were immediately destroyed by the flow of rocks and stones. The helmet held but cracked under the impact, and Nahia was left stunned. Eki executed one last swift abrupt change of course and managed to evade Igam-Zuri-Biol.

Nahia, are you okay? Eki sent her, very worried.

Nahia could not even think. Her head hurt terribly, and she felt as if it had been cleaved in two.

Tell me, are you all right? Eki’s concern increased.

Nahia tried to send him a mental message, but she found it impossible. She was too stunned and sore.

I feel your pain and how stunned you are. Hold on, it will soon clear up, Eki sent her. But his good wishes were just that, good wishes.

Nahia was breathing deep through her nose before releasing through her mouth. She was trying to clear up and feel better. Flying high in the sky, the air that reached her made her feel better. She tried to raise the visor, but she could not, the mechanism was broken from the impact of the rocks, so it took her a while to clear her head. When she finally did, she let Eki know.

I’m already… feeling better…

I’m so glad. You really scared me. Eki’s relief flooded Nahia, who was grateful for it.

I think it was bad luck, she hit me in the helmet and it’s broken.

She’s attacking harshly.

Aroa and Logan too?

Yeah, look below, they’re pursuing them.

Nahia leaned over in the saddle and looked below. She saw the chase. Aroa was trying everything to evade the teacher but was not succeeding. Logan received the impact of the two elemental attacks against his left side. His shield flew off and bits of armor went with it. Logan was left hanging from the saddle, unconscious.

Logan! No! Nahia cried in horror.

I’m coming over, Eki sent as he dropped down at great speed over to Aroa and Logan.

The teacher saw them coming.

Exercise finished, we return to the ground.

How’s Logan? Nahia asked Eki as she felt the flame burning inside her.

Aroa says he’s unconscious, hurt.

But he’s alive, isn’t he? Tell me he’s alive.

Eki said nothing for a moment, and Nahia’s anguish soared. She could not breathe. Logan could not die. No.

Aroa says she feels him alive.

He lives! Nahia sighed with all her being.

They landed on the airfield.

Nahia jumped off Eki and went over to Aroa, who had lain down on the ground to make it easier for Nahia to reach Logan.

“Hold on, I’m here,” Nahia told him with great distress. She released him from the saddle and brought him down from Aroa’s back. She lay him down on the ground. Nahia was so terrified that she brought Logan down as if he weighed nothing at all from the effect of the adrenaline and her own anxiety.

Laya came over to check on Logan.

How is he? Igam-Zuri-Biol asked.

Nahia had taken off his helmet and was studying his armor. It had held up, although it was damaged. Logan did not seem to have any wounds, but he was unconscious.

Laya indicated Nahia to move away and let her check him.

Nahia had to accept reluctantly while her inner flame burned in rage for what had happened to Logan. She tried not to let it get out of control, but it burned with tremendous strength. She could not bear watching him lying on the ground. He had been close to dying. If Logan died, Nahia’s soul would die with him. She would be unable to bear it.

“He lost consciousness when he ran out of energy,” Laya explained. “He has no wounds, the armor held.”

I see. This usually happens, and it is not acceptable. We have intensified the exercise, but every rider must know their limits and not exceed them, the teacher sent.

Nahia looked at the dragoness with eyes filled with rage. There was no need to risk their lives that way in a training exercise.

Calm down… you must calm down… Eki sent her, feeling the rage that was burning inside Nahia. Rage, and something else.

She has no right to risk our lives this way, Nahia sent Eki, although who she wanted to say it to was Igam-Zuri-Biol.

If the teacher does, it is for a reason. In any case, you are a Dragon Rider. You must know your place and not forget it.

One day… Nahia could not put into words the rage that consumed her.

Today is not that day, Eki sent her the message with the intention to calm her down, not as an order from her dragon lord.

Nahia was unable to control her rage. Seeing Logan unconscious on the ground with part of his armor damaged was stronger than she could bear. The flame increased and she began to feel heat, a heat she immediately recognized. Her condition was manifesting. No, now was not the time for that. The teacher must not see it, she would punish her weakness. She ran the risk of not finishing the training, of being expelled.

Although she wished her condition would not manifest, the great fire surged within her. The terrible heat inside her jumped to her whole skin. The palpitations began and increased at a rhythm as swift as Eki’s flying. In a moment she felt her heart was going to burst. She could not breathe properly either, not enough air entered her lungs. She began to feel dizzy, and the nausea followed. Everything was happening so fast that she did not have time to react and could not even control it. She was able to glimpse that the teacher and Laya were watching her with looks of surprise. Aroa and Eki were trying to communicate with her, but her mind rejected the messages because she was so stunned and she felt so terrible.

She lost her balance and fell to the ground. Her whole body started to tremble compulsively. The cramps assaulted her legs and arms. She held back cries of pain by clenching her jaw while she convulsed on the ground. She made a tremendous effort to control the trembling of her right hand and reached for her neck where the container hung with her grandmother’s compound. She forced herself to control her arm and mouth, took off the top of the container with her teeth, and drank the contents in one gulp.

She knew she would not die, not this time. The cramps and convulsions ceased after a moment. The palpitations and difficulty breathing passed. Her heart and breathing went back to normal. Her temperature went down until it was also normal. She stayed lying on the ground, unable to move.

The last thing she saw before passing out were the teacher’s eyes, staring at her.


Chapter 27

At sundown, they met in the square of the statues as they had agreed.  They arrived, one by one, from different directions. Once the four were together, they pretended to be inspecting the state of their bows and arrows.

“I didn’t have any luck,” Lasgol said. “You?”

Nilsa shook her head.

“I saw blue robes and red ones, but no green.”

“The same with me. It’s as if they’ve hidden anyone who wore a green robe,” Gerd joined him. “They’ve either vanished or changed their trade.”

“It’s likely to be the latter,” said Lasgol.

“Yeah, there’s not much use for an interpreter in a city under siege. Besides, they’ve been invaded by an enemy that’s not from this world,” Nilsa agreed.

“I bet they all died. I doubt interpreters are the kind who would survive for very long,” Viggo said.

“Always the optimist,” Nilsa reproached him.

“We need to find him at once. In case you haven’t noticed, another day’s gone by.” Viggo pointed at the sky where night was already present.

“We know, take it easy,” Gerd said soothingly.

Viggo frowned.

“I saw a couple of buildings that might be prisons. We could check them out. They’re in the middle of a district that must belong to an important family or clan of the city.”

“That’s a bad idea. There’ll surely be soldiers, and if it’s not a prison but military buildings, we’re risking too much over nothing,” Nilsa argued.

“I want to take a risk. We’re already here, and it hasn’t been easy, if I may say so. I know Ingrid is close, I can feel her. I have to find her. Time is going to run out before we know it. If we encounter difficulties, we slit throats, and that’s that.”

“Stay cool, Viggo, don’t be hasty now that we’re almost there,” Gerd told him.

“I can’t stay cool! I have to find her, at any cost. Every moment we’re here, we risk being found out. It could be right now. I’d rather be the one to force it searching for Ingrid.”

“Stop raising your voice and pretend, or in the end they’ll find us out because of you,” Nilsa told him.

“There’s another option. We know that it’s Captain General Sabis Gotirus who has her imprisoned, and he belongs to one of the five regent families of Orecor,” Lasgol said, turning the problem over in his head.

“We could find his district in the city,” said Nilsa. “According to what Ingrid told me, each one of the five great houses had a different part of the city for the family and all their soldiers.”

“This I quite like. I’ve already found one of the families and their district. What I don’t know is who it belongs to. It might be that bastard’s. We find him, we beat the whereabouts of Ingrid out of him, and then I slit his throat.”

“Calm down, Viggo…” Gerd pleaded as he pulled the string of his bow as if to calibrate the weapon’s tension.

“I’d rather count on the help of the interpreter, but if there’s no other way…” Lasgol did not see it all that clear. This was not the course he wanted to take, but time was against him. The more they wandered about the city, the greater the risk of being found out. Besides, the dragons would soon arrive, and every moment lost was against them.

“How do we find the sector of the city that belongs to the Gotirus family?” Gerd asked.

“We split up and each look for one, then we’ll decide which one it is,” Nilsa suggested.

“The houses are of the nobility, their districts will be the best of the city,” Gerd was thinking out loud.

“Of what remains of the city,” Viggo added. “They are watched by soldiers with badges above the heart on their cuirasses. I think they’re the badges of the family they serve.”

“I don’t believe we’ll have any trouble identifying the areas, it’ll take something else to find out what family they belong to. Those badges are an important clue,” said Lasgol. “If we could identify which one is that of the Gotirus family, we’d know it’s the district where the guards are.”

“Then we have two tasks. Find the five districts of the families, and find out which one belongs to the Gotirus family with the help of the badges,” Gerd commented.

Lasgol nodded.

“Yes, and carefully.”

“I’ll check the west,” Gerd volunteered.

“Fine, go, and be careful, that’s the most conflicting part of the city,” Lasgol warned him.

“I’ll be careful, don’t worry.”

“Nilsa you go south and I’ll go north. Viggo, go east,” Lasgol told them.

They all nodded. “Fine.”

“Let’s get down to it, see you all here at dawn,” said Lasgol.

The four wandered the city all night. It was less dangerous, since most of the citizens were sleeping. The patrol guards walked the different parts of the metropolis, but since they carried torches they could see them before they became a problem and hide from them. There were also fixed guard posts, but they all had fires around which the soldiers stood or sat, so they were also easy to detect and avoid.

They went through the whole city, searching for the districts of the five regent families, and since now they knew what they were looking for, they managed to find them. Just as Viggo had told them, the districts were well watched by soldiers, and inside there were military buildings and other nobler ones, small palaces mostly. They each took note of which badge the guards wore, and this part turned out to be the riskiest, since they had to get fairly close to them in order to see them. The night protected them, but at the same time it obscured the details of the guards’ armor cuirasses.

With the arrival of dawn, they all reunited in the square of the statues.

“Everything went well?” Lasgol asked.

“Everything’s fine,” Gerd and Nilsa said, nodding.

“I found another noble district besides the one I found yesterday and identified two badges,” Viggo said, “but I was unable to find out which family they belong to.”

“Same here, a district and a badge,” said Gerd.

Nilsa nodded. “Me too.”

Lasgol nodded too. “Same with me. We already have the five families and their districts. Now all we need to know is which one is the Gotirus family.”

“I can’t wait, anxiety is consuming me,” Viggo said, rubbing his hands.

All of a sudden, they heard a sound that startled them. It was bells, ringing from the west.

“What’s that?” Gerd raised an eyebrow.

All at once, everyone in the square and the surroundings ran off.

“This isn’t good.” Lasgol watched the people leaving the place urgently but in an orderly manner. There was no chaos. They knew what they had to do and where they had to go, and they were all leaving.

The bells continued to ring, with more intensity every time.

“It has to be an alarm. They’re under attack,” Nilsa guessed.

“By land, by air, or both?” Viggo asked.

“I think we’ll soon find out.” Lasgol was looking in every direction to find out what was going on.

A red dragon appeared in the sky from the northwest and began to come down toward the city.

“They're coming by air,” Gerd confirmed, pointing at the threat.

“Red lizard with wings.” Viggo narrowed his eyes and followed the dragon’s flight.

“A white one is coming from the southeast.” Nilsa saw and pointed.

“And a third one, brown, from the east, over the sea,” said Lasgol.

They saw several groups of soldiers that seemed to be hurrying to face the attack.

“What do those soldiers think they’re going to achieve? The fools aren’t going to stand up to them, are they?” Viggo said.

“I don’t know, but we’d better find a sheltered position. This is going to get really ugly in no time,” Lasgol advised.

“Let’s get into that building, it looks robust,” Gerd nodded toward a house made of rock that must have been a warehouse.

They ran as the red dragon came down. It roared powerfully, announcing the death it brought. It opened its mouth and sent its breath of fire as it glided over one of the residential areas. The fire reached houses and streets, spreading through them like a snake made of flames that sought to burn and incinerate everything in its way.

They entered the building, which was almost entirely of stone, and went up to the second floor. The whole inside was punished by the elements. That building had suffered several elemental attacks. At least it had withstood them and was still standing. It had two glassless windows, and they looked out to watch the attack of the red dragon that was going to incinerate everything it came across.

“Make sure it doesn’t see us,” Lasgol warned.


Chapter 28

The different groups of soldiers joined to create a wall of shields with their spears facing the front. They stood shoulder to shoulder, as close as they could to one another, forming three rows, and then turned to face the dragon. They did not seem to be afraid of confronting the death the winged beast was bringing to them. They stood still, in formation, impassible while the dragon roared, announcing it was going to incinerate everyone.

Lasgol watched the maneuver and did not find any logic in that situation. The dragon was going to destroy them, either with its breath of fire or by coming down upon them with its terrible talons, and the strength and impulse of its enormous winged body. He thought it suicide to form that way; such a compact block would be a very good option against infantry or even cavalry with their spears out like pikes, but against a dragon it made no sense. It was going to raze them all. He counted a hundred soldiers in each row and felt bad for them. He wanted to shout at them to move away, to seek shelter, because they were going to die.

The dragon saw them and roared victoriously. Then it swerved in the air to face them.

A hundred archers came running and stood behind the soldiers with spears and shields. They swiftly nocked arrows in their bows and watched the dragon. They were going to shoot at the beastly creature that was coming upon them.

This surprised Lasgol. They were going to release at the dragon covered by the soldiers, only the soldiers could not protect them. They were all going to die. Those soldiers were supposed to be very good. That they were tough he had already seen. That they did not fear death he could now also confirm, since there they were in front of a dragon. Their officers had to know that what they were trying was totally crazy—no one would survive.

Two more men arrived at a quick pace and stood behind the archers. One was wearing a dark-blue robe with drawings that seemed to represent the sea’s waves. The other one had a golden robe with the sun star engraved on his chest. They were middle-aged, and each had a staff in their hands.

Lasgol instinctively knew they were Magi and were coming to join in the defense. Now he was completely at a loss. What strange formation was that, and how were they going to confront a red dragon coming down from the sky to kill them all? Why did they not seek shelter between the houses made of rock? That was the logical thing to do and what they should be doing.

“What do you think they’re going to try?” Gerd asked him, whose look of confusion was as great as Lasgol’s.

“I don’t know, but it worries me.”

“That red lizard is going to incinerate them all,” Viggo predicted.

“It doesn’t look good.” Nilsa shook her head, her eyes showing sadness. Like her friends, she guessed the defenders were not going to survive. Their heroic defense was in vain, a useless sacrifice.

The dragon started to come down over the group, gliding, its gaze set on it. The soldiers raised their shields in three levels, combining them into a wall six feet tall. Lasgol understood that forming a wall of shields was a good defensive tactic, but not against a dragon. It was going to shred them to pieces, or incinerate them.

The archers nocked their arrows and aimed at the dragon as it approached, gliding. They pulled the string to their cheeks.

“Those archers aren’t going to achieve much without explosive arrows,” Nilsa commented.

“Unless they’re very good and hit it right between the eyes,” Gerd said wishfully.

“They’re not better than we are, and we have serious difficulties doing just that,” Lasgol admitted.

“Yeah, I find it hard to think they’re going to hit the eyes,” Lasgol said.

The dragon opened its mouth and roared. It was about four hundred paces away, coming fast at the defenders.

The two Magi started casting a spell, moving their staves in their hands. The staff of the Mage in the blue robe flashed a bluish-white. The staff of the one in the golden robe flashed with sparks of pure gold.

“That’s very curious…” Gerd commented.

“You mean the golden Mage?” Nilsa asked.

“Yeah, have you ever seen anyone whose staff shone gold when using their magic?”

“No,” Lasgol admitted. “It might be Golden Magic.”

“I don’t think so. It would be too good, and you know how few good things happen to us,” Viggo shook his head.

The Mage in blue began to create a cloud over the soldiers that formed the wall of shields and spears. At the same time, the Mage in the golden robe created what looked like a golden sphere over the archers.

“This is getting interesting. That cloud and the sphere they’re creating are to somehow help against the dragon,” Gerd said.

“That’s very strange. What do they intend to do?” Nilsa said, watching with her head tilted.

The dragon was already two hundred paces away. It opened its large mouth, roared one last time, and let forth its breath of fire.

The bluish cloud descended upon the soldiers, covering them entirely. A moment later, it turned into ice and frost. The wall of shields became covered by ice.

The golden sphere remained over the archers. A flow of live energy could be seen inside it, which seemed to float as if it were contained within the sphere.

The breath of fire reached the soldiers on the wall and tried to incinerate them. But the ice and frost that covered them protected them. The fire enveloped them but did not manage to burn them.

The archers, protected from the impact of the fire by the wall of soldiers in front of them, raised their bows and touched the golden sphere with the tip of their arrows. In so doing, the golden substance inside adhered to the tips of the arrows, turning them into gold. The fire passed over them to keep going down the street. The archers aimed at the dragon, which flew over them, filling the street with fire.

The barrier of soldiers lost their cloak of ice and frost, but they managed to protect the archers and the two Magi, interrupting the lethal flow of flames. The archers released and their arrows headed to impact the dragon. They did not seek to reach the head. Instead they opted for a much easier target: they all released at its belly.

Lasgol watched with great expectations. That combined defense of soldiers, archers, and Magi of the city was most interesting. He did not know who could have thought of it, but it was undoubtedly a brilliant mind.

The arrows with golden tips all plunged in deep, and the dragon roared in rage. It flew to one side without gaining height, a hundred arrows stuck in its abdomen.

“It can’t be!” Gerd cried with widened eyes.

“The arrows have hit the lizard all over its belly.” Viggo was shaking his head, unable to believe it.

“And the soldiers withstood the fire.” Nilsa was rubbing her eyes.

The two Magi had raised anti-magic defenses in the shape of spheres, which had protected them from the elemental fire of the dragon, and thanks to the wall of frost, it had barely touched them.

Lasgol watched how the archers nocked a second arrow with great speed and repeated the movement. They raised their bows so the tip of the arrows became imbued with the golden power of the sphere floating above them. A moment later, they released at the dragon before it got out of reach. The hundred arrows plunged into the dragon’s back and tail, making it roar in rage again.

“I’m beginning to understand how they’ve survived until now,” Lasgol commented.

“Are my eyes deceiving me, or have they buried two hundred arrows into a dragon in a mere moment?” Gerd asked, rubbing his eyes.

“They’re not deceiving you. And they’re buried deep,” Lasgol told him.

“That means this Mage uses Golden Magic. There can’t be any other explanation,” Nilsa said, going between feeling astonished and hopeful.

“Yeah, that Mage is golden. We have to recruit him,” said Viggo.

“I’m not so sure he’d want to be recruited. He seems pretty busy saving his city and people,” Gerd contradicted him.

“So, we recruit him forcefully,” said Viggo.

“That’s not a good idea. But we should speak to him and get information about his magic” Lasgol said.

“Here comes the dragon again, watch out,” Gerd warned them.

This time the dragon opted for coming down with its talons out front and         performing a physical attack instead of using its fiery breath. This was a very experienced dragon; it knew that the Water Mage could counter its breath of fire, so it opted for physical strength, in which it was incomparable.

Lasgol thought that against that they would not be able to defend themselves.

The blue Mage created a wall of ice in front of the soldiers, while the golden Mage sent more energy to the golden sphere. The archers touched the tips of their arrows to the golden sphere. An instant later, the golden Mage sent the sphere toward the soldiers of the wall.

Nilsa could not help but let out a cry when she saw the dragon coming down at great speed to impact against the defenders.

The soldiers did not move until the dragon was close to impact. They kept a cold calm, and at that moment, in a blur, they turned to touch the tips of their spears to the golden sphere the Mage had moved to them. They covered the tips of their spears and separated into two parallel lines.

The dragon hit the wall of ice and destroyed it, but it seemed to make it lose some of its inertia. It was impossible for such a thing to stop it, but it did slow it down a little.

The archers released their golden-tipped arrows and threw themselves to the sides to get out of the dragon’s area of impact as it came toward them, claws first.

The two Magi each ran to one side so as not to be run over.

The archers’ arrows hit the dragon in the head, chest, and wings. The dragon roared and then crashed into those who had not managed to get to safety in time. It ran over several soldiers and archers who were sprinting to get out of its way. The Magi, being further behind, managed to avoid being hit.

The archers’ and Magi’s maneuver was not what surprised Lasgol the most, but the fact that the soldiers had attacked the sides of the dragon as it passed between the two lines they were forming. Their spears had plunged in, deeply penetrating the body.

The dragon beat its wings hard and began to take flight. It was followed by fifty arrows that hit it again before it could get far enough away from the archers.

Lasgol was able to see that the dragon was losing blood from countless wounds. They were not too deep, but there were several hundreds of them. Since it was losing blood from so many wounds, it was in serious trouble. No creature, not even a dragon, could afford to lose a lot of blood, and with so many wounds that was just what was happening.

With one last roar of rage, the dragon flew off, leaving the area.

“If I hadn’t seen it, I wouldn’t have believed it! They defeated it!” Nilsa cried.

“They left it like a colander,” Viggo laughed.

“Impressive,” Gerd nodded. “These soldiers really are as good as they say.”

“If they do that to a dragon, I don’t even want to imagine what they’ll do to the soldiers of Kraido,” Nilsa commented.

The surviving soldiers and archers were regrouping with the Mage. A moment later, they all ran off.

“Where are they going now?” Nilsa wondered.

“No idea, but we’d better not lose sight of the golden Mage,” said Gerd.

“Yeah, he’s worth his weight in gold,” said Viggo, who was smiling and already on the move.


Chapter 29

They came out of the building and prepared to follow the soldiers, archers, and the two Magi.  Lasgol went first, with Viggo at his heels. Nilsa and Gerd followed them. They went in a single file, as they usually did, and they went close to the wall of the building, moving cautiously.

Lasgol got to the corner and put his head out in a whiplash movement to look without being seen. He raised his fist, and they all stopped.

“More soldiers and archers are coming to join the ones we’ve seen,” he told them in a whisper.

“And more Magi?” Nilsa asked with interest.

Lasgol shook his head.

“Soldiers with spears and shields and archers,” he informed them. Then he waited a moment and took another quick look. He motioned for them to keep going.

They headed southeast. The soldiers and Magi were running as if chased by savage lions. Lasgol followed, also at a run but carefully, checking the adjacent streets and tall buildings in case anyone saw them. As he went on passing avenues and squares punished by the attacks, he thought that, in the eyes of the defenders, they would look like another group of archers trying to connect with the group running ahead of them. They would not look too suspicious. That eased him, but even so, he did not cease looking right and left at all times, just in case. If they encountered another group something ugly might happen, like the last time, and now was not the moment for additional complications.

They turned the corner of a large building that was quite punished, and they found the reason why the soldiers and Magi were in such a hurry. Right ahead of them they found another group of soldiers, archers, and Magi fighting against a brown dragon that roared, proclaiming the death it brought. It was standing on the ground and was attacking the soldiers with its mouth, killing them with its jaws.

“We’ll hide in the heights,” Lasgol told his friends as he climbed the half-collapsed stairs of a four-story building. As he climbed the steps, he noted that the stairs and part of the wall were about to crumble.

“Be careful, light feet,” he warned his friends.

“Rather than feet, feather body,” Viggo replied, as the step where he set his right foot collapsed. With his prodigious agility, Viggo flew in a jump to the next step and went on climbing. They were going as fast and gracefully as they could. Lasgol reached the open rooftop, and Viggo followed close behind. Nilsa was almost at the last steps when Gerd put his hand on the wall and it crumbled inside. The giant, with his physical episodes, was unable to recover and fell inside the building, following the wall. Nilsa heard the noise and turned her head.

“Oh no…” she muttered and went back down to help Gerd.

The giant was on his side on the floor, covered in dust. Nilsa entered the building with her bow at the front and saw there was no danger. It was deserted.

“Not a word of this to Viggo,” Gerd told Nilsa as he got back on his feet and shook the dust off himself.

“Don’t worry, I didn’t see a thing,” she smiled.

“The effects of what happened to me at the Shelter sometimes act up on me,” he shook his head while he recovered his bow.

Nilsa felt bad for her friend. There was no one with a better heart than him, and he did not deserve that. Unfortunately, life was anything but fair.

“We all suffer some episodes. We’ve been the Snow Panthers for some time now, it’s impossible not to have them. You with your hip, Lasgol with his mind and magic, Viggo with his limbs, and me all split open…” she looked down at her torso.

Gerd looked at her in surprise.

“You don’t suffer from any episodes, do you?”

Nilsa sighed.

“Well…”

“You told us you didn’t.”

“I didn’t tell the whole truth,” she blushed.

“What’s wrong?” Gerd looked at her with concern.

“Lungs. One of them is affected. I don’t breathe as well as I used to.”

“Wow… I’m very sorry… but you can’t tell…”

“That’s right, you can’t notice, but let it stay between us. I don’t want to listen to Viggo mess with me even more. You know what he’s like, at the slightest opportunity or   excuse…”

“Don’t worry, not a word.” Gerd made as if to lock his lips.

“I wonder how Ingrid, Astrid, and Egil are… I bet they’ll suffer from something too after all they’ve been through…”

“Better not think about that,” Gerd advised her.

“There was another tremendous roar.

“Let’s go up, quick,” Nilsa said.

They went to the stairs and up the last flight. Lasgol and Viggo were lying on their stomachs at the end of the flat roof, watching what went on. They reached them and also got down on the floor.

“You took your time. What were you doing, taking a nap?” Viggo scolded in his ironic tone.

“Securing the level below this one, just in case,” Nilsa replied.

Lasgol looked at Nilsa. That answer was almost believable, but he had the impression it was not the truth, although he said nothing.

“Well, you’ve come at the right time. The brown dragon is going to eat them all, it’s having a ball,” Viggo told them.

They watched how the dragon killed several soldiers, biting them to pieces, splitting them in two, or biting off their heads. The soldiers were trying to plunge their spears in it, but these did not pierce the scales. The archers released at the head without much success. They sometimes hit the mouth, but not the eyes; they were not expert archers like the Rangers. The dragon was crushing archers with its legs or disemboweling them with its claws. The two Magi in blue robes were trying to freeze the dragon with spells of water and ice, without success.

The group with the golden Mage had not arrived yet to strengthen those fighting the brown dragon, and the casualties were mounting.

“Why don’t the Magi stop it?” Gerd asked in a horrified tone, seeing how the dragon ripped through the soldiers and archers, behaving like a murderous, insatiable beast.

“These Magi don’t have Golden Magic, their magic is of Water,” Lasgol said.

“And with that there’s little they can do against that savage beast, which seems to be enjoying tearing them to pieces,” Viggo commented.

“It’s horrible. It’s decimating them savagely.” Nilsa swallowed a cry of horror.

The dragon made its way to the two Water Magi. They lifted walls of ice before them to protect themselves and the soldiers. The dragon delivered two very strong strikes with its claws and destroyed one of the walls of ice. Both Water Magi retreated quickly, and with them the few soldiers and archers who were left alive.

The dragon roared, victorious. Seeing them fleeing, it attacked them with its elemental earth breath. A stream of rocks came from its mouth with great power and at top speed, which decimated everything in its way. Soldiers and archers died, torn by the thousand rocks that hit them with devastating force. The buildings, right and left, and in the street they were fleeing along, were also seriously damaged by the impact of the rocks against the walls. The breath of earth respected nothing, neither flesh, bone, or stone. It killed and destroyed all equally. The two Magi had anti-magic spheres which protected them from its breath, but by the look on their faces and the way they walked, dragging their feet and stumbling, they were exhausted and about to collapse. The dragon was going to finish them off, and it roared, sure of its victory.

“It’s horrible,” Nilsa lamented.

“That’s dragons for you, it’s either them or us,” Viggo told her.

“It will be us,” Gerd stated as he watched with a furious look on his face.

Lasgol wanted to believe it would be so, but seeing how powerful those monsters were, and the killing sprees they were capable of, he had serious doubts.

“Reinforcements are arriving,” he told his friends in a cheerful tone.

The group with the golden Mage came to face the brown dragon. The soldiers formed their barrier of shields like they had done against the red dragon and the archers stood behind. They were going to use the same fighting tactic to confront this dragon. Lasgol hoped they would have the same luck they had experienced with the red dragon. The two surviving Magi entered among the soldiers, trying to reach safety.

The dragon roared and beat its large wings, as if boasting of its immense superiority to the new arrivals. The terrifying, deafening sound would make the heart of the bravest shrink. And yet none of those running to meet it hesitated or trembled. The soldiers of that city were as good as they were devoted to their cause. They would die fighting the dragons, and they did not mind the sacrifices they would be forced to make. They owed themselves to their city, and they would die for it. Lasgol felt proud of those warriors with unbreakable hearts.

The Water Mage created a wall of ice in front of the soldiers to protect them. Lasgol understood that since this one was not a fire dragon, things were different. Against the earth element the water element would have more difficulties, quite a few more. Water could not defeat earth, or Lasgol thought it was very unlikely. Air might do it, with a storm of lightning and discharges of energy that would break rock and stone, but water… no, water would take a long time to damage rock.

The golden Mage began to create his sphere of golden power over the heads of the soldiers. While he did this, the dragon attacked the wall of ice, and it did so with its breath of earth. The powerful stream of rocks hit the ice. For an instant, it seemed as if the wall would withstand the onslaught. But it did not. The ice began to crack while the dragon sent its breath of rocks and stones from side to side of the frozen wall. The cracking gave way to pieces of ice that began to fly off in every direction. As the rocks struck the ice with such force, the ice crumbled and flew off in shards.

The dragon intensified its attack. It moved forward to stand closer to the wall and thus bombard it with the thousands of rocks its breath sent forth faster and more powerfully. More and more pieces of ice flew everywhere.

“That wall is going to fall…” Nilsa watched with her eyes filled with anguish.

“And when it does, the soldiers are going to have a very bad time,” Viggo added.

“A least the dragon isn’t very intelligent,” Gerd said.

“Why do you say that?” Viggo said, frowning.

“It’s sending its attack along the whole wall…”

“Instead of concentrating on a single spot and thus opening a hole,” Nilsa finished the sentence.

“That’s right,” Gerd nodded.

“Well, don’t even think of it in case the lizard catches the thought,” Viggo said.

“Too late for that,” Lasgol said.

“Why?” Viggo looked at him blankly.

“The golden Mage is about to finish casting his spell.”

And as if Lasgol had measured the time, the golden Mage finished his spell and the sphere of golden power formed over the soldiers and archers. They all lifted their arrows and spears at once to imbue their tips with the golden power.

The dragon finally destroyed the wall of ice and roared, bloodthirsty. It attacked the enemy Magi at once with its elemental earth breath.  The anti-magic protective spheres of the Magi prevented them from being stoned to death. But the dragon maintained its breath upon the three; it wanted them dead. The protective spheres weakened at once, and the Magi sent more energy so they would not be destroyed. One of the Water Magi who had initially been fighting the dragon was left without energy. His sphere was destroyed under the powerful stream of stones and rocks attacking him, and a moment later he died, lapidated.

“Oh no… poor man…” Nilsa said sadly.

“He could not hold up any longer, an important loss for the city,” Gerd said, shaking his head.

“Yeah, Magi don’t simply grow on trees,” Viggo said with a gesture of annoyance.

“Now they’ll avenge him,” Lasgol predicted.

The archers released their arrows imbued with the golden power. They moved on the dragon at a run, brandishing their spears whose tips were now of gold, imbued with the power of that golden Mage. They surrounded the great beast at a run, fast and disciplined. They knew what they had to do and, as one, following an order, they all         plunged their spears into the dragon’s body. They did so again and again.

The dragon roared in pain. The tips penetrated its flesh through its scales. But the great beast was not going to be so easily defeated. It beat its enormous wings and tail, seeking to get rid of the soldiers attacking it. The brave defenders were flung off with the mighty blows of the wing and tail. Being so colossal, the dragon sent them flying in the air with minimum effort.

“They look like children trying to stick pins in a reptile with gigantic wings,” Viggo commented.

“Yeah… it looks like that… but those pins hurt,” said Gerd.

“It’s destroying them with its physical strength,” said Nilsa, distressed as she watched the soldiers being decimated by the strikes of the dragon’s wing and tail.

“Yeah, that’s a certified bully,” said Viggo.

The archers released at the dragon to try and help their comrades. The hundred arrows with golden tips plunged into the dragon’s chest and head. A roar of pain and rage came out of the monster’s throat. It stopped its attack against the soldiers with spears and tried to use its earth breath on the archers. Before it could do so, they released again as one and another hundred arrows buried themselves all over its body. The pain they caused when they penetrated its body confused the dragon so it could not use its elemental magic attack. It shut its mouth, where about twenty arrows had wounded it.

“The archers managed to shut its big mouth,” Viggo said, cheered.

“They’ve stopped it from using its magic against them,” Nilsa guessed.

“They’re going to release again,” Gerd commented.

Lasgol had a bad feeling for some reason. The archers were winning the battle, but even so, he felt something was not going well.

The dragon beat its wings, and instead of attacking with its magic, it leaped forward to fall among the archers with all the weight of its body, its lethal claws tearing into whoever they reached.

Some of the archers released, their determination unbreakable to the end. Some saw what was coming upon them and tried to move away, and others were crushed, but not without having released one last time.

The dragon roared. It was riddled with arrows and was losing blood from countless arrow and spear wounds. Lasgol noticed it had little life left with so many wounds, but he saw the eyes of the dragon gleam. It was not going to die yet.

The great brown beast roared once more and took another leap forward, this time seeking to kill the golden Mage. It fell on top of the Magi who were still standing. The three had protective spheres against physical attacks. The Water Mage used a sphere of ice, and the golden Mage one of solid gold. The Water Magi were flung away to one side, rolling inside their spheres that lost chunks of ice as they rolled. The golden Mage was caught under the right claw of the dragon.

“It’s going to kill the golden Mage!” Nilsa cried.

The dragon put its other claw on top of the golden sphere that protected the Mage and squeezed hard, trying to break it like an egg. It looked at the golden Mage it was crushing with all the weight of its huge body while the Mage used all the energy he had left to prevent his defense from being destroyed. Chunks of gold flew off in every direction. He was not going to be able to maintain his sphere—the dragon was too strong, it was going to destroy the protection and crush the Mage.

The surviving archers kept releasing at the dragon’s back. A group of soldiers also jumped onto the monster’s back and plunged their spears in again and again, striking with all their might.

The dragon roared in pain but did not cease in its intent of finishing off the golden Mage. It knew it was because of him that the archers and soldiers could hurt it, and it was going to kill him at any cost. That Mage was going to die right there and then for what he had done and what he represented. He was a threat to the dragons, and no dragon was going to allow that. He had to die. So said the Path, and so it would be.

The sphere finally broke into a thousand pieces of gold under the tremendous pressure of force the dragon was exerting. The Mage somehow managed to crawl along the ground between the claws before they crushed him.

The dragon lifted its head, sure of its victory, ignoring the countless wounds they were delivering to its back. It lifted its claw to crush the Mage with it and roared triumphantly. The enemy of the dragons was dying.

Lasgol rose. He aimed his golden bow and called on his Multiple Shot skill. He sent energy to the bow.

“What are you doing…?” Viggo asked blankly.

“Lasgol…” Nilsa looked at her friend and then at the dragon.

“Let’s all release!” Gerd said.

The Mage knew it was his end and raised his gaze, his eyes filled with despair. He was going to die, crushed by the dragons he had fought against to his last breath. His eye caught a powerful golden flash on the roof of a building in front of him, a flash he immediately recognized. That was Golden Magic, like his own. But it could not be, or could it?

Three arrows entered, simultaneously, into the dragon’s mouth in its final roar. They reached the throat and burst in explosions of fire before going in farther and plunging deeply into the flesh. The dragon’s astonishment was absolute. Its eyes opened wide. The three arrows were followed by another one an instant later, and this was followed by another, and a moment later by one more, all of fire, which burst inside its maw one after the other. Flames came out of the dragon’s mouth, the flames of the Elemental Fire Arrows Nilsa, Gerd, and Viggo had released. The dragon felt like it was choking, and its throat burned all the way down. It opened its mouth as wide as it would go, trying to spit the flames out. It looked up at the archers. There was a new golden flash, and three arrows came at once and plunged inside the dragon’s throat with three bursts of fire.

The dragon died with its claw not having crushed the Mage. It fell to one side like a ruined building.

The Mage crawled along the ground and then stood up. He looked toward Lasgol and his friends standing on the roof with their bows in their hands.

“We’d better get out of here, the Mage has spotted us,” Gerd said.

“Yeah, better that they don’t come over to see who we are,” said Nilsa.

To everyone’s surprise, the Mage bent over in a deep bow toward them.

“I don’t think he’s going to send anyone,” Lasgol said.

“Are you sure? I don’t know…” Viggo was frowning.

“I think he recognized the magic of the bow,” Lasgol told his friends.

“In any case, we’d better change locations,” Gerd advised.

“Yeah, that’s true. Let’s find another elevated position,” Lasgol said, and they left the roof at a run.


Chapter 30

They ran downstairs to get out of the building fast, but being careful in case the stairs or wall caved in. In the street, they watched the survivors of the confrontation with the brown dragon regroup and talk among themselves. They looked exhausted.

“Let’s move on in case the Mage sends people to investigate us,” said Gerd.

“Yeah, better put some distance in between us, but we can’t lose sight of him,” Lasgol said. “We have to find out everything we can about that Mage and his Golden Magic.”

“We all agree on that,” said Viggo.

They sought another nearby building that would allow them to hide and at the same time see what happened to the Mage and his group of soldiers and archers. A roar coming from the north reminded them there was still a dragon flying over that area of the city. They found a two-story house in a good structural state but abandoned, and they took refuge in it. Through a window, they were able to see the Golden Mage and his group.

“One moment,” Viggo called and got down on one knee.

“What is it?” Gerd asked him.

“I forgot to make a notch in my Dragon Hunter Assassin’s belt.”

Nilsa rolled her eyes.

“You really are a pain.”

Gerd shook his head and made a face that indicated he gave him up as an impossible case.

“What? Did we kill another dragon or not?”

“We only finished it. The defenders of the city killed it,” Nilsa corrected him.

“Whoever delivers the killing shot takes the glory of the hunt. It’s the same here,” Viggo replied, beaming, and he carved a notch on his belt with one of his knives.

The dragon’s roars came to them on the breeze that ran through the city.

“I hope our golden Mage and his group don’t do anything stupid,” Viggo said.

“Anything stupid? What do you mean?” Nilsa asked him.

“They’re on the move,” Lasgol warned them.

“They’re retreating?” Gerd asked.

“No, they’re heading north,” Lasgol told them.

“That was the stupid thing I meant,” Viggo said with a sigh.

“They’re definitely going north, they’re going to fight that last dragon,” Lasgol said.

“They certainly are brave,” Gerd acknowledged with a nod.

“True. They must have almost no energy left to cast spells,” Lasgol commented.

“What they are is foolish. They’re running to their death with open arms, and they’ve escaped it twice. They won’t get away a third time,” Viggo said.

“They do their duty. They have honor and loyalty. They don’t abandon their own to their doom,” Gerd told him.

“Well, they’re ingrates. We just saved their lives, and here they go, headlong into a deadly fight again,” Viggo shrugged. “It would appear they want to die.”

“No one wants to die, and yes, they are brave,” Nilsa told him in a reproachful tone for saying such things.

“Let’s follow them,” Lasgol told them, and motioned for them to go after the group.

They headed to the place where the fighting was going on. They saw several groups of soldiers running to the same place, like them, but no one took any notice of their group. Everyone had their eyes on the white flying monster that was attacking the city amid horrifying roars. They made as if they were also running to fight the dragon.

“They’re moving very slowly,” Gerd said.

“They’re very tired.” Lasgol had also noticed.

“We’d better go ahead of them and check the area. We know where they’re going,” Nilsa said.

“Good idea,” Lasgol agreed.

They overtook the golden Mage and his group, putting several buildings of separation between them and arrived at the combat area. They sought a building with good visibility about three hundred paces from where the fight was taking place. They ran up to the roof and saw that it had a covered part and another section that was clear. They hid in the covered part.

They watched the fight for a moment. A young white dragon was punishing the soldiers of that area of the city. It was making passes and delivering its elemental air breath in the form of a storm. It delivered lightning and deadly winds upon the soldiers and archers, who were suffering many losses.

“They’re not doing well…” Gerd said ruefully as he watched the fighting at a crouch.

Lasgol watched the dragon soaring to turn and make another pass over the defenders.

“I don’t see a golden Mage with them…” Nilsa was watching with narrowed eyes.

“They have a Water Mage, he’s a little further behind,” Gerd realized.

“Well, with only a Water Mage they’re not going to defeat a white dragon                that’s not landing,” Viggo reasoned.

“Let’s not doom them so quickly. They’ve already defeated two dragons, and that’s a real feat.”

“The last one we killed, that’s what I say,” Viggo specified.

“We only saved the golden Mage,” Nilsa corrected him.

“And look, here he comes,” Viggo said, pointing at the side of the building.

They saw several groups of soldiers who were running to aid those being massacred by the dragon. Among them were the golden Mage and a Water Mage.

The soldiers and the Water Mage who were fighting the dragon began to retreat, defeated. They had not yet seen the other groups that were arriving from different streets to help them.

“Those are retreating, they’re smart,” said Viggo.

“Only until they meet up with the ones coming to reinforce them,” Gerd retorted.

And so it was. The different groups who were running to strengthen the defenders managed to reach the ones pulling back. Once they all met, they formed rows and prepared to confront the dragon. The soldiers formed the wall of shields and spears. The archers stood behind them. Finally the three Magi, two of water and the golden one, stood at the back. While they regrouped, more soldiers and archers appeared from the adjacent streets, and they all joined in the defense.

“These soldiers are a tad crazy,” Viggo said shaking his head.

“They fight as best as they can. What would you do in their place?” Gerd said.

“Surely not this. They’re going to die, you’ll see.”

The white dragon came down upon the defenders, flying low and following a wide avenue that led into the square where the defenders had taken up positions. It roared and opened its mouth to launch its elemental attack. The Water Magi cast a spell with the little energy they had left and created a wave of ice to protect the formation. The golden Mage cast a spell and managed to create a golden dome, although it was much smaller and thinner than the ones he had created before.

“They’re out of energy. I think that’s all they’re going to be able to conjure. They haven’t even raised defensive spheres to protect themselves,” Lasgol noted.

“Well then, the dragon’s going to butcher them,” Viggo predicted.

The storm breath hit the ice wave that protected the defenders. The dragon maintained its stream of death on the icy wave as long as its flight let it, then it began to rise. The archers dipped their arrows in the golden substance of the sphere and released. The dragon received dozens of arrow in its wings and let out a powerful roar.

“Hah, look, they’re going for the wings to make it come down. They’re clever after all,” said Viggo.

“They’ve been under siege for years. They must’ve learned a thing or two,” said Nilsa.

The dragon got out of reach at once and swerved. But this time it did not face the same street to attack the same way. It came from the back, facing another street that led to the square.

“Oh, no…” Nilsa feared the worst.

“That little white dragon is clever.” Viggo narrowed his eyes.

“It’s going straight for the Magi, and they’re in the open,” Lasgol realized. “Let’s help them!”

“Are you serious?” Viggo made a face of disbelief.

The dragon headed toward the Magi, flying low. The defenders realized the situation and began to maneuver. They all ran to stand on the other side of the frozen wave which, although cracked, was still standing. The Magi were the last and the slowest. About thirty soldiers stayed behind them and formed a wall with their bodies to protect their retreat.

“Release at the head, we have to distract it!” Lasgol told his friends urgently.

“What for? They’re doomed,” Viggo was reluctant.

“The golden Mage must survive!” Lasgol told him.

“We need to talk to him,” Gerd added impatiently.

“As you wish, but that Mage has a death wish engraved on his forehead.”

The dragon roared and sent its elemental breath of air and wind, with dreadful lightning. The soldiers waited firmly for the breath to reach them. Several were blown away from the strength of the winds, and others died at once, hit by lightning bolts carried by the elemental stream.

Lasgol released with his True Shot skill, using an Earth Arrow. The dragon was only some four hundred paces from their position. It was a shot he could make, but he wanted to hit the eye, not the head, so he made sure. There was the green flash of his own magic and then the golden one of the bow. The arrow hit the left eye of the dragon. The explosion of earth blinded it momentarily, and the arrow went deep into the eye. The dragon turned its head to the left just as Gerd’s and Viggo’s arrows hit its forehead. They were Earth Arrows, which tried to blind the dragon. They did not manage to hit the eyes, but they annoyed it. The dragon swerved, and instead of attacking the soldiers who guarded the Magi’s escape, it headed toward them.

“It’s coming for us,” Gerd warned.

“Well it’s going to get what for,” said Viggo, very sure of himself.

The dragon headed toward the building.

Nilsa’s arrow hit its right eye straight on and exploded. It was a Fire Arrow, and it burned part of the eye.

The dragon roared in rage and shook its head, turning in mid-flight. It seemed to be deciding whether to attack them or the soldiers below.

Lasgol, Gerd, and Viggo already had another arrow ready, and they released when they saw the dragon flying undecidedly. Lasgol hit the left eye again, and it was with an arrow of Fire. The dragon was about two hundred and fifty paces away, so that its elemental or mental attacks could not reach them but they could hit the dragon with their bows. Gerd and Viggo released Air Arrows and gave it a taste of its own medicine. The explosions of lightning reached the dragon’s forehead and eyes, which annoyed it no end. It roared and flew straight at them.

“Take cover!” Lasgol shouted.

They threw themselves on the floor. The dragon attacked them with its elemental breath, which struck the covered part of the roof, making pieces of rock fly off everywhere. The wall and roof protected them from the lethal stream, and it did not touch them. But it punished the building, and a moment later part of the roof collapsed. They moved away as they were able, rolling along the floor to the sides.

“Where is it?” Nilsa asked, looking around, unable to locate the dragon.

“It’s swerving,” Lasgol informed them as, lying on the floor, he watched the course of the dragon’s flight.

“Is it coming back?” Gerd asked.

“No, it looks like it’s going to attack the soldiers,” Lasgol said.

“I take it back, the part about the snow lizard being smart. If it attacks two fronts at the same time, it’s not very bright.”

The dragon came down upon the soldiers, who were now on the other side of the wave. It sent its breath of air, and the wave lasted no longer than a moment. Then it burst into a thousand blocks of ice. The first soldiers received the attack and died where they stood. The archers released at the dragon, which was almost on top of them. They struck its wings, like they had in the first pass.

The dragon roared in pain and stopped its attack to fly higher. It had over a hundred arrows stuck in each wing, and as it soared it received another volley from the archers before it could get out of range.

“They’re making its wings beautiful, decorated with arrows,” Viggo smiled.

“It won’t be able to fly soon,” said Gerd. “It must be losing a lot of blood from all those wounds.”

The defenders now ran toward the sphere with the golden substance and dipped their weapons with it. Lasgol watched closely. None of the Magi was conjuring, they were without energy. He saw them talking to the soldiers. A moment later the three withdrew, accompanied by about twenty men. The archers and the rest of the soldiers stayed in the middle of the square under the sphere, whose golden substance was beginning to fade.

“That’s not good,” Nilsa observed.

“That the Magi are withdrawing?” Viggo asked.

“No, that the golden substance is vanishing.”

“The golden Mage has no more energy, he can’t keep it up,” Lasgol explained.

The dragon came back with a tremendous roar. The soldiers and archers were now defenseless before the attack of the dragon, since the Magi were leaving, having been rendered useless. The dragon saw this and roared victoriously; it was going to destroy them all.

“If I were them, I’d run away now,” Viggo said.

“They’re real soldiers, with honor and guts, they won’t move,” Gerd told him.

“They’re stupid, they’re going to die.”

The white dragon swept low and sent its breath of storm. The soldiers were blown away and died from the discharges of energy, opening a hole in the wall they formed to protect the archers. At that moment, just before the deadly breath could reach them, the archers released their arrows imbued with golden power. The arrows went straight to both wings, riddling them. The breath reached the archers and made a furrow of death as it passed through the middle of the group.

The dragon went on gliding straight, seeking to reach the fleeing Magi.

“It’s coming toward us,” Gerd warned.

“Watch out, everyone,” Lasgol said, preparing his bow.

As it came closer, they realized that the course of the dragon’s flight was too slanted. If it went on like that, it was going to crash into the ground. It tried to beat its wings and rise, but then something unexpected happened—it could not. It roared in alarm. Its wings did not respond, they were maimed. It crashed against the floor of the avenue and was dragged by the inertia of the speed it had crashed with. It ran over the soldiers who protected the Magi’s escape, and then its advance stopped.

Lasgol ran to the buttressed part of the roof and looked down into the street. The dragon was on the side of the building.

“It knocked down the soldiers and the Magi,” he informed his friends as they stood beside him on the ledge.

“Let’s help them,” Gerd said, aiming already.

Viggo made a face of disagreement, but he said nothing.

The dragon got up and roared furiously. It looked at its useless wings and roared again. A couple of soldiers were trying to get back up with difficulty. The dragon moved on its strong legs and bit their heads off. The bodies remained upright for a moment, as if they did not know they no longer had heads. Then they collapsed on the floor.

The three Magi were dragging themselves along the floor, trying to escape. The dragon saw them, and ignoring another couple of soldiers struggling to rise, it went to kill them.

Lasgol aimed at the dragon’s head, down on the avenue. He called upon his Powerful Shot skill and joined it with Multiple Shot, then he sent energy to the bow. He was hoping it would not fail him. Today his magic was responding, and he hoped it would go on like that. There were two green flashes and then the golden one of the bow. Three simultaneous Fire Arrows flew directly at the dragon’s head.

The dragon stepped on one of the Water Magi, trapping him under its right talon. It did not crush him completely. The three arrows hit the winged beast in the head. There were three explosions of fire and the steel arrows penetrated its head down to the fletching. The dragon brayed with pain. It shook its head and raised its gaze toward the origin of the attack.

On the roof, Nilsa, Gerd, and Viggo released. Their three arrows headed to the head and eyes of the dragon that was looking at them. It did not have time to move its head away and the three arrows struck one after the other: two of Air and one of Fire. The explosions, discharges of energy, and flames hit it fully in the eyes and forehead.

The dragon shook its head and screamed with pain. The golden Mage pulled the Water Mage by the arms and managed to get him out from under the talon. He was bleeding from both legs, but he seemed to be alive. The third Mage was trying to cast a spell to protect them, but he fainted when he exceeded his use of magic and dropped to the floor.

“Release, we can’t give it quarter!” Lasgol called.

“I’m going to scorch its head!” Viggo cried.

The four released at the dragon with Elemental Fire and Air Arrows. The beast opened its mouth to attack them with its elemental breath, but it was not fast enough. The arrows struck it full in the forehead, eyes, and mouth, preventing it from attacking. Lasgol used his Powerful Shot skill and his arrows went into the maw of the dragon, which began to spit blood with great retching motions.

“Keep releasing, don’t let it attack us!” Lasgol told his friends.

“If it opens its maw, I’ll burn it!” Viggo cried, already aiming with a Fire Arrow.

The two Magi crawled to a covered passageway and hid behind the columns. The golden Mage put his head out to watch how the group punished the dragon with their arrows.

The beast, enraged and maimed, tried to lift its head toward the roof and attack the archers. It received four other arrows in the mouth and forehead, which prevented it from using its attacks. It spit out blood again. Desperately, it struck the base of the building with its claws, making stone and rock fly off.

“It wants to bring the house down!” Nilsa cried.

“And us with it!” Gerd added.

“Release!” Lasgol cried, not sure the building would hold under the onslaught of the dragon.

At that moment, the surviving archers and soldiers came from behind the dragon’s back. They had imbued their weapons with the last remains of the golden substance that had already vanished. As one, they attacked the dragon while it hit the wall of the building with its whole body, making it shake from the foundation to the roof. Two balconies collapsed with part of the roof.

Lasgol was about to release, holding his balance so as not to fall into the void, when he realized it was not necessary. The soldiers and archers were riddling the dragon with arrows and spears. The solders jumped onto its back and climbed up to the base of the neck to attack it.

“Don’t release, save your arrows. It’s doomed,” Lasgol told his friends.

“Look here, they’re using my technique,” Viggo boasted.

The dragon tried to defend itself, biting and lashing out with its tail, but the archers were releasing from a prudent distance and the soldiers with the spears dodged the attacks while they went on plunging in their spears without mercy.

The dragon died with one last roaring scream.

“This one also counts as being caught by me,” Viggo told them as he already brought out one of his knives to make another notch in his belt.

Nilsa shook her head.

“Only you can think about that right now.”

“We have a problem,” Gerd warned them.

“What is it?” Nilsa asked.

“We’ve drawn too much attention,” Lasgol commented.

The golden Mage was giving orders to the soldiers and archers and pointing at the roof where they were.

“I told you we shouldn’t intervene. But you never listen to me,” Viggo protested.

“They’re surrounding us,” Gerd realized.

Lasgol noticed how the soldiers and archers were surrounding the building where they were.

“Well, let them come and catch us, they’ll see what they get,” Viggo said belligerently.

The golden Mage came out into the open and made signs for them to come down.

“Shall I kill him?” Viggo asked. “Surely the rest will cower if we kill the Mage.”

“No, we can’t kill him. We have to find out how he uses Golden Magic.” Lasgol stopped him.

“It could be very important for defeating the dragons,” Gerd added.

“That one isn’t going to help us. We’d better kill him, and the Water Mage a little further behind him too. Once they don’t have any Magi, the rest will go away.”

“We’re not going to kill any Mage who fights against the dragons,” Lasgol told him firmly.

“You certainly are hopeless, goody-two-shoes. You’ll see when they hang us all as spies.”

“What should we do?” Gerd asked Lasgol.

Lasgol sighed. The building was surrounded, and more soldiers and archers were coming from other areas of the city. They had no way out.

“We surrender and speak to the golden Mage.”

Nilsa, Gerd, and Viggo exchanged concerned looks.

“No way. I’m going to rescue Ingrid, I’m not going to let them lock me up or execute me.”

“And how are you going to do that? We’re surrounded,” Nilsa told him.

Viggo smiled.

“We play hard to get. We waste time. Night will fall, and by the time they catch you, I’ll have already vanished.”


Chapter 31

That morning, Nahia and Logan went over to the forge to see whether their armor had been repaired. The continuous attacks of the training, both the initial physical ones and lately the magical attacks, had been damaging their equipment. The order had come from Arbocux, the Exarbor Master of Riders, to have them repaired before going on with the combat exercises. He did not want there to be a tragedy. The armor was very tough, but the punishment of so many attacks was weakening them at some points. If one of those points broke and a magical attack entered through it, it might mean a very serious injury, and even the end.

Nahia was grateful not to see the teacher for a couple of days after what had happened at the last practice session. Logan was well, he had not suffered more than a few contusions, but the teacher’s image of Nahia had been very damaged by the seizure she had suffered because of her condition. She did not know what Igam-Zuri-Biol would do after what had happened, and she was very worried. Logan was glad that nothing bad had happened. That was enough for him. She, however, knew the teacher would not let such a scene pass unnoticed.

“The armor is as good as new,” Senior Blacksmith Sergeant Major Fakros told them as he signaled to his Tergnomus helpers to bring the pieces.

Nahia watched him. The enormous Kapro, with his powerful muscles, was wearing his usual working clothes: a leather apron strengthened with dragon scales covering his whole body. His boots and gloves were also reinforced. He was huge, with tremendous physical power.

“Thank you, Senior Blacksmith,” Logan told him as he checked the repaired armor they were bringing him. He and Nahia were wearing the pieces that had not needed repairs, and now they would put on the fixed ones.

Nahia was looking at the pieces another Tergnomus blacksmith helper was bringing to her.

“Yeah, good as new. You can’t see a single scratch,” Logan said, impressed by the work done.

“That’s the goal of a good repair,” Fakros told them. “It must be as good as new.”

“This armor is a work of art,” the Tergnomus who was helping Logan put his repaired pieces on said.

“From an incomparable master blacksmith,” the Tergnomus helping Nahia said flatteringly.

“They are, without a doubt.” Logan said it not to please the master or his helpers but because he genuinely felt that way.     

“Let’s hope we won’t need another repair in a long time,” said Nahia, looking uncertain this would be so.  

Logan nodded.

“Let’s hope so.”

“If you do need any repairs, don’t hesitate to come to me at once and I’ll fix it as soon as possible. The more a repair is delayed, the longer it takes me to fix it afterwards. Besides, a Dragon Rider needs their armor spotless, both in looks and condition,” the master blacksmith told them.

“I have a question…” Nahia said, checking her armor.

“Go ahead, ask, rider,” Fakros invited her.

“This armor is of excellent quality and very hard, but are there enemies that can pierce it? I always wonder.”

The master blacksmith scratched his chin.

“Only very powerful creatures can pierce my armor.”

“Like our dragon lords?” Nahia wanted to know.

“They can, yes. With claw, maw, or elemental breath.”

“Yeah, we’ve experienced the latter,” Nahia told him. “What other creatures can?”

“Those with powerful magic.”

“And without magic?” Nahia wanted to know.

“Without magic, it’s very difficult.”

“The claws, talons, and beaks of Gryphons?” Nahia asked, which was the question she really wanted answered.

The inquiry made the master blacksmith uncomfortable and he made a gesture of annoyance.

“Yes, the claws, talons, and beaks of the Gryphons can damage and pierce through my armor. But that’s because they are of the strongest of all creatures, if not the strongest of all.”

“That strong, huh?” Logan asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Yes. You must avoid them at all costs. Their magic too. The armor would withstand a couple of attacks, but not more.”

“That’s good to know, thank you, Master Blacksmith,” Nahia said, bowing her head to the fabulous blacksmith.

“No need to thank me. Fight well and be very careful around the attacks of the Gryphons. Armor can be repaired. A deadly wound, unfortunately, cannot.”

“That’s a great truth,” Logan said.

“One we’ll remember,” said Nahia.

“Now that our armor is repaired, we’ll have to get back to our training,” Logan said, looking at Nahia out of the corner of his eye.

“Yeah, with the charming Igam-Zuri-Biol and Laya,” Nahia commented reluctantly.

“Are you sure you’ll be able to keep training?” Logan asked, looking at her with concern.

Nahia sighed.

“Yes, I’ll be fine, don’t worry. What happened… shouldn’t happen again.”

“It’s been a long time since you had any seizures.”

“Yup, and you have no idea how happy I was. I won’t say I believed my condition had been cured, because I know it’s with me forever, but nearly.”

“Perhaps one day the problem will leave you.”

I don’t think so. I was born with this condition. I’ll die with it,” Nahia said, and her tone sounded more pessimistic than she intended.

“I bet you’ll get over it,” Logan said, trying to sound convinced, but he was not, and Nahia could tell.

“Don’t worry, it’s part of who I am, for better or for worse.”

“For better, of course.” Logan smiled at her.

Seeing that smile, which appeared so seldom on his handsome face, Nahia felt her heart melting a little. She could do nothing but smile back and feel happy for having him with her.

They were approaching the fortress-barracks when their squires appeared at a run, carrying their lance and shield. Nahia had to stop herself from smiling every time she saw them running toward them carrying their weapons. She found the way they ran, tottering from one side to the other, very comical. She could not understand how they did not trip and fall. She also could not understand why they always ran. There was never such a hurry, as far as she knew. Logan did not smile like her when he saw them, but she knew they amused him too, he had admitted it to her.

“Take it easy, no one’s after you,” Nahia told them as they reached them.

“Yes, my lady,” Lantreos said, slowing down.

“Here are your weapons, my lord rider,” Scrudro offered.

Nahia took the lance and shield her squire handed to her. Logan did the same with his squire.

“Does my lord rider need anything else from his faithful squire?” Scrudro asked Logan.

“Don’t be so submissive, I’m not a dragon lord. You don’t need to treat me like one.”

“I’m sorry my lord rider is displeased with my behavior. What a shame and dishonor,” he said and hung his head, ashamed, as if Logan had given him the greatest reprimand.

“I’m not displeased with your behavior.” Logan wondered how to explain it without making the situation even worse. “I’d just be happier if you treated me with less honors.”

Scrudro looked at Logan with enormous eyes.

“That goes against the behavior of a squire, my lord.”

Logan sighed.

“Forget it. Treat me as you have been taught to do.”

“That I will do, my lord rider. It’s the greatest honor to serve you.”

Logan nodded, resigned.

Nahia found it very amusing, poor Logan trying to be treated normally. It was comical and endearing at the same time.

“Does my lady need anything else?” Lantreos asked.

“No, you may withdraw,” Nahia told him.

“Thank you, my lady. The shield’s handgrip was loose and I’ve tightened it,” he informed her, and he did so with a glance that seemed odd to Nahia, peculiar.

She felt the handgrip and noticed something.

The two squires left at a run with their funny walk.

“There’s something here…” Nahia commented, taking out a small wood container.

“What is it?” Logan asked with interest.

“I don’t know.” Nahia left the shield and lance on the floor and bent down as if she were checking them. Logan watched, intrigued.

“There’s this container…” Nahia showed Logan unobtrusively.

“Curious… open it and see.”

Nahia opened it, and inside was a note. She looked around to see whether anyone was watching them. Three riders were heading to the fortress-barracks and several Tergnomus, loaded with crates, were on their way to administration. In front of the castle were two large dragons, one red and the other white, but they seemed to be conversing together and were not looking in their direction.

Nahia read the note.

“The message goes on.

It spreads from the mouth of a few to the ears of many.

It travels through Tremia, unstoppable.

From war camp to war camp.

Soon everyone will know of the cause.

Humans, Fatum, Tauruk-Kapro, Scarlatum, and even Drakonid.

The information net is established.

Tremia already had started it, and Kraido has a new one.

It unites us all from Kraido to Tremia and Tremia to Kraido.

Good luck, and be careful.

Signed: the Prisoner.”

“The prisoner…” Nahia was thoughtful and knew at once who it was from.

“It’s a message from Egil…” Logan recognized.

“That’s right. No idea how he managed to get it to us, but it shows his incredible talent and brilliant mind.”

“He’s using Tergnomus to send the messages.”

Nahia nodded.

“Some Tergnomus, and I would assume he’s also using Exarbor.”

“The chief librarian?” Logan asked, raising an eyebrow.

“I bet he’s collaborating with Egil, yeah.”

“The dragons would never suspect that the one who controls the flow of information about the rebellion is a prisoner in their dungeons,” Nahia reasoned.

Logan looked toward the two dragons in front of the castle.

“No, they’d never suspect such a thing. They’re self-worshipping. They believe they know more than anyone.”

“And that’s why they’ll lose,” Nahia said.

Logan looked Nahia straight in the eyes. He saw their spark and nodded.

“They’ll lose,” he agreed.

The next morning they presented themselves at the airfield, riding Aroa and Eki. Igam-Zuri-Biol and Laya arrived a moment later and landed in front of them.

What happened at the last exercise is a disgrace I cannot overlook, the teacher sent them bluntly, together with a feeling of great disappointment.

“You both failed in the exercise of magical combat. You have dishonored your dragon lord.”

Nahia sighed deeply. She had expected her incident with her condition to bring her trouble, it always had. Dragons hated the weak, and Nahia’s condition made her that: a weakling.

“Yes, ma’am,” Logan replied.

Nahia only nodded and sunk her head into her chest. What she feared was being expelled, and the fear that it might happen overwhelmed her.

It is a serious offense, and so there must be consequences.

Nahia swallowed. She was going to be expelled for sure. Perhaps they would let Logan stay.

Apologize to your dragon lords, whom you have dishonored with your behavior. They will be the ones to decide your fate. Because of what happened, I grant them the right to reject you, Igam-Zuri-Biol said.

Eki turned his head a little and looked at Nahia out of the corner of his eye.

You have not dishonored me. What happened was an accident. If you have a condition, I will make sure to watch out in case I feel it in you and warn you. If I can help you in any way, you only need to let me know. I do not know what the matter is with you, but I would like to understand it and help you.

Thank you, Eki. It is something I was born with. For now I can’t think how you might help me, you or anyone, but I’m grateful.

Always keep a last reserve of energy in combat. It is a lesson I am sure you will never forget, Aroa sent to Logan, and she did it with a feeling of protection, not anger or disappointment.

Thank you, Aroa. Lesson learned. I won’t let the moment of combat consume me.

For a moment, there was a tense silence. Igam-Zuri-Biol broke it.

What do the dragon lords say? Do they reject their riders?

Aroa sent her reply at once.

I do not reject my rider, Ma’am.

Neither do I, Ma’am, Eki joined her.

Igam-Zuri-Biol looked both of them in the eye.

So be it. I hope you will never have to regret this decision.

Thank you, Ma’am, they both sent.

As for you, riders, what happened can never take place ever again, Igam-Zuri-Biol sent, along with a feeling of rage.

“However intense or critical the experience you live through, as a rider you can never lose control,” Laya told them.

You will learn to control those situations. Your dragon lord cannot be left without their rider for a single critical moment you have not learned how to handle. Flameborn, you will learn to control that condition of yours. What happened will never be repeated. Stormson, a rider can never pass out in combat from exceeding himself in the use of magic. You have greatly disappointed me. I was expecting great things of you two. I see that my expectations were too high and unfounded.

“Today you will repeat it, and I hope you’ll control both the magical energy you consume in the defense and your ‘emotional’ problems,” Laya told them, and she said the last word as an insult.

Get ready. The moment has come to begin the exercise. Control your reserves of magic and stay calm at all times, Igam-Zuri-Biol sent them, and Nahia felt the former was meant for Logan and the latter for her. She sighed. They could only do what the teacher had asked and trust that Logan would not run out of energy and that she would not suffer another seizure.

Igam-Zur-Biol took off, and Aroa and Eki followed at once.

Nahia wished nothing bad would happen either to her or Logan, although she knew the teacher and her rider would not loosen up but rather be tougher on them.

A few days later, they were still training in magical defense. Practice that day went pretty well, certainly better than Nahia had expected after the last exercises, which had not been exactly spectacular. Resisting against such rivals was a lot to ask for, and the teacher and its rider made sure to drive Nahia and Logan and their dragon lords to the limit. There had been days when Nahia thought they had even gone beyond.

Igam-Zuri-Biol attacked them without mercy that afternoon, as she always did. But this time it was with mental attacks. Aroa’s and Eki’s magical protection held up pretty well. Not so hers and Logan’s; theirs did not hold up as well as they would have wished. Once their magical defenses had fallen, Igam-Zuri-Biol and Laya had attacked their minds and left them so sore and stunned that they were unable to think, least of all act.

In spite of the punishment and mental suffering, Nahia was pleased, because she had not felt that their lives were in danger. With the elemental attacks, they had been, and more than once. But with the mental ones she felt it was not so. Laya certainly could not kill them with her mind. Igam-Zuri-Biol, yes, for sure. But the dragoness never went so far as to endanger them.

When the exercise finished, they landed. Nahia’s head hurt terribly and she was trying to make it pass, but without success. Logan had already taken off his helmet and was frowning. He was shaking his head, but it did not seem to be doing much good.

You must practice more on the resilience of your magical defenses. It is critical, the teacher sent them.

“If your magical defenses fall, the enemy will finish you off,” Laya told them.

Understand that although many flying creatures do not have magic, there are others, powerful, that do, like the Gryphons you will be fighting soon. They have innate magical defenses which will be very difficult for you to break down and their magical attacks might affect you, especially you, riders.

Nahia instantly looked at Logan. If the Gryphons attacked Logan and anything happened to him… he looked at her, and in his light eyes she saw the same concern and anguish she was experiencing.

One of the maneuvers most used by the Gryphons is that of attacking the riders. Once the rider is dead, they can attack the weak spot of the dragon, their favorite way of attacking, since it is the only one they have in order to kill us. That, and rendering us blind with attacks to the eyes or even tearing them out. A blind dragon does not live long. We were not created with a great sense of direction.

“Therefore it’s imperative that the rider knows how to defend him or herself from the attacks of the Gryphons in order to protect the back of the dragon lord,” Laya said with firmness in her voice.

Nahia looked down at her saddle. Underneath it was the neuralgic spot of Eki’s nervous system. His most vulnerable spot and which she had to protect, since the beaks and claws and talons of the Gryphons could pierce through the dragon’s scales. When they were in Gryphoros, she had noticed they were golden. She did not know how, but she was sure there was a relation between the Golden Magic and the golden claws, talons, and beaks of the Gryphons. She would like to understand how. Perhaps one day she would.

She sighed. Now that she had seen the Gryphons in action, with their extreme velocity and their aerial acrobatics, she understood perfectly the reason why the dragons had placed riders on their backs. It was something she had had trouble understanding at first. The all-powerful dragons, so proud, magnificent, and despotic, would never allow the slave races to ride them, unless it was by need. A critical need.

Nahia could see it. The Gryphons were so good in the air and their claws, talons, and beaks so lethal, that the dragons had to protect their backs or die. In a way, it was an irony of fate that these cruel and conceited beings who believed themselves to be the owners of the universe should have to resort to them, the slaves, to be able to survive the Gryphons.

She sighed. Knowing that the dragons needed them, and that was why they trained them, made her feel bad. The last thing she wanted to do was help the dragons, least of all protect them. But knowing what their weak spot was seemed to her an extremely valuable piece of information, one that must leave Jadrakos and be known by everyone. She would have to find a way to do that. She thought of Egil at once. She had to get that valuable information to him so he might spread it through the net of informants he had created. First in Kraido, and then in Tremia.


Chapter 32

Nahia and Eki were flying through a clear blue sky. Aroa and Logan were flying beside them. They were practicing their magical defenses just like Teacher Igam-Zuri-Biol had ordered them. For once, Nahia was enjoying the exercises. She felt Logan attacking her and at once sent energy to her defense of magic scales to protect herself from the mental attack of the handsome dark-haired youth with light eyes.

How is your energy holding up? Eki asked Nahia.

Okay, I think. Yours?

As she was asking, Aroa attacked Eki with her storm breath. Eki reacted and swerved to avoid her, but Aroa directed her flow well and hit him on his side. Eki executed another evasive maneuver and prevented the dragoness from reaching him again with the elemental attack.

Aroa’s attacks are strong and my defenses consume a lot of energy in defense. But I think I am fine for now.

Does Aroa have more energy than you? Nahia asked, interested, while she sent        her breath of fire toward Logan, whom she hit in a leg and part of his side. His magical defense flashed and Nahia knew the attack had been good. Aroa rose quickly to prevent them from attacking again.

Eki did not pursue them. He took a breather to recover some of his energy.

That is a good question, hard to answer. You see, not all dragons have the same energy, just like we are not all the same size.

Is there a relation between size and power? I say this because Aroa is bigger than you. This was something Nahia had always wondered, and having the opportunity to compare, she thought it was a good idea to find out.

As a rule, the greater a dragon is, the greater their power.

I thought so.

But that is not always the case.

It’s not?

There are exceptions.

Oh, interesting.

It also happens among the other races, Eki told him as he looked around for Aroa, sensing she was going to attack again.

That’s even more interesting.

Aroa came down upon them, executing a nosedive to then spread her wings and glide beside them so she and Logan could attack them sideways. This time they changed the attacks. Aroa used mental attacks on Eki and Logan his storm breath on Nahia.

They are intensifying their attacks, Eki warned.

Nahia felt the shock of Logan’s attack.  His flow of storm was very powerful. She had to send a good amount of energy to strengthen her magical defense so as not to lose it. For a moment she pictured Logan’s elemental breath reaching her, loaded with countless lightning bolts and the power of a storm. She felt a shiver down her spine; she doubted her rider’s armor would hold up. After all, Logan was a Stormson—all those bolts loaded with energy would fry her for sure. She breathed hard; better not take any risks.

Eki, evasion!

Eki executed an evasive maneuver at lightning speed. Now they happened without thinking, and he executed them with great skill and velocity. Nahia could see Logan’s elemental breath fade in the sky. Eki dived down and put distance between them and their attackers.

Nahia wanted to resume the conversation and get to know a bit more about Eki.

Are you an exception?  she asked and sent more energy to strengthen her battered magical defense. Logan had attacked hard; he did not tread carefully, he never had. He had always treated her like an equal, like a partner, and Nahia appreciated that a lot. If he had treated her differently for being his girl she would have been furious. She did not want that at all. She was strong, despite everything, and he must treat her that way.

Are you? Eki replied.

Nahia had never asked herself, not like that. She knew she was different. Not only because she was a Flameborn, but for her condition. She did not know anyone else who had the same problem. The inner flame that burned inside her without control she had never heard anyone mention.

I am different, that’s for sure.

I do not think I am.

Are you sure?

I’m a silver dragon. We are the least common, that is true… but that does not make me exceptional.

The most common dragons are the elemental ones, right? The red, white, blue, and brown.

That is right. Then the ones of light: the black and the bright ones. Then there are other colors that are not that common, although more than the silver ones. They are the purple, green, yellow, even orange…

What’s the least common type of all?

The golden, without a doubt, and the most powerful. That one is an exception, it rarely occurs.

Well, that’s interesting. And why are there so few silver dragons?

Eki flew more slowly. He seemed to be thinking about how to reply.

The exact reason is unknown, but the guess is that it is because of the type of magic. You see, the elemental magic is more common, and that is why the elemental colored dragons are the majority.

I see. And in order to be a silver dragon, your parents must have been too?

Eki did not answer for a moment, and Nahia thought she had gone too far with her questions. After all, Eki was her dragon lord and she must keep a certain distance.

I’m sorry… I didn’t mean to… Nahia tried to apologize.

Nahia received a strong feeling through the bond. It was one of sadness, of deep sorrow.

You see… my whole family is Swift, and since my infancy I was impressed upon that I also had to be one. When you are born with the characteristics of a Swift dragon you are expected to end up here, in Jadrakos, with a rider. Not doing that is considered a waste, since very few dragons are born Swift…. My family impressed this upon me and taught me that I must follow the family tradition. But I have to admit that flying very fast and fighting with a rider on my back was not what I wished for. Ever since I was little I wanted to be an erudite, to devote myself to studying and gaining knowledge. I have always seen myself studying, not fighting. But already I realized that I would not get what I wanted, as the case has been in the end, and that is why my infancy was pretty sad.

Wow, I’m sorry…

You’ve had a worse childhood than I have, so don’t be too sorry. Being born a slave is a tragedy.

Yes, I won’t argue with that.

Neither of my parents or grandparents is silver. In fact, my entire family is elemental. So in that sense I am an exception.

And shouldn’t you have a silver ancestor?

Yes, otherwise I could not be silver.

Could you be adopted?

Dragons do not adopt. On the contrary. They expel the weak from their families and those born with some defect.

Oh wow, and what happens to them? Nahia asked who could not believe that dragons were so merciless. She thought about it again and changed her mind. Of course dragons could be so merciless.

Most die.

That’s despicable behavior, I’m sorry to say.

You can say it. I share that feeling.

This reply surprised Nahia.

Oh, since you are a dragon…

The fact that I am a dragon does not mean I agree with everything dragons do.

I’m glad to know that. Eki’s thinking gave her hope. It might be possible to get him away from the Path of Dragons and their teachings. She wished it was so, although it was very difficult, since all dragons were instructed in the Path since they were born.

You may speak freely with me. I prefer our relationship to be open and based on understanding and trust.

This did leave Nahia in a bit of shock, and at the same time she was grateful for it.

I’m glad you feel that way. I also prefer our relationship to be that way.

We are going to be fighting together against very powerful enemies. The more understanding we have between us, the better our chances of surviving.

Yes, that’s true.

Some of my ancestors had to have been silver, and I carry their blood. That is the explanation my parents gave me.

In Humans, some characteristics skip generations. I guess it’s similar in dragons. How did you grow up? I mean, how does a dragon grow up? It’s hard for me to picture it.

The life of a dragon is very different from that of a Human. The moment we hatch out of the egg we are pretty capable, unlike other creatures. In my case, I grew up in a clan of Swift dragons. Our mothers teach us to fly fast, our fathers to fight with physical strength. And both instruct us on how to use our magic, almost since birth.

That’s very interesting. We spend several years defenseless and dependent on our mothers.

That is why I said that we dragons can manage for ourselves from drakka-hood. There is little we can do, we are small, but we are born already developed.

Since we are defenseless and have enemies, we are protected by our parents.

We do not have enemies per se. We stay with our families to learn until we become mature, and then we seek our destiny.

Where do you seek those destinies?

The usual is in the clan. We serve a clan that serves a king.

The Swift ones too?

The Swift dragons are slightly different from the rest, but we do serve a clan.

I only have my grandmother, who I don’t know anything about since I came to this    world in the clouds. I hope she’s still alive, But I don’t know… she was sick.

The dragons do not look after their elders. Least of all if they are sick. They let them die because their useful life is over. They are old and weak, so their destiny is death. They are allowed to reach that end.

Once again, I have to say I find that horrible, of heartless beings. One must respect the elders and help them, always.

That is not the habit among dragons. It is not what the Path marks. There is no pity toward the weak, whether they are young or old.

Terrible, that’s all I can say. I’m sorry.

Do not be. Our ways are not the most accepted among other races and cultures.

They’re not acceptable in any case…

Perhaps one day they will change… improve…

It won’t improve as long as the rulers keep insisting on those odious practices.

Yes. But to go against the five kings, the established order and tradition, is suicide. No one is going to go against the Path of Dragons, that is how it has been for thousands of years.

I’m not saying it’ll be easy, but if you never try, nothing will ever change. It will get worse, the five dragon kings and tradition will prevail and be ever more powerful, which means that other races, the slaves, will suffer in Kraido. Not only that, other races, beings and creatures in far-away worlds where the dragons are waging war and conquering, will also suffer.

Eki was quiet for a long time. Nahia thought she had gone too far, that she had crossed the line. Eki might take it badly, very badly. What she had just said was considered treason among the dragons. She bit her tongue, but it was already too late. It was already out, and Eki now knew what she thought about it all. Besides, thanks to the bond that linked them, he also knew how deeply she felt this way, and it was deep, very deep.

I must think about what you have told me. I owe myself to my own, to the dragons, my family, my clan, and my king. To their leadership and the traditions that hold us together as a people.

Nahia sighed. She had overstepped her boundaries and must now redirect the situation. Under no circumstances did she want her relationship with Eki to go south and for them to become enemies, especially because she could pay with her life for such a situation.

Forgive me if my words have offended you. That was not my intention. I’ve expressed feelings and judgments that are not up to me to express. I’m just a mere rider, a Human and a slave. I apologize for taking advantage of the trust and generosity of my dragon lord, who has been not only honorable but also very understanding with me at all times.

You have not offended me. You have given me food for thought. But I am a dragon, just like you are a Human, and we cannot change what we are.

Once again, thank you for your understanding. My character, the flame that burns in me strongly, sometimes makes me say or do things before thinking first.

Yes, you have a lot of spirit, that is good. As long as you keep it under control, since it can lead you to dangerous situations. My advice is that you learn to control your flame, or one day it might consume you.

I’ll try… it’s not that easy.

Self-control never is. It is a subject I would like to study. I have enough, or so I believe.

You do. I can feel it in you, Nahia said, glad to have been able to redirect the situation. Through the bond she did not feel that Eki was angry or upset with her, but rather intrigued. That was good.

Suddenly, two elemental storm breaths hit them. Aroa’s hit Eki and Logan’s hit Nahia.

Evasion! Nahia cried to Eki as she felt her magical defense being damaged.

Right away! Eki sent her as he was already nosediving in a whirl toward the right side.

Nahia felt how they were flying at a dizzying speed, crazily but under control, with the wind hitting her visor and reaching through to her face, and tears came to her eyes from the effect of the air. Flying she felt alive, very much so. She felt like shouting and laughing, she felt so well at that moment. Soon it would go away and the feeling of being a slave to the dragons would come back. But right then, flying at great speed and spinning with herself on Eki’s back, she felt alive and happy.

Happiness lasted until they had to go back.


Chapter 33

The hall was large, decorated in a military style, with weapons and shields from different times and origins hanging on the walls. There was a large tapestry showing the walls of the city and its defenders repelling an invading horde. The floor was white marble, which gave a certain elegance to the room.

Nilsa, Gerd, and Lasgol were waiting in the middle of the hall, guarded by six Orecor soldiers wearing armor and carrying spears and shields. Their weapons had been taken from them and were now lying on a table in front of them.

Five men walked in from an adjacent room. They were soldiers with armor in gold and silver and high-quality clothes. Judging by their looks, they had to belong to the same family. The one in the middle, who seemed to be in command, said something to the others and then to the guards. At once, the guards aimed their spears at the prisoners. That did not look good at all.

The officer who appeared to be in command went over to the weapons on the table. He started looking at the Elemental Arrows very carefully, with obvious interest. He made a sign to a man who was not wearing armor, and he stepped over. He was wearing a gray robe and must be around sixty. He was thin and bald, and he picked up a Fire Arrow and proceeded to examine it.

“Watch out…” Gerd warned.

They all turned toward him.

“It can explode in your hand and you’d lose several fingers,” Lasgol warned him, shaking his head ostensibly to make himself understood.

The chief soldier barked something with a very unfriendly look, but they did not understand a word.

“We don’t understand…” Nilsa said, pointing at her own ear.

The officer stepped up to her and pulled at her clothes, shouting something rudely. He seemed to want an explanation for why they were dressed as archers of the city.

“We’re not spies,” Lasgol said.

The soldier stood up to him and put a dagger to his neck as he threatened him with shouts.

A new person came into the hall. He was wearing a green robe. He approached the soldier in command, and he gave him some instructions. Then he came over to the prisoners.

They saw him say something to them, and from the color of his robe they knew he was an interpreter. This was a good sign, but they could not understand him. The interpreter said something else. Same result. He went on saying things. Lasgol guessed he was speaking to them in different languages to see whether they understood. The thing was, they did not understand any of them.

“North?”

Lasgol understood that.

“Yes, we’re from the north. Norghanian.”

The interpreter nodded and raised his hand so Lasgol would say no more. He turned to look at the soldier who was watching, looking very angry. They exchanged a couple of sentences and the interpreter left.

Lasgol looked at his friends; he did not know what was going on. For a moment it had seemed they were going to understand one another, but it turned out not to be.

There was a tense wait. No one moved or spoke. The situation was complicated. Those soldiers looked at them with hatred. It was understandable, since they believed them to be spies. What else were they going to believe? Once they had surrendered to the soldiers on the roof of the building when night had fallen, they had been led to a part of the city that belonged to one of the noble families, although it was heavily damaged. They had tried to speak to the golden Mage during the walk over, but he did not speak their language. Lasgol thought he was grateful. He had made signs to that end, putting his hand over his heart. But once in the noble family’s area, several officers had taken charge of them and they had not been exactly friendly, despite the explanations the golden Mage gave them.

“Not spies,” Lasgol insisted, gesturing.

The soldiers barked things he did not understand, and he decided it was better not to insist, considering how tense the atmosphere was.

“I’ll let them know that you say you are not spies…” a voice said.

They all turned toward the entrance and saw an elderly man in his seventies who wore a green robe.

Lasgol felt a great sense of relief; this interpreter spoke Norghanian.

The officer barked some words. The older man replied with something, but the officer did not seem to like the answer, because he went on shouting.

“My lord wants to know who you are and where you come from,” the interpreter told them.

“We are Norghanians,” Lasgol told him.

The interpreter sighed.

“I’ve told them, I recognized your language, but he does not believe you. He says you are spies from Kraido.”

“It’s understandable, seeing us dressed like this, but we are Norghanians, from the north, the kingdom of snow,” Lasgol insisted.

The interpreter translated his words. The officer replied.

“Norghanians? You’re dressed like my archers—you’re spies from Kraido! I’ll hang the three of you for treason!” the soldier said and the interpreter translated.

Lasgol breathed more at ease. The reaction was natural, he would just have to persuade him of the contrary.

“Ask him not to handle the arrows or they’ll explode,” Lasgol warned the interpreter, seeing that the man in the gray robe went on examining them.

The interpreter did so and the man in the gray robe backed away from the weapons.

“You are in the presence of Captain General Sabis Gotirus, his brothers, Generals Demisus and Noteasus, and the sons of the captain general, Yerminus and Saletirus. They form the regent family of Gotirus.” The interpreter indicated each member of the military family as he introduced them.

Nilsa, Gerd, and Lasgol fixed their eyes on Gotirus. They had found the man who was keeping Ingrid prisoner. The way they had found him had not been ideal, but they had him. Or to be more exact, Sabis had them.

Lasgol let out a fake cough when he noticed that Sabis was watching them closely.

“You wouldn’t be Celopus by any chance?” Nilsa asked the interpreter in a whisper.

The older man raised both eyebrows.

“I am. How do you know my name?”

“From a friend,” Gerd said so that Nilsa would not mention her name. Perhaps those noble-soldiers did not speak Norghanian, but they would recognize Ingrid’s name when they heard it.

Celopus nodded a couple of times.

“I see.”

Sabis barked several sentences to Celopus, who bowed repeatedly, apparently apologizing.

“The captain general wants me only to translate, no private conversations.”

“We understand,” Lasgol said.

“My brother, General Demisus, wants an explanation of why you are dressed in archers’ clothes,” Sabis demanded with a wave toward his brother.

“To be able to get into the city. In Norghanian clothes we wouldn’t have been able to enter,” Lasgol explained rationally and quietly.

“To spy on us!” General Noteasus cried.

“No, we’re not here to spy. We aren’t part of the Kraido army but of the Norghanian, so we don’t have a reason to spy on you,” Lasgol explained, trying to sound as rational as possible.

“Do you mean to say you broke the siege on the city?” Yerminus asked, Sabis’ older son.

“We broke it, yes,” Lasgol said.

“Both sieges? The Kraido soldiers’ and ours?” Saletirus, the younger son, asked.

“Both, yes,” Lasgol replied.

“In that case you’re very good spies, but we’ve captured you,” Sabis told him. “And like the spies you are, you will die.”

His two brothers applauded his decision, in agreement.

Lasgol saw that the situation was going awry. Sabis and his brothers were convinced they were spies, and nothing was going to change their mind. He had to make a gamble, or else they would lose their heads presently.

“We’ve come for a friend,” Lasgol said.

Celopus looked at Lasgol with warning in his eyes. Lasgol nodded at him and the interpreter translated.

“What friend is that?”

“Ingrid, a Norghanian like us.”

Sabis recognized the name and the person at once, and his eyes sparkled.

“The First Ranger.”

“Yes, her.”

“That doesn’t make sense!” cried General Demisus, waving his hands.

“No one is that mad,” General Noteasus joined him.

“We are. We don’t abandon our own,” Lasgol said quietly.

Yerminus and Saletirus looked at their uncles and then their father. Based on their looks, they were intrigued.

“So you’re here for her, for Ingrid,” Sabis said, raising an eyebrow while he seemed to study the implications of this.

“That’s right. We’re her partners, we’re looking for her,” Lasgol said.

Sabis smiled maliciously and began to pace around them, studying them carefully from head to toe. The soldiers kept aiming their spears at the three prisoners as Sabis paced around the group.

“Then you’re Rangers.”

“Yes, we are, all three of us.” Lasgol assumed the responsibility of answering Sabis’ questions.

“So you have Specializations, right?”

Lasgol was somewhat surprised.

“Are our Specializations known here in the east?”

“No, not in the east, but in Orecor, in our family, we do know of them,” said General Noteasus.

“We like to know everything military and relevant of each kingdom. You, Rangers, are an elite group from a rival kingdom, so we collected information on everything that had to do with you,” General Demisus said.

“Oh…”

“There’s very little military character of any kingdom on Tremia that we don’t know about,” Sabis said with a twisted grin.

“I see. Yes, we are Ranger Specialists. Each with our own specialty.”

“Only one? Don’t you have more than one Specialty? I don’t know why, but I believe you do.” Sabis walked up to Lasgol and looked him up and down once again.

“I have five Specialties,” Lasgol admitted.

The members of the Gotirus family cried out and started talking among themselves animatedly.

“That’s a real achievement. I thought Ingrid was the only exceptional one, but I see it’s not that way.”

“Ingrid is exceptional in many ways. Is she all right?” Lasgol took the chance that Sabis had mentioned her name to ask.

“What makes you think I know how she is?” Sabis replied, making a face. “As you’ve been able to see, we have greater and more urgent concerns to focus our attention on.” He pointed outside through one of the windows.

Lasgol was quiet for a moment, thinking about an answer. Sabis was cunning and seemed to not want to give him information.

“She is exceptional, valuable…”

“She is, but she betrayed me,” Sabis interrupted him, looking furious. “Do you know what she did?”

“I don’t have… all the information of what happened,” Lasgol said, “only that the late king Thoran handed her over to you.”

“Yes, he did, because I asked him to. Your comrade betrayed me!” he shouted, enraged.

Lasgol was silent.

“The traitor came looking for Neil Usmentus the Defender’s sword,” General Demisus said.

“A legendary weapon of one of our heroes and founders of this great city,” General Noteasus said.

“That sword was supposed to grant me an incredible advantage in battle with the supposed power it was assumed to have. With it I was going to become a legendary hero of the city.

“Unfortunately, it was not so. It’s very light and sharp, but its power doesn’t manifest in my hand, or in any of my family’s. My Magi could not use this power either.”

“It’s a decorative weapon,” Demisus said, looking angry.

“A gold sword with magical properties which in the end are worth nothing,” Noteasus added.

“But, your comrade found out how to use the power of the weapon and did not come back to return it as we had agreed. What do you call that, Lasgol?”

Lasgol swallowed.

“Ingrid would not break her word unless there was a very important reason… vital…”

“Then you take it for granted that she really did not keep her word. I thought you would deny it, that you would defend your friend’s honor. That is, to say the least, surprising.” Sabis raised an eyebrow.

“They know that she betrayed her promise,” General Demisus said.

“Then you must know the reason. Why didn’t Ingrid come back with the sword and keep the word she gave me?”

“Because of the threat of the dragons,” Lasgol replied.

Sabis half-smiled.

“You do well in not lying to me. I have no time or patience for anyone who tries to trick me.”

“I’m not lying,” Lasgol said, very serious,

“And that’s why I’m not cutting your throat,” Sabis replied as he unsheathed an elaborate sword and pointed it at him.

Celopus feared the worst, and for a moment he did not translate. Then he did.

“I appreciate that you respect my life, our lives.” Lasgol included his friends.

Sabis watched Lasgol for a moment longer, with narrowed eyes where rage shone. It was not clear if Sabis truly would not try to kill him.

“Ingrid is still alive,” Sabis said, lowering his sword.

Lasgol breathed out, relieved.

“That is very good news for us.”

“Hardly. I bet she would rather be dead,” Sabis replied in a frozen tone.

The rest of his relatives laughed and made comments which, although they were unable to understand, they could guess were not at all good.

“Could we see her?” Lasgol risked asking.

Sabis went back to pacing around the group, watching them as if deciding what to do with their lives.

“She’s in a punishment cell,” Sabis said, pointing at the floor. “About three levels below where we are. A very unpleasant place.”

“We want to see her,” Nilsa said, unable to contain herself.

“Whatever you want is of no consequence. Only what I want and decide matters. I am the chief of the Gotirus family, of the regent families of Orecor, and the one who rules in this city. The rest of the regent families have delegated this honor to me.”

“Two of them were practically annihilated by the dragons during the siege,” General Demisus said.

“And the other two are much depleted, their leaders wounded or ill from the attacks on the city,” General Noteasus said.

“And yet this, our family, is holding up strong. That is because of the strong leadership my brothers and I exert and that one day my sons will exert,” Sabis said, looking at the members of his family one by one.

Lasgol sighed. It did not seem that Sabis would let them see Ingrid.

“We only want to see our friend,” he said in a gentle tone so as not to provoke the rage of the captain general.

A new, malicious grin appeared on Sabis’ face.

“Oh, I’ll let you see her, but live? I don’t think so,” he said.


Chapter 34

Lasgol looked at Nilsa and Gerd. Sabis was sentencing them to death. The situation was becoming critical.

All of a sudden, the door behind them opened and two men came in. One was wearing a dark-blue robe with symbols that looked like sea waves. The other one wore a golden robe with a sun on his chest. They recognized them: they were the Water Mage and the golden Mage who had survived the last dragon attack.

“Dameros, Aquasmares, at last you deign to join us,” Sabis reproached them, looking at the two with displeasure.

“A thousand apologies, my lord. We were compelled to lie down for a moment…” Aquasmares said with a deep bow. His blue robe was dirty and had blood stains; he had not even changed.

“We ended up extenuated after the battle,” the golden Mage apologized. His robe was also ruined after the fight. The color of his face was not good either.

Celopus translated everything that was said for Lasgol, Nilsa, and Gerd.

“Have you exceeded yourselves in the use of magic again?” General Demisus asked him.

“We were forced to. Three dragons are more than we can face,” Dameros apologized.

“We’ve lost Marcuas, and Aquemor is wounded,” Aquasmares explained.

“That’s terrible news. We can’t lose Magi in the fight. You must be more careful,” Sabis told them, not sad for the loss of lives but angry.

At that moment, Dameros noticed the presence of Lasgol and his companions.

“The dragons were very powerful. We nearly perished, in fact, but they saved us,” he said, pointing at them.

“Saved you?” General Noteasus asked. “How could they save you if they’ve infiltrated the city as spies?”

“They fought against the dragons. They managed to seriously wound two of them. Without their help, we’d be dead…” Dameros said.

Sabis’ eyes opened very wide.

“We weren’t informed of this,” the general reproached him, pointing his sword at him.

“I’m sorry, my lord, we haven’t been able to…” Dameros looked down.

“We were exhausted…” Aquasmares apologized.

All the members of the Gotirus family started talking to one another, waving their arms and speaking loudly. Celopus stopped translating when he saw they were arguing and growing more and more heated. Lasgol looked at Nilsa and Gerd; the three were tense but alert in case they saw a chance of not dying.

Sabis imposed himself on the rest and made them shut up with shouts.

“Silence! Let’s get to the bottom of this matter!”

The others stopped shouting and seemed to slowly calm down.

“Dameros, tell us what happened. In detail. We want to understand it properly,” Sabis ordered.

“Yes, my lord.” The golden Mage explained what had happened to Sabis and his family. When he finished, the looks on the faces of the soldiers were a mixture of surprise and disbelief.

“What do you mean they used magic similar to yours when shooting at the dragon?” Sabis asked with one eyebrow raised high.

“That’s what I believe, my lord.”

“It can’t be, you must have been confused by their explosive arrows,” Sabis told him, indicating the arrows on the table.

“They’re Rangers, they have special arrows, we know that,” General Noteasus added.

“Arrows and traps that explode with elemental damage, similar to those of the magic of the four elements,” general Demisus said.

Dameros nodded and tried to find a way to explain it without incurring the ire of the soldiers.

“They used their explosive arrows, that’s true, attacking the eyes and mouth of the dragons. But there was something else. I saw golden flashes of magic similar to mine,” the Mage iterated.

“Aquasmares? What did you see?”

“I believe Dameros is right, my lord. Besides their elemental arrows, I also believe I saw golden flashes…”

Sabis looked at Lasgol and his friends, frowning.

“They’re Rangers, not Magi. It can’t be.”

“And there’s no one with your type of magic in the entire east,” General Demisus told him.

“Or in Norghana,” General Noteasus said.

“He’s right. We’ve searched for more like you, Dameros, for a very long time, and we haven’t found anyone else. Only in Rogdon are there rumors that they have someone like you,” Sabis said.

Dameros nodded thoughtfully.

“I’m an exception, a singularity of nature, I know. But the fact that there are no others like me doesn’t mean there can’t be similar ones. I believe we find ourselves in this case now,” he said, looking at Lasgol.

“Are you saying that one of them is similar to you?” Sabis frowned, he wanted to make this clear.

“That’s what I believe, because his arrows pierced through the defenses of the dragons, like we do when I create the Golden Sphere for our soldiers and archers.”

“If that’s so, it would be a great advantage against the dragons,” General Noteasus said.

“Only your magic has been capable of piercing through the defense of the dragons so far,” General Demisus said.

“My magic helps our soldiers, but as you’re well aware, I don’t have offensive magic, I can only create the Golden Sphere to help others…”

“And what do you mean by that?” Sabis asked, a little confused.

“That the Golden Magic used against the dragons was offensive instead of defensive…”

Sabis eyed the group with the look of a hunter stalking its prey.

“Is that true? Do you have attacking magic that affects the dragons?”

“That’s a great anomaly,” said General Demisus.

Lasgol was trying to decide what option was the best at that moment—whether to tell the truth or stay quiet. What he was sure of was that Sabis was going to kill them, he had already decided that. Lasgol could see it in his eyes. If they stayed silent, if they did not collaborate, he was sure Sabis would fulfill his intention. No, that did not seem like the right choice. If they collaborated, if he offered something that interested him greatly, perhaps they would be able to negotiate a way out.

“I am similar to him,” Lasgol said, indicating Dameros.

“You? You are no Mage!” Sabis told him.

Lasgol shook his head.

“No, I’m not, but I do have magic. Magic that is partly like what Dameros has. That’s why I can affect the dragons.”

“I don’t believe you,” General Demisus said, jabbing his finger at him aggressively.

“A Norghanian can’t have Golden Magic,” General Noteasus said. “There haven’t been any cases of such, we investigated.”

“I’m a Ranger with magic, not a Mage. It’s natural that you’ve never heard of me or my magical power. My skills are mostly Ranger skills and have to do with nature.”

“Have you managed to wound a dragon with your magic? Tell me the truth. I don’t have much patience and the war is consuming it by the moment, wringing it dry, and if that happens I’m liable to explode and kill you right here and now,” Sabis said, staring at him. His sword was in his hand, by his thigh, and he was holding the pommel tightly.

Lasgol had no doubt that Sabis would cut his throat in one stroke if he did not tread warily and answered carefully.

“Yes, I have wounded some dragons and killed others with the help of my magic.”

Sabis threw his head back. He had not expected that answer.

“It can’t be!” cried General Noteasus.

“He’s lying, kill him!” General Demisus shouted.

“He’s not lying, I’ve seen him seriously wound two dragons, my lords,” Dameros told them with his hands raised, trying to convince them to calm down and not kill Lasgol.

Sabis began to pace around Lasgol and his group. The soldiers who were still guarding them stole glances at their military leader, who stood in front of Lasgol.

“You’d better not lie to me, or I’ll have you, your two friends, and Ingrid suffer the unspeakable.”

Lasgol nodded slowly.

“I’m not lying.”

“Do you have Golden Magic?” Sabis asked him, narrowing his eyes.

“In essence and to put it simply, my magic comes from two of the base magics: Golden Magic and Silver Magic. That’s what two Norghanian Magi concluded when they studied it.”

“So you don’t have pure Golden Magic like Dameros.”

“No, my magic is mixed. It contains both,” Lasgol said.

“But he undoubtedly has Golden Magic, and that is what he used to attack the dragons,” Dameros said.

“But he’s not as powerful as you,” General Demisus said.

“We don’t know that. The fact that he doesn’t have pure Golden Magic like me doesn’t mean he’s not powerful. We’ve never found anyone with pure of Golden Magic like me, but it might not be necessary. Perhaps, even if it’s not pure, having access to some Golden Magic is enough to affect the dragons,” Dameros speculated.

“I don’t think so. Aquasmares has some Golden Magic running in his veins and he’s unable to affect the dragons, isn’t that so?” General Noteasus asked him.

“That’s right, my lord. My magic is made up of several base magics, one of them golden, but I’ve never managed to make my attack spells affect the dragons.”

“Then the Ranger lies,” Sabis raised his sword toward Lasgol.

“I’m not lying. There’s something else I have that I use against the dragons that Aquasmares doesn’t have.”

Sabis didn’t lower his sword.

“What is it?”

“A Golden Weapon,” said Lasgol.

That caught the attention of all the soldiers present.

“Explain yourself!” Sabis demanded angrily.

“I have a weapon imbued with Golden Magic, built to kill dragons. I use its energy together with mine, the golden part of mine, to pierce through the defenses of the dragons.”

Sabis and his relatives turned to the weapons they had taken from Lasgol and his friends. The Captain General saw the golden bow and knew that was the weapon. He picked it up.

“What weapon is this? I don’t feel its magic.”

“It’s Aodh’s Bow, and only those who have the Gift can feel its magic,” Lasgol explained.

“It doesn’t weigh anything at all. It’s like the Dragon-killer…” Sabis did not finish the sentence. His eyes opened wide as he looked at the bow. “The golden sword, the Dragon-killer is a weapon like that, it can truly kill them,” he realized.

“That’s right. The sword is a Golden Weapon like the bow.”

“Now I understand. That’s why Ingrid did not bring it back. She discovered it was a weapon with true power, capable of finishing off the greatest of our enemies, and she kept it.”

“To defend Norghana!” Nilsa added.

“That sword is mine! I lent it to her and she did not return it! She stole it from me! That sword was supposed to defend Orecor!”

“If it can kill dragons, it’s of incalculable value,” General Demisus reasoned.

“The weapon of a leader, a hero of his people,” General Noteasus said.

“My sword. The one I can defeat the dragons with,” Sabis said wishfully, more to himself than for the others.

“In order to wield a Golden Weapon, you must have Golden Magic…” Lasgol said in a gentle tone.

“You mean to say that I can’t use my own sword? That I can’t shoot with that bow?” Sabis asked, enraged.

“Against a dragon, no, I’m sorry.”

“I’m the captain general of the regent family, the hero of Orecor! I must be able to use it! I must be able to cut off the dragons’ heads and hang them on what’s left of my walls.”

There was silence at Sabis’ shouts, who seemed beside himself with a frustration that overwhelmed him.

Lasgol knew they had to tread very carefully. This man was not a regular soldier, or a wise ruler. He was a man with dreams and aspirations that were not real, and that made him very dangerous, especially given the situation he was in. The dragons had Sabis cornered without escape, time was against him, and he was very aware of it. Only a miracle could save him and his city. One that, Lasgol had a feeling, would not occur.


Chapter 35

“Magi, try the bow,” General Demisus said.

Sabis looked at him blankly.

“What do you intend to prove, brother?”

“I want to see whether what the Norghanian says is true.”

Sabis looked at the bow in one of his hands and the sword in the other.

“You’re right. Let’s see whether he’s telling the truth.”

“My lord, I am a Mage, I don’t know how to use weapons…” Dameros excused himself.

“So, today you learn. And so will you, Aquasmares.”

“As the captain general wishes…”

Sabis sheathed his sword, and holding the bow in the other, he went up to one of the walls. He took down a thick metal shield that looked very heavy. He put the shield in one of the armchairs. He went to another wall and picked up the quiver with arrows beside an ancient bow. He stood ten paces away from the shield in the armchair. He pulled the string to his cheek, aimed at the center of the shield, and released. The arrow flew with the normal strength of a regular bow and hit the shield, bouncing off.

“Shoot!” Sabis cried when he saw that the magic of the bow did not activate.

“It’s the same as with the Dragon-killer sword, it’s nothing but a ceremonial weapon,” General Noteasus commented

“This isn’t my destiny! I was born to lead Orecor to glory!” Sabis clamored, beside himself with the intense rage he felt.

For a long moment, no one said anything. Everyone was watching Sabis, who was furious, and his frustration was such that it came out of every pore of his body. He addressed Dameros.

“I want you to pierce it through with the golden bow, as if it were the scales of a dragon. No bow can pierce that shield.”

“Will I be able to?” Dameros looked at Lasgol with eyes filled with doubt.

“If the Norghanian is telling the truth and the weapon is special and can only be used by a Mage with Golden Magic, you will be,” General Demisus told him.

“You will be able to,” Lasgol assured him.

“This is going to be interesting,” Sabis’ older son said, rubbing his hands. His brother was smiling; the situation amused them.

“I need help…” Dameros told Lasgol.

Lasgol looked at Sabis, asking for permission.

“Go ahead, help him,” Sabis barked rudely.

The soldiers who surrounded the group raised their spears and let him through. He went over to the Mage and told him how to use the weapon and also how to send energy to the bow before releasing the arrow to activate its power. Dameros did as Lasgol told him. When he aimed at the shield, Lasgol, seeing he was not doing it properly, helped him correct his stance and aim so he would release at the center of the shield.

“Don’t move the bow, just channel your energy through it and release the arrow very gently.”

“The bow isn’t taut enough, the arrow will fly weakly,” General Demisus said.

“The bow uses his magical power as release power, it’s not a problem,” Lasgol clarified.

“Release, Dameros,” Sabis told him, already very impatient.

The Mage released the arrow gently. There was a golden flash, very powerful, and the arrow flew toward the shield with brutal force. It went through the shield and the armchair and went on to embed itself in the wall at the back.

“By all the blood shed on the walls of Orecor, that was unbelievable!” Sabis cried, looking at the shield and then the arrow with eyes like saucers.

“Impressive,” General Demisus said.

“The Norghanian wasn’t lying,” said Noteasus.

Sabis’ two sons applauded amid cries that showed they were amazed.

Sabis went to the shield and examined it, and then studied the armchair.

“It went through them! Dameros has pierced the shield, armchair, and almost the rock wall!”

“That bow is an incredible weapon,” Demisus said.

“But only in the hands of a Mage,” General Noteasus specified.

“Aquasmares, you try now,” Sabis ordered him, very excited now. “Let’s see whether your magic can use the bow.”

“Yes, my lord…” The Mage of Water took the bow Dameros handed to him.

Lasgol gave him the same instructions and helped him aim at the center of the shield in the armchair.

“Send energy into the bow and release very gently. Don’t move your arms,” Lasgol said.

The Mage did what Lasgol told him and released very gently. There was a golden flash, half as powerful as that of Dameros. The arrow went through the shield and the armchair, but when it reached the wall it bounced off without plunging in.

“This is unheard of!” Sabis could not believe what he had just witnessed.

“Aquasmares can also use the weapon!” General Noteasus cried.

General Demisus was shaking his head, unable to give credit to his eyes.

“Certainly surprising,” Aquasmares said, staring at the bow blankly.

“Part of your magic is golden in origin,” Dameros told him. “It’s not as pure as mine, but you do have some. That’s why you’ve been able to use the bow.”

“It’s really amazing. I can’t create the Golden Sphere like you…”

“True, I believe that for that you’d need to have purer Golden Magic, like me. But to use the weapon it would seem you do not. As long as you have some Golden Magic, it’s enough.”

“And for those of us without magic? For me and my family?” Sabis asked in an angered tone, pointing at his relatives.

“Without magic… the power of the weapon can’t be activated… I’m very sorry, my lord…” Dameros said.

“Condemnation! Is that so, Ranger?” he asked Lasgol, taking the bow from the hands of the astonished Aquasmares.

Lasgol thought rapidly whether it would be convenient to explain there was a way to use it, but he decided against it.

“Golden Magic is always required, in a greater or lesser amount,” he said without providing more details.

“Can they use the bow?” Sabis asked, pointing at Nilsa and Gerd.

Lasgol shook his head.

“No, only I can.”

Sabis uttered a series of expletives which Celopus was unable to translate. There was no need, though. They understood he was unleashing his seething rage.

“Although we can’t use it, it’s still a very valuable weapon if it can kill a dragon,” General Demisus told Sabis.

“I know! But I was supposed to use it! I am supposed to be the savior of the city! For our family, for our honor! I must be the hero of Orecor!”

“You still can be,” General Noteasus said.

Sabis stopped gesticulating and looked at his brother.

“Explain yourself.”

“You can present yourself as the finder of the weapon, the owner of it. Now it’s in your hands—show it to everyone, then let the Magi use it to kill dragons.”

Sabis considered this for a moment. Then he nodded.

“You’re right. I can be the savior of the city since I have our salvation in my hand. With this weapon we’ll kill the dragons!” he cried, raising the golden bow.

The whole family erupted into cheers of support for Sabis’ plan.

Dameros and Aquasmares were looking at each other with great concern. Lasgol identified fear in them. They did not see themselves as capable of killing a dragon with the bow.

“The first one to kill a dragon I will cover in gold!” Sabis told the two Magi.

Dameros swallowed.

“My lord… we don’t know how to fight with weapons… we can’t use that bow against a dragon…”

“Nonsense! Of course you can!”

“We are Magi, my lord…our weapon is magic. The bow… we don’t know how to shoot…” Aquasmares bowed his head as he said this.

“So you’ll learn! You’ll all learn!”

“I’ll call the captain of the archers and you’ll be given martial instruction in archery right away,” General Demisus said.

“How many Magi are still alive?” General Noteasus asked.

“The two of us and Ocenses… but he’s wounded. All the others have died…” Dameros replied, downcast.

“You will be taught to use the bow, and you’ll kill the dragons with the weapon,” Sabis sentenced.

The two Magi bowed their heads. It was obvious they did not want to do it, but they also knew they had no choice.

“Yes, my lord,” they both said, accepting the order of the captain general.

“As for you three, you’ll go and talk to your comrade Ingrid,” Sabis told them.

This sounded very strange to Lasgol. Why was he going to let them see Ingrid if he had already taken the golden bow?

“Kill them, they’re no longer useful,” General Demisus told him.

Sabis raised his hand.

“Yes, they can still be. You’ll speak to Ingrid and tell her to either give me Neil’s Dragon-killer back, or you three will die.”

“Excellent idea. That sword would be very handy now that we know the Magi can use it,” General Noteasus said.

“How do we know you won’t kill us once you’ve gotten the golden sword?” Lasgol asked.

Sabis laughed.

“You’ll just have to wait and see. What I can promise is that the three of you will die at dawn if Ingrid doesn’t collaborate. She has not so far, and I’ve threatened her with death. But she doesn’t seem to mind giving her life to keep the secret. But I believe that when she learns you are the ones in danger, she’ll change her mind. Or at least I hope so, for your sakes,” Sabis smiled maliciously. “I leave it in your hands. You’ll have all of tonight to persuade her. At dawn, if you haven’t gotten me the sword, I’ll cut your heads off personally. One by one,” he sentenced, jabbing his finger at each of them.

Lasgol had no doubt he would do it. What he was not at all clear about was whether they would survive, even if they got him the sword. Most likely they would not.


Chapter 36

That evening in Jadrakos dinner was quiet and even Morgana was less tense than usual for her, something Nahia appreciated.

“I’m going to go and rest, I have a bad feeling,” the black-eyed brunette told the rest of the squad.

“Nice farewell,” Faden reproached her with a smile. The Fatum was so beautiful that when he smiled whatever he might have said or done previously seemed to vanish from the minds of those looking at him.

“My feelings are usually bad, but because it’s you I’ll tell you in advance, as a courtesy,” she told Faden.

Nahia noticed that even Morgana was affected by the Fatum’s beauty because, being her, she had not replied aggressively, which was very rare, especially when someone reproached her about the smallest thing.

“Can you tell us anything more about that feeling? With so little information there’s little we can do,” Sarmas asked her.

“I could tell you that it’s possible you don’t come back from your next mission,” Morgana replied, looking at him straight in the eye.

Sarmas did not have the same effect on Morgana as Faden, and he was paying for it.

“That’s always possible. Do you have anything else more concrete?” The Scarlatum held her gaze.

“I dreamed that you were left behind…”

“Are you serious, or just messing with me?” Sarmas leaned on the table, staring at Morgana.

“Both,” the brunette said.

Sarmas raised his arms in the air.

“You’re impossible. I’m not going to believe your dark omens,” he said and sat down again.

“As you wish, but I’ve already warned you. You and everyone else. Serious trouble is near,” she told them, and she stared at Logan for a moment.

“Don’t you look at him, even askance, because nothing bad’s going to happen to him,” Nahia warned her, annoyed.

“That’s not what I feel…”

“Nothing’s going to happen to me, or you all either,” Logan said. “We’ll all stay together and everything’ll go well.”

“That’s right,” Sarmas nodded, joining Logan’s sentiment.

Morgana stood up and left without another word.

“She’s so…” Nahia had to bite her tongue to keep herself from saying something she would later regret.

“We must take her words as a warning,” Tilsa said, and the Felidae lioness’ tone was serious.

“You don’t believe in her premonitions, do you?” Logan asked in a dismissive tone.

“I don’t believe in omens, but I do believe in being prepared. We’ll soon be sent to Gryphoros, and it won’t be a simple mission, on the contrary. We must take Morgana’s words as a warning and be united and very alert,” she said with her usual confidence and calm.

Logan nodded.

“We’ll be united and alert,” he agreed and looked at Nahia.

“We’re the best aerial squad, and we’ll prove it,” Faden said optimistically and smiled.

“I don’t know about being the best, but the most unique? Without a doubt,” Sarmas said, more relaxed. He even smiled.

“Let’s all cover each other’s backs,” Naha asked.

They all nodded.

A while later, they all went to sleep. Nahia could not get Morgana’s words out of her head, especially those about Logan. Nothing bad could happen to him. Ever. Or she would die of sadness.

At dawn, since there was nothing she could do about Morgana’s bad omens, Nahia decided to deal with another issue that had been going around in her head for days. It was a little risky, but she had to take a gamble. They would soon leave for the world of the Gryphons, and she wanted to resolve the matter in case of whatever might happen there.

“Squire, I need you,” she told Lantreos, her obliging squire, the moment he appeared carrying her lance and shield for the day’s practice.

“Of course, my lady rider.”

Logan looked at her and stood in front of her with his back to the squire.

“Are you sure of this?”

Nahia took a deep breath.

“Yes, I’ve been thinking about it too much, it has to be done.”

“The risk is enormous…”

“If I’m sentenced to death, you keep fighting.”

“Nahia… no… if anything should happen to you… I…”

Nahia looked into Logan’s eyes and stroked his cheek.

“Thank you. I love you too,” she said and kissed him.

Logan closed his eyes and gave in to the kiss.

“Go, you shouldn’t know about any of this.”

“Alright…” Logan stepped away and his squire, Scrudro, ran after him with his lance and shield in his arms.

Nahia watched them, and once they were far away enough she addressed her squire, Lantreos, who was waiting with her lance and shield.

“I need to send an important message.”

“It would be an honor to do that.”

“It’s a private message…”

The Tergnomus made a doubtful face.

“All of my lady rider’s messages are private.”

“I know, but this one must be private and secret.”

The Tergnomus raised both eyebrows.

“Oh, a confidential message.”

“That’s right. No one must intercept it, and it must reach its addressee through non-official channels. Do you understand what I’m asking?” Nahia looked him in the eye.

“I understand. A secret message. By clandestine network.”

“That’s right. Can you deliver it?”

“I can, my lady.”

“If the message is intercepted, I will die. Do you understand that my life is at stake here?”

“I understand. My lady should not worry, she won’t lose her life, her faithful squire would die first. I will protect the message with my life.”

Nahia made a gesture that meant it might not be enough.

“The fact that you die won’t save me if they get the message.”

“I will destroy the message if I see danger.”

“How will you destroy it?

The Tergnomus mimicked putting it in his mouth and swallowing it. He did it with such a serious look on his face that Nahia had no doubt he would do so without hesitation.

“Alright,” Naha decided. She had to trust that the net Egil had established between the Tergnomus and the Exarbor was safe. He was risking his life sending messages; it must be, at least as safe as might be expected in those conditions.

Lantreos waited stoically.

“Fine. Here.” Nahia handed him a small wooden container, the same one used by Egil.

The squire left the shield leaning against his leg and took the container.

“Thank you for trusting me. It is a great honor. I will not fail my lady.” The Tergnomus squire bowed his head three times.

“It’s for the Prisoner.”

“I will make sure it reaches the Prisoner.”

Nahia had one doubt.

“Do you know who the Prisoner is?”

The Tergnomus shook his head.

“I only know my contact here on Jadrakos.”

“Then how will you make sure the message reaches its destination?”

“Because he only knows his contact, who knows his contact, who knows his contact. One of them will know who the Prisoner is. That’s how it works, it’s safer.”

“Yes, but the chain fails if a link is broken.”

“Then a new link is found,” the squire said and looked toward Logan’s squire.

“Oh, I see. If anything happens to you he’ll be recruited.”

“Most likely. I have identified him as a possible replacement for me.”

“And he knows nothing about what you do, or your contact here.”

“No, he does not and must not know, since for now he is outside the network. I have identified him as a possible replacement, that is all.”

This surprised Nahia a lot. It was a safe system, intelligent, the work of Egil for sure. But looking for a possible replacement was a bit macabre.

“I hope you never need a replacement.”

“My lady fills me with honor concerning herself about me. I appreciate it.” He bowed his head again repeatedly.

Nahia looked around, but only Logan and their squires were around. In any case, squires bowing repeatedly before their riders was something common here.

“Go, and make sure the message reaches the Prisoner.”

The squire put the container away in his clothes. He left with a determined step. Nahia saw him leave and felt a restlessness that made her stomach turn. The information was very valuable. It was worth risking her life for. It must be known that the dragons had a weakness, that there was a way to incapacitate them completely. Just thinking about it, she knew the risk did not matter. They all must know and seek for ways of exploiting the weakness. It could change the course of the fight against the dragons, of the achievement of freedom for all.


Chapter 37

Nilsa, Lasgol, and Gerd walked down the stairs to the cells under the Gotirus family’s palace.  A dozen soldiers, armed with spears and shields, escorted them. An officer led the way with his hand on his sword. The torches lit up walls and floor of solid rock. They reached the first underground level and still had to go down to another one. Two soldiers kept watch at the foot of the stairs and two more stood in the middle of a long corridor.

As they walked along the corridor, they saw there was a wall of rock on one side and metal-barred cells on the other. They looked like cages to hold animals, only there were people inside them. Lasgol stole glances as they moved on; he saw Tauruk-Kapro and Drakonids in the cells. It did not surprise him, they were war prisoners. They looked sickly, malnourished, and had been beaten savagely. They had been without food for a long time, but at least they were given water, since they were alive. How much longer they would hold up he could not tell, but judging by their looks, it would not be long. The fact that Sabis did not feed them did not surprise him at all. He was a soldier at war, and soldiers had no mercy toward the enemy, least of all a city under siege where food was scarce. This Lasgol knew well. Although he could not remember how he knew, he was certain of it.

“These prisoners look terrible, they’re on their last leg,” Nilsa whispered.

“Yeah, they can hardly stand,” Gerd whispered back.

“They’re going to starve them to death,” she guessed.

“So far they’re alive, and that’s something,” Gerd replied hopefully, although they all knew those prisoners barely had any chance of surviving.

One of the soldiers shoved his shield at Gerd. “Shhhh!”

They did not need an interpreter to understand that order. They went along the long corridor in silence, looking at the cells they passed by.

They reached a metal door at the end of the corridor guarded by two soldiers. There was an exchange of words between the officer who led them and the soldiers, and then these opened the door. They went into another long corridor lit by torches. They were led halfway down it, where two other soldiers stood watch. The officer stopped and spoke to them.

Lasgol looked at the cell in front of the two soldiers. It was in shadows. The light of the torches only reached just past the bars, he could not see beyond them.

The two soldiers went to the barred door and opened it. Lasgol looked at Nilsa and Gerd—they were going to be put in it.          

The officer pointed at the open door and motioned them in with his sword. This they also understood quickly.

They entered, and at the bottom of the cell they made out a human figure.

Lasgol did not know who it was.

“Ingrid!” Nilsa cried and ran to her.

“Ingrid…” Gerd’s mouth dropped open.

Ingrid was chained to the wall with strong shackles on her ankles and wrists. A long, heavy chain went from the shackles to the wall. They looked strong enough to hold semi-giants; they had made sure she could not escape.

Ingrid squinted at them.

“Nilsa…?”

“Yes, it’s me, Nilsa!” she said, putting her hands to Ingrid’s face, unable to hold back the tears that slid down her freckled cheeks.

“I can’t believe it… Nilsa,” Ingrid said, and the blonde warrior’s blue eyes sparkled, recognizing her dear friend.  “Is it really you?”

“Yes, Ingrid, it’s me.” Nilsa was crying and giggling at the same time.

“Then you recovered, you survived. We left you in the desert with the Desher…”

“They healed me. It took a long time, but they healed me, I’m perfectly all right.”

“I’m so happy. This is wonderful news.” Ingrid’s ashen face lit up with a smile.

“It’s us, look, Gerd and Lasgol are also here,” Nilsa waved her hand at them. They had both remained a couple of steps back.

“Ingrid, you have no idea how happy I am to see you again. My heart almost burst to see you alive,” Gerd said with moist eyes.

“Gerd… big guy… you went into the portal…”

“Yeah, I spent some time with the dragons. It’s been most educational. But they managed to rescue me. It’s a long story, I’ll tell you sometime,” Gerd said, smiling.

“I can’t believe you’re here. Come give me one of your bear hugs,” Ingrid raised her chained hands toward Gerd.

“I’m definitely going to give you a bear hug,” he said, beaming.

“I wouldn’t expect anything less,” she replied, smiling.

Gerd lifted her off the floor with his hug, as was usual for him, and Ingrid laughed. It was a deep laugh, straight from her heart.

“You have no idea how happy you’ve made me. I haven’t smiled, much less laughed, in years.”

“Seeing the place, I’m not surprised,” Nilsa made a face of disgust.

“Oh, it’s not that bad. In the end you get used to it,” Ingrid said with a shrug.

“Over there is a huge rat,” Nilsa pointed at a corner where there was a bowl with water and some leftover food that looked horrible in a wooden bowl.

“That’s Vilma, we’re friends. I give her food and she keeps me company. We also play tag around the cell.”

“Are you serious?” Nilsa looked horrified.

“Very. You have no idea the good she’s done for me. Down here, many lose their minds.”

“Rats are very intelligent animals and natural survivors,” Gerd said as he watched the creature.

“Lasgol, I see you’re looking better than the last time I saw you…” Ingrid said.

“I… well, I don’t remember… I really don’t remember you… I’m sorry.”

Ingrid frowned.

“What do you mean you don’t remember? We’ve known each other since we were fifteen, since Camp. We’ve been in thousands of situations together, many of them unforgettable. How could you not remember me?”

“He has memory problems. The Immortal Dragon extracted every memory of his loved ones,” Nilsa told Ingrid briefly.

“You don’t remember anything?” she asked him, now serious and troubled.

“I remember things, but nothing that has to do with all of you, unfortunately.”

“Then, I’m a stranger to you?”

Lasgol heaved a deep sigh.

“I’m afraid so…”

“Well, don’t worry. For me you’re our Lasgol and always will be. Count on my friendship, support, and leadership. Always. Whether you remember me or not. I do remember you, and I value you greatly and love you.” Ingrid said this in a voice filled with strength.

“Oh, wow, thank you.” Lasgol did not know what to say and accepted the compliment.

“You’ll get used to Ingrid. She’s straightforward,” Nilsa told Lasgol as she patted his shoulder.

“And besides, she’s our leader,” Gerd clarified.

“I see…”

“Do you know… have you found anything out about my Viggo’s whereabouts?” Ingrid asked with anxiety in her tone, and a knot formed in her throat which they were all able to feel.

“We have very good news for you,” Nilsa said, smiling.

“Really?” Ingrid’s eyes opened wide with hope.

“Your beloved scatterbrain is alive and kicking.”

“Is he? Really? Have you found him? Is he well?”

“It’s a long story, but yes, we found him and he’s with us.”

“I knew it! I felt he was alive! Don’t know how, but I felt it!” Ingrid raised her chained hands to the heavens while tears of joy ran down her face.

“He’s the same pain in the neck as usual,” Gerd told her.

“My numbskull’s alive! Today’s the happiest day of my life!” Ingrid cried, smiling while the tears ran down her cheeks.

“He’s here, in Orecor. He managed to get away before we were caught,” Nilsa told her.

“Night fell and he got away like the black cat he is,” Gerd told her.

“That’s my assassin of hearts. If he escaped, then he won’t be very far,” Ingrid smiled and wiped her tears off.

“He insisted on the unthinkable, for us to come and rescue you,” Lasgol told her.

“I can imagine, he wouldn’t have stopped until you did.”

“Not even underwater,” Nilsa said, smiling.

“It’s taken us a long time, I’m very sorry,” Gerd apologized with a gesture toward Ingrid and her condition. “I’ve been a prisoner, like you, and Nilsa was healing in the desert. Lasgol was lost, Camu hibernating, and Viggo frozen alive.”

“Frozen alive?” Ingrid’s eyes opened wide.

“He’d better tell you,” Nilsa said.

Ingrid nodded.

“Camu, Ona, and Argi are all right?” she asked.

Lasgol nodded.

“They are. They’re waiting outside the city, hiding, with Edwina.”

“Oh, you brought the Healer. Did you think I’d be that bad?”

“To be honest, we did. It’s been such a long time…” Gerd admitted,

“And they have you in chains, with shackles and chains that weigh a ton,” Nilsa said as she picked up a length of heavy chain that went to the wall and weighed it in her hands. “How do you feel? You look pale.” Nilsa studied her from head to toe and then held her lids open to check the irises.

“Wait, let’s go toward the light so you can see me better.” Ingrid pulled the heavy chain as far as it would go. It allowed her to reach one step from the bars.

“They don’t trust you, huh?” Gerd said.

“Nope. Ever since I won the competition fight of the Gotirus, they’ve taken extreme measures. They’ve made sure I can’t escape. Never. I’ve tried, of course, many times, but without luck.”

“I see,” Gerd nodded, looking at the guards outside.

“I might have a bad color, since I’ve barely seen the light of day. And I might be slightly unwell, but these chains have been a great help.”

“Great help? I don’t follow, they have you tied up like a semi-giant,” Nilsa said.

“That’s true, but the weight of these heavy chains and shackles have allowed me to do strength training with them.”

“Oh, I see…” Nilsa was weighing the chain in her hands.

Ingrid stood in the light of the torches and flexed her legs and arms.

“I have more muscle now than when they put me in prison. In fact, I’m a lot stronger now. I could knock out Lasgol with a right punch and lift Gerd without any trouble.”

“That’s very strong indeed,” Nilsa nodded.

“There was nothing to do in here, so I devoted myself to strengthening my body. I’ve also almost managed…” she stopped talking for a moment and looked to see whether the two soldiers were listening. They were talking without paying attention to them. “… to pull the chain from the fixture on the wall. I grab the chain with all my strength, so that my body is parallel to the floor, and pull with all my might. It won’t be long until it yields.”

“You are strong, indeed,” Gerd said as she felt her biceps and shoulders, checking.

“I’ve also been working on my endurance. The chain is long enough for me to go from one wall to the other,” she indicated the walls left, right, and back, “to where we are now. Every day I do hundreds of crossings.”

“Coming and going in the four directions,” Lasgol reasoned.

“That’s right, running as if a tiger were chasing after me and without stopping. The guards think I’m crazy.”

“A little crazy it is, doing that every day,” Gerd said.

“On the contrary, that’s how I’ve kept my sanity. Exercising my body, that feeds the mind.”

“You’re amazing. I knew you’d manage to survive. If anyone can and has will power to resist anything, that’s you.”

“Me and Egil. How is he?”

“He’s alive and imprisoned, in a similar place to this one, but in the world of dragons,” Nilsa told her.

“That doesn’t sound good at all.”

“We’ll tell you everything. Egil is alive, and plotting as usual,” Gerd said.

“If he’s plotting, then he’ll survive. His mind is prodigious, but it needs nourishment. His plans and plots will keep him sane,” Ingrid said.

“Yeah, that’s what we’re all telling ourselves,” Nilsa sighed deeply.

“Don’t worry about me. I feel fine in body and mind.”

“You might be great, but you have a very bad color. You must be gray from head to toe, you need sun,” Nilsa told her. “It would do you good to spend some time with the Desher-Tumaini.”

“You and Aibin?” Ingrid asked her, raising an eyebrow.

“We’re very well, both of us, better than ever, and together, very much together,” Nilsa smiled and blushed.

“I’m happy to hear that. He’s a good desert warrior.”

“And he’s so handsome…” Nilsa said, looking lovesick.

“I see that things are going very well between you. And how about you and Astrid?” she asked Lasgol.

There was an uncomfortable silence.

“We haven’t found her yet…” Gerd explained.

“You haven’t gone in search of her, Lasgol?” Ingrid asked blankly.

“You see… the dragons… Norghana… the Rangers…. I haven’t had time.”

“Apart from the fact that he doesn’t remember her,” added Nilsa.

Ingrid looked very surprised.

“You don’t even remember Astrid? The woman you love?”

Lasgol shrugged.

“I try to remember, but there’s nothing but a great void in my mind.”

“The brunette will get very angry when she finds out,” Ingrid said.

“Because I haven’t gone to her rescue?” Lasgol asked, feeling guilty not only for not remembering but also for not doing what he was supposed he ought to have done, which was to go and rescue her.

“Not for that. That she’d understand. Duty toward the kingdom comes first, then comes everything else. We’re Rangers, we lead with our example. If the kingdom is in danger, we defend it. Personal affairs take a back seat,” Ingrid said. “What she won’t like at all is the fact that you don’t remember her, that’s for sure.”

“It’s not my fault…” Lasgol tried to apologize.

“I understand, and so will she. But she’s going to get really angry. Astrid has quite the temper…”

“Yeah, but she won’t be able to take her revenge.”

“True. We killed the Immortal Dragon. Egil pierced its head through with Rogdon’s Spear,” Ingrid said, nodding. “In any case, it’s going to be interesting to see Astrid’s reaction when we find her, because we’re going to find her.”

“You’re always so sure of us,” Gerd said, smiling.

“How could I think otherwise if you’re here with me? Now they won’t be able to keep me in prison here. And as soon as we get out, we’ll look for Astrid. The Snow Panthers never abandon their own.”

“That’s the way to talk!” Nilsa said cheerfully and hugged her. “You have no idea how much I’ve missed you.”

“Although Vilma is a great friend, she can’t compare to my dear Nilsa,” Ingrid said, pointing at the rat.

Nilsa laughed.

“Thank goodness I won the competition.”

“Thank goodness,” Gerd laughed.

“You have no idea the joy I feel in my heart seeing you again. When Thoran sent me here as a prisoner by Sabis’ request, right after what happened with the Immortal Dragon, what troubled me most was knowing I wouldn’t be able to help you. All this time I’ve blamed myself and felt frustrated for being stuck here when you needed me.”

“That says a lot about you, Ingrid. You’re a great woman, and a great comrade,” Gerd said gratefully.

“You’re the best of all,” Nilsa assured her. “But none of that matters now. The past is the past, we must focus on the present and move forward.”

“Together I have no doubts that we will. I’ve never had them. The Snow Panthers can cope with anything,” Ingrid said determinedly. “Unfortunately, we ended up separated after fighting the Immortal Dragon, but now that we’re together again, we’ll go back to being how we were. Those dragons had better get ready, as well as everyone else who stands against us. Nothing will stop us. We’ll end up victorious, as we always have.”

“Simply hearing you fills my heart with impetus. We’ll defeat the dragons and anyone who gets in our way,” said Gerd.

“I’m all for that feeling!” Nilsa said, raising her fist.

Lasgol was looking at them, not really knowing what to do. Ingrid’s confidence in herself and in them all was impressive. It truly cheered the spirit. They seemed capable of anything, despite the terrible situation they were in. Lasgol could not stop thinking that they were prisoners in the dungeons of a besieged city and that its leader had given them an ultimatum to not kill them. A decision he assumed was false; Sabis was going to kill them anyway.

Suddenly, Ingrid put a finger to her lips.

“Someone’s coming. Be quiet,” she whispered.


Chapter 38

They were silent, listening to the footsteps in the corridor which Ingrid had already identified. They waited to see who was coming.

Two figures came up to the guards. Lasgol watched them while they conversed with them. One was wearing a green robe and the other’s was golden.

“It’s Celopus and Dameros,” Lasgol whispered.

Ingrid’s eyes opened wide.

The two visitors came to the bars. Apparently they had permission from the guards.

“Celopus! What a joy to see you!” Ingrid cried.

“The joy is all mine, Ingrid,” the interpreter replied with a smile.

“It’s been so long…”

Celopus nodded.

“But here we still are, the two of us,” the older man said.

“You were right. I shouldn’t have entered the Gotirus’ competition. It’s brought me nothing but misfortune.”

“I tried to warn you. The Gotirus and, well, all the families of the regent council, are ruthless. They only seek military power and glory.”

Ingrid nodded.

“At least I got the golden sword, Neil’s Dragon-killer.”

“A victory then, despite the consequences,” Celopus spread his arms.

“Yeah, a victory,” Ingrid nodded.

“When I found out that you were a prisoner here, I tried to see you. But Sabis forbade me. He doesn’t trust me because I know you and helped you when you arrived in the city. Also because Sabis doesn’t even trust his own family.”

“Very typical of him. I was assigned another interpreter at the interrogations, or rather the tortures. He wasn’t very good.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t worry, I wasn’t going to talk anyway. I did not need the interpreter.”

Nilsa, Gerd, and Lasgol shifted uncomfortably. Lasgol suspected that something like that might have happened, but hearing Ingrid confirm it made his stomach turn. Sabis and his people were fiends without honor. They deserved to die for that.

“I’m very sorry,” Nilsa said with feeling.

“I’m sorry too,” Gerd said, bowing his head.

“Don’t be. It’s only made me stronger, and helped me to survive. Sabis will pay for what he’s done to me, that’s a Norghanian Ranger’s promise.”

“One that isn’t broken and is fulfilled,” Lasgol nodded, remembering the saying, even if he did not know how.

Ingrid looked at him out of the corner of her eye.

“That’s right,” she nodded.

“In any case, I’m very sorry, that kind of behavior is despicable,” Celopus said regretfully. “Unfortunately, it’s been normalized here. The soldiers have no mercy with the prisoners, I’m afraid.”

Ingrid raised an eyebrow.

“What are you doing here, Celopus? You’re risking your life if Sabis doesn’t want you speaking to me.”

Celopus sighed.

“Yes, I’m risking it. Dameros asked me, and we’ve been friends for many years. I can’t refuse him,” Celopus said, looking at the golden Mage.

“In that case, let’s hear what he has to say. It must be important to risk yourselves by coming here.”

“It is, for all. I’ll translate for Dameros.”

“We don’t have much time, so I’ll be straightforward,” Dameros said.

They all nodded.

“Go ahead,” Ingrid invited.

“Until now, I believed I was an anomaly, the only Mage with Golden Magic in all Tremia. Today you’ve opened my eyes to a new reality,” he said excitedly.

“What do you mean?” Lasgol did not understand why Dameros was so excited.

“Your bow and the sword, is it like the bow?” the Mage said with the same excitement.

“It is, the sword has Golden Magic like yours,” Nilsa told him.

“That’s so amazing!”

They did not find it amazing, since they had known for some time.

“There are Golden Weapons with magic capable of killing dragons, if that’s what you mean,” Gerd said.

“That’s it exactly! Don’t you understand?”

Ingrid, Nilsa, Gerd, and Lasgol looked at one another without understanding why this was so exciting.

“Honestly?  No, we don’t,” Lasgol admitted

Dameros raised his hands to the ceiling.

“I’ll explain. My whole life I believed I was cursed, that my magic was useless, and only with the arrival of the dragons did I realize, and by accident, that my magic could hurt those ruthless, monstrous creatures. Finally, this useless mage had a purpose, an end, something I could offer to Orecor. I’ve always been the laughing stock of the Magi, since my magic isn’t good for anything.”

“I don’t believe you are now,” said Lasgol.

“No, of course not. Now I’m the most valuable Mage because my magic affects the dragons, and it’s the only one capable of doing that. Life is very strange. For a very long time it filled me with bitterness and sadness, but now it fills me with determination and courage.”

“So?” Nilsa was frowning, not understanding.

“These weapons were created by people with my same magic. Therefore, I can deduce that I must be a descendant of those who created these weapons. I can finally understand my past, my origin, and perhaps it’ll help me find others like me.”

“That would be wonderful, because we need more golden Magi to defeat the dragons,” Gerd said.

“Tell me, what do you know about the Golden Weapons? Who created them? I must know.”

Lasgol was about to answer, but Gerd squeezed his arm and Lasgol did not say anything.

“We’ll tell you if you also accept to exchange information with us,” Gerd suggested.

Dameros thought about it.

“That sounded to me like one of Egil’s replies,” Nilsa whispered to Ingrid.

“I thought the same thing,” she whispered back.

“Those two have spent too much time together,” Nilsa smiled.

“One is all mind and the other all body and heart,” said Ingrid.

“It seems that something’s rubbed off on Gerd after spending so much time with Egil,” Nilsa said, covering her mouth unobtrusively.

The golden Mage suddenly nodded. “All right. I don’t see a problem with that, we should help one another. But this must remain between us. If anyone from Gotirus’ family finds out… well, I’ll suffer a lot, and you will die.”

“We’ll be careful,” Gerd promised, looking at his comrades and seeking confirmation about the deal.

Ingrid, Nilsa, and Lasgol nodded.

“The creators of the Golden Weapons ruled in Tremia over three thousand years ago,” Gerd said. “It is believed to have been a very powerful civilization because of their magic and knowledge.”

“Really? I’ve never heard anything about that civilization. There’s no record of them here in Orecor, in the east.”

“They are known as the Golden Ones, the Lost Civilization,” Gerd said.

Dameros shook his head.

“I’ve never heard of them.”

“Well, you should know they were so powerful they vanquished the dragons,” Nilsa said.

“They did? When? How?”

“From what we’ve found out so far, and although we don’t have a way to prove it and might be wrong, the Golden Ones defeated the dragons in Tremia over four thousand years ago. We believe they expelled them from this world,” Gerd went on.

“And the dragons haven’t returned until now, so they must fear them,” Nilsa noted.

“That’s really important. This information might be crucial to defeat the dragons. If there’s a race capable of finishing them off, and weapons created for that end, it might be the key to victory.” Dameros rubbed his hands very eagerly.

“I won’t disagree with you, but the problem is that the Golden Ones vanished about three thousand years ago. Nothing has been heard of them since, that we know about of course,” said Nilsa.

“That’s bad news. Do we know why they vanished?”

“No, we don’t know what happened to them, only that they haven’t been seen in Tremia ever again,” Gerd said.

“But after examining your magic using what we’ve seen and know, we’re positive it’s the same as the Golden Ones, just like the Golden Weapons,” Nilsa added.

“Indeed, it must be. But then, am I a descendant of the Golden Ones?”

“You, and many in Tremia. For example, Lasgol, who can use the bow.”

“That’s true, like Aquasmares,” Dameros nodded.

“What makes you special, and it’s truly remarkable, is that your magic is pure Golden Magic, or almost completely pure,” Gerd explained

“The other magics are mixed and formed by different base magics. In your case, I’d say your magic is almost entirely golden,” Nilsa told him.

“Yes, because I can’t do magic of any other kind… and what I can do with it is very little…”

“That’s what we want to know—what can you do with your Golden Magic?” Gerd asked.

“Not much… I can create Golden Energy which our soldiers use with their weapons to pierce through the dragons’ scales…”

“Any magical attacks?” Nilsa asked him.

Dameros shook his head.

“I’ve tried to emulate the spells of the Magi of Water, but I can’t manage to create them. Something as basic as throwing a cone of ice, I can’t do it. It doesn’t form. It’s as if my magic can’t take on specific shapes. Hence I can only create mist, energy almost in a pure state.”

“It’s not that strange,” Lasgol intervened. “Perhaps what your magic allows you to do is imbue golden power. That in and of itself is very powerful. Can you, for example, imbue a sword or axe with Golden Magic?”

Dameros nodded. “That I can do. We don’t resort to it other than at the last moment because the weapons I imbue with Golden Magic lose it quite quickly. It only lasts a short period of time, and then the weapon goes back to normal. It’s as if the magic leaves the weapon, like it can’t adhere to it.”

“Interesting,” Ingrid said, listening closely. “All this is new to me, but I can see many possibilities. It reminds me of Enduald, the Norghanian Enchantment Mage.”

“Yeah, that’s true,” Nilsa said, nodding.

“Have you tried to create and encapsulate the Golden Magic?” Lasgol asked as he narrowed his eyes.

“So the soldiers can coat their weapons in it?” Dameros asked.

“No, to make it explode,” Lasgol told him.

Dameros threw his head back.

“No… explode? How? The golden energy I emit is ethereal…”

“That’s why you should encapsulate it in an object that can contain it, for example a glass orb. If you then throw it and it explodes on impact, we would have a powerful weapon against the dragons,” Lasgol explained.

“Similar to our Elemental Arrows when they burst on impact,” Nilsa commented.

“Hmmmm… I’ve tried to store golden energy in objects like Mage orbs, but not to throw and burst them. In any case, I don’t think they’d burst…” Dameros was thoughtful, and he scratched his head.

“Imagine that we find the way to make it burst. It would be something we could throw at the dragons to injure them,” Lasgol mused.

“An explosion of golden energy should hurt them, you’re right…”

“And if we created Golden Magic Arrows?” Nilsa suggested.

“Yes, that’s what I wanted to get at,” Lasgol nodded. “If we could store golden energy in small containers and create Golden Arrows, any archer could really hurt a dragon and wouldn’t need a golden bow.”

“The idea is very interesting. We only imbue the tips of the weapons with the Golden Magic, but making them burst would be a lot more harmful, undoubtedly,” Dameros admitted.

“We Rangers know how to make arrows that explode,” Ingrid said.

“And traps,” Lasgol added.

“True, and traps,” Gerd nodded.

“We only need your energy, Dameros,” Lasgol said, optimistic.

“What are you considering? I think I know what you’re thinking, but I don’t see how it can be done.”

“You should come with us to Norghana, Dameros. There, using your power, we could make a large number of explosive arrows with Golden Magic,” Lasgol suggested.

“Although you may not believe it, you’re a warrior with great power,” Gerd told him.

“In essence,” Nilsa added.

Dameros sighed deeply.

“I was afraid you’d ask this of me. I can’t leave Orecor.”

“You don’t owe loyalty to Sabis and his family. You’ve heard how they’re going to send you to face the dragons with the golden bow. You’ll die if you do,” Gerd said.

“The perspective isn’t at all flattering… I know,” Dameros said regretfully.

“You and the Magi of Water will die if you try to face the dragons with the bow, you don’t have the skill necessary to do something like that,” Nilsa told him.

“Magi using a bow? That’s crazy,” Ingrid said.

“I know… it’s not for the Gotirus…”

“So what is it?” Lasgol asked.

“This is my city, my people. I was born here. I’ve lived here my whole life. I can’t leave them. There’s still hope. We have to keep fighting,”

Nilsa, Lasgol, and Gerd exchanged a look.

“And if we told you there’s no hope for the city?” Lasgol said.

“We’ve resisted so far. We’ll go on resisting.”

“I’m afraid not. The black dragon is going to send all its dragons to destroy the city once and for all,” Lasgol informed him.

Dameros opened his eyes very wide.

“There are two more cities that are being attacked, or have been so far.”

“It’s decided to do it precisely because things aren’t going well for it. It will destroy what’s left of the city,” Lasgol assured him firmly.

“How do you know this?”

“We have friends among the Kraido army,” Lasgol said.

“Friends among the invaders?” The Golden Mage’s face showed surprise and antagonism.

“Many of them are against the dragons,” Nilsa said. “They’re preparing a revolt.”

“You’re saying that the dragon army is rebelling against its lords?” Dameros did not seem convinced,

“Yes, but unfortunately it won’t happen before the end of Orecor,” Nilsa assured him.

“When is that end going to come?”

“In less than three days, most likely,” Lasgol said.

Dameros was silent.

“I’m very sorry, Celopus,” Ingrid told the old interpreter.

“It had to happen, it was only a matter of time. We weren’t going to hold up against the dragons and their army.”

“Even so, I’m very sorry. I know you love this city and your people.”

Celopus bowed his head.

“Yes, I love Orecor and its citizens. We’ve been an impressive city-state, a military power for a very long time. Ending like this doesn’t seem worthy of the glory this city once held.”

“You can still escape,” Nilsa suggested.

“Escape? We’re under siege,” Celopus said.

“You can escape by sea,” Gerd indicated. “The dragons don’t have ships. If you escape before they arrive, you can reach safety.”

“That might be… but Sabis and the Gotirus would never allow it. They’ll kill anyone who tries to escape for deserting,” the interpreter said.

“Without a doubt,” Dameros came back from his thoughts. “He’ll kill us all if we try to escape by sea.”

“If you reached York, would they take you in at the city-state island?” Ingrid asked, raising an eyebrow.

Celopus and Dameros looked at each other and nodded.

“Before the arrival of the dragons we were rivals, the two most important city-states in the east. The greatest military power and trading power,” Celopus said. But with the invasion, both cities had to learn to collaborate. Now we’re not rivals, we work together to subsist. I think they would take us in.”

“Yes, if for no other reason than so we might fight in their army, which isn’t half as good as ours,” Dameros reasoned.

“In that case, you must leave the city and sail to York,” Ingrid said in a tone of plea.

“Sabis and his family wouldn’t allow it. They’d demand that we fight to the last man or woman who can wield a weapon,” Dameros said.

“In that case, we’ll have to deal with the Gotirus family once and for all,” Ingrid said with rage in her voice. “They’ve been asking for judgment and to be sentenced for a long time, and the time has come to do that.”

“It’ll have to be a death sentence, or it won’t be possible to evacuate the city,” Dameros said.

“Oh, don’t worry, golden Mage, it will be a death sentence, make no mistake about that,” Ingrid promised, shaking her shackles while her eyes sparkled.


Chapter 39

Lasgol watched the two guards on the other side of the bars of the cell. They were half asleep, but they kept watch. They reminded him of cats which, although their eyes might be closed, their ears were alert, listening for any strange sounds. This told him that, although the guards were resting, they were still watchful.

Sitting beside him, Gerd was also watching the two guards. They had talked about the option of fooling them, but they needed to wait until it was later on in the night. Celopus and Dameros had left a while ago.

They had told Ingrid what had happened with Sabis and his demands. Ingrid did not want her friends to lose their lives, so she was thoughtful for a while.

“I’ve thought of something,” Ingrid suddenly whispered.

Nilsa, who was beside her, sat up.

“About the guards?” she asked in an almost inaudible voice.

Ingrid shook her head.

“About Sabis. I can offer him the rest of the Golden Weapons if he lets you live. He won’t be able to refuse once he knows I have Gim’s Double Death, Antior’s Beam, Sansen’s Knife, Rogdon’s Golden Spear, and Liriana’s Gauntlet, besides Aodh’s Bow and Neil’s Dragon-killer, which are the ones he knows we have.”

Gerd scratched his chin.

“He’s so desperate for fame, and now that he knows his Magi can use those weapons, he might agree.”

“I don’t trust him, he’ll betray us,” Nilsa said. “He’s like that.”

“Of course he’ll betray us,” Ingrid nodded. “It’s only to gain time.”

“What would we achieve by gaining time?” Gerd asked.

“The death of Sabis and his people. The dragons will destroy them,” Ingrid told him.

“Yeah, but those in the city will die too with Sabis and his people,” Lasgol told her. “There are several thousand still alive, we can’t let them all die.”

Ingrid sighed.

“You’re right. There’s no time left to fool Sabis with the other weapons and save the citizens who are left.” She lifted her gaze toward the guards. “We’ll have to deal with those two on our own and escape.”

“Fine with me,” Lasgol nodded.

Nilsa and Gerd nodded too.

“Let’s get on with it then,” Ingrid concluded.

They waited until it was late at night. Lasgol got ready to act. He silently invoked his pre-combat list of skills. The green flashes that ran through his body, one after the other, told him they were activating: Cat-like Reflexes, Hawk’s Eye, Owl Hearing… none failed him. He was really glad. Lately only some shooting skills failed him when he tried to combine them with others, which cheered him a little, because it seemed his magic was improving with time. He was recovering little by little. He hoped to recover completely and go back to being who he had once been, but he was fully aware that this would not happen immediately.

Beside him, Gerd was silent, as were Nilsa and Ingrid. They had to get out of that cell and escape. They only had one chance at an escape attempt, and it had to come out right, otherwise their enemies would double the watch, secure the area, and they would be lost. Sabis would hang them with the arrival of the new day. Lasgol looked at his comrades in the middle of the gloom. They were at the far end of the cell, where the light of the corridor torches did not fully reach them. They could see the two guards, but the guards could not see them. Nor did they look in their direction much. They trusted the solid steel bars and metal lock of the door.

Lasgol began to move very slowly, like a black panther stalking its prey. He went on all fours and stood against the right wall of the cell. He flattened himself to it and approached the bars until the light of the torch was almost upon him. The two guards were standing, but half-asleep. Lasgol concentrated, and using his improved hearing with his Owl’s Hearing skill, caught a sound at the end of the corridor. He was tempted to get close to the bars and watch, but he did not want to draw the two guards’ attention. He held back and signaled to indicate he was in position.

Ingrid stood up and, lifting the chains, she went as far as they would go. She entered the lit area and dropped down suddenly. The chains and shackles made a loud noise when they hit the floor, and the metal din awoke the guards.

“Help, please! Someone’s wrong with her!” Nilsa cried as she knelt beside Ingrid.

The two guards looked at Ingrid and Nilsa and then at one another.

“She’s dying, do something!” Nilsa cried with urgency in her voice and a horrified face. She knew they did not understand her, but her gestures were obvious.

The soldiers commented something between them. They approached the bars with their spears in front. They did not trust them, they were being cautious.

“Help her, please!” Nilsa continued her acting while Ingrid lay on the floor, pretending to be dying.

One of the guards put his spear through the bars and put the tip on Nilsa’s chest, saying something she did not understand, but she guessed it meant for her to stay still, which is what she did. Kneeling and with the tip of the spear directed at her neck, she raised her hands, indicating she had no intention of doing anything.

The other guard put his spear through the bars too and prodded Ingrid on the shoulder with it. Ingrid bore that prick, and neither moved or said anything. The two guards exchanged looks and some words.

The guard aiming his spear at Ingrid prodded her again, this time in her side. Ingrid clenched her teeth and bore it without a sound or a movement. How she did this astonished Lasgol, who was watching very attentively. The soldiers had not noticed him, hidden as he was by the shadow on the wall.

The two guards shouted something at them, but naturally they did not understand what they were saying, so they started talking among themselves, trying to decide what to do.

It was the moment—they were distracted.

Nilsa lowered her hands and grasped the spear. She gave a sharp pull, passing the tip over her right shoulder. Gerd was ready behind Nilsa; he grasped the top of the spear and pulled with all his might. The guard cried out and tried to pull back, but Gerd’s strength was too much for him and he slammed against the bars.

The other guard turned and moved his spear to stab Gerd. Lasgol leapt with feline agility from the gloom and held the spear in a tight grip. The guard could not stab Gerd. Ingrid got on her knees and pulled the spear inside. The guard hit the bars. Lasgol held the man’s head with both hands and struck it hard against the bars.

Nilsa lunged at the other guard who was recovering from the blow against the bars, grabbing his chest with both hands. The guard shouted something and tried to unsheathe his dagger, but Gerd was ahead of him and delivered a tremendous punch to the nose. The guard fell backward, unconscious and with his nose broken.

The other guard was also trying to get his dagger out. Ingrid had taken away his spear. Lasgol struck the man’s head against the bars twice more and he fell to the floor, unconscious.

“We did it!” Nilsa said joyfully.

“But we’ve made a lot of noise,” Lasgol said ruefully, fearing they might have been heard.

“Search them, quickly. Look for the keys to the cell,” Ingrid said.

Nilsa and Lasgol searched the guards.

“Here!” said Nilsa, finding a very heavy key.

“That’s the key to my shackles,” Ingrid said, raising her hands toward Nilsa.

“Freeing you,” Nilsa said, getting to it quickly.

Lasgol was still searching the other guard, and at last he found the keys, but he could not get them off him. He had to use the guard’s dagger to cut them off his belt.

“I have the keys,” he told his friends.

“Open the door,” Gerd said urgently.

Lasgol set to it and opened the door.

“There it is.”

“Me too,” Ingrid said, now free of her chains. “I’ve taken off a weight you can’t even imagine. I feel like I’m flying!”

They opened the door to escape. Ingrid was about to go out and stopped. Four soldiers were aiming their spears at the door. They had come running from the left end of the corridor. They shouted something. Ingrid wondered whether to lunge into an attack or not. The tips of the four spears were threatening her chest. She looked at Lasgol on her right. Lasgol watched the four soldiers. It was a bad situation. The door was open, but only Ingrid had a way out. The others were behind the bars. He was sure he could beat the four soldiers, but Ingrid would be caught in the middle and hurt, perhaps fatally. The risk was too big. The spears had a long range, and they could not be easily dodged in narrow places such as corridors. He shook his head at Ingrid.

Ingrid sighed. They could see in her eyes that she wanted to lunge at the soldiers. She was so close to freedom, only a couple steps separated her from it. The problem was that there were four spear tips between her and that freedom. She took a step back while the soldiers yelled at them and threatened them with their spears. They were very serious; they would run them all through if they tried anything. The fact that two of their comrades were on the floor did not help the situation.

Ingrid raised her hands to indicate they would not try anything. Even so, the shouts and threatening gestures with the spears continued. All of a sudden, one of the soldiers, the furthest to the left, shut up and stood still. A moment later, it was the one furthest to the right.

Ingrid, Nilsa, Lasgol, and Gerd took a step back into the cell with their hands raised.

The two soldiers at the ends dropped to the floor. The two in the center realized and looked down at their fallen comrades. A swift shadow came to the soldier on the left and with a lightning move slit his throat. The other soldier guessed something was wrong and turned. As he finished turning, a knife entered his throat above his Adam’s apple. He opened his eyes very wide. The knife came out of his neck and he began to drown in his own blood. He fell to the floor and died a moment later. The shadow turned and looked at the four inside the cell.

“What a pitiful attempt at escaping. But don’t worry, I’m here. Problem solved,” Viggo said with his usual sarcasm, smiling from ear to ear.

“Viggo! You’re alive!” Ingrid could not believe he was right there in front of her.

“Of course I’m alive. No one can kill me,” Viggo replied, opening his arms and in a tone that implied it was obvious.

Ingrid lunged at Viggo and kissed him so hard and passionately that she almost made him lose his balance. Viggo recovered at once and reciprocated to his beloved, embracing her with all his being. For a moment they kissed and hugged with such fervor that everything around them vanished. They were alone, just the two of them, filled with love and happiness, in high heaven. Their friends could only watch with joy on their faces for the happy reunion of the couple. Such a long time of separation and misfortune, and now they were finally together again.

“I searched for you everywhere and couldn’t find you. Everyone said you had died, but I refused to believe it, in here,” Ingrid told him with her hand on her heart. “I knew you hadn’t died.”

“And you were right. How could I die and leave you here alone, my precious, untamable warrior? No way,” Viggo smiled, and his usual lethal gaze became one of love.

“Well, it’s taken you a long time to come and rescue me,” Ingrid chided him, narrowing her blue eyes.

“I did not think you needed anyone to rescue you. You’ve never needed anyone. It’s always you who does the rescuing and solves things,” Viggo grinned mischievously.

“Well, for once I do need rescuing…”

“Forgive me, my beloved bellicose blondie. I had a slight mishap involving freezing in a glacier. Nothing serious, but it did set me back a little. I’ll tell you everything,” Viggo told her as he shook his arms and legs as if they were still frozen.

“Sorry to interrupt you lost lovers, but we have to get out of here,” Nilsa said, indicating the dead bodies on the floor.

“Yeah, let’s get out of here before we’re discovered, quickly,” Lasgol urged them.

“Where to?” Gerd asked,

“Follow the trail of bodies,” Viggo said, smiling,

“How many did you kill?” Nilsa asked him with a look of disbelief at Viggo being himself.

“The minimum necessary, as I know you prefer it, and so that you wouldn’t’ pester me now.”

“Okay, if that’s it I won’t say anything.”

“That’s it.”

“Let’s go,” said Ingrid. “I’m dying to get out of this hole of rocks and bars. I’ve spent too long locked up in this prison.”

“You don’t know how sorry I am, my beautiful blonde. I would’ve come sooner, I insisted, but these guys had problems to solve,” Viggo jabbed his thumb toward the rest of the group.

“I’m sure that if they had problems they were important ones.”

“Nothing is more important to me than you,” Viggo told her in a tone as serious as when he sentenced someone to die.

Ingrid stroked his cheek.

“I know. I always knew you would come to rescue me if I did not manage to escape. And now you have. I couldn’t be happier.”

“I only regret taking so long…”

“Don’t worry about that. You’re here, just as I knew you would be. I couldn’t be happier,” Ingrid assured him and kissed him again.

They ran down the corridor, and it was not long before they found trails of Viggo’s Assassin work. At the first door they found two dead guards. At the end of the next corridor, another two. At the stairs, two others. On the upper level, two more, and before they came out in the street, they found an additional two bodies.

“Did you have to kill them all?” Nilsa reproached him as they came out in the street.

“Do you want to live, or hang from a rope at dawn?” Viggo asked with a look that said he did not understand why she was complaining.

“I want to live, but I don’t want half the city to have to die for it.”

“It’s not my fault the Gotirus like to place two guards every hundred paces. As you can understand, I wasn’t going to let them get between my beloved and me.” He looked at Ingrid and blew her a kiss.

Nilsa rolled her eyes.

“You did what you had to, I don’t have any criticism,” Ingrid told him appreciatively.

“That’s why I love you, my bellicose blondie,” Viggo said, gazing at her with eyes filled with happiness.

They came out of the building and checked it. It was a military building, where the Gotirus family got together for their military business. The prisons were underground. The torches lit the whole quadrant that belonged to the family. Every hundred paces a flame was lit, which did not encourage incursions or nocturnal escapes. Very likely that was why the whole area was illuminated. Sabis and his relatives did not want unpleasant surprises.

They went west quickly and stealthily. If there were torches, there would be guards. Further south they saw a great palace with gardens, squares, and fountains. It was majorly damaged, as if a giant had struck it with an enormous hammer, but it still held up and displayed part of the glory it had once possessed. Lasgol guessed this was the residence of the regent family. On the flanks of the great palace were two other, smaller ones, also deteriorated by the war. They must be the residences of the lesser relatives.

To the east and west they found military buildings, barracks of rock, no doubt where the family’s soldiers lived

They decided to get away from those areas fast to avoid patrols and guards. The family’s quadrant was really large, like a city within the great metropolis of Orecor itself.

They were approaching the exit of the area when they encountered six soldiers doing their rounds. They appeared when the Snow Panthers turned a corner in a clear square. There was nowhere to hide, and the light of the torches gave them away.

“Trouble,” Gerd warned.

“There are only six of them,” Viggo said very calmly.

“We have to stop them from sounding the alarm,” said Ingrid.

“Then we’ll have to attack before they react,” said Lasgol.

The group was dressed like Orecor soldiers, even Ingrid, although her clothes were very worn, so the patrol hesitated for a moment.

“We charge!” Ingrid ordered, pointed at the soldiers who were staring at them blankly, not understanding what they were doing there at night.

The five started to run. Viggo got in the lead in three strides, he was so fast. Lasgol followed him and matched his pace thanks to the improvement of his skills. Viggo was brandishing his black Assassin Ranger knives. Lasgol was armed with the dagger he had taken from the guard. The others followed closely, all with daggers they had taken from the dead soldiers. They could have taken their spears and shields, but those were weapons the Rangers had not mastered. However, they did know how to use a knife or dagger.

The soldiers stopped in their tracks when they saw the group coming at them. They covered themselves with their shields and raised their spears in a defensive stance.

Lasgol reached the soldiers, and seeing they were in a defensive pose, he took advantage of the momentum of his run and threw himself on the ground with his feet forward. He slid on the ground and passed under the shield and spear of one of the soldiers in the center, hitting the man’s ankles with his feet. The soldier’s legs buckled back and he fell forward as Lasgol passed underneath. Knowing he could not lose an instant, he turned with the speed and agility of a cheetah and leaped over the soldier’s back with a movement worthy of Ona. With the handle of the dagger, he hit the soldier hard twice on the nape and left him unconscious.

Viggo opted for a similar strategy, but more acrobatic. He arrived beside the soldier Lasgol had knocked down and gave a tremendous leap with his feet forward. The soldier covered himself with his shield and tried to bury his spear in him, but Viggo’s feet caught him in the forehead. The soldier’s helmet flew off and he fell backward. Viggo landed behind the soldier and rolled to cushion the fall. He spun around and saw the soldier beginning to get back up, but before he did Viggo grabbed him by the hair and struck his head against the ground, using all his body weight. The soldier did not get back up.

Ingrid reached the soldiers and saw the hole in the formation Lasgol and Viggo had made. Instead of going straight at one soldier, she went to the hole. The soldier saw her and had to turn to face her. Ingrid stopped and taunted him to attack her. The soldier came at her with his spear, which Ingrid deflected with her dagger. She did not counterattack. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Nilsa arriving, who met the soldier sideways. She went straight at him and delivered a strong blow to the temple with her dagger. The soldier was stunned. He tried to turn to defend himself from Nilsa, but Ingrid got ahead of her and grasped his spear hard. She pulled on it, and the soldier lost his balance. Nilsa knocked him out with another strong blow to the temple.

The soldier behind Ingrid was about to hit her in the head with the butt of his spear. Nilsa noticed and signaled with her eyes to Ingrid. The former First Ranger bent down, and the soldier’s blow simply stirred the air. Ingrid turned, still bent, and swept him with a low kick to the ankles. The soldier fell sideways. Ingrid motioned for Nilsa to finish him and the redhead lunged at him and knocked him out. They had been away from each other for a long time, but they had fought together so many times that it was like riding a horse: once you learned, you never forgot.

Gerd faced the soldier furthest to the right. He was arriving last to the fray, not being as fast or agile as his friends. He also suffered episodes that prevented him from being agile. But he was strong and big, and this was what he used against the soldier. He dodged the spear the man tried to pierce his stomach with and managed to get close and grasp the upper rim of the shield. He pulled hard toward himself and the soldier lost his balance from the weird attack. He pulled his shield back to avoid losing it. Gerd smiled—he did not want to take it from him, it was a ruse. What he did was charge with his shoulder against the shield with all the strength of his large body. The soldier was thrown back. Gerd ran and crashed into him with more force and inertia. The soldier flew backward and fell to the ground. Gerd got to him and delivered a strong kick to his face, which left him unconscious.

The last soldier was threatening Lasgol with his spear. He saw he was the only one standing, and his face showed he was going to shout. But he did not have time: Viggo came up behind him and put a hand over his mouth and his knife to his neck. The soldier realized he was lost and lowered his shield and spear. Viggo was about to cut his throat.

“Don’t kill him,” Ingrid said.

Viggo sighed. He hit the soldier in the nape with the pommel and left him senseless.

Lasgol looked around. Everything seemed very quiet. There was silence—the alarm had not been given.

“Let’s get out of here,” Ingrid said, and they all ran off.


Chapter 40

They arrived at a run to the square featuring the great statues of past warrior leaders of Orecor. They saw about a hundred people waiting.

“Better sneak down an alley,” Viggo suggested, frowning.

“No, take it easy, they’re friends,” Ingrid told him.

“Friends? Since when do we have friends in this city? And so many?” Viggo said blankly.

“Some vanish and kill people, and others seek alliances,” Nilsa replied with a mischievous grin.

“They’re the Magi and their loyalists. They’ve joined us,” Lasgol explained. “We persuaded them while we were in prison.”

“I really can’t leave you alone even for one day.”

“The one who can’t be left alone is you, you go around shedding blood everywhere,” Nilsa chided.

“To help my dear friends,” Viggo replied, looking as though they owed him.

“Yeah… yeah…” Nilsa had to drop it.

“Let’s go and talk to them,” Ingrid said.

They ran to meet Celopus, Dameros, and Aquasmares, Lasgol was surprised they had managed to gather a hundred followers in such a short time.

“And as you can see, we managed to escape,” Ingrid told them.

“Which brings joy to my heart,” Celopus smiled affectionately at her.

“As you said you would. You’re truly amazing, No one escapes from the Gotirus prison,” Dameros said, and Celopus translated.

“There’s always a first time—more if I’m involved,” Viggo said.

The two Magi and the interpreter nodded, acknowledging the fact.

“Have you told them what’s going to happen?” Ingrid asked, nodding toward the group behind the Magi and the interpreter.

“We’ve told them what you told us, yes. They know their days are numbered,” Celopus said.

“We’ve told this group which we trust, so that at dawn the word will spread everywhere,” Dameros told them.

“Such a rumor, detailing the end of the city, will fly through the streets, I have no doubt. It will reach everyone,” Aquasmares assured them.

“Also the Gotirus, I’m afraid,” Dameros said, lowering his gaze.

“Apart from the Gotirus, how do you think the other regent families will react?” Ingrid asked.

“The other families have gradually lost power as the siege has continued,” Celopus explained.

“Three of the families have lost their leaders in the war. The fourth’s leader is too old and his son doesn’t want to lead,” Aquasmares said.

“The Gotirus seized power a long time ago, and they rule this city on their own,” said Dameros. “They are the ruling martial law, and as soon as they find out our escape plan, they’ll come to crush us.”

Ingrid nodded.

“Yes, Sabis isn’t going to relinquish his power or allow anything to happen that he hasn’t ordered.”

“Unfortunately, he’ll lead you all to your deaths,” Nilsa added.

“Him and his family,” added Gerd.

“If we manage to keep them from learning what we’re up to, we’ll have a chance,” Aquasmares said, trying to be optimistic.

“How long do you need to prepare the escape ships?” Ingrid asked.

“The ships are hidden from the dragons at several points along the coast. We have to go there and bring them back. No sooner than three days,” Aquasmares said.

“That’s pushing things…” Nilsa told them. “The attack will probably occur that same day.”

“We’ll have to hurry then,” Dameros said.

“Send them out now. Go and fetch those ships back, that’s the most important thing,” Ingrid urged them.

“That’s what we’ll do,” Aquasmares said.

“Will there be enough boats to evacuate the whole city?” Lasgol asked.

Dameros shook his head.

“There aren’t enough Orecor ships. But with the ones the city-state island of York has, we could all escape.”

“That needs to be your second priority. You must reach York and get help from the city and those ships.”

“I’ll go. They know me there, I’ve spent a lot of time in the city working as an interpreter. I have friends,” Celopus volunteered.

“Fine, but be very careful,” Ingrid told him.

“I will. We need those ships and the help from York, or we won’t survive.”

“I believe they’ll help us,” Dameros reasoned. “If we think about it, we’re bringing them soldiers and Magi, which they need. They’ll open their doors for us. Besides, for centuries we’ve been their rivals. They’ll be delighted to see us defeated, begging for their help on our knees. That will fill them with pride and pleasure. They’ll help us.”

“It’s better to be on your knees and alive than dead from pride. You can always get back up and keep fighting,” Gerd told them

“Very true, we’ll bow our heads and accept the help of our rivals,” Dameros agreed.

“Former rivals. Now there’s only one enemy, and that’s the dragons,” Nilsa corrected.

“You really are an exceptional group. You are not only exceptional fighters, but your minds and principles are admirable,” Dameros acknowledged.

“They are indeed,” Celopus nodded, also agreeing.

“Your help has been priceless,” Aquasmares said.

“There’s nothing to be grateful for or pay us back for, just get to safety. Live and keep on fighting,” Ingrid told them.

“We’ll do that,” Dameros promised.

“As for Sabis and his family… we’ll see what we can do so they don’t intervene and you’re free to escape,” Viggo told them.

The two Magi exchanged glances and looked serious.

“That’s going to be very complicated,” Dameros told him.

“You go and get everything ready to escape. Time is of the essence,” Ingrid insisted.

Celopus came up to Ingrid and gave her a hug.

“Take good care of yourself, Norghanian Ranger.”

“You to, Orecor Interpreter.”

Dameros turned to them.

“Before you leave, you’ll need some weapons. Which ones do you want?”

“Bows,” they all said in unison.

Dameros nodded. A moment later, they were brought bows and quivers for the five of them. The group slung the quivers over their shoulders and held the bows.

The Magi and Celopus gave orders to their followers, and a moment later they left in different directions, vanishing between streets and buildings.

“I’ll deal with the Gotirus, leave them to me,” Viggo said very seriously.

“No, it’s too risky,” Ingrid told him.

“You know as well as I do that I’m not leaving this city without saying ‘hi’ to Sabis. He’s to blame for you having spent so much time in prison, and this is his last night alive. I’ll spare his brothers, poor wretches, so they can escape.”

“It’s too dangerous, I’m telling you. Gotirus is a viper.” Ingrid was very frightened for Viggo, and her eyes showed it.

“Bah, nonsense, there’s nothing too difficult for me in this kind of business.”

“We’ll help you,” Gerd offered.

“Yeah, we’ll go with you,” Nilsa joined him.

“Sure, the giant with an iron hip and the most clumsy person in all of Tremia together. Just what I need to help me on a mission of stealth and murder.”

“Then I’ll come. I’m the one who has to deal with that despicable being and take out that putrid heart of his,” said Ingrid.

“When was the last time you wielded a bow?” Viggo asked her.

“A… long time…”

“You’re not in any kind of physical or mental condition for something like that. Besides, this type of mission isn’t your thing. You aren’t good at stealth and nocturnal murder. Your thing is kicking down doors and attacking the enemy face to face. No, I’ll go alone.”

“You’re not going alone,” Ingrid grabbed his arm.

“I’ll go with him,” Lasgol said.

“You, weirdo?” Viggo eyed him with his head to one side.

“There’s no better archer, thanks to my magical skills, and I can be as stealthy as you thanks to them too.”

“Yeah… I can’t deny that,” Viggo had to admit.

“And I need to recover my golden bow.” Lasgol said it with the conviction of someone who was going to achieve his purpose.

“The weirdo and I will recover the bow and stop the Gotirus from preventing these good people from leaving the city.”

Ingrid sighed deeply.

“All right, but be quick, you must have it done by sunrise.”

“Easy as cake,” Viggo smiled at her.

“We’ll leave following the same route we took coming in. We’ll wait for you by the wall,” Gerd told them.

Lasgol nodded. “Right.”

Ingrid stroke Viggo’s cheeks.

“Be very careful and don’t do anything foolish, I need us to be together. More so now that we’ve found each other again, after all this time.”

“Don’t worry, my exceptional First Ranger. I won’t fail you.”

Ingrid looked at Lasgol.

“Don’t let him do anything crazy.”

“I’ll take care of him,” Lasgol said, nodding. He did not remember living through any other situation like this one, but somehow he knew it was one he was already familiar with—him and Viggo in the midst of some danger and being careful that Viggo did not do anything crazy. He knew it, even if he could not remember it.

“Go, and good luck,” Ingrid said in farewell.

Nilsa and Gerd waved at them.

An instant later, Lasgol and Viggo were heading toward the Gotirus’ palace.


Chapter 41

Lasgol and Viggo entered the quadrant of the Gotirus family like two nimble black panthers that melted into the darkness of the reigning night. Viggo led the way, seeking shadows and gloom to hide in with each step he took. Lasgol followed him closely, astonished by his partner’s great skill at nearly disappearing entirely in every little patch of darkness he found. Not only that, but he found them all, because he did not move unless there was some dark spot to move to one by one. Given this, and considering that he went in total stealth, Viggo was practically undetectable. The skill he showed was awesome.

Lasgol had once again called upon his whole pre-combat skills list. He knew           he would need them all that night. In his right hand he carried an Orecor bow. They were inferior to the excellent bows of the Norghanian Rangers, but it was a bow, and with that a Ranger had more than enough. Once again, he was surprised to feel that he knew this, even if he could not remember when he had learned it or who had taught him. It would probably be someone he had cared about deeply, and that was why he did not remember. The quiver he carried held traditional arrows used in most armies. Luckily they were not going to confront any dragons, so they would not need their Elemental Arrows.

Viggo stopped and flattened himself against the wall of a house. An instant later, he was invisible. Lasgol imitated him and tried to make the gloom cover him. A patrol doing its rounds appeared, crossing the square in front of them with a fountain that was split in two. They waited without moving, without making a sound. The patrol went by without detecting them.

They went on toward the palace, always hiding in any dark spot they found. The torches proved an important obstacle. The Gotirus liked to have their perimeter well lit. They made out several groups of soldiers on watch duty around the palace.

Lasgol got closer to Viggo, who had moved on behind a fallen wall and was watching the situation from there.

“There are many guards and too much light,” Lasgol whispered to him.

“That’s true,” Viggo replied in a whisper.

“I don’t think we’ll be able to slip by without being seen.”

Viggo looked at Lasgol and smiled.

“Do you know who is extremely good at slipping into guarded fortresses?”

“You?” Lasgol guessed Viggo was going to boast of his skills as an assassin.

“That too, but there’s someone even better than me.  Don’t you remember?”

Lasgol shrugged.

“I should know the answer, right?”

“I’d say so. It’s your beloved Astrid.”

“Oh… I see.”

“She’s awesome at these types of missions. She’s the best spy you could find. I’m better at killing than her, let me be clear. One thing Astrid taught me is that to go into a place with guards on the perimeter, you never use doors or windows which, as you can see, are watched,” Viggo pointed them out to him, and indeed there were guards at all of them, both on the first, second, and third floors of the palace.

“Then what? How do we get inside?”

“Through the roof, of course,” Viggo smiled at him, and without explaining further he set off.

Very cautiously, Viggo went around the palace at a prudent distance to reach the back. They found the rubble of what must have been stables in the past. They were about two hundred paces from the eastern back wall of the palace. They ran at a crouch to it and hid there.

“I see two guards at the corner. What do you see? Use your special sight.”

Lasgol watched closely using his Hawk’s Eye skill.

“There’s another one right at the corner.”

“I don’t see him.”

“I can see the heel of his boot.”

Viggo squinted.

“I don’t see him, but if you say he’s there, I’m sure he is.”

“What’s the plan?”

“I’ll deal with those two at the corner and you the one whose heel you can see. They can’t sound the alarm or the party will be over.”

“Understood.”

Viggo slung the bow on his back and brought out his two knives.

“Don’t release until you have a killing target. Even wounded, he’ll still sound the alarm.”

“All right.” Lasgol nodded and prepared the bow. He did not want to kill that guard, but Viggo was right, there was no alternative. The lives of thousands of people in Orecor were at stake.

Viggo zigzagged from shadow to gloom and from gloom to shadow until he was two steps away from the two guards, who were deep in conversation. He did so with such stealth that they did not even notice his presence. He crawled along the floor, like a black asp, toward them.

Lasgol raised the bow, aimed at the heel, and prepared to call upon his True Shot skill.

One of the guards laughed and the other one slapped his shoulder, also laughing. At that moment, Viggo stood up and at dizzying speed attacked the two guards. The first one did not see him coming. Viggo’s arm made a very swift upward movement. The guard’s throat opened and blood began to pour out. The other guard opened his eyes as if they would pop.

Viggo made another similar movement with his left arm and the throat of the second guard opened up like his partner’s. They both dropped to the ground, unable to cry out and sound the alarm.

The noise of the bodies falling made the third guard come out from the corner. He had to be alert, since they barely made any noise. Lasgol now not only saw the heel but the whole body of the guard. He used his True Shot skill and the arrow buried deep in the guard’s heart. He took one step forward, tripped, and fell over dead.

Viggo signaled Lasgol to come over, and Lasgol ran to his partner. Viggo began to climb up the corner of the building. Lasgol slung the bow on his back and followed him. Viggo climbed the back wall of the palace with amazing agility and ease; Lasgol had more trouble, but he managed. The corner was irregular and gave them handholds and footholds, but they still had to be very careful. They reached a more damaged part. A piece of wall was missing at one height and another one further up. Viggo was even more careful in this area. Even so, a rock became loose when Viggo put his foot on it and he nearly fell. His hands held him, but he was left hanging for a moment until he found where to put his feet again.

Lasgol found the climb very difficult and dangerous. He realized that although he was very good at climbing mountains, this was not the same. It was not his forte. They went on climbing very carefully and passed another area where the wall was seriously damaged and there was risk of a cave-in. Viggo avoided it, moving to the right a couple of steps to climb that way and then going back to the corner where it was easier to climb. Lasgol was about to fall off with that movement, but with great effort and tension he managed to hold on and follow Viggo.

At last they reached the roof of the palace, which was completely riddled with holes, large perforations, and half-ruined areas. The area was huge, and it looked as if the dragons had been merciless with it. Some of the holes were so deep they went down several floors. One seemed to reach the ground inside the building.

“Now what?” Lasgol whispered to Viggo.

“The Gotirus will be on the first floor. We have to go down there.”

“How do you know they’ll be there?” Lasgol was not as confident.

“Look at that roof and the two floors immediately below,” Viggo pointed through one of the large holes. “Would you sleep here or further down?”

Lasgol nodded in understanding. “Further down, without a doubt.”

Viggo smiled at him.

“Besides, the nobility, even if they are soldiers, don’t like climbing stairs. Sabis will be on the first level, it’s where we’ve seen guards at the windows and balconies.”

“True.”

“Come on, total stealth,” Viggo demanded as he dropped down one of the holes in the roof.

Lasgol followed him.

Climbing down to the first floor along the damaged areas turned out to be a good strategy. There were no guards there, probably for fear of a cave-in. Viggo and Lasgol dropped down one level and crouched, waiting. Nothing, not a presence or a sound. No one was around. They dropped down to the next floor though another hole. Same result. They kept making their way down more carefully until they reached the first level.

Once they touched the ground, they crouched and got out their weapons. There was a lit-up corridor ahead of them, but there were no guards; they must be further ahead. They followed the corridor, and Viggo poked his head out very quickly around the corner.

“Two guards by the windows. One more in front of a double door at the end of the corridor. There’s a prize in there.”

“One of the Gotirus?”

“You’re such a weirdo. Of course it’s one of the Gotirus, what else would the prize be in this situation?” Viggo made a face of disbelief.

“I see.” Lasgol did not see the humor of the situation, but it seemed Viggo did. He was not surprised, which he took as beginning to understand his partner, perhaps starting to remember him subconsciously. He hoped it was the latter. He took a deep breath. It was time to take action, and it was going to be dangerous.


Chapter 42

Lasgol took a quick look down the long corridor. He counted two guards in the middle and two more in front of the double door. Without a doubt it was one of the rooms of some member of the Gotirus family, since there were four single doors that must also be rooms, and they were not guarded. The nobility had very large rooms with double doors as a rule. He was surprised to know that; his mind provided him with valuable information every now and then, unwittingly.

Viggo touched his shoulder. They were both crouched and ready to act. What they had to do was synchronize now. They had to avoid raising the alarm at all costs, or else they would be lost. There had to be over a hundred guards in that palace on the level below them. Viggo signaled the attack plan with his hands. The problem was that the two guards at the far end were positioned in their direction. The moment they came out into the corridor, they would be seen. The other two guards were against the wall halfway down the corridor, and they would be sideways when they came out.

Lasgol wondered how to eliminate the four soldiers before they raised the alarm and did not have an answer. If they had arrows dipped in Summer Slumber things would be much easier. It would only take a couple of true shots, and when the arrow broke it would spread the sleeping substance and knock the guards out. It worked very well with humans but not so well with dragons, unfortunately, or at least not with the concentration they normally used to knock humans out. They were investigating and experimenting with higher alchemic concentrations to see whether it was possible to knock out a dragon. They were testing it at the Rangers’ Camp, which luckily the dragons had not found and destroyed.

Since the arrows they carried were to use against dragons, they did not have Summer Slumber ones, or potions they could throw by hand. When they finished with this mission it would be a good idea to carry a few arrows of that kind instead of only the elemental ones—not to use against the dragons but against Humans and the other races of Kraido. Lasgol did not know whether they would have the same effect on those races, but he guessed it would be similar since they were not that different from Humans.

Viggo was insisting with signs that Lasgol do what he told him, something usual when it came to Viggo. The Assassin had full confidence in his own skills. Lasgol, however, thought that his plans were too risky. Unfortunately, he could not come up with anything better, so he had to yield and accept. Viggo counted to three with his fingers, and when he got to three he ran out in the corridor like lightning, stealthily, flat against the wall.

The two guards in the middle of the corridor were looking ahead while Viggo approached them at the speed of light from the side. Of the two soldiers, one could not see him because the other one was in his line of vision. Viggo was heading toward him with his knives in his hands. But the two who were ahead, guarding the double door, could see Viggo running flat against the wall in their direction.

Lasgol calculated they had already detected him, and he came out of the corner and aimed. Indeed, one of the guards at the far end of the corridor was squinting and about to say something. Lasgol called on his True Shot skill, and when he saw the green flash, which came immediately, he released. The arrow flew swiftly, passing in front of the two guards in the middle, who noticed something and looked toward the guards at the end, following the path of the arrow. The arrow entered the guard’s mouth and buried itself in his throat. He could not articulate what he was going to say and died spluttering.

The guard closest to Viggo turned his head and saw him. He began to turn to face him, but it was already late—Viggo jumped on him and brought him down.

Lasgol called on his True Shot skill once again and released as fast as he could at the other soldier at the far end, who was also opening his mouth to cry out in alarm. The arrow caught him full in the throat and there was only a muffled sound

Viggo slit the throat of the soldier he had knocked over and sprinted to the other. This one did have time to turn and confronted Viggo with his shield and spear. The Assassin pulled his hand back as he ran toward the guard, who was beginning to shout.

Lasgol aimed at the soldier’s head and was about to release.

Viggo whipped out his right arm, and an instant later the guard got a throwing knife in his eye. It went in to the hilt. The soldier collapsed, and Lasgol’s arrow flew over him and headed to the double door as it opened. General Noteasus appeared with his sword in hand. Lasgol’s arrow caught him in the middle of his chest. He was not wearing armor but was in his nightshirt. With eyes popping from their sockets, he stared at the arrow stuck in his chest and mumbled something.

Viggo indicated with a gesture to Lasgol that he was impressed with the shot. Lasgol knew it had been luck and not skill, but he nocked another arrow, since the general was still standing.

Viggo ran toward Noteasus. Lasgol could kill him before Viggo reached him, but he preferred to leave the honor of finishing off the man to Viggo. He knew it would give him satisfaction, whereas it gave him no pleasure. Viggo reached the general, who was still breathing and leaning against the door frame, one hand on his sword and the other one to the arrow stuck in his chest.

“My name is Viggo. I’m the best Assassin in Tremia. You’ve caused my beloved to suffer, and you’re going to die for it.”

The general did not understand the words, but he understood the purpose. Viggo delivered three swift, strong stabs to the heart.

Lasgol waited to see whether anyone else appeared, alerted by the noise of the fray. No one appeared, so he relaxed. He lowered his bow and went over to Viggo, who was watching General Noteasus, lying on the floor in a puddle of his own blood.

“One less,” he muttered to Lasgol.

“Let’s keep going, we have to find Sabis. This is his brother Noteasus.”

Viggo nodded.

“Tonight is a night for revenge.”

They searched the general’s room quickly and found two quivers with their Elemental Arrows. They slung them on their backs.

“If this one has part of our belongings, then his two brothers will have the rest,” Lasgol guessed.

“Let’s go for them, and as we do I’ll take out those thieves’ hearts.”

Lasgol noticed the corridor that continued to the left of the room.

“Another corridor.”

“Should we go that way?” Viggo asked.

“This must be one of the corners of the second floor,” Lasgol whispered to Viggo. “I’m guessing there will be a huge room like this one at every corner.”

“With a Gotirus in it to kill,” Viggo said.

“I guess so.”

“Very well, then we’ll carry out the same plan in every corner.”

“It’s a bit risky.” Lasgol was not convinced; they had been very lucky the alarm had not been sounded.

“I know, that’s why I love it,” Viggo said with a smile, and then he ran off.

Lasgol sighed. He was certain they would be discovered by using this strategy.

At the next corner of the second floor, they encountered the same situation. And they solved it the same way. They were even quicker than the first time, so the risk decreased. Lasgol released repeatedly, supporting and covering Viggo, who ran like a cheetah along the corridors. They killed all the guards before they could raise the alarm. They went into the room, and in it they found General Demisus, with his sword in hand and hiding behind his shield.

“This is General Demisus, Sabis’ brother. He wanted to execute us,” Lasgol told Viggo while he aimed his bow at the general.

“Not that I needed extra motivation to kill him, but good to know.”

The general was about to shout, and Lasgol released. The arrow headed straight to his mouth. The general raised his shield to protect himself, which stopped him from       shouting.

Viggo stepped forward, pointing his knives at him.

“My name is Viggo. I’m the best Assassin in Tremia. You’ve caused my beloved to suffer, and you’re going to die for it.”

The general tried to raise the alarm again, but Viggo lunged at him with a powerful leap and he had to defend himself. He did not do too badly for a soldier of his rank and age but he was no rival for Viggo, who ended up disarming him. Then he stabbed him in the heart three times.

“Two brothers dead. We’re getting closer.”

“There are still two corners,” Lasgol reminded him as he took the rest of his belongings from the general’s room. What was not there was the golden bow.

“Let’s keep moving and finish this,” Viggo said as he ran off.

Lasgol and Viggo arrived at the third corner of the second floor of the palace. Viggo took a look without being seen.

“Bad news…” he whispered to Lasgol, and he motioned him to also take a peek.

Lasgol did so. He took a quick look and hid again. There were two more soldiers on watch duty. They were standing in front of the two in the middle of the corridor. There would be no chance of surprising them as they had done so far.

“More guards mean a bigger prize,” Viggo said in a whisper with a bitter smile.

“Yeah, Sabis must be in there and, with luck, Aodh’s Bow will be there too.”

“I’m looking forward to meeting this Sabis,” Viggo said in an icy tone.

Lasgol looked at his partner and then summarized the situation.

“We must think of another plan of attack,” he whispered to Viggo.

“The hard way. We kill them, and although they’ll raise the alarm, we’ll have already finished.”

“We might have time to kill them, but not to escape.”

Viggo made a face that meant maybe yes, maybe no.

Lasgol did not like that risk. It was too high. He preferred to measure and minimize the danger of a situation as much as possible. He thought for a moment, and the image of the four soldiers standing guard on the sides in the middle of the corridor came to his mind.

“Hurry up thinking what you’re thinking, because the prize is within arm’s reach and time is running out.”

Lasgol looked at one of the high windows and saw that dawn would not be long in arriving. At that moment there would be a change of guard, and they would find out what had happened. Viggo was right—they were very close to success, but they were running out of time. They would have to take risks, more than Lasgol was happy with, but there was no choice, given the circumstances.

An idea finished forming in Lasgol’s mind.

“We’ll use the bow this time.”

Viggo frowned.

“I prefer the knives, and more so in these circumstances.”

“Trust me, it’s the best option.”

“Tell me what you’ve thought up.”

Lasgol explained his plan. Viggo nodded and reached for the bow at his back. They got ready to act. This time it was Lasgol who counted to three, and then they ran out into the corridor like lightning,

Viggo moved like a dancer to the middle of the corridor. Lasgol stayed on the left side, barely moving so as to be able to release. He called on his Powerful Shot and True Shot skills. There were two green flashes and the arrow flew to the head of the first of the two guards placed in the middle of the corridor on the left side.

Viggo wasted no time and jumped at one of the soldiers to the left of the door at the end of the corridor.

Lasgol’s arrow hit the temple of the soldier looking ahead, and he did not even feel it. With the Powerful Shot effect, the arrow went through the soldier’s head and kept going to pierce the head of the one standing beside him.

Viggo’s arrow flew swiftly and hit the guard at the end of the corridor, who was protecting the double door. It hit him in the right cheek and the arrow went in deep. The guard fell to the floor.

Lasgol moved with incredible agility and reflexes to the right. Viggo moved to the left and they repeated the shots, only now the three guards who remained standing were alerted to the attack.

“Murderers!” the guard who was left in front of the door shouted, warning his master behind it.

Viggo’s arrow hit him in the nose, making him double down in pain. Before the arrow had hit him, Viggo was already sprinting down the corridor.

Lasgol’s arrow hit the first of the two guards in the head, although he had moved. This was thanks to his True Shot skill, which always hit the target he aimed at. But when it went through the man it did not reach the second guard but brushed his ear.

“Raise the alarm!” he shouted.

Lasgol nocked another arrow in his bow with such a swift, trained movement that in a sigh he was already aiming. He released. The guard saw the arrow coming and covered his head with his shield, but Lasgol had been expecting this and took advantage of his covering to release again with tremendous speed. The guard lowered his shield after blocking the first arrow to see what Lasgol was doing. He was not fast enough; the confusion caused by the attack made him hesitate. The second arrow hit him in the throat. There was no second cry of alarm. The soldier dropped the shield and spear and put his hands to his throat.

Viggo went past him at top speed and gave him a brief glance without stopping. He reached the two guards he had brought down before the door, and with the speed and skill of a consummate Assassin he finished them off. He glanced at Lasgol, who was running toward him.

“Wait,” Lasgol told him.

Viggo looked at the door and shook his head.

“I’ll be waiting inside.”

He opened the door at a crouch and went into the room.

Lasgol muttered a curse. Waiting for him was the right decision, the least risky.  But being Viggo, the least dangerous option was not the one the Assassin favored.

As he arrived at the room he was able to hear the sound of metal against metal. Viggo was fighting someone. Lasgol arrived and went in with his bow raised. Sabis, wearing a robe and armed with sword and shield, was defending himself from Viggo’s dazzling attacks. The warning cry of the guard at the door had given Sabis enough time to grab his weapons, although not to put on his armor.

“He’s mine, Lasgol,” Viggo said without looking at his friend. Somehow he knew he was at the door with his bow ready.

Sabis shouted something in his own language, but they could not understand him.

Lasgol saw the golden bow hanging on the wall of the elegant room to his right. He hesitated between going for it and finishing off Sabis. If he used his True Shot skill he would kill him without a doubt, since Sabis was too busy defending himself from Viggo to prevent the attack with his shield. He hesitated for an instant. Something inside him told him that the right thing to do was to kill Sabis, grab the bow, and get out of there. But he decided to give Viggo his moment. It was what the Assassin wanted. He would never forgive him if he robbed him of Sabis’ death, even if it was the logical thing to do in that situation.

Sabis fought well; he was good with the sword and shield, agile and experienced. But Viggo was far too good a fighter. He managed to cut him in the right thigh. Sabis grunted and countered strongly. Viggo cut him in the right arm. The captain general of Orecor took a step back and shouted what no doubt were expletives at Viggo, who did not flinch. His glare was fixed on Sabis, filled with hatred. He launched another swift combined attack and stabbed Sabis’ left thigh deeply.

The soldier stepped back with a look of pain on his face.

“I’d like to explain to you that I’ve poisoned the knives before coming in. It’s a pity we can’t understand one another, but it doesn’t matter, you’ll find out in a moment.”

Sabis replied with shouts of rage at Viggo.

Lasgol kept aiming while he watched the fight.

Sabis blocked several of Viggo’s attacks with his shield and tried to reach him with his sword. Viggo deflected it with one knife, and with the other he cut him in his right forearm. Sabis became enraged and attacked like a madman filled with fury, delivering thrusts with his sword. Lasgol knew this was a mistake and that Viggo would make him pay, and so it was. He cut him in the forehead and right cheek, deep, painful cuts.

Sabis moved away from Viggo, grunting with rage and pain. Suddenly, his right leg failed him and he dropped on his knee.

“The poison is beginning to take effect. It’s one of my favorites. It doesn’t kill, it incapacitates,” Viggo said, staring at him closely.

Sabis tried to stand, but when he did both his wounded legs failed him. He was left on his knees.

“That’s how I like it, you’re getting into the right position.”

Lasgol lowered his bow. Viggo had this more than under control. He went to the wall and took the golden bow. On a chair he saw his quiver and took that too.

Sabis was shouting, his face red with rage and blood. He raised his sword, and the arm that wielded it lost all its strength. He dropped it by his side. He tried to raise it again but was unable. His arm did not work.

Viggo walked over to Sabis, and he covered himself with his shield. The Assassin kicked the shield hard and it flew off. The poison was spreading through Sabis’ body, and he would soon be completely incapacitated.

Viggo stood in front of Sabis and pointed his knives at him while he stared at him with lethal eyes.

“My name is Viggo. I’m the best Assassin in Tremia. You have caused my beloved to suffer, and you’re going to die for it.”

Sabis looked at him with eyes of fury and barked something at him.

“This is for Ingrid,” Viggo told him.

Sabis recognized the name, and his eyes opened wide.

Viggo plunged his knife into the man’s stomach.

“And this is for Ingrid.”

Sabis’ eyes seemed about to pop out.

Viggo stabbed him in the middle of the chest.

Sabis screamed in terror.

“And this is also for Ingrid.”

Viggo thrust his knife deep into Sabis’ heart.

Sabis knew he had been killed and muffled a cry filled with frustration.

“And this is for me.” Viggo twisted the dagger through his heart.


Chapter 43

The day they had been fearing arrived sooner than Nahia and Logan had imagined. They were practicing with Igam-Zuri-Biol and Laya when they heard roars in the distance which all clearly knew were of alarm.

We must go back. They are calling a meeting, all Swift dragons, the teacher informed them.

Nahia did not know how she had guessed that from the roars they could hear, so she asked Eki.

Do you know what’s going on?

Only that we are summoned to meet, urgently.

That doesn’t sound good.

I am afraid not.

Igam-Zuri-Biol headed to the castle. Aroa and Eki followed at once, a little further behind, flanking the teacher in a spear point formation, which is how they flew when they escorted the dragoness.

When they arrived in Jadrakos, they saw the square filled to the brim with Swift dragons and their Riders. Nahia had never seen so many riders together, and her jaw dropped.

All those dragons and riders…

I think they have summoned all those available, Eki replied, also taken aback.

A lot had already arrived, but this is a lot more than I had imagined.

That means we will soon be leaving, Eki guessed.

How soon?

I would say right away, seeing all of them in the square.

Wow… I’d say there are about fifty squads. Nahia counted them quickly as they were placed in the square.

Thirty-five Swift dragons and fifteen non-swift ones, Eki said, also counting.

That’s a lot.

Yeah, a lot…

We’ll see how many of us come back… Nahia sent with pessimism.

Let us hope most do.

Against the Gryphons? I doubt it.

Form up with your squads, Igam-Zuri-Biol’s message reached them.

Following the order, they landed beside the Meteorite Squad. Nahia glanced at Logan, who returned a glance Nahia knew well: the one that meant trouble was near. Their squadmates riding their dragons greeted them with nods. No one said anything.

Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen, commander and leader of the Dragon Riders of Jadrakos, and his rider, Droken, captain of riders, appeared coming out of the castle. Everyone turned toward them.

The moment we were waiting for has come. The invasion force is complete. All the squads that will take part in the attack on the Gryphons are already here. It is time to attack the Gryphons and show them once more, as we have done for hundreds of years, who are the owners of the skies. Let them know that the dragons are lords and masters of all the skies, regardless the world. The mission of this invasion force is to enter the world of the Gryphons and punish them. They must learn their place, understand that we are the superior creatures and they are below us, under our claws.

Nahia did not like the speech at all. Why were they invading Gryphoros? What did they have to gain? Could they conquer it without a supporting army? She highly doubted it. She did not see the point of it. It was going to war to kill just for the sake of killing, to satisfy the dragons’ thirst for power and conquest.

General Gorri-Zaldi-Txar has been called to lead this invasion. His fame, which you all know, precedes him, the leader of Jadrakos said, and an enormous Swift dragon with a Rider on its back came out of the castle.

The dragons present roared three times as if sending cheers of salute to the newly arrived. It was a red dragon with white streaks, and it was huge.

Do you know who the general is? Nahia asked Eki.

Only by his reputation, he’s the most decorated general of the swift dragons. He has won many battles. A living legend, very well respected.

Oh, then he must be good.

Very good. The general has the unique trust of the five dragon kings, and that is difficult to achieve.

I can imagine…

General, the troops are yours, Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen yielded the command to him.

Dragons and riders all, today is a historical day, one that will be great. We will invade Gryphoros and give those monsters their due. There can only be one superior species, and that is the dragons. So says our Path, and so we will teach those Gryphons. The dragons invade, conquer, and kill, since this is our path, our destiny. The dragons will rule over all worlds, over all creatures. So it is written in the Path, and so it shall be. Not only are we going to defeat this enemy we are going to make it suffer. The Gryphons will fall before our power, like all our enemies do and whoever gets in our way. We will punish them until they cannot fly anymore. Victory will be ours!

The dragons roared with all their might, celebrating the speech and the victory they were sure they were going to achieve. The roars rose in the sky with a thunderous noise. Nahia wanted to cover her ears, but she knew it was not a good idea. She bore the din, until after a moment the dragons stopped celebrating the general’s words.

We will not waste a single breath more. The five kings have entrusted us with this mission, and we will carry it out. For the five kings! For the Path of Dragons!

All the dragons began to roar again and Nahia thought her ears would burst. The worst thing was not the noise but what it meant: death and suffering, unnecessary and terrible. Riders would die, she and Logan might die, and for what? Why?

Let the portal open! cried Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen.

At once, the ground began to shake. Nahia felt the tremors even on Eki’s back. The shaking increased. Nahia already knew what was going to happen and looked toward the multicolored dome. It had already begun to rise, hovering above the ground that shook underneath it. When it left the ground the dome became a sphere, a very large sphere.

The multicolored sphere, whose lower part was identical to its upper part, stopped rising and remained suspended in midair.  It began to spin on itself in midair, hovering just above the ground. Nahia could not but help admire that magic, and although she had already witnessed the process before, it held her spellbound.

Suddenly, the object began to emit silver flashes that looked like pulses at steady intervals, and above the sphere an enormous portal finished taking shape. The process took a long time. At last, once the portal was fully formed above the singular multicolored Pearl, the portal was established, shining like a colossal silver sphere.

The portal is open, Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen announced.

We begin the invasion. First the non-swift dragon squads, General Gorri-Zaldi-Txar ordered.

The fifty Aerial Squads prepared to cross.

You will secure the exit of the Pearl in Gryphoros so the others do not encounter an unpleasant surprise when crossing over. Come back and report once it is safe to cross, the general ordered.

The first squads entered the portal and vanished. The rest entered after the fifteen had crossed over. Once they finished going in, they waited for a long moment.

Nahia was hoping they would come back saying that an ambush awaited them and they would have to suspend the invasion. It was the only hope she had left for the war not to happen.

They waited, the tension almost palpable. A red dragon came back after a while.

Portal and area secured at the destination, it sent.

Nahia cursed under her breath.

General Buru-Bat-Beltz gave the order to go on. Then the turn of the Swift squads came.

Swift dragons, go ahead and cross, Gorri-Zaldi-Txar ordered.

One by one, he called each squad to cross the portal. When it was Nahia and her squad’s turn, they all looked at one another out of the corner of their eyes and nodded. They knew where they were headed and the danger they would have to face.

They came out on the other side of the portal, and Nahia saw there were only dragons posted in every direction. She realized this was another Pearl, different from the one they had come out of the last time. They were not above a forest but inside a great canyon over five hundred paces deep and just as wide. The Pearl and the open portal were inside the rocky canyon.

Follow me to the sky, General Gorri-Zaldi-Txar, who was the last to cross, ordered.

The squads followed him in Spear Point Formation. The Meteorite Squad flew in the middle of the formation, so Nahia felt fairly easy. She was surrounded by all the other squads, which gave her a certain feeling of safety, at least as safe as she could feel in enemy territory.

The fact that it was not night seemed to Nahia a lack of foresight. In the darkness of the night there were fewer chances of being discovered. She would have crossed at night. She had heard that Gryphons did not like flying at night. They preferred to do so during the day, almost all, and only the Bear-Owls were an exception. Those Gryphons usually patrolled at night. That the dragons should invade in plain daylight showed how self-absorbed they were, believing nothing could stop them. One day they would find out the hard way how wrong they were, and that day Nahia would lead the charge and show them their big mistake.

We fly to the Invasion Camp, the general announced.

They flew for a long while toward the south. The sky was clear and the weather good. Nahia looked in every direction, afraid to see the Gryphons appear. If they attacked they would have to come in the hundreds, because the invasion army had about three hundred dragons—that was a lot of dragons. Too many for a direct confrontation, she thought.

They kept flying south until, floating in the clouds, one of the mountain-cities in the sky of the Gryphons appeared, at least that was the name she gave it. Nahia had already seen one, but even so she could not conceive that such a mountain would be suspended in the air as if it belonged there, surrounded by clouds.

It’s amazing, she sent to Eki.

It is. A mountain suspended in the air.

Gryphon magic, right?

Yes, similar to ours, the one that makes our realms levitate. Only they use mountains as cities. I find it most curious. They are part bird, they like rocky peaks, Eki sent.

The closer they got, the more impressive she found it. They flew toward it, and Nahia realized there were dragons flying around.

Is that the Invasion Camp? Nahia asked blankly.

I think so. The ground is not safe. We are more powerful in the air.

Nahia said nothing, but she found it odd to use an enemy mountain-city as a base.

The Invasion Camp. Each squad take a cave. There are hundreds, and they are huge. Afterward I will establish watch shifts, the general sent them.

The Meteorite Squad occupied a cave on the north side. Nahia dismounted along with her comrades. They looked around. Gryphons had lived there, they saw feathers and the remains of food and water. And it had not been long since they had been there. Nahia felt bad; they were occupying a city whose inhabitants had been killed by the dragons. Not only that, they were going to kill many more.

Logan came over to her.

“We’ll manage to get out of this one,” he told her confidently.

“I hope so…” she replied, but she saw Morgana watching them, and a shiver ran down her spine.


Chapter 44

Next morning they were flying on a Protection Mission, escorting two squads that had no riders. Nahia and Eki were at the tail end of the group, surrounded but the Meteorite Squad. Aroa and Logan were flying beside them. They had to guard the rear. The escorting squad was flying around the elemental dragons, forming a protective ring. It was a formation difficult to execute and maintain steady, so Aroa and Eki were alert to the other Swift dragons so they would not lag behind.

Nahia understood why they had to escort riderless dragons, since the Gryphons focused on attacking the weak spot on their back. What she did not understand was why they were there. There were red, blue, brown, and white dragons, a lot bigger than the Swift and therefore more powerful. Also much slower. The fact that they were more powerful was good, but slower and with their weak spot unprotected? She did not know why they were needed there.

Why are there non-swift dragons here? I thought only the Swift came into the world of the Gryphons.

I don’t have the exact answer, but from what I know, sometimes they use powerful dragons against the Gryphons. These dragons we are escorting are strong and powerful, they’ll attack positions or groups of strong Gryphons.

But they’re very slow, and since they don’t have riders they run the risk of being attacked on their back.

That’s why we are escorting them. Unfortunately, the Swift dragons are not as powerful, and on occasion we need the support of more powerful dragons.

I see. They’re the reinforcements for powerful attacks.

Yes, something like that.

And we must protect them because the Gryphons will try to kill them.

That’s right. The Gryphons will identify them as a great threat and easier to assault, and will try to finish them first.

Something we have to stop.

Exactly, that’s what we must achieve.

The thing is that compared to you, they fly slowly.

Their attacks are ten times more destructive than mine.

I prefer your speed to their destructive power.

I appreciate that, but it depends on the mission. Perhaps what we require is attack power and not speed.

Nahia was thoughtful. Eki was right, but even so, she preferred the speed of her silver dragon.

They went on flying for a long while. They did not see groups of Gryphons in their surroundings. Nahia and her squad had been on watch duty for weeks, and this was the first mission they had been entrusted with which was not scouting and watch duty. This worried her, because she felt there would be fighting, and if this was so there would be casualties. She sighed deeply. She hoped it would not be anyone from her squad. She glanced at Tilsa, Morgana, Faden, and Sarmas riding their Swift dragons. They were all veterans, they would know how to behave. Then she looked at Logan and then at herself, the two of them were going to have more trouble.

Suddenly, a cloud bank appeared in the distance. The squad headed over there. Nahia thought that if there were enemies in the area they would be there, hiding among the clouds. She started to become nervous.

They were heading directly toward it, and the closer they got, the greater and more impressive it seemed to be. She realized that judging by their fast speed and the direction they were going in that this was no mere scouting mission.

We’re going to attack that mountain?

That is the feeling I have. It is huge. This does not look like a simple advanced post.

It must be a Gryphon city.

It might be.

I don’t see any Gryphons.

The warriors live in caves in the high parts of the mountain. The families with young live in caves in the lower areas. That’s what I’ve read in the tomes about these creatures, our hated enemies.

Nahia thought that their hated enemies did not invade their world to attack them, but she preferred not to say anything. Her last conversation with Eki about the dragons and their evil attitudes had not gone entirely well, so it was better not to force the matter.

Prepare to attack. This is the Gryphon city called Grymers. We must destroy it. Expect strong resistance from the enemy, they received the message from Taka-Gorri-Kat, the dragon in command of the squadron with his rider, Captain Akat.  

It appears that we were right, Nahia sent Eki, and she was unable to suppress a feeling of unease.

Stay calm and trust the training we have received. We’ll come out of this one alive.

Good luck and be very careful, they received Aroa’s message.

Nahia took a deep breath, she did not have a good feeling about this. Not only because she knew that what they were doing was wrong, but because she expected the Gryphons to present a strong resistance.

Attack formation in Spear Point. We save the riderless dragons for the heavy attack against the enemy position.

All of a sudden, they heard a shrill shriek that made Nahia’s skin crawl. It was clearly a bird’s cry. The Gryphons had seen them. The first shriek was followed by another and another, all shrill and chilling.

Get ready, the hostilities begin, Eki sent.

Nahia grasped her lance and shield tightly.

I’m ready.

From the top of the mountain, there appeared a group of Gryphons. They were Owl     -Bears—they recognized them at once, the furry bear bodies were unmistakable, and the owl heads with big eyes and the wide wings were also hard to miss.

Attention! Enemy formation to the northwest. Squads, maintain the squad formation. Do not leave the heavy-attack riderless dragons unprotected inside the formation, Taka-Gorri-Kat ordered.

The group of Owl-Bears was made up of a dozen Gryphons of considerable size, and as soon as they drew near it was obvious they were larger in size than the Swift dragons. They did not fly fast, but they looked powerful. They attacked the left flank while the squad flew straight toward the mountain, which seemed to grow bigger. It gave the impression that it wanted to reject their attack with its magnificent rocky presence.

Nahia looked away from the mountain suspended in the midst of the clouds to check the attacking group.

I don’t want to be pessimistic, but I count twelve enormous Owl-Bears. The Moon Squad is on the left flank, and there are only six of them and their dragons are smaller.

It is a very experienced squad. If we do not break the formation, they will hold, Eki replied, but through the bond Nahia felt he was not entirely convinced.

I hope they hold, for the sakes of all of us… Nahia did not see it at all clear.

The Owl-Bears let out what sounded like a bear roar mixed with a furious owl’s hoot and then attacked the Moon Squad. Nahia watched the combat with a knot in her stomach. The previous time they had fought the Gryphons it had been a skirmish,      attacking and getting out of there without engaging in an intense combat. This time it was the opposite—this was real combat, where there would be casualties on both sides.

The Moon Squad maneuvered fast to face the attack of the Owl-Bears which     lunged impetuously at them. The six Swift dragons of the squad and their riders used their elemental breaths to repel the attack. Nahia distinguished breaths of fire, water, earth, and wind that hit the Owl-Bears as they attacked with golden claws and beaks.

There were flashes from the bodies of the Gryphons, their magical defenses activated, and they went on flying straight at the squad. None changed their course despite encountering the elemental breaths. The Owl-Bears delivered claw and beak strikes at the heads of the dragons to prevent these from maintaining their elemental breaths. Nahia saw how several had to deflect their breaths or stop throwing them under the ferocious attack of the Owl-Bears, which were delivering tremendous strikes at the head and neck of the dragons while they roared and hooted.

Those bear claws look very scary, Nahia sent Eki.

Yeah, they can pierce through our scales, and since the bear body of the Gryphon is so strong, their physical attacks are demolishing.

I’m seeing that. The squad should use speed and dodge them. They’re Swift dragons, the Owl-Bears wouldn’t be able to follow them, they’re a lot slower.

They can’t do that, and neither could we. We must maintain the position. If they move from the flank or provide an opening, the Owl-Bears will go for the riderless dragons, and those are precisely the ones we must defend, since they are the most vulnerable against the Gryphons.

Well, then this is going to get tricky.

Unfortunately, I have the same feeling, Eki sent her, and through the bond that joined them Nahia picked up that the silver dragon was worried. He shared her same concern about the current situation.

The members of the Moon Squad defended themselves from the Owl-Bears but without breaking formation, which began to create serious difficulties for them. Several dragons received wounds on their snouts and necks, and one of the riders nearly lost his head from a terrible claw strike. Miraculously he only lost his helmet, although his     head was bleeding. Thanks to two of the dragons and their riders who kept their elemental breaths steady, four Owl-Bears fell wounded or dead. The magical defenses of the Gryphons held up, but if the magical attack was steadily maintained, it finally managed to penetrate them.

The first Gryphons are falling, Nahia sent Eki.

I am afraid many more will fall.    

It’s a disgrace, Nahia sent back, unable to refrain herself. Her flame had awakened seeing them fall, the great winged creatures meeting a death they did not deserve. The flame in her stomach was beginning to burn too intensely.

Eki did not reply to Nahia’s comment, but she felt through the bond that it had upset him. What she did not know was whether she had upset him for going against the dragons or for the truth of what she had said.

They heard new sharp shrieks of birds, and from one side of the top of the mountain came another group of Gryphons. These were big, not only in body but in wingspan. It took Nahia a moment to identify the type of Gryphons they were. The bird part with that enormous span and the long curve at the end of the beak…

Is that a Gryphon-Vulture?

I think so, a Gryphon-Vulture-Jaguar I’d say… although I’m not sure.

Nahia narrowed her eyes and tried to see them better. She managed to as they approached. They flew faster than the Owl-Bears.

Yeah, they have a jaguar’s body, now I can see the spots. They are Gryphons-Vulture-Jaguars, and they look evil.

A combination with a chance of flying a lot. They will not be easy to take down, Eki guessed.

The Gryphon-Vultures headed to attack the right flank. They were another dozen. Without wasting a moment, they lunged at the Swift dragons. Eki had guessed right. They flew well and fast. The span of their wings was tremendous. The shrill grunts they gave out sounded like a terrible threat. The jaguar claws looked evil, and the large vulture beak even more. They attacked with claws and beaks.

They’re not attacking with magic, Nahia commented to Eki.

They know our magical defenses are too strong. They’ll try to defeat us with their golden claws and beaks.

They’re clever, they know they can hurt us that way.

Do not trust them, they might attack you with magic.

Don’t worry, I’ll keep that in mind, Nahia sent him as she raised her two defenses, the physical and the magical one, at once. She did not see a Gryphon nearby, but it was best to foresee. Trusting an enemy too much was something only a fool would do. And fools did not live long.

The Vulture-Jaguars attacked the right side defended by the Volcano Squad. The name suited them, since five of the six Swift red dragons were of fire. Nahia had already noticed that the most common dragons were the elemental ones, which Eki had explained to her, and that of those the red dragons were greater in number and far more     aggressive. Perhaps one went hand in hand with the other; since they were numerous     and competed with one another, they became more aggressive.

Nahia thought about her former squad leader. What would the great red dragon be doing now? She was not too sure about its loyalty to Garran-Zilar-Denbo and his followers, but it was true that their leader had not turned in her or her comrades to be executed for treason. Whichever way, she hoped the great red dragon would join the cause and not continue on the side of the dragons. Just the thought of it seemed very weird and unlikely. She sighed; only time would tell.

The red dragons used their breaths of fire on the Vulture-Jaguars, whose magical defenses activated. They tried to elude the breaths of fire and the elemental attacks of the riders by maneuvering quickly. Instead of coming straight at them like the Owl-Bears had done, the Vulture-Jaguars rose fast, using their large wingspan to fly over the dragons and their riders.

Nahia realized what they were going to do.

Oh no…

The Vulture-Jaguars placed themselves over the dragons that kept sending their elemental attacks upward, trying to get through their defenses and make them burn. For an instant, it seemed they were succeeding; the Vulture-Jaguars folded their wings and fell upon them with great skill. It was as if they had all been brought down at once. But it was not what it looked like but instead a strategy of attack. The twelve Vulture-Jaguars fell on the six members of the Volcano Squad, the claws and beaks seeking     to hurt rider and dragon alike.

Gryphons and dragons crashed, and the riders were caught in the middle. The Vulture-Jaguars struck hard and skillfully, while the dragons tried to maneuver to save the lives of their riders and their own.

That attacking maneuver is demolishing, Eki sent, and Nahia felt he wanted to go and help.

You can’t break the formation, we’re almost at the mountain, Nahia sent in reply.

Eki looked ahead and then at the fight on both flanks.

You’re right, we must maintain the formation. The Volcano Squad is going to suffer     casualties.

Nahia watched the fight and saw two dragons of the squad fall down to the void. They fell, turning over, while their riders, still alive, screamed. In the air two red dragons defeated four of the Vulture-Jaguars, but they were flying with their riders dead, destroyed by the claws and beaks.

That’s horrible… Nahia felt the flame growing inside her. Those riders were dying in vain, for the vanity and unfathomable greed of the despicable dragons.

The fighting on both flanks intensified, and soon they were all fighting for their lives—dragons, riders, and Gryphons. These also fought to defend their home, which gave them greater fierceness, and few creatures were as ferocious as Gryphons.

While the battle raged on, the squad arrived at the majestic white-peaked mountain.

Moon and Volcano Squads, hold the flanks. Riderless dragons, attack the mountain. Rearguard, protect them. We will fly in a downward spiral to attack, Taka-Gorri-Kat sent.

Nahia was not very clear about the meaning of that maneuver, but she knew she had to be in the rear.

The riderless dragons began to send their elemental breaths against the caverns of the upper part of the mountain, under the frozen peak. Fire, earth and storm breath devastated them. The dragons razed all the caves as they flew around the mountain. Once they had completed the circle, they started going down while they continued     sending their elemental breaths against all the caves they found. They went around the mountain once more and went on down to keep attacking.

Now Nahia understood the downward spiral attack. They were going to destroy the whole mountain by going around it from the peak to the base in the clouds. She found it horrifying, because from several of the caves young Gryphons came out in flames or killed by the storms and stones and dropped into the void. The dragons’ rage had come to that mountain, and nothing would save the Gryphons.

While the combat at the two flanks went on, the heavy dragons punished the city-mountain. Every lap took them longer because the surface to fly around was greater, but every cave they saw, they razed. Once they did, they went on to the next. The shrieks and roars of agony of those who died inside the caves echoed in them and came out with amplified power. It was terrifying. Nahia felt like throwing up. Eki felt it.

Hold on, we are following orders, he sent with the intention of soothing her.

This is inhuman, and you know it as well as I do, Nahia replied, trying to control her inner flame, which burned in her stomach.

I admit it, it is. But we must follow the captain’s orders or we’ll both die, Eki said with ice-cold certainty. He knew as well as Nahia did that any attempt to go against the dragon’s orders would end up with both of them dead.

The shriek-roars made the Gryphons fighting at the flanks intensify their attacks. Now they seemed possessed with rage and fury. The Moon and Volcano Squads were in serious trouble.  Nahia told herself they deserved it, but then she thought of the riders of those swift dragons. Not all of them were faithful followers of the dragons. Some were beginning to see the light, to approach the cause. She hoped they did not die here, that they would have time to receive the message and join the cause to end actions like the one they were carrying out.

New shrill shrieks reached them, and from the lower part of the mountain another group of Gryphons emerged.

Attention! An enemy group of Hawk-Cheetahs! Take extreme precautions! They heard Taka-Gorri-Kat’s warning.


Chapter 45

Trouble, Eki warned her.

Those are very dangerous, and there are over a dozen of them, Nahia replied.

Meteorite Squad, make sure you are not attacked from the back. It is where the formation is most vulnerable, Taka-Gorri-Kat, the squadron commander, sent them.

Nahia received the warning and knew that was exactly what would happen. The Gryphons would know about this weakness in their formation and try to exploit it.

Before they could react, the new group of Gryphons executed an unexpected maneuver. They lunged at the riderless dragons, attacking from below at dizzying speed. They had not been expecting that. Attacking from below was not something Gryphons usually did, since dragons could easily defend themselves with their breath and claws and also because their most vulnerable part, the top of their backs, was away from danger.

But, since they were not expecting such an attack, instead expecting that the attack would come from the rear, they caught the dragon squadron by surprise.

They are coming from below! Defensive maneuver! the commander ordered.

The heavy dragons stopped attacking the mountain and directed their elemental breaths against the group of Hawk-Cheetahs, which were rising at an impressive speed. As the flow of fire, rocks, and lightning breath headed down, the Hawk-Cheetahs spread and spun on themselves to avoid them while they went on rising as if they were heading toward the sun. Several were hit and died, or veered off, wounded, toward the mountain. But most avoided the breaths and reached the riderless dragons.

Nahia thought they would attack their bellies with their strong beaks. If they managed to rip open their bellies, the dragons would lose their guts, which would drop into the void, and they would die. Nahia thought it was a fit punishment for what they were doing. There was only one drawback—the dragons could defend that area with their four powerful claws in the direction the Hawk-Cheetahs were attacking from.

A new, unexpected action took place. The very fast Hawk-Cheetahs did not attack the under part of the dragons. Instead, they passed by and kept climbing.

What are they doing? Why aren’t they attacking? Nahia was astonished. Her expectations of watching as the dragons were disemboweled died with that unexpected action.

Their actions escape my knowledge. I don’t know what attacking tactic they’re using, I believe it is something new, Eki sent, as surprised as her.

The Hawk-Cheetahs climbed a moment more while the breaths of the dragons tried to reach them. They suddenly screeched all at once and maneuvered at great speed, and Nahia understood then. They had no intention of attacking the dragon’s bellies, it was just a ruse to fool the defensive ring around the dragons. They had attacked underneath, climbed, and dropped down on their goal: the dragons’ neurological spot of the nervous system on the top of their backs, which was unprotected since these were not swift dragons with a rider.

Meteorite Squad, defend the non-swift dragons! Commander Taka-Gorri-Kat ordered.

Here we go! Eki sent to Nahia and sped up. They had the riderless dragons ahead of them and the Gryphon-Hawk-Cheetahs above them.

Nahia looked to her right and saw Aroa and Logan. She greeted them with her lance.

Logan greeted her back.

Be very careful. Do not take risks, they are too dangerous, Aroa sent to Nahia and Eki.

We will. You be very careful too, Eki sent to Aroa and Logan.

Commander Taka-Gorri-Kat and his rider, Captain Akat, appeared in front of them.

Follow me, Meteorite Squad, we must protect the riderless dragons! he ordered.

At once, the Meteorite Squad formed an attack wedge as they always did. Tilsa got in the lead on her red dragon, Azkar-Gorri-Bat, followed by Morgana on her white dragon, Zuri-Azkar-Bi. Behind them went Faden and Sarmas on their dragons, Marroi-Hiru-Azkar and Lau-Azkar-Urdin. After them came Aroa and Logan, with Eki and Nahia. As soon as she was in formation, together with her comrades of the Aerial Squad, Nahia felt safer. They were all good fighters, and they had experience. The only green ones still were herself and Eki, besides Logan and Aroa.

They let their comrades lead the way, maintaining the formation and following the attack they had practiced until it became second nature. The knowledge from having practiced so much gave Nahia the confidence she needed. Yes, they were going to face very fast, dangerous enemies, but they were trained and ready for that confrontation, this she knew.

Before them, three Hawk-Cheetahs had managed to dig their claws into the backs of the non-swift dragons and with their beaks were trying to tear and reach the central spot of their nervous system to incapacitate them. The attacked dragons were roaring and trying to get rid of the Gryphons. As the dragons knew very well, there was little they could do if the Gryphons got to their backs, almost at the base of their necks. The claws of the dragons did not reach that far, and neither did their tails, and no matter how much they turned their heads, they could not turn them far enough to reach the Gryphons, which were alert to both the elemental and mental attacks of the dragons.

One of the red dragons managed to get rid of the Hawk-Cheetah that was tearing strips of flesh from its back. It managed to do so through mental attacks. The Gryphon had withstood the initial ones, and its innate defenses, the same as those of the dragons, had activated, flashing and preventing them from losing. But in the end they had fallen before the powerful attacks of the dragon, and the Gryphon was forced to fly back to the mountain for shelter.

Another of the red dragons did not have such good fortune. The Hawk-Cheetah it had on its back, which it was trying to shake off abruptly and erratically, managed to reach the central spot and destroyed it with its golden beak, tearing out the flesh and nerve. The dragon was completely paralyzed at once. It could not move a single muscle in its body, and it fell like a colossal rock from the mountain, dropping into the void.

Attack! Now! Taka-Gorri-Kat sent, seeing they were losing dragons, and it went to help the nearest dragon which had just lost an eye, pulled out root and all, amid roars and Gryphon shrieks.

The Meteorite Squad entered the fray. Intuitively, they attacked the bulk of the Hawk-Cheetah forces first. They were above the dragons, searching for a chance to finish them. Three descended upon the dragons while half a dozen confronted them. The clash was inevitable, and it would be brutal.

Tilsa and Azkar-Gorri-Bat launched their elemental breaths of Light and Fire against one of the Hawk-Cheetahs, which maneuvered with amazing high speed to dodge them and lunged to attack them from the side with its claws in front.

Morgana and Zuri-Azkar-Bi opened to the right and attacked another Hawk-Cheetah, also with elemental attacks. But the Gryphon was expecting this, and executing a fast, jerky flight maneuver it avoided the attacks almost entirely and got close to Zuri-Azkar-Bi’s head, trying to gouge out the dragon’s eyes with its claws. Morgana defended her dragon lord with her elemental attack of Darkness and her lance. The Hawk-Cheetah shrieked in frustration, unable to see. The lance hit it and wounded it so it stopped attacking the dragon’s eyes and jumped on Morgana, who defended herself from its claws with her shield. Luckily, she managed to hit it again with her breath of Darkness and the Gryphon had to flee.

Faden and Marroi-Hiru-Azkar did not have the chance to attack, but were instead forced to defend themselves because one of the Hawk-Cheetahs came upon them like a bolt of lightning and crashed into them. Faden was nearly thrown out of the saddle from the impact, but luckily his straps held.

Sarmas and Lau-Azkar-Urdin had better luck, and when they attacked with their combined breaths they managed to make one of the Hawk-Cheetahs retreat. It looked like it was about to withdraw, but it did not, instead charging again. Sarmas and Lau-Azkar-Urdin reached it again with their elemental breaths of Earth and Water, but the Gryphon kept coming to them. But it did not reach them. It collapsed and fell down to the ground, spinning uncontrollably. Its magical defenses had not held up.

Nahia and Eki faced one of the Hawk-Cheetahs, and this one surprised them by throwing an elemental beam of fire at Nahia. Eki saw it and tried to lean quickly so the beam would not reach her. He almost managed, but not entirely, and the beam hit Nahia’s shoulder. Her magical defense was activated, so it prevented worse damage, but it weakened. Nahia reacted by sending more energy to strengthen her field of magic scales.

Eki turned quickly and tried to reach the Hawk-Cheetah with his elemental breath. If he hit it would not kill it, but it might slow it down, and that would be a great advantage. Unfortunately, the Hawk-Cheetah was as swift as Eki and dodged the breath, flying around at a prudent distance and seeking a moment to attack again.

It’s going around us, Nahia sent Eki.

Watch your back, Eki warned her.

He had just said it when the Hawk-Cheetah attacked Nahia from behind. Eki tried to veer a fast as he could, and Nahia turned in the saddle as far as her waist would go. Between Eki’s turn and her own, she was able to half-block the Gryphon’s attack, but not all. She received a blow in the back from a claw and one from the beak in her shoulder. Her physical defense was destroyed at once from the power of the strike. The armor had to bear the rest of the impact. Luckily for Nahia, it did. It cracked slightly, but it did not break. Nahia hit the Hawk-Cheetah with the back of her shield, which caught it in the beak. It did not like that at all, shrieking and pulling back.

Eki managed to veer toward the Hawk-Cheetah, beating his wings hard, and attacked it with his elemental breath. This time he caught it in the right wing. The flow of silver energy hit the wing and the magical defenses of the Hawk-Cheetah flashed, preventing it from being hurt.

Keep hitting it. Its defenses won’t hold for long, Nahia sent to Eki.

Yours will not either, he sent her, troubled.

That’s why we have to finish it first.

Eki sent his dragon breath again, but the Hawk-Cheetah had already guessed and moved with great speed, flying in a diagonal to then execute an abrupt cut in the air and attack Nahia’s side. This time, it attacked from the lance side, and Nahia acted by pure instinct. She directed the lance at the Gryphon’s chest. Suddenly, it veered, and instead of flying toward the lance and attacking with its claws and beak, it rose and attacked, launching another beam of fire toward Nahia. It caught her full in the helmet.

Ouch!

Are you all right?

Nahia felt the effect of the beam. Her magical defense was almost destroyed. She sent more energy to strengthen it quickly, scared to the bone.

It held up, by a hair’s breadth.

We have to attack its wings so it does not fly so fast.

Fine, good strategy.

The two sent their elemental breaths against the Hawk-Cheetah, which dodged them by flying around them very fast. It was not running away from combat, but it evaded the attacks, flying in rapid circles around them. Seeing this, Nahia realized that the elemental attacks were not the best option, given the flying speed of the Gryphon. The elemental flow was like a jet that never hit the Hawk-Cheetah because it was always ahead of them, and there was no way to shorten the distance.

We have to switch to mental attacks. We’re never going to hit it this way, Nahia sent Eki.

Fine with me, let us try.

Nahia saw that the gryphon was attacking her, coming from the side at enormous speed. It charged on the shield side to avoid the lance. They were clever and skilled, these Gryphons. Nahia focused on trying to attack the mind of the creature. Detecting it was no problem—she had done so during the first attack it had launched. The mental aura of a Gryphon was powerful, similar to that of a dragon. What was difficult was defeating the magical defenses of the Gryphon to reach its mind. She tried. She sent an attack that crashed against its magical defense and did not manage to penetrate it. She had no chance to send a second one. The claws of the Hawk-Cheetah were hitting her shield and helmet with tremendous force. Nahia withstood the attack as best she could.

Eki attacked the mind of the Gryphon with several consecutive attacks. One before it reached them, another when it charged, and a third one after the charge. He managed to penetrate the mind of the Gryphon and attack it. He had no idea what kind of effect his attack would have on the Hawk-Cheetah, but they were going to find out in a moment. The creature shrieked with pain, which indicated that the attack had reached its mind. A moment later it began to fly with dulled movements, as if it had trouble moving its wings. It began to drop, still beating its wings and staying in the air, but so slowly that it was losing height. Somehow, Eki had slowed down the Hawk-Cheetah. Its mind had to be going even slower, and its body was consequently affected. It dropped, losing height and still flying, but beating its wings too slowly to be able to stay up in the air.

You brought it down, Nahia sent Eki while she made sure she had not broken her arm. It hurt terribly, but she did not see blood, which was a good sign.

My mental attack had a curious effect… I think I slowed its mind… somehow…

Very interesting… ouch!

Are you hurt? Eki was worried.

I don’t know, my arm and shoulder hurt like a nightmare.

I will try and reject the attacks so they don’t get to you.

Nahia appreciated the fact that Eki waned to protect her, but in the middle of all the chaos, where roars and shrieks came from everywhere and creatures flew past in every direction attacking and defending, she doubted he would succeed.

Logan and Aroa were attacking another Hawk-Cheetah that was coming like an arrow toward them. They managed to hit it with their Storm breath but did not manage to bring it down. The Gryphon attacked Logan with its claws, and he defended himself with his shield and lance. Aroa tried to help Logan by trying to hit the Gryphon with her breath but was not succeeding. The Hawk-Cheetah flew very fast, and its cuts were very abrupt, making them launch their elemental breaths in different directions and attacking too late.

Physical attacks? Logan asked Aroa.

Yes, let us see how thick their skin is.

They waited for the Gryphon to attack again at great speed, but this time they were alert and waiting to counterattack. And so they did; they placed themselves in front of the Hawk-Cheetah in its attack path. The Gryphon raised its claws to attack Aroa’s head. The white dragoness raised hers to defend herself. There was a crash at the last moment and the claws of dragon and gryphon sought to hurt the enemy. Logan prepared an accurate strike and waited for the moment when he had a chance to deliver it. He plunged his lance deep into the left side of the chest of the Hawk-Cheetah. The Gryphon shrieked in pain and stopped fighting Aroa to escape. It was badly wounded.

Good sting, Aroa congratulated Logan.

It’s hard to be accurate. They move and fight like furies.

They are furious beasts, and they risk their lives, Aroa sent Logan, and he detected a certain feeling of sadness for those creatures.

Here comes another one, Logan warned Aroa, and they prepared to repel the attack.

Around them, the fighting became ferocious. Swift dragons and riders were fighting against the Gryphons in stark one-on-one aerial combats, Wings beat at great speed in some fights, and others sought to project their bodies at an attack angle that might give them an advantage. There were deep roars and shrill shrieks heard everywhere, and the blood of dragons, riders, and Gryphons spattered the blue sky and the white clouds they were fighting within. It was a spectacle as fast-paced as it was tragic.

The Meteorite Squad was fighting with all they had. Tilsa and Azkar-Gorri-Bat were still getting good results using their elemental breaths of Light and Fire against one of the Hawk-Cheetahs. Tilsa blinded them and her dragoness burned them once the magical defenses fell.

Morgana and Zuri-Azkar-Bi were using a similar approach. Morgana created darkness around the Gryphon while Zuri-Azkar-Bi discharged powerful storms of lightning and winds. They were not having luck with the storm attacks, but Morgana’s attack annoyed the Gryphons greatly, preventing them from seeing. There was nothing worse than finding yourself surrounded by darkness in midair with enemies trying to get through the barrier of your magical defenses.

Faden and Marroi-Hiru-Azkar managed to defeat the Gryphon attacking them, but Faden was hurt in the head. His helmet had been cloven and almost his own head, which was bleeding profusely. He looked very dizzy,

Sarmas and Lau-Azkar-Urdin had serious trouble against one of the Gryphons. They managed to kill it, but Sarmas was wounded in his lance arm. The Gryphon managed to get past the physical defenses and then tear through part of the armor with its claws. He did not lose his arm by a hair’s breadth.

Aroa and Logan had rejected another Hawk-Cheetah, but they did not even have time to get their breath back. Another came at them at the speed of lightning. Aroa was beginning to feel the exhaustion of the battle, and since she was much slower than the Gryphons, she was beginning to get in serious trouble. Aroa managed to avoid the attack, but the left claw of the Gryphon caught her in the wing, which confirmed that she was moving too slowly.

Logan detected the exhaustion and the concern of the dragoness through their bond.

We almost have victory in our hands, he sent her to cheer her up.

Let us hope so…

Aroa decided to switch to mental attacks, which would make it easier to hit the Gryphon. The elemental and physical attacks were not going well. The Gryphon attacked and lunged at Logan instead of Aroa. The creature shrieked and hit Logan with its claws and beak, almost madly. Logan was having great difficulties defending himself and was unable to get rid of the creature. His physical and magical defenses were holding, but not so his shield, which was about to be destroyed. He managed to plunge his lance into its chest, which made the creature let out a shrill shriek. Aroa finally managed to beat the magical resistance of the creature and with a mental attack left it stunned and sore. The Hawk-Cheetah gave a deep shriek and withdrew to the mountain. It was flying erratically.

Nahia was clenching her teeth. She had left the shield in its hook, she could not hold it. Her right arm and shoulder were useless. Unfortunately, two Hawk-Cheetahs attacked them with tremendous speed from two opposite directions. Eki saw them and executed an evasive nosedive maneuver. He flew like an arrow in a straight line toward the ground. But the two Hawk-Cheetahs went after them. They were not going to let them get away.

They are after you, Eki warned Nahia while they went down at a terrible speed.

They smell blood…

Once the rider is dead, the dragon is an easier target, Eki recited from the teachings they had received.

They went down so fast that Nahia had trouble breathing. What she did feel was that the two Gryphons were very close behind. She was not wrong.

I am going to shoot up, Eki warned her so she would hold fast. The change was going to be very abrupt, and Nahia’s body would feel it.

And it was. Eki flew parallel to the ground and then climbed like a shooting star. The two gryphons were still coming down, and they were going to cross paths.

Nahia could see the two enemies coming down upon them at a chilling speed. If they crashed, no one would survive.

Eki…

All of a sudden, there was a silver flash and Eki and Nahia vanished, appearing beside their Aerial Squad in the middle of the fighting, a lot higher. The two pursuing Gryphons were left behind at a great distance, down below, a long way down.

Wow, that skill of yours is spectacular, Nahia sent him.

Yeah, I think it is an excellent skill, but I still do not know how to control it.

We need to work on it, because it’s awesome.

Eki said nothing, he was watching the combat. The few Gryphons left were going back to the mountain. The dragons were not pursuing.

Victory! The mission is a success! they received the Squadron Commander’s cry.

Nahia looked around for Logan and found him approaching them on Aroa. They seemed to be all right, although Aroa was wounded and looked very tired. Then she looked for the rest of the squad and saw them one by one. Some were wounded, but none had died. Nahia breathed out hard—she hated all this.

We are going back to the base! In a ring formation!

They obeyed the commander and headed to the operations base. The mission had been a military success, but they had suffered quite a few casualties. The swift squads had lost effectiveness, and half the riderless dragons were not coming back.


Chapter 46

Camu, Ona, and Argi were delighted to be with Ingrid again. And she was even happier to see them all well and free. She stroked them for a long time while the rest of the group rested from the mission of incursion and rescue.

“You’re enormous, Camu! I can’t believe how much you’ve grown from two hibernations.”

I much strong now. More strong after third hibernation.

“You know, or you guess?” Viggo said as he sharpened his knives, sitting on the roots of a tree but not missing anything that went on, as was usual for him.

I know, Camu lifted his head, very dignified.

“Well, don’t hibernate right now, we have to go back.”

I no hibernate when I want. Body ask. I tell you.

“Oh yeah, I’m just making sure.”

“Ona, you’re beautiful. What amazingly pretty fur you have,” Ingrid said, bending to scratch her head and ears.

Ona chirped, grateful.

“And do you remember me, Argi? The last time I saw you were only a puppy, and now you are tremendous.”

The giant wolf sniffed at her for a moment and then licked her face.

“He remembers,” Gerd told her. “He has spectacular instincts and a great memory.”

“I’m very glad you remember me,” Ingrid patted Argi’s back, and the wolf howled gratefully.

All very happy see you, Ingrid, Camu sent her as he moved his long tail from side to side joyfully.

“And I’m even happier to see you all,” Ingrid smiled, and her pale look improved for a brief moment.

Edwina noticed.

“Let me examine you and help you a little. I don’t like that color of yours at all,” the Healer told her.

Much strong, bad color, was Camu’s diagnosis.

Ingrid nodded and smiled.

“It’ll be a pleasure to have you heal me, Edwina, but let me give you a hug first.”

“Of course,” the Healer replied, smiling.

They rested while Edwina repaired Ingrid’s health as much as she could. She had already warned them she would not be able to fully heal Ingrid. Her body had suffered a lot, and it would require time to go back to being completely healthy.

Mission problems? Camu wanted to know as he looked at Gerd and Nilsa, who were lying on the floor, resting.

“The way in took us some time and it was risky, even with the help of our Tauruk-Kapro friends,” Gerd told him.

“Finding Ingrid turned out to be very complicated,” Nilsa added. “But we did,” she smiled.

“You forgot to say I killed three dragons.” Viggo showed Camu the marks on his belt.

You fight and kill three dragons in sieged city? Camu opened his eyes very wide.

“There goes Viggo with his exaggerations. We helped the soldiers and Magi of the city to get rid of three dragons, which isn’t the same thing,” Nilsa specified, glaring at Viggo.

The Assassin did not bat an eye and went on sharpening his weapons.

“And after a friendly chat with the Gotirus, we rescued Ingrid,” Gerd went on explaining.

“I rescued Ingrid and, in passing, you as well, having let yourselves be caught,” Viggo dropped the comment in a reproachful tone.

“We all rescued her,” Nilsa corrected him.

“And we made some new allies. Magi of the city. One of them who possesses Golden Magic,” Gerd told Camu.

True Golden Magic? Camu’s eyes opened even wider.

“Yes, the true kind. It can harm dragons, although not directly,” Lasgol explained.

That be much good.

“Yeah, we all think the same thing,” said Nilsa.

“Then we helped our new allies with a little hierarchical problem,” Gerd commented, putting his hands behind his head and stretching to his full length.

“Me and the weirdo took care of the Gotirus leaders of the city,” Viggo intervened. “I myself pierced three of them through the heart.”

“For which I will be eternally grateful, my Assassin of hearts,” Ingrid said as Edwina continued healing her.

“It was a pleasure. I would have extended the punishment, which they certainly deserved, but the weirdo was in a hurry and had objections about torturing the defeated.”

“It’s not good…” Lasgol started to say, but Viggo raised his hand to interrupt him.

“Difference of opinion.”

“Yeah, with you that’s common,” Nilsa said.

“And last of all, it was a lot easier to get out thanks to the Tauruk-Kapro who were waiting for our return,” Gerd said.

Look like I miss much action and thrill, Camu said ruefully.

“We couldn’t take you with us, bug, you’re bigger than an elephant,” Viggo told him.

I no be bigger than elephant, Camu replied angrily.

“Have you ever seen an elephant?” Viggo asked him, raising an eyebrow.

No… but you no see either.

“But I know what they’re like.”

Me know too, and not call me bug.

Viggo waved him off to end the argument.

They rested while Edwina healed Ingrid. The whole group recovered their strength. Lasgol had an odd feeling seeing Ingrid, Nilsa, Gerd, Viggo, Camu, Ona, and Argi with him. He felt some kind of very strong déjà vu, as if he had lived this scene not once but hundreds of times. He knew it was so, although he could not remember all those past times. He did not mind much. He contented himself with living through this new moment with his comrades.

Edwina finished her healing and was so exhausted that she had to sleep under an oak.

“She’s left me as good as new,” Ingrid said, shaking her feet and arms.

“Here, so you can practice a little, it’ll do you good,” Nilsa told her, handing her a bow and quiver.

“Thanks. You have no idea how much I’ve missed shooting.” Ingrid heaved a deep sigh.

“I can imagine.”

“Ingrid…” Lasgol started to say.

“Yes, what is it?” The blonde archer turned to him.

“I was wondering… do you have the Golden Weapons safely hidden? That’s what we’re assuming, but I want to make sure.”

The Ranger nodded.

“I do, well-hidden and safe, where no one will ever find them.”

Lasgol sighed.

“That makes me feel better. Nothing worse than losing them just now when we most need them.”

Ingrid put her hand on his shoulder.

“Don’t worry, we have the Golden Weapons. And with them we’ll fight the dragons and defeat them,” said Ingrid, full of confidence, and her eyes shone.

Lasgol looked at the golden bow in his hand. They needed each and every one of the Golden Weapons, and that only in order to face two or three dragons at the most. He did not see how they were going to be able to defeat all the dragons, but at least it gave them a chance.

“There’s one thing I don’t understand…” Nilsa began to say, looking at Ingrid with narrowed eyes,

“Tell me, what’s wrong?”

“Why did you take the Golden Weapons?” Nilsa put her head to one side and went on looking her friend in the eye.

Ingrid sighed.

“Sigrid asked me to. There was only me left to guard them, and they were in danger. It’s something that was later proven with Sabis demanding I return Neil’s Dragon-killer. The leader of the Rangers foresaw it. She didn’t want to hold onto them and find herself forced to hand them over at the king’s request. That was a very intelligent decision.”

“Yeah, I understand that, it’s logical, and more so with the odious Thoran and his brother Orten in power,” Nilsa nodded. “But why not hand the weapons to Enduald so he could keep them safe along with his gloves? He’s the leader’s brother, and he’s familiar with the weapons.”

“Or why didn’t you take them to the Camp and have them kept and guarded by Dolbarar?” Gerd asked. “I’ve also wondered about it all this time. Why did you take them and hide them?”

“That’s the first thing I thought. Those were my two options, and I was on the verge of following them, but I changed my mind.”

“Why?” Nilsa and Gerd asked in unison.

“Because trusting others is foolish,” Viggo intervened.

“But they’re not just others, they’re our leaders, the leaders of the Rangers,” Nilsa rebuked.

“Others is others,” Viggo waved at them first and then toward the outside.

“My numbskull isn’t that far off. It’s not that I didn’t trust Enduald or Dolbarar, it’s only that with Thoran on the throne, he could demand that our leaders deliver the Golden Weapons, just as Sigrid feared. He could order them to do so, and they would have to yield since we serve the crown.”

“Enduald would be more skillful, he wouldn’t deliver them,” Nilsa mused.

“Dolbarar might have…” said Gerd. “A royal order is unappealable.”

“I didn’t feel like taking the risk, and I also didn’t want to get any of our leaders in trouble. If they didn’t know where they were, they couldn’t hand them to Thoran.”

“I do find that intelligent,” Lasgol nodded. “Hiding them liberated the leaders from responsibility to the king.”

“Or the generals who are now the rulers in Norghana,” Viggo added.

“That strengthens my trust in Sigrid. She thought and acted well. She’s a great leader,” said Nilsa.

“I think so too, despite everything,” said Gerd as he looked at his own body where he still suffered episodes precisely because of what Sigrid had put them through at the Shelter.

“I’ve told you a thousand times that you’re too trusting, goody-two-shoes. You make me sick, I’m telling you,” Viggo protested.

“Yeah, sure, and it’s better not to trust even your own shadow,” Nilsa replied.

Viggo raised his arms to the sky.

“Of course it’s better! That’s how you live a lot longer!”

“But not a very full and pleasant life if you don’t trust anyone in this world,” Gerd rebuked him.

“I’ll visit your grave for trusting whom you shouldn’t and tell you about my adventures. I’ll remind you of this conversation. The first thing I’ll do will be to place flowers on your grave, and the second one will be to say: I told you so!”

“What a nice image,” Gerd replied with a grimace of disgust.

Viggo spread his hands.

“That’s the world for you. Don’t blame me, I’m only trying to open your eyes. Fools, nothing but fools!”

“What’s important is that the weapons are safe and Ingrid made sure of that. Thank you,” Lasgol congratulated her.

“No need to thank me. It was my duty.”

“You have them all?” Gerd asked.

“All except Liriana Luna’s Gauntlet. That one Astrid has, or had it when she vanished.”

“That’s right,” Gerd nodded.

“I also have some of Enduald’s gloves we can use. I don’t have Astrid’s. Nor my numbskull’s, Egil’s, or Gerd’s, since you vanished with them on,” Ingrid explained.

“I have my glove, I de-froze with it on,” said Viggo.

“I also have mine,” Gerd confirmed. “They didn’t take it off in Kraido, they didn’t find it dangerous.”

“Then Egil’s and Astrid’s are missing.”

“Egil is imprisoned, so they’ll have taken it off. And as for Astrid, we know nothing of her…” Gerd said.

“Enduald can make more gloves. That’s not a problem,” Ingrid said.

“True,” Nilsa nodded.

“If he’s in the mood, which he never is,” said Viggo.

“He will be for this,” Ingrid assured him. “Besides, we should speak to our leader and see what she thinks,” Ingrid said.

“Yeah, we must tell Sigrid,” Nilsa agreed. “She’ll be very pleased to get her First Ranger back.” She smiled.

“I believe she’ll be happier to see us all together,” said Ingrid.

They all nodded.

“I believe that now we should go and get the Golden Weapons back,” Nilsa said.

“I agree with that,” Gerd joined her.

“We all agree,” Viggo added. “I need Sansen’s Knife to disembowel flying lizards.”

Lasgol hesitated for a moment. His thoughts seemed to get lost in the ether.

“Lasgol? Do you agree?” Ingrid asked, realizing something was wrong.

“Forgive me. I had… something of a feeling… a blurry figure appeared in my mind. A brunette girl… I noticed a green flash, perhaps her eyes. She transmitted fierceness, a lethal feeling…”

“That’s Astrid. You’re beginning to remember her,” Gerd told him.

“Undoubtedly Astrid. The green-eyed brunette is lethal, I never understood what she saw in you, weirdo,” Viggo told him with a bitter grin.

Ingrid elbowed him in the stomach.

“Don’t be silly, they make a magnificent couple.”

“The weirdo with the lethal assassin-spy-sniper?” Viggo shook his head and moved away so Ingrid would not hit him again.

“Shouldn’t we first go and rescue Astrid?” Lasgol asked. “I feel like that’s what we should do.”

Nilsa sighed deeply.

“We all feel like that. But let’s think about it—if we encounter dragons, and it’s almost guaranteed we will, it’s better to have the Golden Weapons in our hands.”

“True. Someone might die otherwise,” Gerd agreed.

“We won’t be wasting too much time,” Ingrid told them. “And they would come in handy to clear the Pearls we’ll have to use.”

“That too. With the Golden Weapons, we’ll be able to use portals with less risk than we have up till now.”

“That’s right, any lizard we see at a Pearl is a lizard whose putrid heart we take out to clear the way,” Viggo said.

Lasgol thought about it. He felt he must hurry and rescue Astrid, as if her life were more in danger now than before. He did not know why he felt this, but this was how it was. This made him uneasy, and he had a bad feeling. But his friends were right, they would have more options with the Golden Weapons.

Camu, who had been quiet all this time, listening, intervened.

Forget without Object of Power no use weapons.

“You’re right there,” Gerd said.

“Yes, we need Objects of Power with Golden Magic in order to use them with the gloves Enduald made for us,” Nilsa said.

“Well, the search for them took us forever last time,” Viggo complained.

“This time I believe we have a much quicker possible solution…” Ingrid said.

“What are you thinking…?” Nilsa asked her.

Lasgol guessed.

“The golden Mage. We could use his energy.”

Ingrid nodded.

“That’s what I was thinking.”


Chapter 47

Lasgol, Viggo, Ingrid, Gerd, Nilsa, Camu, Ona, and Argi were watching the sea from the top of the cliff. They were south of Orecor, very near the city, on a high cliff above the water. They were watching the city being evacuated. Hundreds of vessels with Orecor sails were leaving the docks toward the city-state of York, the island they could glimpse in the distance in front of the east coast.

“There they go! They did it!” Nilsa could not contain her enthusiasm and clapped her hands.

“I hope Celopus, Dameros, and Aquasmares are in those vessels,” Ingrid said.

“I’m sure they are,” Lasgol said with optimism.

“It’s amazing they were able to mobilize and persuade the people. Look how they’re going, by the hundreds, down the stairs carved on the cliff from the wall to the docks,” Gerd said proudly.

“If you cut off the head of the snake, the tail scares you no more,” Viggo said as he watched with folded arms.

“Without the Gotirus in command, our friends managed to mobilize the people,” said Ingrid.

“We should’ve killed the sons…” Viggo muttered gruffly.

“I told you it wouldn’t be necessary,” Lasgol told him.

“It was one more step. We could’ve taken it without any trouble, and there would be no Gotirus left in the city.”

“Killing the sons was unnecessary,” Lasgol argued, “even if they were at hand.”

“Sure, you say that now that you see they could do nothing to stop the people’s escape, but I bet they tried.”

“And as you can see, they did not succeed, so there was no need to kill them,” Lasgol argued.

“Sure, you tell me that when one day they come after us for killing their father and uncles. And they will, with a vengeance. Dead dogs don’t bite.”

“Yeah… yeah… I know the saying…”

“Viggo, let it be. You’re both right,” Ingrid intervened. “What’s done is done, and we’ll live with it. We’ll bear with the consequences.”

Viggo said no more, but his face showed he was not at all happy with Lasgol not letting him kill Sabis’ sons.

“From this distance they look like an ant colony moving to another anthill,” Nilsa said, smiling.

Go down no stop. Be many. Ships not so many.

“Those are the ships Orecor managed to salvage and hide from the dragons,” Lasgol explained to him.

Need more.

“They do indeed, and fast. The dragons will attack the city shortly and destroy it,” said Gerd.

“Yeah, they’d better hurry and evacuate,” Nilsa said in a worried tone.

They watched a while longer as the citizens of Orecor got on the ships that left for York. When the ships vanished in the distance, the docks were left filled with people. They could not escape without more ships, and the dragons were about to arrive. Everyone there felt it. They began to get very nervous.

“Come on… come on…” Nilsa could not stay still with nerves, and she kept hopping right and left.

“Stay still, you’re going to step on my feet,” Viggo chided her.

Ingrid moved over to her Assassin and kissed his cheek.

“They’ll be safe, don’t worry.”

“I’m not worried about them. I couldn’t care less about what happens to them.”

“Shut up, numbskull, I know perfectly well that’s not true. You appear to be tough, but your heart’s in the right place, and it worries about these people.”

“I don’t have a heart, and I’m not in the least concerned,” Viggo said with a pout.

Ingrid rolled her eyes and smiled.

“You’re impossible. You have no idea how much I’ve missed you.”

Viggo relaxed somewhat hearing that.

“I’ve missed you too, a lot. It’s been torture having to lead them,” he jabbed his thumb at his comrades. “Thank goodness you’re here now and can give the orders. It’s a weight off my shoulders, I tell you.”

Ingrid smiled.

Deep down, you’re very much like Gerd, no matter how much you pretend otherwise: all heart.”

“Yeah, yeah, and cows fly in Rogdon.”

Ingrid laughed and felt so well and full of life that she could barely believe in her good luck.

Another while went by, and they did not see more ships coming to the rescue. They began to feel nervous. There were more than a couple thousand people at the docks and still more on the wall that accessed the harbor waiting to go down.

“What if York betrays them? The two cities have been rivals for centuries…” Nilsa said ruefully as she swayed from one foot to the other again, unable to hold back her nerves.

“Let’s hope they do the right thing at this critical moment in the history of the east,” said Ingrid.

“Letting thousands of people die, no matter how much rivalry was between them, is heartless,” said Lasgol.

Much bad, Camu joined in.

“Sure, as if everyone were as good as yo…” Viggo started to say, but Ingrid put her hand over his mouth.

Gerd was sighing so deeply, trying to calm his fear for all those good people who were trying to save their lives, that he caused a gale when he breathed out.

Another long while went by, and they all feared the worst. The ships were not coming, and the dragons would soon arrive.

“There’s the fleet from York!” Lasgol pointed at the bay that opened at the docks of Orecor.

They all looked at the horizon on the sea and beheld hundreds of ships that were coming toward Orecor.

“They’re coming!” Nilsa cried excitedly.

“They’re going to be saved,” Gerd huffed in relief.

For hours, they watched the ships fill up with citizens of Orecor and sail off. They were filled to the tip of the masts, and how they could sail with such a load was a miracle. Luckily, the sea was calm. Little by little, the ships vanished into the distance with their precious cargo: the thousands of citizens of Orecor.

“See how not everything that happens is bad?” Ingrid told Viggo.

“The fact that something like this happens once out of every thousand doesn’t make it possible, but impossible, with one exception.”

“Shut up and kiss me, you’re the dumbest numbskull in all the seas.”

Viggo changed his cynical mien for a sweeter one when he gazed at Ingrid, and he kissed her with all his being.

The rest of the group smiled. For once, things were going well. Lasgol had a glimpse of the green-eyed brunette in his mind, very faintly, barely discernible. He had the impression that she was calling to him. He sensed she was in serious trouble.


Chapter 48

At the Invasion Camp of the dragons in Gryphoros, Nahia went over to see how her squadmates were after the last mission. She greeted them with a wave of her hand as she approached them in the cave, where they were resting by the warmth of a fire.

“How are we today?” she asked, smiling.

“Better. My arm is mending,” Sarmas said, looking at it with relief.

“Are you sure you’ll be able to fly again?

“Yes, don’t worry, I’ve had worse injuries. This is nothing but a scratch.”

“How about you, Faden?” Logan asked, looking concerned.

“My head still hurts, but there’s not much I can do about it. It’ll go away after some time, or at least I hope so.”

“It struck you hard, huh?”  Logan raised an eyebrow.

“With the beak, right on the top of my head. It pierced through my physical defense and clove the helmet in two. The beaks of those Gryphons are devastating.”

“Well, don’t protest so much. At least it didn’t cleave your head, although now that I think about it, it’s not as if there’s much in there,” Morgana told him.

“That’s a good one, ‘it’s not as if there’s much in there,’” repeated Sarmas, laughing. Then in the middle of his laugher he felt a jolt of pain in his arm and let out a cry, “Ouch!”

“I got twenty stitches, I’m not laughing.” Faden pointed his finger at the wound in his head.

Logan made a face. “What a gash…”

“Yup, I almost didn’t live to tell the tale…”

“You were also hurt, weren’t you?” Tilsa asked Nahia.

“My shoulder was dislocated and my arm almost broken, nothing serious,” said Nahia, stretching her shoulder and arm to make sure they were in the right place and well.

“That hurts, I know from experience,” Morgana told her.

Nahia shrugged and sighed.

“I guess it’s only expected since we’re riders. At least we all came back.”

“You guess correctly,” Sarmas smiled. “And yes, it’s lucky we all came back.”

“You won’t be able to hold the shield properly, and a hard blow will render your arm useless,” Tilsa warned her.

“Perhaps you shouldn’t fight today,” Logan recommended Nahia in a worried tone.

“I don’t believe the captains will let me skip the mission just for having a bruised arm and shoulder.”

“They won’t let you skip it, she’s right,” Faden shook his head. “They’re making me fly.”

“We’re riders, and unless your arm is torn off, you fight the next day,” Tilsa said.

“Don’t even say that, it gives me the willies.” Nahia shook them off.

“Don’t worry. Be a little more careful, and if they attack from the shield side, try to dodge the blow instead of blocking it,” Sarmas advised her.

Nahia nodded. Then she addressed the group.

“Changing the subject, what mission do you think we’ll have today?”

“Several squads have already left to form a squadron and attack two of the mountain-homes of the Gryphons. So I guess we’ll have a Scouting or Surveillance Mission,” said Tilsa.

“Or punishment,” Morgana noted.

“Yeah, it might be a Punishment Mission,” Tilsa agreed, nodding.

“What is a Punishment Mission?” Nahia did not know the exact concept, although it sounded very bad. She looked at Logan, who grimaced. It was definitely something bad.

“Punishment Missions are those where a target is identified and destroyed,” Tilsa explained.

“Oh, well, that’s a regular mission,” Nahia said, not fully understanding it.

“Not exactly. On the punishment ones, the target is usually something that hurts the enemy in particular. A strategic position, a leader, a specific group of enemies, etc…” the Felidae went on explaining.

“Oh, I see. Something the enemy is sorry to lose.”

“Especially.”

“Well, let’s hope it’s only a Scouting Mission.”

“Yeah, it’ll definitely be that,” Morgana said with a face and tone that meant it would not.

They chatted a while longer about trivial matters, like how bad the war food rations were and how little they could sleep in the camp with all the constant shrieks in the distance. A little conversation and some jokes improved everyone’s mood.

They were laughing at a joke when Captain Mirk, a robust veteran Drakonid, appeared. Nahia had already noticed that most of the officers among the riders were Drakonid. That was not good for her plans. She would not be able to count on them, and if they found out about her position, she would be in serious trouble.

“Attention, riders! You have been assigned a mission. This one will be a different kind of mission.”

Nahia had a very bad feeling and glanced at Logan. The dark-haired youth was very serious, more than usual. He also felt it would be bad.

“A group of Gryphons has been identified flying near a mountain-place of the Gryphons called Groglish. We must intercept them and finish them off before they escape.”

“If they have such a head start, it’s likely they’re out of reach by now,” said Tilsa.

“From what we know, they’re flying slowly. You should be able to catch up with them. We leave right away. The Celestial and the Diamond Squads will join you for this mission, and I will lead you. I don’t want them to get away.”

Nahia was not surprised a captain would join three squads. As a rule, they did so if the mission was not a Scouting or Surveillance kind. Therefore, she guessed the mission was important to the general.

Following the captain’s indications, the squad ran to the area of their dragons. When they arrived, they found their lords already prepared for the mission. They had already been informed.

We have a Punishment Mission, Nahia sent Eki.

We have been told, just a moment ago.

I don’t have a good feeling about this, Nahia sent him, worried as she levitated along Eki’s side.

About what the mission represents, or about the result of it?

Both, I guess.

I feel it through the bond, and you are making me uneasy.

Sorry, that’s not my intention… it’s just how I feel.

We are linked. Whatever you feel, I feel, and vice versa, especially if it is something strong.

Nahia got in the saddle and strapped herself up. Then she made sure her lance and shield were on the sides of the saddle and properly hooked.

I don’t always pick up on your feelings…

That is because I am quite reserved.

Are you hiding them from me?

Eki moved his head from side to side.

I would not say that.

Then?

It is just that… I am reserved… I like my privacy, and I am ashamed that others know my feelings.

I’m not ‘others.’ I’m Nahia, your rider, and we’re bonded.

You are. And I am very happy you are. Don’t get me wrong. The fact that I keep my feelings to myself has nothing to do with you and everything to do with me.

Oh, okay.

I hope you understand.

Of course. My dragon lord doesn’t owe me any explanation, Nahia said, a bit peeved.

Don’t take it that way. I promise it’s because of my personality, not because of you.

The dragons of the Meteorite Squad began to leave, and they had to follow them. Nahia glanced at Logan on Aroa and wondered if the dragoness trusted Logan or whether she also reserved her feelings so he would not receive them.

For a moment there was no more communication, and they took off to the air at a strong pace, in a swift flight heading west. Leading the squadron was Captain Mirk, and as he had indicated, the Celestial and Diamond Squads joined them in the heights.

Punishment Mission. I do not like it, they received Aroa’s mental message, and Nahia thought for an instant that she had read her mind.

I don’t either, the concept itself is already something that doesn’t fully convince me, said Eki.

Fighting, combat, should be honorable. Not taking advantage of others, and least of all attacking enemies at a disadvantage, Aroa sent them.

We should fight with honor and not commit acts that will condemn us and go against our honor, this message came and Nahia recognized its origin at once, but it could not be, since it came from Logan.

Logan? Did I receive your mental message? What’s going on? Eki asked, just as taken aback as Nahia.

I will explain, Aroa sent them.

They were crossing the sky, flying at a swift speed but not too swift, and there were no enemies in sight. Aroa seized the moment to explain what was going on.

I have found a way to send Logan’s mental messages through the bond we share.

Directly? Without having to send them yourself again? Eki was astonished, and his surprise joined Nahia’s, who picked it up through the bond.

That is right. Until now when Logan wanted to communicate with you he sent the thought to me and I relayed it to you, but I have found a way for Logan to not have to send the message to me but instead use the bond to send it. It comes out of me as if it was him, with his own mental voice.

That is most impressive, Eki sent, very pleasantly surprised, you will have to show me how to do it,

Yes, please, I also want to be able to communicate with Logan and Aroa directly.

It’s not very difficult. I believe it’s one of the things the bond allows us to do. Another one.

I am sure there are many more things we still do not know, Eki said. I am very interested in discovering them all. It is a most intriguing subject.

It is, Aroa admitted.

Let’s practice until we reach our mission, Nahia asked Eki.

All right. Let’s hope there are no setbacks, or it will catch us doing what we should not.

Eki meant an attack from the Gryphons and them being distracted. He was right; they ought to be careful.

I’ll keep my eyes wide open, Nahia sent him, but through the bond she noticed that it was not reassuring enough for Eki.

They flew fast but cautiously, and luckily they did not bump into any Gryphon patrols. Nahia and Eki practiced, following the indications Aroa gave them, since they were not succeeding. They tried for a good while, but without success.

They finally decided to leave it for later. They would find a quiet environment and try again. Up here, flying, on their way to a confrontation and in enemy sky, was not the best place to develop new skills. Nahia thought that if Aroa had developed that skill she must be a dragoness with powerful magic. As far as she knew, no other Swift dragon had such a skill, or her comrades in the Meteorite Squad would have already mentioned it. They had spent time in Jadrakos with them and talked about a thousand different subjects, and that one had never come up. And it was a skill all riders would want to be able to use.

As they approached the place of the mission, Nahia concluded that perhaps the other dragons did not want to give voice to their riders and that was why they did not tell them about the skill. It might be indeed, but she found it too twisted, even for dragons. If no one knew about that skill, it was because no one had developed it until now, which made Aroa special, her and her connection with Logan. She watched them flying on her right for a while and felt easier about Logan, knowing that he was getting along so well with Aroa and that the dragoness had even given him his own voice.

They went on flying swiftly, and after a while, in the distance, there appeared some tiny specks in the midst of a clear blue sky. Little by little, as they got closer, they grew in size and their shapes became clearer.

They were Gryphons, over forty, undoubtedly the group they had been ordered to hunt and eliminate.


Chapter 49

Enemy group in sight. Compact flying formation. We fly swiftly and with stealth, sent Urd-Kas-Tig, Captain Mirk’s dragon lord.

They flew toward the Gryphons, which had a pretty thick cloud bank above them.

We must catch them before they get lost in those clouds. Maximum swift velocity.

Nahia was hoping they would be late and not catch them. There was nothing she could do to slow down the squads without it appearing suspicious, but she honestly wished they would arrive late or that the Gryphons discovered them and fled into the clouds. She noticed that whereas her squad was fast, the Spark Squad was very fast. This was not so with the Diamond Squad, which lagged behind. Because of them the others had to moderate their speed so their squad would not hang back.  She found it odd that even among the swift dragons, which were all a lot faster and more maneuverable that the common dragons, there would also be faster and slower ones.

We hunt them with stealth, and then we kill them before they can react, Urd-Kas-Tig ordered.

That order sounded ill-fated to Nahia. It was terrible that they were going to do that. She sighed, and Eki noticed.

Take it easy…we’re approaching danger, the silver dragon sent her.

We shouldn’t do this. Tell me you understand me.

Eki was silent for a moment. He was debating between what he was supposed to feel because he was a dragon and had to follow the Path of Dragons, and what he really felt at that moment. What Nahia, in some way, made him feel.

I understand…

Thank you, Nahia did not keep pressing Eki. That was a new small victory. Perhaps this way, little by little, she would make Eki see the truth and open up to going against the Path of Dragons. For now, it was only a hope Nahia harbored, but she was going to keep working on it.

As they were approaching the group of Gryphons, Nahia was able to see them better. They were Eagle-Tigers, and this troubled her. They would be fierce, powerful fighters. Very fierce.

There they are, Eki sent her.

They’re flying slowly. Nahia was surprised.

Perhaps it is because they have not detected us yet.

Attack formation, ordered Urd-Kas-Tig.

Nahia turned her face toward Logan.

Be careful and good luck, they received Aroa’s message.

We’ll be beside you, Logan sent them through Aroa.

This relaxed Nahia, although she knew that in the heat and chaos of the battle anything might happen.

Maximum swift speed, we attack from the rearguard, Urd-Kas-Tig sent.

Here we go, careful, they are Eagle-Tigers and they will be dangerous.

As they approached in silence and at great speed, Nahia noticed that although they were Eagle-Tigers, they were not as large as she expected. She had seen one in the dungeons, and it was enormous. These were not as large. In any case, she prayed they would see them arrive and hide in the clouds. She thought about crying out or making some kind of noise to warn them, but if she did Urd-Kas-Tig and Captain Mirk would notice. They would kill her. She meditated on whether it was worth it. Perhaps it was, but she did not want to die without being closer to achieving the freedom of all her people. She had to make sure they did that. That was her primary goal.

The group of Gryphons was underneath the clouds. They only needed to climb a little. Yes, surely they would hide in them and the dragons would not be able to reach them. Nahia still had hopes of avoiding a fight.

Open attack formation, ordered Urd-Kas-Tig, and the two squadrons spread out, forming a long line with a wing’s distance of separation between each dragon.

Suddenly, there were shrieks and grunts of alarm. The Gryphons had seen them. Unfortunately for them, it was too late. They already had them. Even so, Nahia hoped they would flee toward the clouds above their heads.

Attack with elemental breaths all at the same time, Urd-Kas-Tig ordered, now!

The elemental breaths of the dragons and their riders came at once, reaching the Gryphons as they maneuvered in the air to face the attackers. The breaths hit a dozen Eagle-Tigers. These attempted evasive maneuvers while the others faced the attackers and lunged at them with powerful roars.

It was not a surprise to any of the attackers that those Gryphons were agile and powerful, or that they attacked with claws and beaks like great predators. What did surprise them was that some of them responded to the attack with their own elemental attacks in the form of storm rays that came out of their beaks. The discharges reached several dragons. But their defenses held. The Gryphons defended themselves like cornered felines, delivering great claw swipes and beak strikes, filled with fury and strength and tremendously fast. The dragons were wounded by the tears. Unlike the Hawk-Cheetahs that attacked the riders, these Gryphons went for the head and neck of the dragons.

The elemental attacks managed to bring down several Eagle-Tigers that did not overcome the direct impact of the elemental flows. The dragons began to be wounded with lacerations and tremendous stabs.

The Gryphons fought with all their might. They had been taken by surprise and the first casualties were theirs, but they returned with fury and were going to offer battle, a ferocious and tough one. Nahia realized as soon as the clash occurred that the dragons were going to find themselves in a tough spot against those enemies. What she did not understand was why the Gryphons were confronting them instead of fleeing into the clouds. Was it because the Gryphons did not flee from dragons? Was it a matter of honor? A challenge to see who was more reckless? Whatever it was, she did not understand. She looked toward the clouds above the Gryphons, and she seemed to glimpse some shadows that moved away in them. It was most likely a funny optical effect of the sun rays hitting the clouds with the Gryphons underneath. Yes, it had to be that.

Nahia and Eki were fighting against one of the Eagle-Tigers, and beside them Logan and Aroa against another. Nahia noticed that the Gryphon attacking them looked like a female. She did not know why she had that feeling, perhaps due to its size because, although being an adult, it was smaller than a large tiger. Perhaps it was the way it shriek-grunted.

The Eagle-Tiger delivered several claw swipes at Eki, whose elemental breath was not succeeding in hurting it.

Watch out, Eki! Nahia warned him, seeing the claws reach him.

It hit me in the neck.

Is it serious?

No, I don’t think so, but it hurts. It made me fear for my life…

Don’t let it get so close. Physically, they are more powerful than the Hawk-Cheetahs.

Nahia sent the flow of flames at the side of the Gryphon. She was trying to burn it so it would have to withdraw. The Gryphon ignored Nahia for a while, although she kept her flow of flames on its side. It attacked Eki, who was forced to execute some cuts so as not to be hit by the claws and beak. Nahia kept sending her breath of fire. When Eki dodged, she ceased being accurate because of the abrupt change in flight. Even so, he was managing to withstand the attack fairly well. All the training they had received in Jadrakos was serving him now, in the moment of truth, in real life-and-death combat.

The Gryphon’s body flashed in contact with the flames, which meant that its defenses were activated. Nahia knew that sooner or later the Gryphon would run out of inner energy to maintain its magical defenses. What worried her was that it might hold out for a long time, perhaps too long. This was not good for Eki, who was in trouble. She had to do something; those tigers were very strong, and the elemental breath was not succeeding in piercing through their defenses.

The Eagle-Tiger also fought with great strength and determination, delivering tremendous claw swipes very fast. Eki spun on himself at great speed to avoid being     hit. The abrupt turn took Nahia by surprise and she lost her elemental breath, although she recomposed herself quickly. She noticed where the Gryphon was, already coming at them again. She concentrated and directed it again at the side of the creature. The Gryphon looked at her and, opening its beak, sent a flow of storm her way, which came straight at Nahia’s head. She tried to cover herself with her shield, but the injury she had sustained made her raise it too late. The flow hit her in the head. The magical defense held, but it was almost destroyed. The power behind the magical attacks of these Eagle-Tigers was phenomenal.

Eki attacked with his claws to distract the Gryphon so Nahia would have time to gather herself again. The attack was effective, and Nahia seized the chance to send energy to strengthen her own magical defense.

A second Eagle-Tiger joined the one attacking them. Things were getting serious. Nahia looked out of the corner of her eye and saw that Aroa and Logan were having the same problem: they were fighting against two Gryphons, and they were having a hard time.

Eki turned to face both Gryphons as they were coming for his head with their claws in front. He opened his mouth and directed his silver breath at them with all the magical intensity he could manage. The two Gryphons flashed, their defenses activated.

When I tell you, duck, he sent to Nahia.

Okay. Nahia did not know what Eki was intending to do, but it was clear to her that she had to keep fighting, so she sent her breath of flames at one of the two Gryphons.

Eki kept his breath in a cone to reach both until the last moment, when the claws of the two Gryphons were about to reach his snout and eyes, and then he warned Nahia.

Now! He sent her and dropped like a stone.

Nahia leaned forward on Eki’s neck, holding on as close as she could.

The two Eagle-Tigers flew over, brushing Nahia but without touching her.

Eki maneuvered very fast and turned around. The two Gryphons also veered when they realized the ruse. But they were slower than Eki, who was already sending them the cone of his silver breath.

Do you think we’ll beat their magical defenses? Nahia asked as she also sent her flame at the two gryphons.

They have to run out of energy at some point.

The two Eagle-Tigers tried to reach Eki with their beaks and claws, but the silver dragon dodged them swiftly and skillfully to attack them again while they maneuvered in the air. Nahia helped Eki, sending her flames at the closest Gryphon.

Suddenly, the two gryphons stopped flashing. Their defenses were not longer active, they had run out of energy.

Now is our chance, Eki sent her as he attacked one of the Gryphons with his breath, hitting it squarely. And then something very odd happened—the Gryphon vanished from where it was and appeared at a great distance, over two thousand paces away, behind all the fighting.

Wow! Well done! Nahia was impressed.

I don’t even know how I do it… it’s my magic… somehow…

Your magic is amazing, Eki.

That is…

You sent it two thousand paces away. That special magic of yours is awesome. You can reduce the space between two points, like when you cover a great distance at great speed, or increase it, like now. Impressive.

Yeah… it must be something like that, but I can’t explain how.

Nahia detected that Eki was as astonished as he was thrilled by his magic. The possibilities were endless. Nahia had already deduced that Eki could cover distances in the air in the blink of an eye thanks to a skill related to his Spatial Magic. That he could project other creatures in a similar way was extraordinary.

The fighting grew more and more chaotic. The Eagle-Tigers were fighting with a tremendous fierceness that forced the dragons to use all their power and experience. The smallest error of any of the fighters ended in a wound or death.

Eki was defending himself with his own claws. Nahia had an idea. In Jadrakos they had been taught to fight on a dragon using elemental breath and mental attacks because they were the most suitable for that kind of combat. But she had other magical attacks she could use, one in particular that was very powerful. She decided to try it. She stopped her breath of fire and concentrated on conjuring her Fire Thunderbolt. It was a difficult spell, and more so in midair turning abruptly all the time, but if she managed to conjure it she was sure it would affect the Gryphon. She tried, but just at that moment, Eki turned to his side to dodge an assault.

Nahia lost concentration from the force of the turn but managed to recover and concentrated again. Before Eki made another brusque movement, she gathered a lot of energy from her inner dragon and cast her spell on the Eagle-Tiger. The spell created a thunderbolt of fire that fell on the monster. There was a flame that enveloped the Gryphon. The creature shrieked in pain, turning its head toward Nahia and staring at her with its eagle eyes before shrieking again. It stopped attacking Eki and flew away, badly wounded.

It seems my magic does affect them after all.

Very well done. What was that?

One of my Sorceress’ spells.

It’s not advisable to use those in aerial combat, but I’m glad you did. That tigress was killing me.

Tigress?

Yes, it was a female.

That’s what I had thought as well.

Eki looked around, flying in a circle around the combatants who were fighting to the death in the air. He went tremendously fast to avoid being attacked.

What are you doing?

I want to check something.

Better not, this is too risky.

Eki flew terribly fast around the fight.

I wanted to see whether most of the Gryphons in the group are females.

Are they?

Yes, they are, Eki confirmed, making another round at great speed, dodging a couple of them that tried to intercept them. Luckily, Eki was extremely swift, and he managed to avoid them with sudden changes of direction.

Logan was discharging his breath of storm against the head of an Eagle-Tiger that was trying to gouge Aroa’s eyes out. The dragoness defended herself with her claws, forcing the Gryphon to pull back. It was the third she had fought, and the combat was beginning to take its toll on them.

Watch that they don’t reach your eyes, Logan warned Aroa.

Or my neck. Those golden tiger claws are deadly.

Aroa and Logan managed to wound the Gryphon, which had to withdraw. It went down to the forests on land. At once, they were met with another attacker and had to defend themselves again.

The combat between the Eagle-Tigers and the dragons and their riders became one of desperate fury. The dragons were strong and powerful, but they discovered that these Gryphons were pure fury, and they fought with desperation. Their aggressiveness was tremendous, but even so, the three squads managed to gradually eliminate almost all the Gryphons which, instead of fleeing toward the clouds and escaping, fought to the end. Dead or seriously wounded was when they stopped attacking.

The fighting went on for a while longer, although it was already won. The Meteorite Squad had come out victorious and without casualties, although with some wounds both to dragon and rider. The Diamond Squad had lost two dragons and their riders. The Spark Squad one dragon and two riders. The Gryphons had lost almost all their individuals, most dead and some wounded.

Nahia thought that was terrible. Fighting and dying like this in the middle of the sky instead of flying free and easy in it, enjoying peace and harmony, was folly. The folly of the greed for power of those insatiable monsters, the dragons.

Suddenly, a dark cloud seemed to form above the combatants. The few Gryphons that were still fighting withdrew as if they feared it. Nahia and Eki raised their gazes to the black cloud that covered the sun.

It was not a cloud, and neither had the Gryphons withdrawn in fear. On the contrary. Nahia’s eyes opened wide, and her heart started beating very fast. What was coming onto them was another group of Gryphons that flew down upon them from the heights.

Attention, squads! The enemy is dropping upon us! Urd-Kas-Tig, who had just realized, warned them.

Nahia noticed that the group was coming fast, as if they were dropping like stones. It was large, nearly fifty creatures, and it was made up of different types of Gryphons. She was able to make out the powerful Owl-Bears, the lethal Vulture-Jaguars, the very swift Hawk-Cheetahs, and a group that made Nahia very worried—Eagle-Tigers, and judging by their huge size, they were males.

This group gives me very bad feelings, she sent Eki.

It is a very large group, and they have a little of everything. I am afraid they will be formidable.

Nahia was looking up as the Gryphons came down upon them.

You’re right. We won’t be able to beat them.

We shouldn’t even try, Eki sent her, and Nahia caught the concern of the silver dragon.

Nahia glanced at Logan, who was also watching the dark cloud that covered the sun and was coming down toward them as if it were a premonition of death.

Urd-Kas-Tig seemed to hesitate on whether to face this new group or get out of there. For a moment, it watched the enemies that were approaching.

Nahia could not believe the dragon could be evaluating the odds of facing such a group. Apart from the fact that they had casualties.

The dragon seemed to finally find sanity and addressed the squads.

Retreat, we go back to the camp. Swift escape flight.

At once, the three squads placed themselves in a tight flight formation and prepared to get out of there at top speed before the new group of Gryphons reached them.

Unfortunately, Urd-Kas-Tig’s hesitation allowed the enemy group to get close. Too close.


Chapter 50

Nahia saw with astonishment how they came down upon them in a hunting formation at great speed. Before they could react, the Gryphons were on top of them. They were not going to let them get away that easily.

Evasive maneuver, Urd-Kas-Tig ordered.

The three squads were forced to lose height, since the attack was coming from above and it was the only way to put more distance between them and the enemy quickly. If they flew parallel to the ground they would hunt them, attacking them in a diagonal descent. They would fall on the riders, and it would be the end for many of them, and then for their dragons.

Nosedive! Maximum speed! Urd-Kas-Tig ordered, seeing the Gryphons were already on top of them.

They all nosedived at maximum swift speed, escaping from the death that was coming to claim them.

Nahia swallowed. She knew that maneuver and it was not Eki’s best, more so when they were being chased by the enemy.

All the dragons were nosediving, heading to the forests below on land at tremendous speed. As they went down, pursued by the Gryphons, Nahia leaned forward as much as she could to help Eki. She bent down to touch the back of the silver dragon’s neck with her head.

Don’t use your skill to shorten distances or we’ll crash, Nahia sent Eki as a warning.

Easy. I won’t, it is too dangerous at this speed.

Nahia looked to her right and saw Logan and Aroa a little further behind. Aroa did not fly as fast as Eki, which in this situation was not good. The enemy was approaching and would catch whoever lagged behind. Especially the Hawk-Cheetahs, which were the ones leading the pursuit with their incredible speed.

The rest of the pursuers were not as fast as the Hawk-Cheetahs, but there were too many, which posed an insurmountable danger. They had to get out of there before they caught up with them.

We come out of nosedive at a thousand paces high, Urd-Kas-Tig ordered.

Calculate the distance well, Nahia sent Eki.

I will try.

Nahia was quite uneasy. For some reason, perhaps because he had Spatial Magic, Eki did not calculate distances very well. It was contradictory, since it should be the other way round. Perhaps those who had his type of magic struggled with anything that had to do with distances. Whichever it was, she hoped he would not miss the thousand paces’ calculation.

The hundred pursuers were coming down after them like a shadow seeking to swallow them and make them disappear.

Urd-Kas-Tig reached the distance and initiated the maneuver.

After coming out of the nosedive, low skimming flight heading south. Maximum swift velocity.

The three squads began the maneuver. They were all veterans, with the exception of Nahia, Logan, and their dragons, who were still rookies. They would not become veterans until after this campaign. But for that they would have to survive it.

The first dragons came out of the maneuver, skimming the tops of the trees from the tremendous speed they were flying at and the difficulty of passing from such a long nosedive to another low, skimming one.

The curve they had to execute was tremendous, and it had to be done a lot earlier than the thousand paces which was the skimming height. Nahia felt Eki begin the curve at a suitable height; she could only estimate it, but seeing what the other dragons had done before them, it seemed correct. Now Eki had to execute the right curve.

The Hawk-Cheetahs reached the rear of the group the moment they entered the curve. The closing ones were the Diamond Squad. Of the three squads, it was the slowest. Nahia had already noticed this when they had begun the pursuit. Their name was an indication of how hard they were, but on this occasion they were going to have serious trouble. It was the worst moment, and the one in which the rider was more helpless.

Nahia looked back and saw the riders performing the maneuver to protect their back and that of the dragons they were riding. The Hawk-Cheetahs attacked with claws and beak and the riders defended with their lance and shield. At that dizzying velocity, attempting magical attacks was not a very viable option. The rider would have serious trouble concentrating and using magic. Even so, two of the members of the Diamond Squad managed to use their elemental breaths to defend themselves from the attacks.

Eki was almost coming out of the curve, the Gryphons were not going to catch him. Nahia looked back to see how Logan and Aroa were doing. They were the last of the Meteorite Squad, together with Faden and his dragon, but they were not being attacked because they were somewhat ahead of the Diamond Squad, which was taking all the attack in the rearguard. Nahia sighed in relief, seeing they were not in imminent danger, although it was a close thing. Once they came out of the curve they could escape, skimming the trees. Ahead was the Spark Squad, which was already escaping, following Captain Mirk on Urd-Kas-Tig, who also flew extremely fast.

The riders of the Diamond Squad were defending themselves with all they had from the attacks of the Hawk-Cheetahs, while their dragons tried to leave the Gryphons behind. They would escape the others, but not these. They were too fast. The Hawk-Cheetahs attacked with excessive fury. Already in other combat scenarios they had seen how ferocious they were, but this time they seemed to be filled with rage, and their attacks were not only continuous but furious.

I don’t know what we’ve done, but it seems to me like something very bad indeed, Nahia sent Eki.

You mean because of the attack? the silver dragon sent her, already controlling the skimming flight.

Because of how they are pursuing us and attacking now. They’re raging mad.

Eki did not say anything, but through the bond Nahia felt that the silver dragon was having doubts, serious doubts.

Four Hawk-Cheetahs were deadly wounded by the defense of the riders and their own out-of-control fury, and they fell toward the forests that seemed to have no end. Unfortunately, a moment later, two of the riders of the Diamond Squad died. One had his helmet broken and then his head with beak strikes, and with the other they managed to get to his neck with their claws and tore it open. He died at once. They were both left hanging from their dragons, which the four Gryphons were now attacking. They tore off their saddles, which fell along with the riders into the void. Then they went for the vulnerable spot of the nervous system on the back of the dragon.

The swift dragons tried to defend themselves, but against Hawk-Cheetahs there was little they could do. The Gryphons were faster and more skilled than the dragons. They did not take long in digging their claws into their backs. Then they started to tear off part of their backs with their golden beaks to reach the weak spot while the dragons roared in pain and rage. At the speed they were flying, the dragons were unable to defend themselves. They could not execute abrupt or evasive movements. They began to lose speed in an attempt to get rid of those beasts. They hung back, and a moment later the two incapacitated dragons fell to the forest, unable to move a single muscle of their enormous, powerful bodies.

The three squads were now flying, skimming over the forest, but the Hawk-Cheetahs were decimating the rearguard. The Diamond Squad was suffering casualties and were wounded, unable to fly fast enough to leave the Gryphons behind, which were much faster than them.

The situation worsened when several Hawk-Cheetahs overtook the Diamond Squad and reached the Meteorite. The Gryphons flew with a murderous angst at unthinkable speed.

The rider behind Logan was attacked by two Hawk-Cheetahs and defended himself as best he could. A third Gryphon arrived, and his defense crumbled before the attacks with beak and claws. He was wounded. It was Sarmas, of their squad. He was left unconscious in the saddle with part of his helmet broken from the repeated attacks.

Sarmas is out, he needs help or they’ll kill him, Logan sent.

And then his dragon, Aroa added.

Let’s go and help them, we’re the closest, sent Logan.

Agreed, Aroa told him, We cannot let them die.

Be very careful, Eki cautioned them.

Nahia wanted to tell them not to do it, that it was too dangerous. But it was Sarmas, a squad mate, and he needed help. Not going to his aid was cowardly, and if there was one thing Logan was, it was a man of integrity to his marrow.

Aroa and Logan pulled back to fly beside Sarmas and his dragon, Lau-Azkar-Urdin. At once, two Hawk-Cheetahs attacked them. Logan defended himself with his storm breath, and Aroa joined him in the defense with hers. Since they had dropped behind, the attackers were on their right and a little above them. From that position, they were an easy target for their breaths.

Go. Follow the captain’s order, Lau-Azkar-Urdin sent to Aroa and Logan while he tried to defend his back from a Hawk-Cheetah.

I am not going to leave you to your fate, Aroa replied while she kept attacking the two Gryphons with her breath.

Your attempt does you credit, but you are delaying, and the rest of the Gryphons will catch you. Get out of here now.

Not without you. I protect my own, it is my instinct, Aroa sent him.

Logan was sending his breath too. He looked up out of the corner of his eye. Lau-Azkar-Urdin was right—the first of the large group of Gryphons were already upon them. Because of the combat they were going slower than their squadmates.

Nahia looked back and saw that Logan, Aroa, and the others on the rear were left behind while the black cloud of Gryphons approached them dangerously.

They’re going to get to them! she sent Eki, very anxious.

Have faith, they will get out of there and catch up with us.

Nahia wanted to believe that, but she did not see it clearly. The situation was becoming too dangerous for Logan, Aroa, and the rearguard. The Gryphons shrieked, and it was undoubtedly with rage. They were coming to finish them.

Aroa and Logan were fighting against the two Hawk-Cheetahs, whose bodies flashed when they were hit by the storm breaths loaded with lightning bolts and strong winds. Their defenses were holding, and now they were attacking both with golden beak and claws.

Let’s concentrate our attacks on one Gryphon. That way its defenses will suffer more, Logan sent Aroa.

Good idea. We will attack the one on the left.

Aroa and Logan sent their elemental breaths against the Gryphon, and when they both hit its chest the creature flashed bright silver. Its defenses were using a lot of energy to protect it from the two attacks. The other Gryphon attacked Logan, who used his shield while he kept sending his breath at the other one.

A claw struck Logan’s helmet and his breath deviated. Another claw attacked his chest. Logan deflected it with his shield and the claw struck the saddle. He had the Hawk-Cheetah right on top of him, and he knew clearly what the creature was going to do next. He was not wrong. He protected his head with his shield and the Gryphon struck it with its beak repeatedly, trying to split the helmet and his head open. Since it could not, it tried to disembowel him. Luckily, his armor held, but the claw destroyed part of the saddle.

Abrupt turn to the right! he sent Aroa.

The white dragoness turned at once as abruptly as she was able to. It was enough to unbalance the Gryphon, which had to fly off to one side.

Attack the other one, Logan sent to Aroa while he saw that half his saddle was broken, including the straps.

The two flows of storm went against the chest of the other Hawk-Cheetah, only this time, before reaching the chest, they met and fused into one. When they met and fused, something impressive happened: the two flows, now one, entered in resonance and their power multiplied exponentially. The Gryphon received the augmented attack, which pierced through its defenses and discharged all its power upon the creature. It died amid thunder and lightning that destroyed its body and mind.

The flows have entered into resonance! Logan sent Aroa.

Their power is now terrific.

Let’s get rid of the other Gryphon before it can dismount me.

They both turned their heads toward the Hawk-Cheetah, that was flying straight toward Logan with its claws out front, ready to finish him or throw him out of the saddle. The flow of storm hit it in the head a moment before it crashed into Logan. The power of the attack was such that it not only killed it at once but made it shoot through the air, spinning on itself.

Nahia, who was looking back, saw the powerful attack and how they had defeated the two Gryphons, and she breathed out in relief. With the advantage of the powerful flow, they attacked the third Gryphon that was trying to finish Lau-Azkar-Urdin, and they killed it in an instant.

The combined attack of Aroa and Logan is extremely powerful, Nahia sent Eki.

The silver dragon looked back and saw them finishing off a fourth Gryphon on top of one of the members of the Diamond Squad.

Yes it is. It seems that Aroa and Logan make a powerful team.

Nahia was a little surprised that Eki considered Aroa and Logan a team. After all, Aroa was Logan’s lady dragoness and a team meant equal standing, which was not the case. Perhaps Eki’s vision of things was changing. She hoped that was what it was.

Thanks to Aroa’s and Logan’s mighty attack, Sarmas and Lau-Azkar-Urdin managed to flee from the Gryphons. With them, the two last survivors of the Diamond Squad managed to escape as well. The rest of their comrades, unfortunately, had perished. Aroa and Logan lagged a little behind, protecting the escape. The Gryphons that came after them they brought down with their combined attack.

Nahia looked forward and saw that the rest of the group was already far ahead of them. They had to hurry to get to the captain and the head of the group in order to get out of there alive. They might make it after all, although it had been very close to being a real disaster. She glanced back to make sure they were all coming and saw the stragglers managing to escape. Only Aroa and Logan were left.

Tell them to get out of there right away. They’ve done enough already, Nahia sent Eki, seeing the main group of the Gryphons already too close to them.

I’ll tell them, Eki sent the message.

Aroa and Logan stopped covering the rear and hastened to follow the other stragglers.

Nahia sighed in relief.

Suddenly, a Hawk-Cheetah got ahead of the pursuing group of Gryphons and went straight for Logan from behind. Nahia was just looking back when she saw it.

Logan! she cried in alarm.

Logan did not see the Hawk-Cheetah arrive from its tremendous speed, and it struck him in the back with its claws. Logan shot out of the saddle, his straps torn.

Nooooooo! Nahia screamed in desperation.

Logan began to fall toward the trees below. Aroa realized and lunged into a swift nosedive with all the speed she was capable of. Several Gryphons, among them Eagle-Tigers, followed them.

We have to help them!

Eki did not hesitate for an instant and spun around in the air.

Logan was falling at great speed. He was going to crash against the trees and the ground under them. Aroa was now shooting down with all the speed she was capable of. She was only thinking of saving Logan, not about her own safety. At the speed she was nosediving, it was impossible that she would not crash against the ground. She would not be able to make a curve that would save her from crashing. Logan was falling headlong, and he entered the branches of the tall, thick trees. He was going to crash and die.

Aroa reached Logan, and with her mouth she managed to grasp his right boot. In a movement she knew was desperate, she tried to rise again. At that speed and distance from the ground it was impossible, but she tried anyway. She managed to lean a little and glide, braking as much as she could by spreading her wings. Unfortunately, as she expected, it was not enough. She was going to crash into the trees, running them down and then the ground. She released Logan right before crashing completely, because the impact was going to be brutal.

Logan fell from a few feet high, although at great speed. The branches of the trees slowed him down as they struck him, and he ended up crashing into the ground. He rolled over himself countless times across the moist soil from the impact of the fall. He finally crashed against a fallen tree that stopped him. He was left lying there. There was no movement.

The white dragoness crashed a little further ahead. She left a groove of knocked-over trees and earth raised in her path until she stopped. The impact was so strong that she carved a channel through the ground with her body. The dragoness received multiple wounds from the extremely hard blow. She fainted and was left lying on the ground.

Tell me they’re not dead! Nahia begged Eki.

I think Aroa managed to break Logan’s fall at the last moment. There is hope.

Thank you, and her?

Her blow was harder. She will be hurt, maybe seriously. She might even die.

Oh no….

They went to the site of the impact. Suddenly, a dozen Gryphons came down to meet them. They shrieked at them threateningly; they were not going to let them pass. They would not be able to reach Aroa and Logan. And what was worse, another group came down on them on land. Nahia was feeling such an intense anxiety that she could not breathe. She could see Logan and Aroa through the trees on the ground, but she knew they were not going to let them reach them. She looked back to see whether they had help and saw their squadron vanishing in the distance, chased after by the majority of the Gryphons.

No, they were alone, and the situation was a nightmare.


Chapter 51

We have to get out of here, or else we’ll die! Eki sent Nahia as he turned around so as not to crash into the Gryphons that had come up to meet them.

I can’t leave Logan there like that!

He’s alive. The armor protected him, I’m sure, Eki tried to calm her.

Nahia wanted to believe Eki, but the anxiety filling her from what she saw would not let her. Logan was lying on the ground, not moving. Through the bond that linked them, Nahia felt that Eki said it more like a wish than a certainty.

Do you really believe it? Through our bond I get that you’re not sure.

I might not be sure, but I do believe it. The same way I believe Aroa is wounded but not dead. But if we don’t get out of here right now, the two of us will die. That I know for certain, he sent her, and then two Eagle-Lions shot powerful beams of fire from their beaks, which hit them. A moment later they received four other impacts of elemental flows of earth and air.

The attacks shook Nahia, who saw her magical defense had weakened dramatically. The last bolt hit her and destroyed it. She felt that part of the attack was not entirely blocked. Luckily, her armor held, since it was an attack of wind. But she nearly flew off the saddle.

Eki flashed silver. His magical defenses were activating.

I’m running out of energy. The Gryphons will switch to physical attacks now. We’ll die if we don’t escape, he insisted with a feeling of great urgency.

Nahia looked at Logan on the ground one last time. He had two Gryphons beside him, watching him. He was not moving. In the midst of her anxiety, she realized she would not be able to help Logan if she died.

Get out of here! We have to live! she sent to Eki.

At once, Eki executed an evasive maneuver. Just as he had predicted, the Gryphons lunged at them to tear them apart with their golden beaks and claws.

Use your skill! Nahia urged him.

Eki flashed silver and vanished, just when he was going to be reached by the Gryphons, reappearing two hundred paces away.

Do it again!

Eki repeated it three more times, and in the blink of an eye he was eight hundred paces from them, which he increased to a thousand with his Swift Dragon speed. The Gryphons left the chase shortly after seeing they were impossible to catch.

I had no more energy left. Thank goodness it was enough.

Your skill is impressive, Nahia congratulated him.

They both looked back and watched the Gryphons that were after them landing where Aroa and Logan had fallen. Then they looked ahead and saw their squadron flying away in the distance, pursued by a considerable group of Gryphons.

Eki reduced his speed, unsure whether to keep going or stop.

We can’t go back. We have to stay, Nahia sent Eki.

I agree. We can’t abandon them. The best we can do now is think. We should hide somewhere, he sent Nahia, and a moment later he flew down to the forests. He glided over a river and landed beside it.

They won’t kill them, will they? Nahia asked Eki, almost begging him to say no.

I can’t know that… I hope not…

The dragons would kill them if it were the other way around, Nahia replied.

Eki nodded, looking sad.

Yes, most likely. So says the Path. There’s no mercy for the fallen enemy.

No mercy for Aroa and Logan? Don’t you see that the Path of Dragons is absolutely despicable and that no one should follow it? Nahia said it so enraged she nearly foamed at the mouth. Her rage for the mentality of dragons was affected by the terrible frustration and aguish she felt.

Eki bowed his head, and his gaze dulled.

I see and I realize the Path of Dragons isn’t the way. You’re right. But you must understand, it’s been my people’s way for millennia. It’s difficult to go against tradition.

The sooner you and all the young dragons go against it, the sooner we’ll end these meaningless killings.

Eki nodded but did not say anything.

Nahia was so hurt and filled with anguish she almost said things she would have regretted later on. Luckily, she managed to contain herself and not create an irreversible situation with Eki.

We must get closer and see what’s going on with Logan and Aroa.

It won’t be by air. If they see me they’ll come for us, and in this clear sky they’ll see me get close.

Then I’ll go by land through the trees, they’ll hide me.

If they discover you, they’ll tear you to pieces… and I don’t think I’d get to you in time to rescue you.

Nahia nodded.

I guess so… let’s hope they don’t discover me…

Without waiting any longer, Nahia started heading toward the spot where Logan and Aroa had fallen. Eki tried to follow her, but the forest was too thick for a dragon to walk through. The great winged creatures were kings of the sky, but down here, on land, they struggled. Even so, he tried to go forward and he did so, following the river, which was the only clear area he could go along.

Nahia went as fast as she could, led by the beating of her heart, which sounded like a herd of wild horses. She feared the worst, and although she did not want to think of it, she was finding it very hard not to. Having seen Logan fall and then Aroa had traumatized her. It was engraved in her mind. Both impacts had been shocking. Being able to survive such an accident seemed very unlikely to her. She shook her head and went on. She could not let herself be led by fear and bad omens. They had surely survived. She simply had to think that, and nothing else.

She moved on, treading hard and going through the thicket like a being of rock. Her armor protected her from brambles, branches, thorns, and anything that got in her way. She was carrying her sword and dagger at her waist, but she had left her shield and lance with Eki. They were too heavy and would only hinder her. It was hard enough to walk with the weight of the armor. It was heavy, but she had to admit it pushed things out of the way as if she were a war goddess. Anything she stepped on or pushed with her arms did not grow again.

She raised her head to make sure there were no Gryphons lurking in the sky that might see her. It seemed like there were not, for the time being, but she expected them to make an appearance once she got closer to where Logan and Aroa had fallen. It was not too far, but the forest was very dense and her armor heavy. Both things made her go slower than her heart wished. She did not despair and kept going, one foot after the other. Logan needed her, and she would come to his aid, just like he would do the same for her.

She went on through the forest when a couple of shadows passed over her head. She looked up through the branches of the trees and glimpsed a couple of Gryphons that flew in the direction of Logan and Aroa. This made her nervous. She had to get to them as soon as possible. She had to rescue them. Yes, she would rescue them. She did not know how, but she had to do it. She realized that this was really more than a rescue. She had to save their lives, stop them from being killed. If she did not rescue them, they were as good as dead, and what was worse, she could not blame the Gryphons for killing them. Not after seeing what the dragons had done to them. It was death for death, blood for blood.

With such negative thoughts, Nahia arrived at the clearing where several Gryphons surrounded Logan. Without leaving the cover the trees offered her, she watched what was going on with a terrible anguish that oppressed her chest and did not let her breathe. There were three Eagle-Tigers and two Hawk-Cheetahs beside Logan, who was not moving and was lying on his face. He could not be dead. She refused to believe it was possible. Logan had to live. Without him, she had no future. She discarded the idea from her mind. He was alive. If not, why were they watching him? The Gryphons would not be there if he were dead. This thought gave her strength.

A little further ahead, she could glimpse Aroa’s body. The white dragoness was not moving either. She was surrounded by five Eagle-Tigers, three females and two males. They all looked expectant. They were standing on the ground and were not looking at Logan and Aroa. It was as if they were ignoring them. Nahia thought it a very odd way to behave. She thought to herself that she should know the way the Gryphons acted, their culture and traditions better. Yes, she must understand them. Only thus could they be allies against the dragons. Even in such a critical situation, Nahia felt that the way to freedom passed through the Gryphons. She had no idea why she felt this way, least of all when Logan and Aroa might lose their lives at their claws, but this is what she felt.

Nahia took a deep breath to try and calm down. The longer she looked at Logan and Aroa lying there on the ground, the more she worried. She took comfort thinking that the Gryphons had not attacked them and made sure they were dead, at least for the time being. Perhaps they wanted to question them. That might be the case, to get information about the Invasion Camp of the dragons and their forces. She hoped it was that and not one of the thousand horrible possibilities that went through her mind.

For a long while, nothing happened. Nahia watched without understanding what the Gryphons intended or what they were waiting for. She doubted they would go away and leave Logan and Aroa in peace. She realized this was too good to be true, it was not going to happen. Nahia knew it and internalized it. There was nothing else she could do but wait and see what happened, so that was what she did. Very restless and anxious, she waited.

Another long while passed, and the Gryphons did nothing. It was most strange. Nahia wanted to come out of her hiding place in the thicket and rescue Logan, get him out of there, drag him out. But she was very much aware that attempting this was suicide.

Nahia, don’t do anything. Don’t let them discover you, Eki’s mental message reached her, and she almost had a heart attack from how tense and anxious she was.

She instinctively looked back to see whether the silver dragon was behind her, but she only saw forest and undergrowth. The river was a little further north. Eki must be moving along it, approaching her slowly. If the mental message reached her, he was less than two hundred paces away. This calmed her greatly. She looked toward the river, which she could not see through the trees, but she knew it was there, and she used her skill to find his mental aura. Eki’s appeared, bright and silver. Now they could communicate.

They’re lying on the ground, surrounded.

Alive then, Eki sent, hopeful.

I really don’t know, but I want to think so.

I can’t get any closer, the river continues north.

Don’t worry, you’re close enough.

A group of Gryphons appeared in the sky and flew down swiftly. In the middle, escorted by several Gryphon-Lions, was one of considerable size. Nahia knew at once that this was a Gryphon-Lion king. She did not have the slightest doubt. The tremendous specimen landed. It was a truly magnificent creature, regal, as large as a thousand-year-old dragon. The white eagle head and the golden beak gave it a lethal look. The huge wings on the sides of the powerful lion body showed how enormous and powerful it was. It radiated strength and power. Nahia knew that this Gryphon king was capable of killing a thousand-year-old dragon.

That is a Maximum Gryphon, a king among the Gryphons, she told Eki.

How do you know? Because of his enormous size?

I’ve seen one like him before, at the dungeons in Drakoros.

True, I remember you telling me. I find it odd that a Gryphon king should take an interest in a fallen dragon and its rider.

Me too. I don’t think it’s particularly good. Nahia felt increasingly more uneasy.

Don’t lose your cool. There’s still hope.

Nahia wanted to believe Eki, but she found it very difficult. More so now that a Gryphon king was here taking an interest in Aroa and Logan. Nahia guessed that the other Gryphons had been waiting for their king. Now the Gryphon-Lion king would make some kind of decision. This worried Nahia very much—it could only mean bad news. Very bad news.


Chapter 52

The great Eagle-Lion king watched Aroa for a long moment. Then it went over to Logan and watched him too. It seemed very interested, too invested for it to be anything good. It exchanged glances with several Hawk-Cheetahs, and Nahia guessed they were having a discussion. After a moment, the Gryphon king let out a mixture between the shrill shriek of a bird and the roar of a powerful lion, and Nahia’s hair stood on end. It placed its front right paw on Logan’s body, and it almost seemed to bury him.

Nahia could not bear the tension any longer. She did not know what that Gryphon was going to do, but she had a very bad feeling. It was going to kill Logan and then Aroa. It was like an ill-fated premonition that assaulted her, and she knew it was going to come true, without any kind of possibility that anything else could occur. Knowing that the man she loved was going to die in front of her, her inner flame lit up like it never had before. It had always started and progressively increased in power with the passing moments or the situation. Not so this time. It went from being non-existent to lighting up and burning with colossal power in an instant.

She took a deep breath, trying to calm down. She did not know what was happening, but she thought it was her condition attacking her again. Her body was on fire, that she could feel, and not only inside her but all over her skin. If the palpitations and difficulty in breathing started, she would have a seizure. The uncontrolled convulsions and cramps would follow. She reached for the container around her neck. If she had a seizure, she would be lost and Logan would die. She would not be able to help him, and she would not be able to help herself. She was going to be left on the ground, useless, while the man she loved died.

“No!” she muttered under her breath, refusing to let that happen. They could not end this way. She was not going to let her condition doom Logan. She did not care if she died if she were found here lying there convulsing, but she could not let them kill Logan, no way. Her rage fed the flame that burned inside her, making it even stronger, as if the whole forest around her had caught fire. The more she thought of Logan, the stronger her inner flame burned.

Watch out, your power emanates from you like a volcano! Eki sent her.

The warning reached her, but Nahia did not know what she could do, and she was not going to run away and leave Logan to a certain death. The Gryphon king seemed to pick up on the power emanating from Nahia. He looked to where she was hiding and gave another of his shriek-roars. At once, his guard surrounded him. The Eagle-Lions stood around their king, tense and ready to attack. The rest of the Gryphons present looked toward Nahia and prepared to act.

You have been discovered! Run! Escape! Eki sent her.

Nahia nearly followed Eki’s directions. Her common sense told her she ought to get out of there and run with all her might. But her body did not move. Her heart could not abandon Logan to an undeniable death. No, she was not going to flee, she could not. If she had to die, so be it, but she was not going to leave him. She loved him too much to even consider it. She watched him there, lying on the ground with the king’s paw on his back, and felt such anguish that she thought an invisible hand clenched her heart and throat at the same time.

She took a deep breath and felt a stinging pain from the terrible anguish she was suffering. She simply had to save Logan, that was the only thing in her mind, her only wish. She saw herself confronting all those Gryphons and knew that if she did she was going to die. She wouldn’t be able to defeat them, it was suicide to face up to them. But if she did not there was no hope. Not only for Logan, but for Aroa. The flame inside her burned even stronger. Nahia knew she was having one of her seizures. She did not want to think that they were all doomed, both her and Logan. She noticed even more clearly that the symptoms were those of her condition. She felt her body burning and she could barely breathe, she was sweating so profusely.

“Not now… please… not now…” she begged under her breath while feeling her temperature rise sky high.

She looked once more at Logan, surrounded by Gryphons, and the flame intensified so much that it came out of her body. The flame surged from inside her and ran throughout her body. Everything around her caught fire, surrounded by flame. A fire she herself gave off. It was as if an enormous flame surrounded her and consumed all the air around her. The flame came from inside her body to envelop her, consuming everything beside her. This was not her condition, at least not how it usually affected her. It was something different, something new that had never happened to her. With popping eyes, she looked down at her body, which formed a great living flame of powerful intensity. The strange phenomenon left her absolutely stunned. She looked like an elemental being of fire. But that could not be.

Get out of here, run! Eki implored her.

Nahia thought she would not be able to flee, that this new manifestation of her condition would soon render her incapacitated on the ground, in the midst of terrible pain and unable to breathe properly. She thought it might kill her once and for all. She looked at her hands surrounded by fire. She felt very hot, like when she had one of her seizures, but this was something different. Her pulse had not accelerated as it usually did, her heart did not beat wildly, she did not feel like she was choking, she was able to breathe normally, and there were no convulsions or cramps. This was new. It was not one of her usual seizures, it felt rather like an evolution of them. It was as if the seizure, which always went into her body and left her half-dead on the ground, was coming out of her body this time. She did not feel anything bad other than an intense heat.

“This is… very strange…” she muttered.

Come out of wherever you are hiding! I can feel you! Reveal yourself! she received a mental message and knew from how powerful and deep it was that it came from the Gryphon king.

Nahia breathed in and out several times to try and calm down while she                    checked that the flame that enveloped her entirely from head to toe was not consuming her alive. No, it was not. She did not feel any discomfort whatsoever, either physical or mental. Besides, she realized that the fire was magical, as she had already guessed, since it was consuming her inner energy. All this was at the same time unbelievable and most inadequate, because this was not exactly the best time for this to happen.

“I’m coming out,” Nahia said and came out from the trees. She realized that as she walked everything around her caught fire. Bushes, brambles, small trees, everything was consumed by flame. She stepped out into the clearing and walked slowly toward the Gryphons, which were looking at her, tilting their heads from one side to the other to look at her with their bird’s eyes, so surprised they did not react.

All of a sudden, one of the Hawk-Cheetahs attacked her. It gathered momentum and, beating its wings, fell upon her with its claws directed at her head. Something very odd happened. Nahia raised her arms to protect herself from the attack, and in so doing the flame that enveloped her spread to the Gryphon attacking her. In an instant, the creature was engulfed in a ball of fire. The Gryphon shrieked with pain and escaped, flying with half its body in flames.

A second Gryphon, this time an Eagle-Lion, jumped at her, delivering tremendous claw swipes while it shrieked-roared. When it reached Nahia, the flame that enveloped her spread onto the Gryphon, engulfing it entirely. A claw swipe reached Nahia in the arm, but her armor held. But the Gryphon, engulfed in fierce flames, could not withstand them. Its magical defenses were consumed in an instant and its body started to burn. It fled away in flames and plunged into the nearby river.

Several Gryphons attacked Nahia with gusts of earth and storm, and Nahia thought they were going to kill her. She raised her field of energy scales to protect herself. But she did not need to. The magical attacks did not pass through the fire, it consumed them. Nahia could not believe it, but just in case she raised her elemental scales and covered her armor with them. Her two protections were activated, but what really was an amazing protection was the flame that enveloped her and which came from inside her.

“I don’t want to fight,” Nahia told the Gryphons, and she raised her hands, walking slowly toward them.

Stop, Human, do not come any closer, the Gryphon king sent her.

Nahia obeyed and stopped. A couple of Gryphons went to attack her, but the Gryphon king stopped them.

You are a Dragon Rider.

“I am, the Gryphon king speaks my language?”

I speak your language, Human. The language of my enemies, the language of Kraido.

I am not the enemy of any Gryphon.”

You are a Dragon Rider. As is this one under my paw, the Gryphon king looked at Logan’s body with its eagle eyes. You are our enemies.

“The dragons make us fight, it’s not what the slave races of Kraido want.”

Oh, is it not? What is it the slaves races want?

“We want freedom. To stop being the dragons’ slaves and to stop dying at their whims.”

The Gryphon king tilted its head and looked at Nahia. It seemed curious.

You are the most singular slave I have ever seen. You not only burn with a great living flame, but you speak of freedom, of not serving your dragon lords.

“I’m different. I’m a Flameborn. I have more power than a rider.”

I can see that. I detect even more power than a Gryphon in you. Perhaps even than a dragon. That makes you very singular and interesting.

“We don’t need to be enemies. We can be allies.”

The Gryphon king threw its eagle head back.

The fact that I have not set my guard to kill you does not mean that I will not do it. Do not think you may address me as an equal.

Nahia realized that her flame, no matter how powerful it was, would not protect her against a dozen of those Eagle-Lions if they attacked her all at once. The claw swipes would slip through as had just happened, and they would end up destroying her armor and then her. Surely many Gryphons would die in the attempt, but so would she. She must persuade the Gryphon king that she was being serious.

“I offer my respects to the great Gryphon king,” Nahia said, kneeling down.

That is better, Human. Show respect and be humble. How do you know I am a Gryphon king?

“Because I have met another great Gryphon king.”

Do you dare lie to me? Do you wish to die?

“I’m not lying, my lord. I have met another Gryphon king in Kraido.”

The Gryphon king turned to look at her, tilting its head, as if it were very interested.

Explain yourself. And do it well, because your life and that of this rider under my paw depend on it.

“Please, don’t kill him, I beg you,” Nahia implored.

Interesting. So this rider matters to you. That is why you are here. You want to rescue him.

“Yes, I’ve come to rescue him. He’s very important to me. Please don’t hurt him, I beg you, my lord.”

I like it that you do not lie and that you show yourself humble. Now explain what you have said.

“In Kraido I met a Gryphon king. His name is Arran-Lehoizuri.”

The Gryphon king fixed its eagle eyes on her and a bright gleam shone in them.

You are lying. Arran-Lehoizuri is dead.

“No, my lord. He’s alive. A prisoner of the dragons. We spoke, and he explained some things. There’s a group of Gryphons with him. Like them and them,” Nahia indicated the Hawk-Cheetahs and Eagle-Lions. “There were also Owl-Bears. I know because I delivered their food.”

The Gryphon king said nothing for a moment. Then it seemed to communicate mentally with the other Gryphons, because they started to shriek and shake their heads and wings. Something was up.

“Please, don’t kill him, I beg you,” Nahia implored, looking at Logan lying on the ground under the powerful paw of the great Gryphon.

If you do not want me to kill him right now, tell me where Arran-Lehoizuri is a prisoner.

Nahia thought about telling him, but if she did she would be left without anything to negotiate with. It seemed that Arran-Lehoizuri meant something to this Gryphon king. She had to play her cards well, or they would not get out of there alive, Logan or herself.

“He’s a prisoner in Drakoros, at the Academy, in the dungeons.”

We know of that place. Where the dragons train their Dragon Warlocks to fight for them.

“Yes, that’s right.”

If he is a prisoner there, there is little we can do to help him. You are of no help to me, or him. The Gryphon king tilted its head toward Logan.

“Wait! We can be of service!”

Can you? I am listening.

“We can help you free him if that’s what you want.”

Yes, it is what I want. Can you? I doubt it.

“We can, really. I promise. On my honor.”

You? A mere rider? Being powerful will not help you in this case.

“I’m not a mere rider. I am one of the leaders of the rebellion that’s forming in Kraido. The rebellion of the slave races against the dragons.”

The Gryphon king looked at her again intensely.

So you are a leader of a possible rebellion in Kraido. Interesting if it were true, but I doubt it.

“And he is one too,” Nahia pointed at Logan,

Two riders who lead a rebellion of the slave races of Kraido. It is something very incredible. Lying to me is the same as killing him.

“No, please, I’m telling the truth,” Nahia raised her burning hand.

I am Arran-Bigaerlehoi, and Arran-Lehoizuri is my older brother. As you can understand, what you tell me interests me. But at the same time, I will not tolerate a lie when my brother’s life is at stake.

All of a sudden, the scale in Nahia’s nape began to grow very hot. How she knew it was the scale and not the fire that burned around her she did not understand, but she could tell them apart, they were different heats. She did not give it another thought. She was in a very critical situation, and she had to solve it or Logan would die. Logan, Aroa, and herself.

“Then we must ally with one another. Together we can defeat the dragons. If the Gryphons and the slave races of Kraido join, we’ll have a chance of beating them,” Nahia tried to persuade the king.

The Gryphon king must have said something to the others, because the shrieks and the agitation renewed.

A vision began to appear in Nahia’s mind. First it was blurry, and she could not make out what was happening, but then it cleared up. She saw herself flying not on Eki, but on a Gryphon’s back. Arran-Bigaerlehoi himself, the Gryphon king that was right in front of her. There was no doubt. Their destinies were intertwined. They had to collaborate, to join forces. She and the Gryphon king standing before her had to collaborate in their fight and be allies. The vision lost strength. It faded into the mist it had come out of. A moment later, it vanished.

Any chance to defeat our most hated enemies is one I have the obligation to consider.

“We can help one another. We must collaborate. Only thus will we be able to defeat the dragons. I am offering an alliance with the Gryphons. The slave races of Kraido and the Gryphons united, fighting against the dragons, as it should be.”

Arran-Bigaerlehoi looked at Nahia and was thoughtful for a long moment.

This is the deal I propose to you. You manage to free my brother from the dungeons where he is a prisoner, and this rider and his dragoness will live.

“I don’t know whether I can free him on my own. I need him with me…”

Have you not said that you are a leader of the revolution of the slaves of Kraido? You will have others that might help you besides this rider.

“I do… but I’ll need time and preparation… with him there will be more chances of making it,” Nahia pointed at Logan. She was trying to save him at any cost.

Arran-Bigaerlehoi shook his head.

I do not know whether what you have told me is true or if you have a very skilled and creative mind. Since there is no way I can know for sure, I cannot trust you. Therefore they stay with me, as a motivation to fulfill what I ask of you. My brother for their lives. If you are telling the truth, you might succeed. If you have lied to me, they die. Do you accept the deal?

“And if I try and fail?”

They die. Now I know that my brother is alive and where he is being kept prisoner. I will find another way to free him.

Nahia did not want to accept this, but she had no choice. If she accepted, at least she gained time. If she stood up to them, they would not live. She could feel that her flame was consuming her energy. This new power was finite. In the end, she would lose.

“All right. I accept your deal.”

You are an intelligent young woman. What is your name?

“Nahia.”

Very well, Nahia. Go back to your people. When the campaign is over and you go back to Kraido, free my brother. If you do this, they will live. You have my word as Gryphon king.

“I will. One day we’ll be allies and we’ll fight together against the dragons,” Nahia promised.

I like you, Nahia, Flameborn. You have courage. Plenty of it. Go and free my brother.


Chapter 53

Nahia looked at Logan on the ground one last time and turned around. She started toward the forest. Her body was still enveloped in the great flame, and she could feel her inner energy consuming itself. She could not get Logan out of her head. She felt as if she were betraying him, leaving him there with the Gryphons.

She reached the forest and turned. Doubt tortured her. She looked at the group of Gryphons and saw another dozen coming down. They were Bear-Owls. They came down to where Aroa was lying, and several of them grasped different points of her back. A moment later, they flew off with her. Aroa, unconscious, hung there like an enormous winged reptile the Gryphons were taking away to one of their mountain-homes.

Nahia took a step toward them when she saw Arran-Bigaerlehoi taking off with Logan hanging from his hind claws. His personal guard joined him and then the rest of the Gryphons, all flying north. Nahia felt impotent, disconsolate, and dropped down to her knees on the ground. A moment later, the flame that enveloped her went out. She was back to being herself. Her skin was hot but not burning. Her inner flame had gone out too. She waited to see whether she would suffer convulsions and cramps, but nothing happened. The episode had passed.

“I’m sorry…,” she said, watching Logan and Aroa vanishing in the distance.

You did well not confronting them. They would have killed you, despite your flame, she received Eki’s message. She felt him close.

I should’ve saved them… somehow…

You did very well. You have given them time, Eki came flying from the river and landed to her left.

If we had fought together…

We would have both died, and then Logan and Aroa. That I know. We’re not so powerful as to defeat such a large, strong number of Gryphons.

But my flame is powerful, perhaps…

They would have destroyed you with their beaks and claws, and that power of yours wouldn’t save you from that.

Deep down I know you’re right, but I feel broken…

I feel the same way. I wanted to do something, but they would have killed us if I had. The presence of a dragon would not have helped in that situation, Eki sent her, and Nahia felt through the bond they shared that he felt great unrest.

Nahia stood up. Her world was crumbling, but she had to stay strong. She would save Logan. It seemed impossible right then, but she could not let herself sink. She simply had to rescue him, and she would.

What odds do we have of rescuing them with the other squads? Nahia asked him.

We’ll inform General Gorri-Zaldi-Txar at the war camp, but I’m afraid we don’t do Rescue Missions… Eki sent with a feeling that he did not expect much.

Yeah, only Punishment…

That’s right, unfortunately…

Nahia could feel Eki’s unrest increasing. But she could tell it was different than the loss of Aroa and Logan. There was something else. It took her a moment to realize what it was. The unrest Eki felt was for her.

You heard everything? Nahia said, looking at him in the eye.

Yes, everything. I was close, in case you needed to flee.

Then you know it’s happening…

You mean the rebellion of the slave races against us, the dragons?

Yes, that’s what I mean,

Now I know. I didn’t before.

You also know that I’m one of the leaders.

You and Logan, yes.

Nahia sighed deeply.

I was hoping this conversation wouldn’t have to take place. But somehow I knew that, sooner or later, you’d figure it out. This was sooner than I expected. Are you going to turn me over? Nahia asked him, and she felt as if her fear for the possible answer passed on to Eki. She received a feeling of great discomfort.

Secrets, especially big ones, are difficult to keep. I should turn you in, since you seek to kill us.

I don’t seek to kill you, I seek to free the slave peoples from you, which is very different.

For which you will rise in arms and seek to kill us. The proof is that you just tried to make an alliance with our deadly enemies to go against us, to kill us.

You could always free all the slave races of Kraido and all the conquered peoples in other worlds. That way there wouldn’t be any uprisings, or wars, or deaths. It would be the easiest, the best. Will you do that?

Eki looked at the sky and then at the ground.

I understand what you’re telling me, Nahia. But you must understand that I am a dragon.

I understand, Eki. But not all dragons agree with the Path. There are those who seek other ways of living, without conquering and shedding blood. Without seeking the vain glory of war and destruction.

It may be so. I do not know this. I was brought up on the Path of Dragons, like all of us, and it’s what we follow.

You are a good dragon. An intelligent one. Don’t tell me you agree with what we’re doing here, with what the dragons do in other worlds. The fact that they teach you the Path of Dragons doesn’t mean you have to follow it.

Change isn’t easy.

Do you think it’s fair that Logan dies here, which isn’t his world, in a war that isn’t his, forced to fight because he’s a slave, when he never wanted to be a soldier or kill anyone? Do you think it’s fair that I’ll die because I want to be free?

Eki was thoughtful.

I will think over everything you’ve told me, since there’s reason in what you say and I follow my mind, not my prejudices.

So? Are you going to turn me in?

Not for now. If I turn you in, they will kill you on the spot. I should kill you at once for treason.

And how will we go on moving forward?

We will stay together, because the same purpose unites us. You rescuing Logan, me rescuing Aroa. Our paths go parallel toward the same destiny, and we will follow them together, because that way we have more chances of success. I love Aroa very much, I’m not going to let her die.

Understood. We’ll free Aroa and Logan. That’s our purpose.

Once they are free, we will talk about the rest.

Agreed.

Now let’s go back to the war camp and see whether the general will helps us with the rescue or, as I fear, he leaves them to their fate.

Nahia nodded and climbed onto the saddle without another word. A moment later, they crossed the sky. She felt something had changed between them. The bond was still there, but it was as if it had become very thin, as if it were close to breaking. The complete opposite of what she had been feeling until now, where the bond had been growing stronger with time. She could clearly detect that Eki was feeling betrayed and lied to, and although she wanted to tell him it was not so, that she had had no choice but to hide it from him, she knew it would not change anything. Eki would not forgive her, the same way she would not forgive him if the situation were reversed.

Once they were back in the war camp, they found out what they had already guessed. General Gorri-Zaldi-Txar heard them, but was not at all understanding.

I am not going to risk any squadron on a Rescue Mission. If they have been captured, they will question them to get information and kill them once they have what they want.

“The Gryphons are bloodthirsty, they don’t take prisoners,” the Drakonid rider, Drantik, added.

They are alive, sir. Dragon and rider. There is still time to rescue them if we hurry, Eki insisted.

Rescue them? From a mountain-home?

“There are over a hundred. You don’t know which one they’ve taken them to, if they have,” said Drantik.

“The Gryphon king’s name is Arran-Bigaerlehoi,” Nahia informed them.

He will have his own mountain-home, he is a Gryphon king, added Eki.

“We could send patrols to watch the cities and search for them,” Nahia suggested.

For one dragon? We would lose ten just for going near their mountain-homes. Things are not going well. I am not going to risk more dragons, the general sentenced.

“They’ve fought with honor, they deserve to be rescued,” Nahia insisted.

“Whoever falls, falls, and more so in the world of the Gryphons.”

I refuse the request for a rescue. Leave and go rest, the general ordered.

Nahia did not move for a moment. Rage and frustration devoured her inside.

Eki was not moving either. He was staring at the general, and in his eyes there was not respect, but rage.

“The general has given you an order. Follow it, now,” Drantik told them in a threatening tone.

Eki turned around and went away.

Let us go, Nahia. If we die for standing up to the general, we will not save them.

Nahia had to make a tremendous effort to not let her inner flame get out of control. Eki was right. If they challenged the general, he would have them killed.


Chapter 54

The days went by slowly in the Invasion Camp of the dragons on Gryphoros.  The spirits of the invasion force gradually dropped as the days passed. The squads kept being sent on Punishment Missions. The problem was that every time they went out, not all of them came back. The casualties of riders and dragons were beginning to be high. The Gryphons were getting better organized, and they were capable of causing more and more damage to the dragon squads.

Nahia was sitting beside Faden and Sarmas, of her squad, by a campfire in one of the large caves on the east side of the mountain-home. They were eating their war rations, which were mostly tasteless, but at least they had food. Slave food, because the dragons could eat other creatures or even the Gryphons they killed. Some did, to show how powerful and fearful they were. Nahia considered it barbaric. One more thing in the long list the dragons kept making longer, which did not surprise her. If anyone asked her what creature ate its enemies, the dragons would be her first answer, and this before knowing they actually did. They were the most despicable creatures one might imagine.

“How do you feel?” Faden asked her in a friendly tone.

Nahia sighed.

“I’ve been better…”

“I’m very sorry about what happened to Logan…” Sarmas told her, putting his hand to his head where he still had a serious lump that had not recovered from the blows received in combat. The feeling of guilt did not let him go on.

“I know. And it’s not your fault, we’ve talked about that,” Nahia replied. She did not blame him in the least.

“I know… but it was me he stayed behind to help, I feel awful…”

“He also helped me,” said Kiara of the Diamond Squad as she walked over with Madden of the Spark Squad. They sat down with them by the fire. “I feel as bad as you do.”

“Don’t. You shouldn’t. You’re not to blame, It’s the dragons’ fault and their            endless greed,” said Nahia, very angry and upset.

There was a very intense silence. They all looked around to see who might be listening. In that cave there were only riders, split into three resting groups. The dragons were in larger caves on the north side of the enormous mountain.

“Be careful what you say, ardent blonde, it might cost you your life,” Morgana warned, who had heard her as she was coming back with two rations in her hand.

“Are you going to tell on me?” Nahia looked at her challengingly.

Morgana sat down in front of her on the other side of the fire.

“No. I like people with a fighting spirit. Someone else will eventually turn you in so the dragons can tear your head off.”

“Wow, now I feel much better.”

“You should. I warned you some time ago that something bad was going to happen…

“You’re a bird of ill omen.” Nahia rubbed it in.

“I only warned you, and it seems I was right.”

“You have no heart!” Nahia nearly jumped on her, but Faden stepped in between and stopped her.

“Don’t blame her for what the Gryphons did,” Faden told her.

“The Gryphons are not to blame, the dragons are,” Nahia insisted.

Faden sighed deeply and said nothing.

They went on eating, but no one spoke for a long while.

Tilsa arrived with her ration and sat down beside them.

“Not in the mood for chatting?” the Felidae asked, seeing everyone so quiet.

“Our comrade here is voicing her opinion about our masters,” Morgana commented with a wave toward Nahia.

“I only say what I think, and there are many who think like me,” Nahia replied.

“Oh really? And what do they think?” Morgana asked, challenging her to tell them.

Nahia was not going to shrink back.

“They think that the dragons only lead to death. They think that being the dragons’ slaves only brings us pain, suffering, and death.”

“Be careful, Nahia….” Tilsa warned her, looking around.

The warning was not enough to silence what Nahia felt.

The time has come to be free, to stop serving the dragons, to find freedom and seek our own destiny.”

“Those words are treason,” Tilsa told her.

“Are you going to turn me in? You who are my own squad? Or you two who already know how I feel?”

“We’re not going to turn you in,” Kiara told her and looked at Madden.

“We think the same as you,” Madden joined her.

“Well, this is getting interesting. More that join the cause,” Morgana looked at them, her head to one side, smiling, amused.

“You all know that serving the dragons brings nothing but suffering and death.” Nahia was now looking at Faden and Sarmas.

“That’s what it takes. We’re slaves, trained to fight for them,” Faden told her.

“We have no choice,” Sarmas said.

“Yes, you do. You can join me, the cause, and fight to achieve freedom. It’s either that or die as slaves!”

“You’re talking too loud, lower your voice,” Tilsa warned her again, looking around. Half a dozen riders who were by the other campfires had risen and were coming over.

“What the dragons do is wrong. Invading worlds and attacking their peoples is wrong. Killing and conquering are wrong. Having slaves is wrong. You all know it. You don’t need me to tell you.” Nahia could not stay quiet.

Those who had risen arrived beside them.

“You’re absolutely right. We all know it, and some of us share your wishes. Count on the three of us,” Guins told her.

Nahia was somewhat surprised to see Guins joining her; she thought she had not reached him.

“Thank you, Guins, you’re all welcome to the cause.”

“Count us in too,” Jake told her, indicating those with him.

“Thank you, why this change of mind?” Nahia asked, a little taken aback.

“It’s not a change of mind, but thinking about it and realizing it’s what we ought to do. All of this is wrong,” he said with a wave at the cave and outside, “and that we are part of it is even worse.”

“There’s something we’ve found out and that I think you should all know. Although some of you might already know about it,” Jake told them.

“Do tell, this is getting more and more interesting. I want to know everything before the dragons kill you all for treason,” Morgana said in a sarcastic tone.

“The Punishment Missions we’re carrying out, most have a purpose they haven’t told us about,” Jake began to explain,

“The Punishment Missions are to reduce the number of Gryphons able to fight,” Faden told them.

“Yes, that part is correct, but there’s another part, and it’s dark…” Jake informed them.

“Tell us, I want to know,” Sarmas said.

“Most of the attacks are against groups of female gryphons. They are attacked, not the males.”

“Is that so?” Kiara raised an eyebrow.

“Why the females?” Tilsa wrinkled her nose.

Madden, who had already guessed, nodded.

“They want to control their numbers, and the most efficient way is to kill the females,” he nodded.

Guins nodded too.

“That’s right. The Gryphons reproduce more than the dragons, and so they kill as many females as they can every time they invade in order to control them.”

“That’s horrible! I thought we were going to try and conquer them, not that that’s better, but it’s not pure, selective murder.” Nahia waved her arms around.

“Well, if you don’t like that, what we’re going to tell you next you’ll like even less,” Jake told her.

Nahia frowned.

“What’s that?”

“The mission Logan was lost on was one of those.”

“What they’re doing is a barbarity! We can’t be a part of that!” Nahia was beside herself.

“Take it easy…” Tilsa put her hand on her shoulder, trying to calm her down.

Nahia looked around and saw that several more riders from the other fires were looking at her. She tried to calm down, although it took her a long moment.

“Now I understand why they attacked us in such an implacable way. They were defending their females. I thought I saw something… they were protecting something in the clouds…”

“They usually take their broods to safer places,” Guins told her. “If you saw something, it would’ve been that.”

“Are you telling me we attacked a group of females that were protecting their little ones?” Nahia said, shaking her head, already knowing the answer.

“Most likely, yes,” Jake confirmed.

“What else do you need to see that we can’t go on serving the dragons? We have to free ourselves! You can’t keep being their executors! You know what they’re doing, what you’re going to have to do for them! We have to unite and fight against them! Stop their cruelty!”

“You seem to have a lot of character, Flameborn. That’s good,” Guins nodded, pleased.

“It’s also very bad,” Jake warned her. “Everyone has heard your shouting.”

“Yeah, I can see that…” she replied, seeing that those who had not come over had stood up and were all staring at her.

“Whether we are with the cause or not, what we can’t deny is that this is absolutely detestable,” Kiara said.

“It’s basically a campaign of population control, although the dragons disguise it as invasion and conquest,” Madden told them.

“It looks that way, and if they do that here, they will also do it on other worlds,” Morgana added, “so what are you going to do about it? The dragons aren’t going to stop doing it because you ask them nicely.” She said this bitterly.

Nahia stood up and spoke loudly so everyone in the cave would hear her well.

“We’ll all join the cause of freedom. We’ll rise against the dragons. We’ll fight against them, and we’ll defeat them. We’ll achieve freedom and stop all their atrocities.”

For a moment they were all silent, assimilating Nahia’s words and watching the reactions of the other groups.

“I think it’s an ambitious plan. With very few chances of success. But I like it, count me in,” Morgana told her.

Nahia was flabbergasted. If she was expecting someone not to join the cause, it was Morgana.

“Count on me too,” Kiara joined in.

“And me,” said Madden.

These were followed by Guins, Jake, Faden, and Sarmas. The rest of those in the cave went on adding their names to the cause one by one. Nahia could not believe what was happening. 

The last one to join was Tilsa.

“For freedom!” she cried.

“For freedom!” they all joined in.


Chapter 55

The invasion operation finished three weeks later. The dragons were beginning to suffer too many casualties and General Gorri-Zaldi-Txar had to consider the campaign concluded. It was one thing to have wounded dragons and riders, another to lose riders, and a very different one to lose dragons, which was something no general was going to accept. The Gryphons had reorganized well around five mountain-homes near the Invasion Camp of the dragons and did not allow any more Punishment Mission operations. These were intercepted, stopping the dragons from entering into deep Gryphon territory. Their most important mountain-homes were well and safe.

The Gryphons intercepted any enemy squadrons they saw and fought to the death.

The dragons found themselves without the advantage of the initial surprise and had fewer forces capable of fighting. They had been forced to change strategies several times, until nothing worked without an elevated cost in lives. One they could not accept.

Nahia found it curious that the dragons accepted killing thousands of creatures without the least consideration, but when it was their own lives that were lost, they could not tolerate it.

There had been talk of reinforcements arriving to continue the invasion, but Nahia knew it would not happen. She was so certain because she knew it was not an invasion campaign but one of punishment, to control the numbers of Gryphons. They were not there to invade that world but to kill its inhabitants—if possible, females—so they could not procreate. Terrible and true.

General Gorri-Zaldi-Txar finally gave the order to go back to Jadrakos, and they did so using the same Pearl they had come in through in the canyon. Nahia was afraid it would be controlled by the Gryphons and they would not be able to leave. But it was not so. It was not being watched by the enemy. That, or they were watching from the distance and were letting them leave, which might also be the case. It was probably that. They were letting them go to prevent more useless bloodshed and death.

They went back to Jadrakos, and Nahia was not sure how they would be received. She did not think they had done a great campaign—the loss of life had been extreme. Several squads had lost their members: the Moon Squad, the Volcano, the Diamond, the Spark… the Meteorite was one of the luckiest, since they had only lost one pair: Logan and Aroa. Only thinking about them made her eyes moist, but she shed no tears. They were not dead. There was a way to rescue them. She and Eki would manage to get them back, no matter how difficult it might be.

As they came out of the portal, they lined up in front of the castle. Leading the returning invasion forces was General Gorri-Zaldi-Txar.

Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen, commander and leader of the Dragon Riders of Jadrakos, and his rider, Droken, captain of the riders, appeared, coming out of the castle. They all turned toward them. And then something happened that surprised Nahia greatly. The commander congratulated the general for yet another successful campaign. He extended his congratulations to the five dragon kings. Nahia realized that everything had been a great ruse to go to the world of the Gryphons and kill them, out of the dragon kings’ sheer vanity, to show them they were superior.

She had to make great effort for her flame not to burn beyond what she was able to control, and even Eki felt disgusted. She could feel it through the bond that joined them. That he was furious and disappointed, she could clearly feel. And it could only be for one thing—what they were witnessing. Luckily, the welcome and the glorious speeches were short. There were many wounded riders and dragons that required attention, and they were all weary after all the combat on the campaign.

The following week was one of recovery and goodbyes. Those who had taken part in the campaign and were not wounded or in need of healing treatment gradually left Jadrakos as they had arrived. The Meteorite Squad had suffered wounds, both the riders and the dragons, although luckily they were not serious. Neither were Eki’s, who had borne them silently like a true hero. By the end of the week, Jadrakos was practically deserted. Before all the squads left, Nahia made sure she spoke with her allies there one more time, to remind them that the cause needed them wherever they were posted next, so they would keep recruiting brave members to join them.

Nahia had finished her advanced training and was using her time to keep weaving the threads of the fight for freedom. That morning she was talking to Guins and Jake, who would soon leave, when Commander Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen summoned her.

“Nahia, Flameborn, our leader requests you,” Arbocux, the master of riders, told her as he came over to her.

Guins and Jake took their leave with a nod, and Nahia followed Arbocux as he headed back to the castle. He walked so slowly that after the very swift flights with Eki, she found it a small torture. At least they did not have to kill any creatures, which was a change in routine which Nahia was really grateful for. She saw the great black dragon coming out of the castle, and it made her nervous. What would he want? As she approached him and his rider, Nahia became even more nervous. Had someone told on her? Was she being summoned to be accused of treason and executed on the spot? Every step she took toward the dragon seemed too quick now.

Take it easy, I have also been summoned, Eki sent her as he also came out of the castle.

It seems our bond is strengthening if you can feel my nerves from the castle, Nahia sent, surprised. Perhaps Eki was not as angry as he had been in Gryphoros and the bond was improving.

Yes, it seems so.

Eki reached her, and they both faced Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen and his rider, Droken.

Swift Dragon Eki and Dragon Rider Nahia, you have managed to pass the advanced training and have taken part in the campaign of invasion with honors. Therefore, you now graduate from the Aerial Academy of Jadrakos as Expert Dragon Lord and Rider. Serve the five dragon kings with loyalty and courage. The future is yours. The glory of victory awaits you in the sky.

Thank you, sir. It is an honor, Eki replied, bowing his head.

“As an Expert Rider, serve your Dragon Lord well to the death,” Droken told Nahia.

I would have liked Aroa and her rider, Logan, to graduate today as well. It is a loss that saddens me. They had a brilliant future. They were very good. Once more, it has been proven how dangerous the Gryphons are, our worst enemies, the great black dragon sent them.

Nahia noticed that the flame had started inside her and had to make a tremendous effort so it would not burn strong.

Regarding your next destination, you are being sent to Drameia. You will report there to General Iama-Area-Urdin of the armies of Osc-Beltz-Hil, the black dragon king. Prepare yourselves to enjoy the endless deserts.

Deserts? Eki asked, intrigued.

If Eki was intrigued, Nahia was a lot more.

There seems to be trouble there. Serious trouble. Dead dragons and revolts.

This was like honey to Nahia’s lips.

It sounds serious, but why us? A Swift Dragon and his Rider I mean, sir.

Because they are killing dragons. When dragons are killed, a Swift dragon is sent with a Rider. It is a lot more complicated to kill them.

I understand, sir. We will not fail.

Nahia said nothing and bowed her head. If dragons were being killed and there was talk of revolts, surely her comrades of the Igneous Squad and their Norghanian allies were involved. She had no doubt about that. This cheered her so much that she was about to shout in delight.

You will leave at dawn. Get ready.

At your command, sir, Eki sent.

Nahia saluted, bowing her head.

They both withdrew.

See you here at dawn, Eki sent to Nahia.

All right, I’ll go and get my gear.

They separated, and Nahia headed to the fortress-barracks. As she arrived, Lantreos appeared at a run.

“My lady, Expert Rider,” the Tergnomus bowed repeatedly.

“Well, the news got here before me.”

“These things are known, my lady. We have to touch up your armor to show the rank,” he whispered as if it was a secret.

“Ah, I see how you found out.”

“In Administration they know a lot of things.”

“I have no doubt about that. I wanted to speak to you.”

“Yes, my lady.”

“The confidential message I sent when we came from Gryphoros… remember…”

“Yes, my lady. A secret message. Via the clandestine network.”

“Yes, that one. Was there an answer?”

“I have to go and ask my contact. Better at night, less risk.”

“Fine, come to my room when you have the answer. I leave tomorrow for Drameia, I’ll need my equipment ready.”

“Of course, my lady.”

“Go, we’ll meet later.”

The Tergnomus ran off with his odd walk. Nahia headed to the barracks. She lay down to rest and tried to calm her aching heart, which she could not do. After a long while of constantly thinking about Logan and with a lump in her throat, she headed to the dining hall. Her comrades would be there for supper, and she wanted to say goodbye.

She went in the dining hall, and there they were at their usual table.

“Congratulations to the new Expert Rider!” Faden raised his glass for her with a big smile on his face.

“For Nahia, exceptional rider!” Sarmas joined in raising his glass.

“A real achievement, newbie!” Tilsa told her, nodding with a big smile on her Lioness face.

“I must say, I did not think you would make it,” Morgana admitted with her usual acid tone.

“How funny, coming from you,” Nahia replied with a grimace that meant it did not surprise her in the least, and she sat down at the table.

“Don’t pay attention to the brunette, you know what she’s like,” Faden told her.

“I never do.”

“You did not let me finish the sentence. What I was going to say next was that I’m very glad you did,” Morgana said.

They all turned to look at her, surprised.

“You really mean it?” Nahia looked at her, raising both eyebrows.

“Of course. Now there’s lots of excitement around here with you, and the stir you’re going to cause with your revolution is going to be very, very interesting,” Morgana told her, lowering her voice when she mentioned “revolution.”

“You bet it’s going to cause a stir,” Nahia said.

“We’re with you,” Sarmas assured her.

“I’m glad, because they’re sending me to Drameia. I leave at dawn.”

“Wow, that’s fast,” Faden said ruefully.

“Have you been given a destination yet?” Nahia asked.

“No, not yet,” Tilsa shook her head.

“Well, once you have it, together or separated, you know what you have to do,” Nahia told them, looking at them one by one.

“Don’t worry, we know,” Tilsa reassured her.

Nahia enjoyed that last supper with her comrades of the Meteorite Squad. They chatted about casual things and she managed to calm her heart a little. The truth was, they were a very good squad. She took her leave with hugs for all, Morgana included, who cursed her three times for hugging her.

At midnight, there came a knock on her bedroom door. Nahia got up from her bed and opened it.

“My lady,” Lantreos bowed exaggeratedly.

“Come in,” Naha told him and closed the door.

“This is for my lady rider,” he told her and gave her a container. “It arrived yesterday. It’s from the Prisoner.”

Nahia opened it and read the folded message it contained.

“Situation understood.

Elaborating rescue plan.

Presents extreme difficulty, but there is one chance.

Need some time to design and prepare everything.

Much precision is required, and collaboration.

Is already in my mind and hands.

Will inform you of progress.

The Prisoner.”

Nahia sighed so loudly, relieved, that she scared Lantreos.

“Everything well, my lady?”

“Everything is better than well, Lantreos. Thank you, you may go now.”

“My lady needs me to travel with her?”

“No, Lantreos, you stay here. Where I’m going is no place for squires.”

“As my lady wishes,” Lantreos bowed repeatedly and left.

Nahia burned the message with the flame of the candle on her bedside table.

“Hold on, Logan my love, the rescue is being planned.”


The adventure continues in the next book:


Bold Plan (The Path of Dragons, Book 6)
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Note from the author:

I really hope you enjoyed my book. If you did, I would appreciate it if you could write a quick review. It helps me tremendously as it is one of the main factors readers consider when buying a book. As an Indie author I really need of your support.

Just go to Amazon or follow this link: Enter Review

Thank you so very much.

Pedro.


Other Series by Pedro Urvi

THE SECRET OF THE GOLDEN GODS 

A world ruled by merciless Gods. An enslaved people. A young slave-hunter at the service of the Gods. Will he be able to save his sister when they take her?

This series takes place three thousand years before the events of Path of the Ranger Series.

Different protagonists, same world, one destiny.
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PATH OF THE RANGER

A kingdom in danger, a great betrayal, a boy seeking to redeem his father's honor. Will he succeed in exonerating him and saving the realm from an enemy in the shadows before it is too late for the whole North?

The beginning of the legendary story of the Snow Panthers of the Norghanian Rangers.
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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?

This series takes place after the events of Path of the Ranger Series. It has different protagonists, but one of the Snow Panthers joins the adventure in the second book. He is a secondary character in this series, but he plays an important role, and he is alone…
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SERIES READING ORDER

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