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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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Dedication

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


Chapter 1

Nahia looked at the clear blue sky signaling the beginning of summer with an uneasy feeling that climbed from her stomach to her throat with sharp claws. She tried to swallow to get rid of her unease but was unable to. She sighed deeply and shut her eyes for a moment, feeling the gentle wind caressing her cheeks and hair. The sun’s rays bathed her with comforting warmth, and yet they did not manage to dispel the feeling of unrest that grew with every moment.

“Take it easy, everything’ll be all right,” Logan whispered beside her.

“I have some feelings that say exactly the opposite…” Nahia replied, smiling. Having the handsome dark-haired boy with light eyes beside her made her feel safe and happy, which made a smile appear on her mouth.

“Have faith. We’ll make it.”

Nahia nodded.

“Yeah, we’ll make it,” she agreed, but she was still full of many doubts. Too many. The immediate future was uncertain and the distant one even more so.

The two were standing in front of the majestic and enormous castle of Drakoros, the martial academy they had just graduated from as Dragon Warlocks. It loomed over them like a huge fateful shadow. Nahia was expecting either Colonel Lehen-Gorri-Gogor or Commander Bigaen-Zuri-Indar to come out at any moment, and as the great and ruthless dragons they were, they would tear them up right there and then. There was no reason for this, but that was how she felt.

All the students who had graduated from the Academy started coming out of the third-year barracks. They were equipped for battle and wearing the armored clothing of the Dragon Warlocks, covered with scales. Now that they had graduated, the scales were a bright silver color and the sun’s rays made them shine with intense flashes as they went to stand in line. They were armed with lances and shields they carried on their backs, each with a sword and dagger at their waists. They looked impressive. But Nahia’s and Logan’s gazes did not show pride but fear. They feared for all of them, since they were being sent to Drameia—to Tremia—to fight in the war. Death awaited them there, anxious to take their souls away, and so it would be unless they were very careful and lucky.

Nahia saw the Ardent Squad come out. Brendan looked at her and gave her a nod, placing his hands to make the Butterfly of Victory sign. Nahia returned the greeting to the blond Human. With him went the Felidae Lara, the Kapro Cordelius, the Drakonid Draider, the Scarlatum Elsa and the Fatum Evelyn. One by one, they all looked at her and saluted her with the Butterfly of Victory. Nahia felt deeply honored and proud of all of them. That squad was not only in the same squadron, they were all committed to the cause, even Draider who Nahia had doubted. She fervently hoped nothing would happen to them in the war, but she was fully aware that they were being sent to battle and would be in all kinds of danger. They lined up on the north side of the square.

She thought of the Butterfly of Victory and what it meant for her. It was a symbol that represented the victory they would one day achieve when they won their freedom. On that day they would be free from the slavery the dragons had them subjected to. A dream, a wish that many shared in and that more and more believed might be true one day. Nahia, Ana, and Maika had created the butterfly symbol, and as she thought of her dead friends she felt her heart sink. They were the first victims to the cause, to the rebellion they had started to organize at the Academy. Maika had fallen first, and her death at the end of the second year of training was as fresh as if it had happened only a few days back.

Nahia sighed deeply, waiting for the anguish that always overcame her when she thought of it to pass. But the death that hurt the most was Ana’s; not because they had been closer friends, but for her betrayal. Nahia had already forgiven her—she blamed the dragons. They had driven Ana to despair, to believing that freedom was impossible. They had taken away her hope and left her with no other possible future than dying for the dragons. That despair had led her to treason. The sting of pain Nahia felt made her hand go to her heart. She hoped that wherever Ana’s spirit had gone, she might have found peace, harmony, and some happiness.

She saw the Searing Squad leaving the barracks. The Felidae lion, Logar, was leading it. He was followed by the Tauruk, Valka, the human, Balk, the Fatum, Beck, the Scarlatum, Rogis, and the Drakonid, Lita. They all gave her the Butterfly of Victory salute, with the exception of Lita. Nahia returned the salute, and once again she felt deeply honored and proud of her fellow squadron mates. Her eyes moistened. If they wanted to get rid of the dragons forever, they needed more brave souls like these. Luckily, by working secretly and taking risks, since it could be no other way if they wanted results, they had managed to recruit more brave ones for the cause. They had managed to create a network of leaders at the Academy. Nahia had chosen five among all the pupils of the Academy, two who were now starting their third year and three who were passing to second year. They would be in charge of continuing to transmit the message to all the pupils, those who were already training and those who would soon arrive to start their first year. The wheel of rebellion must keep turning; it could not stop because she, Logan, and the other squad leaders were leaving the Academy this year.

“Here comes my squadron, I’ll go and say goodbye,” Logan said.

“Fine, I’ll wait for my squad.”

Logan stepped up a few paces and at once the whole White Squadron, not just the Whirlwind Squad, came over to greet him.

A moment later, the Igneous Squad came out. Nahia’s eyes grew wet when she saw Daphne, Lily, Taika, Ivo, and Aiden. They had been through so many things together, painful and tough, the kind of experiences that had united them, and now they had to part. Seeing them, Nahia wished she could go with them. That was what she would have liked and what she had thought would happen, to be sent to the war in Tremia with her squad. But once again, the dragons had played a dirty trick on her, one of many she had already had to bear. She would not be able to go with her comrades to Tremia. She was being sent to Jadrakos to become a Dragon Rider, whatever that meant, which would surely not be anything good. Nothing the dragons ordered was positive. Losing the support of her squad seemed unthinkable. She had been with them for so long—     always together at all times, morning, afternoon, and evening—that now it seemed impossible that they would not be with her, beside her along the way as usual. She was going to miss them terribly. She knew it; her heart which was weeping underneath was telling her so.

She took a couple of steps forward to go to them and stopped when she saw them all coming toward her in the squad style, semi-formation. They could not help it after so many hours of training. It was ingrained in them and it happened subconsciously. Nahia saw the space in front of Aiden where she should be which was now empty. Her heart sank.

“Hello, squad!” she greeted them, raising her right hand, unable to hide her sadness for the coming separation.

“Hello, little explosive flame!” Lily said with a big mischievous smile on her attractive scarlet face.

Nahia found her coquettish comrade’s greeting funny and chuckled. She had lifted her spirits at once, as the Scarlatum always managed to do.

“Today is a day for goodbyes,” Taika said as he greeted her with a nod of his white tiger’s head. There was sadness in his feline eyes. They did not shine with their usual brightness, a mixture of intelligence and ferociousness.

“You have no idea how painful this is…” Nahia admitted, and her eyes moistened again seeing them all in front of her.

“We know, we feel the same,” Daphne said, stepping up to Nahia and hugging her tight. The beautiful Fatum’s face showed her sorrow, and her delicate wings fluttered as if she wanted to fly. Nahia wished her friend were able to fly and take her away from this place.

“When the team is separated, the balance we’ve worked so hard to achieve is broken too,” Ivo said as he hugged her. He did it gently, which always surprised Nahia since the Tauruk was such a strong beast, in looks if not in behavior.

“I’m very unbalanced, you at least have one another,” Nahia said, bowing her head.

“Your destiny is a glorious one. You ought to be happy and honored for having been chosen. Being a Dragon Rider is reserved for only a chosen few,” Aiden said and saluted her with a nod, his Drakonid face very serious.

“I don’t expect anything good of whatever it is the dragons have in mind for me. I still don’t understand why they need a rider, least of all someone like me.”

“The designs of our dragon lords might seem strange, but I’m sure they have a well-founded reason,” Aiden stated, convinced.

“You always believe your dragon lords have reasons and motives, you marble-head, but in truth they’re only whimsical, heartless creatures,” Lily retorted.

“The fact that we can’t understand the reason now doesn’t mean that it’s not a valid one. And my head is very well, thank you. It’s not stone, rock, granite, marble, or anything similar,” Aiden said a little stiffly.

“Our Drakonid is quite right,” said Ivo. “We don’t know the reason, but there must be one and it’ll be important. No dragon would accept a rider on their back unless there was one.”

“I think the same thing. A dragon would never let a slave from the inferior races ride it. There must be a compelling reason,” Taika said in his whispery, velvet voice.

Nahia sighed.

“In any case, they’re separating us, and that hurts me deep down.”

“Same here,” Daphne assured her, nodding and putting her hand on Nahia’s shoulder, sharing her distress.

“I’m going to get wrinkles, this is so traumatic. And you all know that’s the worst thing that can happen to me,” Lily said with a snort.

“We’re all sad but let’s not flounder, balance will return to us. This is only a temporary separation. We’ll all get together again and the squad will be complete once more,” said Ivo.

“That’s how it should be,” said Aiden.

“I also hope it’s a temporary separation,” Nahia said wishfully.

“Have they told you how long you and Logan will be training? And where the training will take place?” Taika asked her, looking very interested.

Nahia shook her head.

“Neither. They haven’t deigned to tell us anything. Only that we leave today for a place called Jadrakos after you’ve all left.”

“We’re being sent to the front to serve our dragon lords in the war at Drameia,” Aiden said proudly.

“Yeah, I already guessed so…” Nahia said ruefully.

“We won’t be able to communicate… or know what happens to one another… that’s not good,” Taika said, having the same thought as her.

“Promise me you’ll be very careful. You’re going to war, the risk is huge… the dangers…” Nahia looked at them one by one, and her heart sank as if it were being crushed with a granite glove.

“Don’t worry, no matter the risk, we’ll come out on top,” Daphne assured her. “We’re as tough as Aiden’s granite head.”

“We’ll come out of this one without a single scratch, that’s for sure,” Lily added, pointing at her face and smiling coquettishly.

“We’ll look after one another as we always do. You must do the same. Lean on Logan. There’s goodness in him, and strength,” Ivo told her.    

“Yes, exactly, lean on him a lot. In fact, all you can,” Lily told her with an exaggerated wink.

Nahia blushed.

“Yeah… that’s what… I’ll do…”

“It’ll be good for you, I’m sure,” Daphne said, also smiling at her.

Nahia looked at Logan as he was saying goodbye to his comrades and was certain that with him she would be well indeed.

“Before we part, I want to ask you for something,” Nahia said.

“About the cause?” Taika guessed.

“That’s right,” she nodded. “You’d better not hear this, Aiden,” she warned him, well aware that the Drakonid would be upset if he heard what she was about to tell the rest of the squad.

Aiden made a face.

“I’d rather you did not conspire against the dragons. I say this for your own good.”

“Shut up, loony sand-filled head, and cover your ears,” Lily snapped.

Aiden snorted and shook his head. Then he stepped aside and turned his back on them, making it clear he did not want to know anything about it.

Nahia spoke in a whisper to the others.

“We’re separating, but the dream must survive. We must keep fighting for the cause. Wherever we are, whatever the situation we find ourselves in, each and every one of us must keep fighting and striving to reach freedom. Never mind that we’re in far-away worlds, we’ll have opportunities there to take steps to achieve the dream.”

“Like the Rangers,” Taika commented.

“Without a doubt,” Nahia confirmed.

“And the same way we met the Rangers, we might find others in different kingdoms of Tremia ready to join our fight,” Daphne said with absolute certainty in her voice.

“Definitely. All the kingdoms and peoples of Tremia are being attacked by the dragons. Finding allies shouldn’t be very complicated. My enemy’s enemy is at the least my possible ally,” Ivo said, smiling.

“I’m charming and irresistible, I’ll make sure to persuade possible allies for the cause.” Lily made a sensual pose and smiled.

“I have no doubt of that,” Nahia replied, knowing full well how charming and persuasive Lily could be when she chose to, and this without using her magic, which allowed her to enchant other people’s minds.

“We’ll find ways of moving toward freedom. New allies are only one way. There’s a lot of information and intelligence that might serve us well,” Taika mused thoughtfully.

“Let’s not forget the Golden Weapons and any kind of Golden Magic that might affect the dragons,” Daphne added.

“Look for those who would really, truly help. The key to defeating the dragons is in that Golden Magic,” Nahia said.

“In the Golden Magic and in finding allies,” Ivo pointed out. “Magic alone won’t be enough.”

Nahia nodded.

“True. An army of dragons requires one just as powerful to defeat it. And we’ll only get such a force with allies.”

“Don’t worry, Nahia, we’ll deal with that,” Daphne promised. “I’m not forgetting the prisoners in the dungeons of this academy. The dragons will have them locked up in there until they rot and die, without any hope.”

We won’t forget those who’ve died either. Or those who’ll die, both here and below, on our land,” Lily said. “The dragons must fall. We have to do it, for all of them.”

Nahia smiled slightly. Her comrades’ words reassured her. She knew they would never stop fighting, not after everything they had seen and lived through.

All squadrons, line up! they heard Colonel Lehen-Gorri-Gogor’s powerful and unmistakable mental message.

They all looked up at the sky almost instinctively. They saw the Colonel arrive together with the six squadron leaders of the third year as they flew over the castle. Nahia found it funny that they were able to recognize the mental voice of the dragons and their origin. One more proof that they had spent too much time in this place of horrors.

“We have to go and line up,” Aiden told them, already restless, with urgency in his body language.

“We’re coming, don’t be a granite-head up to the last moment.”

“I’m an honorable Drakonid,” Aiden replied, and bowing his head before Nahia in goodbye, he turned and marched to the north of the square.

“Take good care of yourself and don’t let anyone put out your flame,” Daphne told Nahia, placing her hand in the middle of her chest.

“Never,” Nahia promised.

“But don’t go around bursting into fire all over either, little explosive flame,” Lily advised her, laughing.

Nahia smiled.

“I’ll try.”

“We’ll be waiting for you in Tremia,” Taika said.

“Wait for me in one piece,” Nahia pleaded.

Taika nodded.

“Always maintain your balance, don’t let your emotions get the better of you,” Ivo told her.

“You’re good at that. Me not so much, or rather not at all.”

“Practice makes perfect,” the great Tauruk said, smiling.

“I’ll practice, don’t worry,” Nahia replied with a grin.

The Igneous Squad went to line up, and Nahia would have given anything to go with them. Unfortunately, that was not going to happen.


Chapter 2

As she watched them walk away, Nahia felt for an instant that she would never see them again. Their paths separated here, and she thought this was the end for them. The Igneous Squad would never be what it had been again. A feeling of unrest, as if a hole was being punched in the middle of her chest, made her take a deep breath to fill her lungs. When she exhaled she felt somewhat better, although not much. That thought had left her with a bad taste in her mouth. She simply could not believe she would never see her comrades again. Suddenly the scale at her nape began to heat up and she knew it would not be so; her squad comrades were essential to her future, whatever that might be. She would reunite with them, of that she was sure. There were still many adventures and experiences to live through together. The scale burned as if it wanted to let her know that it would indeed be that and much more, which made her feel much easier, at least for the time being.

Colonel Lehen-Gorri-Gogor landed in the middle of the bailey and the six leaders did the same at the northern end. The squads ran to line up. Nahia saw Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt and wondered what would happen now between them. The huge red dragon had not addressed her at all since the critical incident. Nahia now knew that Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt was with the Faction of the New Tomorrow, although she still found it hard to believe. But it appeared to be true; Garran-Zilar-Denbo, the great silver dragon who was the imprisoned leader of the faction, had confirmed it. Yet the red dragon had not manifested belonging to such a group in any way. Nahia could understand such behavior, since it ran an enormous risk in the Academy. If the red dragon was discovered, the colonel and the other leaders would tear it to pieces on the spot. It had only revealed itself when forced by the situation because of Ana’s actions.

Nahia shut her eyes tight, remembering what had happened with grief. If instead of going to Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt Ana had gone to her own squad leader, she and her friends would now all be dead. Luckily for them, Ana chose wrong when she betrayed them and had paid with her life. Nahia still could not get over her amazement about what had taken place that fateful night. She still had nightmares where she saw Ana die. The impression it had caused was so intense that she could not erase it from her mind. She had no doubt it would take her a long time to get over it. As Ivo used to say, “time heals almost everything” and that was what Nahia wanted, for the pain to pass and her soul to heal.

She watched the other squadrons lining up before their leaders. At that moment she realized that if the leaders went with the squadrons to war, she would not have a chance to talk to Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt. It was something she would like to do, to clear things up and solidify both their positions. Unfortunately, she was almost sure the dragon did not want the same, or it would have already spoken to her. It had been several days since graduation and it had not declared itself one way or the other, which she could understand. Perhaps it was better this way. It was a secret which, if discovered, might cost the life of not only the great red dragon but the whole squadron. It was better to forget what had happened to Ana, for everyone’s sake.

Logan returned to her side and her heart cheered up at once. She felt a joyful nervousness running throughout her whole body. It was as if accidentally, by proximity, she felt one of the storm discharges of Logan’s Elemental Air Magic. It was not so, of course, since Logan controlled and mastered his elemental magic perfectly, but that was how it felt. Or this was the explanation that made more sense because it happened often, almost every time he was near her.

“How was the farewell?” she asked the handsome, dark-haired youth with eyes like the summer sky that blew her mind away.

“Sad, but it’s a test we have to pass,” Logan sighed deeply and looked to where his own comrades were lined up.

“And we will,” she smiled lightly, trying to cheer him up.

“Together we will for sure,” he said, smiling reassuringly.

Seeing Logan’s smile, so rare for him, Nahia’s heart melted a little. She could not help herself, and neither did she want it to be otherwise.

They both remained and watched the squadrons leave, following their leaders.

“Good luck, comrades,” Nahia wished a bit sadly.

“Take care of yourselves, survive!” Logan said in a sorrowful tone.

Once they had all left the Academy, Nahia and Logan remained silent. A thousand thoughts ran through their minds, and many were not good. They stayed there for a good while without saying a word and feeling a void, as if a part of them were missing.

Suddenly, a brown dragon came down from the sky and flew over the square in circles. The Colonel, who had already withdrawn to the entrance of the castle, looked up at the new arrival. Nahia and Logan watched it too, since it was not a regular dragon: it had a rider with heavy armor and carrying a lance and shield. The dragon roared. It was not very large and looked like a young dragon. It had white streaks on its sides.

At the dragon’s roar, the Colonel replied with a more powerful one, and a moment later the brown dragon and its rider landed in the middle of the bailey. Nahia guessed that the exchange of roars was a request for landing and its granting it. After all, this dragon did not belong to the Academy and therefore had no permission to access it.

Once landed, the brown dragon remained still, as did its rider. Nahia realized that the dragon was staring at them with its brown eyes, which shone brightly. She felt a shiver run down her back—this dragon and its rider were coming for them.

The rider, a Drakonid, passed one leg over the saddle and slid off the dragon’s side to the ground. Seeing the fluid motion and the height from which the rider dropped so gracefully, Nahia guessed there was magic involved. Either that, or he was a very accomplished athlete. The Drakonid was as big as Aiden and his solid armor must weigh a ton, but he had slid off as light as a feather, almost levitating.

The brown dragon roared in their direction. Nahia looked at Logan, not knowing what to do. Logan made a sign with his hand to wait and see.

The rider walked over to them resolutely. He squared up in front of them and studied them from head to toe.

“I’m Dremis, Dragon Rider,” he introduced himself without any other greeting.

“We are Logan and Nahia,” she replied, pointing at him and then at herself.

Dremis nodded.

“The chosen ones to join our ranks. I’m here to take you to Jadrakos.”

“We’re ready…” said Nahia.

“Are we leaving now?” Logan asked.

“Yes, right away.”

“We’re not equipped,” Logan said, pointing at the clothes they were wearing.

“All the equipment you need will be given to you when we get there,” the rider said.

“Are we walking? Is it far away? We’ll need food,” Nahia said, trying to get some information from the Drakonid about where they were going to.

“It’s quite far. You won’t walk there. We’ll fly, and you don’t need food,” the rider of the brown dragon said, pointing at it.

“Are we going to ride the dragon?” Nahia was so taken aback that she voiced her thoughts out loud.

Dremis laughed mockingly.

“Of course not. Only the rider chosen for each dragon can ride it. If anyone even tries to brush against a dragon without permission, they’ll die.”

“Oh… I’d already guessed that…” muttered Nahia.

“So, how are we going to travel then?” Logan asked.

The rider turned toward Administration.

“The means will be brought to you presently.”

Nahia and Logan looked toward Administration. Half a dozen Tergnomus were coming out, shouldering what looked like a steel cell. At the top of the barred structure was a large ring, right in the middle.

“That’s a… cell…” Nahia identified, not liking what it meant at all.

“It’s more a cage,” Logan said, having understood its purpose.

“It’s the transport cage,” Dremis told them. “It’s more comfortable than it looks.”

“You don’t expect us to get in there and be carried away hanging from that ring, do you?” Nahia could not believe it, and her stupor showed on her face.

“Not only do I expect it, it’s what you’re going to do, and without a word. Get in the cage.”

Nahia was about to protest angrily when Logan put his hand on her arm.

“We have no choice,” he whispered in a soothing tone and nodded toward the Colonel, who was watching them intensely.

Nahia breathed in deeply and let the air out in a long sigh. She did this three times to calm down. She found the whole thing a tremendous outrage.

The Tergnomus left the cage in front of the dragon. They opened the metal door and then withdrew.

“Get in,” Dremis ordered them.

Nahia hesitated.

“I don’t know…”

“When a Dragon Rider gives an order, you obey it or suffer the punishment,” Dremis warned them.

“We are Dragon Warlocks, we deserve some respect.” Logan said defensively.

“You are, and you’re one rung below a Dragon Rider. You’ll do well to remember that.”

Nahia and Logan looked at one another. Logan had not liked the reply, she could see it in his eyes.

“We’ll do as you say,” Nahia told Dremis. She did not want an incident, least of all in front of the Colonel, who would have no mercy toward them.

Logan snorted under his breath and they both stepped over to the cage. Dremis followed them and they entered it. The floor was solid metal, so at least it was half comfortable. Dremis shut the door and secured it so it would not open. Then he got onto his dragon, climbing onto the saddle as if he levitated. Nahia was stunned—he had definitely used magic, and not that of the dragon, which was looking toward the Colonel with whom it seemed to be conversing, exchanging mental messages, but with his own magic. Nahia wondered how Dremis could do that. She was intrigued.

They grabbed the bars of the cage and waited. The dragon roared, beat its huge wings, rose in a well-calculated leap, and grabbed the ring of the cage in its hind claws. A moment later, Nahia and Logan felt the cage rising. As they gained height, soaring over the Academy, they were shaken to the sides because of the dragon’s flight. They held tight to the bars and stood firmly on the floor of the cage to keep their bodies upright. They wanted to prevent losing their grip and balance and end up bumping against the bars.

The dragon went on rising higher and with it the cage, swaying one way and the other. Nahia lost her balance and thrashed about. Luckily she also bumped against Logan, which she did not mind, but she did mind bumping into the iron bars with her legs. After several strong swings, Logan and Nahia grabbed the bars with one hand and each others’ body with the other. The flight continued, and after two tight turns they ended up thrown to the bottom. Logan was holding Nahia, who was trying to hold onto the bars while the cage swayed in the midst of the clouds.

“Hold on tight,” Logan cried.

“This trip is going to be a delight,” Nahia replied after hitting her legs a couple more times.

The flight seemed to stabilize, and for a moment there was no more shaking. Nahia and Logan were lying on the floor of the cage and holding onto the bars with both hands.

“That’s better,” Nahia said.

“Don’t let go.”

“If you don’t tie me to you…”

“I have nothing to tie you with.”

“Yes, you do,” Nahia said, putting her hand over his heart.

“Oh…” Logan went all red.

At that moment the dragon rose abruptly and they were thrashed again, so they held onto the bars tightly.

“Blasted dragons…” muttered Nahia.


Chapter 3

Nahia was holding onto the bars with all her might. The dragon had just made a nosedive flight, and as a result her body flew to the top of the cage, her feet hitting the bars above with the abrupt change in height.

Logan suffered the same impact, and his feet made a loud noise when they hit the top. Nahia turned her head and saw him beside her with his feet up, his hands holding onto the bars halfway, like she was.

“He’s doing it on purpose,” Nahia told him.

“I don’t think so… hold on tight.”

The dragon swerved right abruptly and Nahia’s body went to the left even harder. She hit the bars with her feet and felt a sharp pain.

“Blasted dragons,” she muttered under her breath.

“Shhh,” Logan said with a worried face as he bumped into her.

“Ouch!” Nahia felt the bump. “Don’t tell me he’s not doing it on purpose.”

“I don’t know whether he is or not, but he could be less brusque.”

As he said this the dragon gave another abrupt turn to the left, and this time both Nahia’s and Logan’s bodies were thrown to the right. This time it was Nahia who hit Logan, who in turn hit the bars on one side. He let out a grunt of pain.

“See? The fiend is doing it on purpose.”

“Yeah, it’s quite despicable to do this to us.”

No sooner had he said this that the dragon rose to the sky at great speed and Nahia and Logan fell hard against the floor of the cage.

“I swear I’m going to kill it!” cried Nahia. Logan looked at her with wide eyes—she had said it too loud.

There was no reply from either the rider or the dragon, so Logan gave a snort of relief after a moment.

“You have to hold back. The situation is horrible, but we have to put up with it.”

“Yeah… sorry.”

“Don’t worry. I love your strong, explosive character, but now is not the right time to bring it out.”

“You’re right,” she replied, smiling and enjoyed the compliment.

The flight leveled out for a while, and they both stayed on the floor of the cage.

“Do you really like my explosive character, or did you just say it so I’d calm down?” Nahia asked him, curious.

Logan looked into her eyes.

“I like it. It’s one of the things I like the most about you,” he replied in his usual serious tone, which meant it was true.

“One of the things, huh? What else do you like about me?” Nahia asked with a mischievous grin. She wanted to find out everything. It was not the best time, given the circumstances, but it was a moment, and she decided to take the chance.

The dark-haired, light-eyed youth was left speechless for a moment.

“Well, let’s see… I love your honesty and courage, how brave you are and the way you lead. The strength you pursue your dream with. Yeah, all of that.”

Nahia smile beamed.

“Anything else?” she asked.

Logan smiled.

“I believe I’ve already said too much.”

Nahia was about to beg him to tell her more when the dragon rose and dropped quickly, without warning. They hit the roof and floor of the cage. They were shaking as if whipped inside a steel prison with all that movement. Nahia wanted to scream, she was so sore, but Logan’s hand on her arm stopped her. Nahia looked at him and Logan shook his head. Nahia felt the flame of rage in her stomach, but she thought once again that now was not the time or the place. They were inside a cage several thousand feet in the air; if the dragon dropped the cage, they would die, crushed against the distant ground. She nodded to Logan and gazed at him tenderly, letting him know she was not going to do anything that might cause their deaths.

There were a couple of moments when the flight was stable and quiet. Nahia thought that the dragon had already punished them enough, although there was no reason to, but she was wrong. It was not enough, and for whatever reason—if there was one at all—the dragon continued swinging the cage, giving them a painful beating. The journey went back to the same pattern, with the dragon going up and down and turning this way and that abruptly. It was even worse when it performed a combination of moves. Their bodies suffered tremendous thrashes: it felt like someone wanted to tear them apart.

Nahia did not know where they were going, but they flew over a mountain she did know. It was the mountain where they had taken the test at the beginning of their third year, so she guessed they were heading north. They could not see much with all the thrashing, but Nahia got the impression that the dragon was actually making a beeline north, despite all the ups and downs and turns.

“I think we’re going north, don’t you?” she said to Logan.

“Yup, we are going north,” he nodded.

“Do you know what’s in the north?”

“No idea, but we don’t seem to be leaving this realm of clouds.”

“True. Unless a Pearl appears now,” said Nahia.

“I doubt they’ll take us out of this neutral kingdom.”

“You believe that?” Nahia was not so sure.

“From what we’ve seen, the Dragon Riders don’t wear any of the colors or badges of any of the dragon kings. I believe they’re neutral, as is the Academy of Drakoros.”

Nahia had not thought of this, but Logan was right. It made sense that the Dragon Riders, whom they guessed were scarce, since only the very best out of the Academy were chosen, would be neutral as well. In any case they were about to find out, so guessing led them nowhere.

The flight went on for a long while and the thrashes subsided gradually. Nahia and Logan were able to enjoy the journey and the views a little more. They had to admit they were amazing. They flew over mountains, rivers, forests, and some lakes. The land was a mixture of rocks and tall grass. The temperature at the height they were flying was low, but since it was summer and they were wearing field clothes it did not affect them too much.

What surprised them was when night fell and the dragon kept flying north. They had no idea where they were going but it was certainly far, there was no doubt about that. It flew all night without stopping to rest, which also surprised them. They had not considered dragons as creatures that liked prolonged effort. The dragon carrying them did not seem to mind. During the night he made no pirouettes, simply flying straight so Nahia and Logan were able to sleep some, holding one another. Nahia wished this night flight would last for weeks.

But it did not. When dawn came, after flying over a wide lake of quiet waters and a mountain range, they saw a great castle appear. It was surrounded by mountains of high peaks covered in snow. The castle was regal and large, like the dragons liked. The mountains that surrounded it were even greater.

The dragon flew down toward the castle.

“I think we’re heading there,” Nahia told Logan, who looked down.

“It looks that way…”

The castle walls were white rock. The embedded precious stones and rare metals shone in the distance as they were touched by the sun’s rays. Six high, round, uncovered towers flanked the main building of the castle. Above each one was a dragon of one of the elemental colors. They were still, stoical. They looked like decorations, but they were live dragons. In front of the castle was an enormous square with a life-size statue of an adult dragon with a rider on it.

The brown dragon was flying straight toward it. When they were over the square, about five hundred paces high, the dragon opened its claws and released the cage. Nahia and Logan plunged toward the ground. They were going to be killed. Nahia sought Logan’s hand. Their hands met and so did their eyes and souls; they were falling to their death, and Nahia thought that at least they would die together.

A few paces before the cage hit the ground, the dragon grabbed the ring again and rose, avoiding the impact against the ground. But the swift, abrupt movement threw them upward, thrashing them against the floor of the cage, then the top. The blows were so hard that Nahia nearly fainted. Logan suffered the first blow and wriggled in the air trying to help Nahia, but there was not much he could do.

The dragon came down with the cage underneath its body until it set it down in the square in front of the grand castle. This also caused the cage to bump against the ground, but more lightly. Nahia’s body was bruised and the pain seemed to come from a thousand spots at once and climb up to her head where agony exploded.

Once the cage touched down, the dragon released it and landed a few paces away. The rider slid down the dragon’s side and came to the door of the cage.

“We’re here,” Dremis announced.

“Nice… journey,” Nahia said from the floor of the cage, looking very angry.

“The initiating flights are always this way,” Dremis shrugged as if this was the norm and they just had to accept it.

Logan got to his feet, bearing the pain that showed on his face, and offered his hand to Nahia to help her up. Nahia took it and rose slowly. She did not bother hiding her pain and uttered at least fifteen ouches.

“Welcome to Jadrakos. Here we’ll make you Dragon Riders,” Dremis said.

“Really?” Nahia’s spirits rose a little. At least they had arrived and they were no longer in that blasted cage.

“Well, that is if you find a dragon who will accept you, of course,” Dremis said and shrugged again.

“A dragon who will accept us? How’s a dragon going to accept us?” Nahia did not understand this or what it implied, but it sounded strange and unfavorable.

“You’ll soon find out what things are like here.”

“Why don’t you tell us?” Logan said.

“That’s not the protocol.”

“I already guessed that you weren’t going to give us any information.” Nahia looked disappointed.

“That’s not my job. They’re already coming out to meet you,” the rider said and opened the cage door.

Nahia and Logan got out of the cage with some difficulty, given how sore they were all over. They looked toward the castle where a huge thousand-year-old dragon was coming out, accompanied by a strong Drakonid wearing heavy armor. Just seeing them sent a shiver down Nahia’s back.


Chapter 4

“Good luck, both of you, you’re going to need it.” The rider took his leave and climbing gracefully onto his dragon, as if levitating. He flew off, leaving the cage where it was.

Nahia and Logan gazed after him until he was lost behind a snow-covered peak to the east. Nahia wished she had punched that rider and his dragon in the face. She had thought about it and she nearly did so when he opened the cage door, but if she had all she would have done was doom herself to death. It was more intelligent to keep a cold head and bear the corrective suffering, no matter how unnecessary and cruel it had been. She would get her revenge—one day the dragons and all who supported them blindly would get their due. This she told herself, and it helped her to maintain self-control at moments like this one. The flame of rage was quick to burn inside her, and she must control it. The time would come to release it.

The great dragon walked toward them, stepping heavily on its powerful limbs and roared to announce itself. That caught Nahia’s and Logan’s attention at once, and they watched it with their heads bowed. It was black like night with red streaks. Nahia knew it was over a thousand years old simply by watching it approach, it was so awesome.  Its eyes, as black as its scales, did not foretell anything good. It approached, its powerful body treading hard over the ground. It was over fifty paces long and was a strong male. Its gaze was hard, and as it came forward it watched them with its eyes, black with red specks. Nahia had the feeling that it was trying to read their souls, or perhaps it wanted to eat them—she was not sure which of the two the dragon intended.

Unable to stop herself, Nahia shivered.

Logan straightened as if to give her strength.

Show the respect a thousand-year-old dragon deserves, Dragon Warlocks, they received the black dragon’s mental message, and it hit their minds hard.

Nahia and Logan knelt and touched their foreheads to the ground. They waited thus, not daring to look at the dragon, not even out of the corner of their eyes, while it finished approaching them.

Two chosen in the same year. This is not very common, A pleasant surprise for a change, they received the black dragon’s message again. They were not surprised to receive it powerfully, since they had expected it from its presence. What did surprise them was that along with the message came a positive feeling they interpreted as good luck. This greatly shocked them, since it was not common for dragons to send any kind of positive feeling, rather the opposite.

Nahia guessed from the message that they needed riders. She wondered why they did not send more Dragon Warlocks if that was the case. She was sure all her squad could be riders without any trouble if she could. Surely in Logan’s squad they could also be, they were tough. She found it odd that only a few chosen ones were sent here. There must be a reason, although she could not think of it and did not understand the dragons’ behavior. On the other hand, the dragons did nothing without careful deliberation, so there had to be something that made it impossible.

My name is Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen, and I am the Commander of the Dragon Riders. With me is Droken. You will be surprised to know he is my rider. All the dragons in Jadrakos have a rider—it is something that characterizes this place, since you are at a School of Dragon Riders and only dragons and their riders reside here, not counting, of course, the non-fighting races that serve us.

Nahia was finding what the black dragon was transmitting to them hard to digest. She could not imagine that this was a place where all dragons had riders. She found it extremely odd, even more so that this awesome colonel dragon would have a rider. She could not comprehend it, and she was sure Logan felt the same. It was contrary to everything they knew about dragons. She simply could not believe that such a formidable dragon would allow a Drakonid to ride it.

Droken holds the rank of Rider Captain. Not so of dragons—a rider only holds rank over other riders, never a dragon. We dragons are always above the other races. A rider only rides a dragon because the dragon allows it and because the rider obeys all the dragon’s orders. A rider only obeys their dragon lord. Don’t mistake a rider for what they are not. That is the first rule about this regiment you must learn.

This made more sense. The riders rode dragons, but the dragons ruled over everything; the riders had no power over the dragons. This was a lot more fitting, she thought. She looked at the Drakonid out of the corner of her eye: he was taller and stronger than Aiden, even though her comrade belonged to the strongest of his race. Droken looked like a physical portent. He radiated power, not only physical but magical. This Drakonid had great elemental magic—Nahia could almost see it emanating from within him. Although she still found it hard to accept that the Colonel had a rider, it made sense that a strong Drakonid had been paired with it. In fact, Nahia wondered why not all riders were Drakonid. She thought it seemed the most proper outcome—for the dragons of course.

Things are different here than at the Drakoros Academy. You will acclimate quickly. Captain Droken will make sure of that. The first thing you must understand is that this immense privilege you have been granted is one you must not waste. If you do not manage to become Dragon Riders, you will not be forgiven this infamy.

Nahia understood the threat the moment it entered her mind. If they did not make it, they would pay with their lives. It was something she had already expected and it did not surprise her, since it was the way the dragons always thought and acted. Whoever was not strong, or did not pass their tests, died. That was one of the principles of the Path of Dragons, one which Nahia had engraved on her heart with fire for all the deaths it had caused and that she had witnessed.

However, you are not weak, which is why you are here. If there is something a dragon hates, it is weakness, and wasted strength even more so, so you had better not tempt your luck and focus on making sure you are chosen by a dragon to become a rider.

Nahia looked at Logan with concern. It sounded like they had to persuade a dragon to choose them. She could not even begin to imagine how they were going to achieve such a thing, and they could not fail or it would cost them their lives. Once again, the future became most uncertain.

There is no formal training as such here, but you do have to learn certain skills every Dragon Rider must have. These skills are both physical and magical. You’ll have an experienced instructor for each one who will guide you. Don’t fail and you’ll live. You’ll become Dragon Riders and be the envy of all others.

Nahia had no urge to become the envy of anyone. The implicit threat did not scare her, and she knew it did not scare Logan either. They had already lived through life-and-death situations at the Academy and they had survived. They would do the same here, no matter how difficult and hard it was to become Dragon Riders.

Captain, take care of them. Have them start at once. They have a lot to do and time is not our ally, the great black dragon ordered.

“Follow me,” the Captain said and guided them to the center of the square where the great statue of the dragon and its rider stood. As they drew near, they realized the square was really round and that the stone they stepped on had a silver sheen. It was as if the slabs they walked on were silver. They had precious gems embedded in them like the castle, although less ostentatious. They crossed the square to the end opposite the castle where they saw a military looking building, smaller than the castle and all black.

As they got close to this military structure, they saw two dragons come down from the sky. They flew very fast, their descent steep. At the last moment, they glided and brushed the statue in the middle of the square before they rose again. On them were two riders. Nahia and Logan, who had crouched when they saw them coming, watched them pass and then soar at great speed.

“They’re practicing. Perhaps one day you’ll do it too, if you manage to become riders,” Droken said.

Nahia and Logan looked at one another. Nahia found it unthinkable to ride a dragon, let alone fly on one like that.

They arrived at the fortress. It had four towers at the corners and a main building that joined them. It looked very robust. It was not regal like the castle but was instead rather functional.

“Wait here,” the Drakonid rider told them, and then he went into the fortress.

Nahia and Logan looked around. Although this place was different from the Academy, it had certain things in common. The castle and the fortress before them were similar to the castle and dungeons at the Academy, but both buildings were smaller and not as luxurious. They looked like less elegant buildings with an emphasis on function. There were no walls around, which gave a less oppressive feeling, and Nahia was grateful for this at once. The breeze blew past them and ruffled their hair, heightening the feeling. To the east of the square was a large fountain and behind it a most curious building: it was shaped like a dome and painted in the eight elemental colors of the dragons, which made different patterns on the spherical surface that seemed to rotate.

“Is that large dome moving, or is it just me?” Nahia asked Logan.

Logan squinted and stared at the huge dome.

“It seems to be moving… the colors are at least.”

“It’s very odd.”

“It is, I wonder what it is.”

“I bet they’ll make us climb it without ropes or something like that,” said Nahia, looking displeased.

“Let’s hope not, there doesn’t seem to be anywhere to get a hold.”

“Then consider it done,” Nahia predicted.

Captain Droken came out of the fortress, along with an Exarbor. When she saw him, Nahia wondered how many Exarbor and Tergnomus might be in this place and how many members of the other races were riders. They would have to find out.

“This is Arbocux, Master, of Riders he will make sure you lack nothing here.”

The Exarbor gave a brief nod and opened the tome he was carrying in his hands.

“Human, Nahia… Flameborn… and Human, Logan… Stormson,” he read. Then he looked them both up and down.

Nahia and Logan greeted him with a slight nod.

“I’ll leave them in your expert hands, Arbocux.”

“I will look after them…. Captain of the… Dragon Riders.”

“I know you’ll do it well. I hope they manage to become riders. We’ll see.”

“It’s an honor to serve… the  Dragon… Riders. I’ll try… to help them… succeed,” the Exarbor replied.

Droken looked at Nahia and Logan before leaving, as if he were evaluating whether they would make it or not, and then marched to the castle.

“I see the journey… hasn’t been too bad… for you.”

“Oh really?” Nahia felt awful: bumped, horribly bruised, sore, tired, and not altogether focused after the horrible experience.

“Some arrive a lot more… bruised and dizzy… than you,” Arbocux told them. “Some are even badly hurt…”

“It wasn’t necessary to make the journey so horrible,” Nahia protested.

“It’s a form of passage… for the newly chosen. A way for you to begin to understand… what awaits you here.”

“Is that what awaits us?” Logan’s tone made it clear he did not agree at all with the idea.

“I’m afraid that… becoming a Dragon Rider… isn’t that simple.”

“Haven’t we had enough training at the Academy?” Nahia was feeling her rage build in her stomach once again.

“This is different… from Drakoros. Here… you will train as Dragon Riders… and what you must learn… is different.”

“But it includes shaking and bumping in the middle of the sky and other evil tortures so that we fail, is that it?” Nahia was beginning to understand what awaited them in this place.

“You’re intelligent, human… but not smart. Here, as in Drakoros, the dragons rule… and they hate smart alecks… so if you want to survive… I recommend you hold your tongue.”

Nahia was about to reply, but Logan got ahead of her.

“How long are we going to stay here?”

“As long as it’s necessary… to become riders… or be rejected.”

“Rejected?” that did not sound good to Nahia.

“If you don’t get a dragon to be your mount… you are rejected… and will be expelled…”

“And we’ll die,” Nahia said. That was now clear.

The Exarbor smiled balefully, which did not promise anything good.

“Only the strong… survive…”

Nahia made a face that meant she already knew that all too well and did not agree.

“We’ll manage to become Dragon Riders,” said Logan.

“That’s what we all hope…”

“Sure…” Nahia did not believe this.

“Come inside with me… this fortress is where the riders live…” Arbocux said and turned parsimoniously to enter the building through the metal door.

As soon as they set foot inside, they realized the fortress was just that. The rocky walls were thick and strong, capable of withstanding the attack of a dragon. What seemed peculiar about this building was that, contrary to most of the buildings they already knew which had been built so that the dragons could walk in, this one was not. It had been built by the slave races, with corridors and stairs and rooms sized appropriately for them, not a dragon.

They noticed it at the entrance, and the first corridor they followed confirmed it.

“This is built for the riders,” Nahia said to Logan as they went up the stairs to the second floor.

“Yeah, it’s a fortress, like the ones in Tremia.”

“That’s right. It looks like something out of Norghana.”

“It’s a little plainer than the fortresses in Erenal, it resembles more those of Zangria,” Logan said looking in every direction as they followed Arbocux, who was leading the way. “Well, they’re the only ones I’ve seen so far.”

“You’ll have to see the ones in Norghana. They’re not pretty, but I doubt if any other beats them at being robust and strong.”

They arrived at the end of a long corridor.

“The dining hall,” Arbocux announced, and opening the door, he went in.

Nahia and Logan followed him in and saw that it was a hall with a dozen tables, each with room for six people. In size it was like the tenth part of the Drakoros dining hall. There was no counter to ask for food, which surprised them. At that moment two Tergnomus were mopping the floor with great energy.

“The food isn’t elaborate… but it’s nutritious,” Arbocux told them.

“What’s the schedule?” Logan asked.

“There’s no schedule as such… you may come to eat… any time you want.”

“Well, that’s different,” Nahia commented, wondering why that was the case.

“Are there always cooks on duty?” Logan asked.

Arbocux nodded.

“That’s right… Dragon Riders… have certain privileges… and this is one of them.”

“Wow, I like that,” Nahia smiled.

“It’s because… the missions they go out on… are unpredictable…”

“Oh, I see, they eat when they can,” Logan said, looking around the hall.

“That’s right…” Arbocux confirmed.

“I don’t like that so much,” Nahia said, shaking her head.

“How many riders are there?” Logan asked.

“You’ll… find out.”

“Can’t you tell us?” Nahia insisted.

“Oh, I can… but it’s not my place to answer that.”

Nahia and Logan exchanged surprised looks.

“Let’s move on… I’ll show you your rooms…”

They took the stairs to the second floor.

“The more veteran riders… are on the first floor.”

“Oh, then we have to go up,” said Nahia.

“That’s right…” Arbocux went on up with his slow and tired pace. They went up to the second floor and then to the third. It took them a while, since the Exarbor was very slow and there were many steps.

“Here it is…” he said, panting from the effort.

“Nahia, you will be in the first room… on the left. Logan… in front… first room on the right.”

“We have individual rooms?” Nahia asked, surprised.

“Of course… you are now Dragon Rider candidates. No more… everything that had to do with your old squads… doing everything as one…. You’re individuals. The riders have only one partner, and that’s their dragon.”

“Partner? You mean master,” said Nahia.

“It’s more complicated than that… there’s a link… you’ll find out…”

Nahia and Logan looked at one another blankly.

“Fine,” Nahia replied, now highly intrigued. Curious what he meant by the relationship between rider and dragon.

“It will be a unique experience… that I can assure you.” Nahia and Logan nodded—they were both sure it would be so.


Chapter 5

Nahia woke up when she heard the roar of a dragon. She sat up in her bed, looking around with wide eyes. She had been sleeping so deeply that the roar had startled her. Not only that, but when she woke up suddenly and did not recognize where she was she was truly uneasy. She jumped out of bed and stood on guard. Then she looked around; judging by the light that came through the window, she knew it was very early in the morning. It took her a moment longer to realize she was in her new room in the fortress of Jadrakos.

She relaxed a little. She was not in danger, at least for the moment. Then she felt the pain from all the thrashing in the cage during their journey the day before reach her mind all at once. She doubled down in pain and clenched her jaw. Her whole body was aching.

“Blasted dragons!” she muttered under her breath as she checked her body to feel the spots that hurt the most. That metal cage had given them a good beating.

She fetched the clothes she had left on a chair and dressed as fast as she could amid cries of pain. Every movement, no matter how small, hurt. She noticed her legs, arms, and bottom were all bruised, although luckily nothing seemed to be serious. The bruises would go away in a few days. It might have been a lot worse; she could have broken a leg or something like that. She had to conform and be grateful for only having bruises and nothing more.

She finished dressing, and after waiting a moment for the pain to dull she admired the room. She had to admit that having her own room was something she would never have imagined. All that space for just her. There was a large closet, a table with a chair, an armory, a mirror, and a bathroom. And it was a big room. All to herself. Impressive, a luxury.

She raised her hands as if she had achieved a big success. A moment later she brought them down, a bit unhappy. She liked this and yet she missed her comrades, especially Daphne and Lily. If this were a morning at the Academy, she would be telling Lily to get out of the bathroom and stop checking herself in the mirror, which she spent hours doing. Daphne would have supported her with her rough temperament, to which   Lily usually yielded. Daphne did not look in the mirror, which was very strange to a Fatum, more so considering that she was beautiful. In her opinion prettier than Lily and herself, of course. But Daphne always ignored this fact. Her cantankerous, quarrelsome character often eclipsed her beauty. And everyone in the squad was used to having a tough Scarlatum with them, as well as having the most conceited Fatum in the Academy.

“Ohhhh,” she sighed. She missed them so much. She hoped they would be all right and would not be sent to the front at once. She did not want anything bad to happen to them. The Norghanians were valiant warriors, and they fought not only for their lives but for their land. That made them very dangerous.

She sighed, overwhelmed.

“Everything will go well for them, surely,” she muttered to herself wistfully, begging the universe to grant her this.

She looked out the window and wondered what awaited her that day. Nothing good, she was sure, but she decided not to over think it and just face it. She felt the uncertain fate of her comrades, plus her own, fall upon her like a heavy stone slab, overwhelming her. She shook her head and shoulders and then her whole body as she breathed deep and let the air out in one long breath. She finally managed to calm down and prepared to face whatever the day had in store for her. Perhaps today she would find a way to get rid of the dragons. She wished for this every day when she woke up. At the Academy she had not come up with anything, but she never lost hope. Every new dawn might bring the solution, maybe one day. She never lost hope, why not today?

When she came out of her room, she met Logan as he was coming out of his. Their eyes met and locked. For a moment, neither was able to look away from the other. They did not say anything, but they both felt a special magic flowing from one’s soul to the other’s. It was a strong feeling, and reciprocal. So they gazed at each other, their hearts happy, enveloped in that feeling that made the world around them vanish and made them float as if their souls had left their bodies to unite and levitate.

A new dragon roar broke the spell.

“We’d better go, that’s for us,” Logan said.

“Yeah, I guess so.”

“First day, let’s see what they have prepared for us,” Logan said and headed to the stairs.

Nahia heaved a sigh.

“It will all be wonderful,” she said with irony as she went down the stairs two at a time.

They came out of the fortress-barracks and saw Arbocux waiting for them. They walked over to him.

“Those roars were for us?” Nahia asked, looking around and not seeing anyone else.

“They were…. The other riders… are having breakfast.”

“Oh, we have breakfast first?” Logan asked.

“As a rule, yes… but the first day… requires that you do not… fill your bellies.”

Nahia and Logan looked at him blankly.

“We can go hungry,” said Nahia, and no sooner had she said this that her stomach roared like a hungry lion.

“Then do so for a while…” Arbocux smiled, and his bark lips curved up.

“What’s up then?” Logan asked seriously.

“Follow me… and you’ll see,” said Arbocux as he started to walk slowly.

Nahia and Logan followed him. They went past the great statue of the dragon, and Nahia was intrigued.

“Who’s this statue in honor of, Arbocux?”

The Exarbor stopped in front of the life-size monument and stared at it for a long moment.

“It’s the statue of… Irabas-Zuri-Gorrotu and… its rider, Cidrur.”

“Are they famous?” Nahia wanted to know.

“They are… they were the first…”

“Dragon and rider?” Logan asked, raising an eyebrow.

“That’s right… Irabas-Zuri-Gorrotu was a very powerful dragon… and even more intelligent…. A unique dragon… it was the one who had the idea of having riders…”

“I guess that not all the dragons were thrilled by the idea. I still find it hard to believe myself,” said Nahia.

“You guess rightly… they called him a traitor to the Path…”

“That’s what I was thinking. If it was the one who suggested that a slave should ride a dragon, the other dragons would accuse it of treason,” said Logan.

“And so they did… Irabas-Zuri-Gorrotu nearly died…”

“So what happened? How was he saved?” Nahia was now fully invested in the story.

“As only a dragon can… by proving to the others that it was right… that its vision was not a betrayal to the Path… but an asset to it…”

“An asset? How?”

“Proving to its detractors… that with a rider they could conquer new worlds that were resisting them… that they could achieve new victories and glory for the dragons…”

“And it succeeded, which is why we’re here,” Logan guessed.

“Indeed,” Arbocux nodded. “It proved that this idea was brilliant… and this place was born… where the Dragon Riders are trained…”

“But how are we an asset to the Path? It has to be a good reason for the dragons to accept it,” Nahia asked, narrowing her eyes. Her mind wanted to solve this mystery, and she did not see it clearly.

“You’ll find out… and yes, it is a big asset… but not definitive. That’s why only some dragons have riders… and not all of them.”

Nahia and Logan were left wondering what Arbocux meant. They wanted to ask him a thousand questions, but the Exarbor kept walking and said no more. They headed to the opposite side of the great colored dome, which continued rotating, or at least seemed to.

“That dome is rotating, isn’t it?” Nahia asked him, pointing at it.

Arbocux turned around very slowly.

“That’s right… it turns on itself… always…”

“Why? Or rather what for?” Nahia asked him. Mysteries intrigued her greatly and she always wanted to find out what was behind them.

“You have a lot of questions… now is not the time to answer them…. They will be answered… when the time comes…” the Exarbor replied as he turned around again and headed to a building that looked like another fortress but a lot longer.

They arrived in front of the building and stopped. It was made of white rock, like the castle and the fortress, although it had a more functional look. They could see a main façade without towers, and the length of the building was quite longer than that of the fortress-barracks. Nahia had the impression that it might be a military storehouse, robust and spacious.

Arbocux opened the door and they went in. The lobby was wide, well-lit, and square-shaped. There was a rider in full armor at each corner. Nahia guessed they were riders on watch duty, so this place had to house something very valuable. She wondered what it might be.

Nahia nodded at one of the riders.

“They aren’t alive…” Arbocux told her.

“They aren’t?” Nahia was astonished and feared the worse.

“Are they mummified?” Logan asked, thinking something similar.

“Get closer… and study them…”

Nahia went over to one of the riders and Logan to another. The heavy armor they wore, featuring a helmet with lowered visor, prevented them from seeing their faces. Nahia got closer, still trying to see the eyes of the rider in front of her. She hoped he would not mind her boldness. First she looked at Arbocux in case he indicated anything, but since he did not she looked inside the helmet, almost touching the visor with her nose before she realized.

“They’re not riders, they’re dummies in full rider armor,” she heard Logan say.

“That’s right…” Arbocux nodded.

“That’s awful,” Nahia said, not understanding why Arbocux had not told them. Then she remembered what the Exarbor at the Academy were like and their strange and twisted sense of humor and she understood: he was having fun at their expense. “Very funny,” she told him.

“A little… indeed…” Arbocux smiled and continued into the building.

Nahia shook her head. Logan came to her side and made a face that meant “you know what they’re like,” which she understood at once. They looked again at the four riders, knowing that they were really an exhibit of full armor. On the walls beside them hung lances and shields with intricate designs and pictures. Nahia had to admit they were beautiful.

“Don’t delay… they’re waiting for us…”

“We’re coming,” Nahia said, and in three steps they were beside the slow Exarbor. It was funny that his race did not realize their own slowness. Or at least they lived life as if they were not aware.

They passed on to the next room and Nahia’s jaw dropped. It was long, rectangular, and on both sides they saw exhibits of riders’ armor of different sizes. They all shone in silver and elemental colors, much brighter and more elaborate than those they had seen in the lobby.

Logan and Nahia exchanged impressed looks.

“Wow…” Nahia said under her breath.

“Impressive, isn’t it?” Arbocux said.

The suits of armor were all very similar regarding makeup, but judging by the sizes and small adaptations in shape, they seemed to be made for the different slave races of Kraido. The largest were for Tauruk-Kapro, no doubt, with the smallest for the Fatum. Between these two sizes were the necessary ones for the other races. Each dummy wearing a suit of armor also held a shield and a lance, both presented. They looked like a sleeping army that might wake up at any moment.

“They’re not going to come alive, are they?” Nahia asked Arbocux, joking.

“Let’s hope they don’t come alive… it would be most unheard of,” the Exarbor replied and went on walking along the suits of armor at his slow pace.

A figure appeared at the end of the hall and came toward them. It was a huge Kapro with powerful muscles. He was not wearing armor but working clothes; a leather apron covered in dragon scales covered almost his whole body, and he wore reinforced boots and gloves. He had less beastly eyes than the rest of his race. They looked more serene. As he approached them, his powerful figure became more remarkable. This Kapro could break anyone’s skull with a blow of his fist.


Chapter 6

“This is… Sergeant Major Fakros, blacksmith. He’s in charge of armament… armor and… equipment for all riders,” Arbocux introduced.

“Two new Dragon Rider candidates, Humans,” the Sergeant Blacksmith said, looking at them from head to toe, measuring them with his deep eyes.

“They need equipment…” Arbocux said.

“And they’ll have the best equipment, like all riders,” the Kapro said very seriously.

“Never doubted it. I’ll leave them in your hands,” Arbocux replied.

“Any special indication?” Fakros asked.

“A Flameborn… and a Stormson,” Arbocux specified.

The Sergeant threw his horned head back.

“Well, that requires certain modifications, not at all trivial.”

Arbocux nodded.

“I’m sure that’s nothing compared to the skill of our expert blacksmith.”

“It’s work, and difficult when we don’t even know whether they’ll make it,” the Kapro said, wrinkling his nose.

“Totally understandable… if they don’t survive it would be a waste of your work and talent…”

“It would be a shame indeed,” the Sergeant eyed them both with a stern look. He seemed to say they had better not waste his work.

“Let’s hope they make it,” said Arbocux.

Fakros snorted.

“Follow me to the forge,” he said, turning around and starting to walk.

Arbocux turned around, and facing the way out, he left at his slow pace while Nahia and Logan followed the blacksmith Kapro.

They walked the length of the suits of armor exhibit and arrived at the back of the building. The Blacksmith Sergeant opened a thick metal door, and they went into an enormous forge. The heat and the clanging of hammers on metal welcomed them like a blast. A dozen Tergnomus were toiling heavily. Some tended the fire, others forged the metal on what looked like work benches, and others carried out tasks in independent workshops set up all around the huge hall. The clanging of hammers on steel was constant. When they realized strangers had entered the forge, the Tergnomus stared at them. For a brief moment, work stopped. The Sergeant cleared his throat loudly and everyone went back to work at once.

On one side was the enormous forge, which gave off tremendous heat and in front of which worked the majority of the Tergnomus. On the other, and set a little further back, an Exarbor was sitting at a desk, writing on a tome with his index finger from which emerged a small leaf.

“We’re going to register you,” the Sergeant Major Blacksmith said, taking them to the Exarbor.

“Herxor, we have two new candidates.”

“I’ve been informed…. I have their files ready… we have to take measurements.”

“Very well,” the Kapro nodded. “Add a special reinforcement.”

“Why this extra request?” the Exarbor asked in the deliberate tone characteristic of his race without showing any surprise.

“They are a Flameborn and Stormson respectively.”

The Exarbor raised his bark eyebrows.

“Interesting. I must write that down,” he said, and now his surprise did show. He started writing in his tome.

“Measurers!” the sergeant called.

Two Tergnomus rose like springs at one of the workshops on the right side. They fetched some wooden rods and tapes and hurried to where they were.

“Measure them. And for once do it right. I don’t want deviations. And when I say that, it means any deviation,” Fakros said sternly.

“We’ll measure these two candidates to perfection, sir,” the first Tergnomus said. He was uglier than usual for his race, and they were already ugly to begin with.

“The measuring will be exact,” the other Tergnomus promised. This one had a nose like a potato.

“Yeah, you always say the same thing, and I always end up with looseness,” Fakros was in no way convinced.

“Spread your legs and stretch your arms,” the ugly Tergnomus told them in the angry tone that characterized them.

Nahia looked at Logan, who moved a little away from her, and they did as they were told. The Tergnomus with the potato nose began to measure Logan with his rod and tape, marked with numbers. They separated his legs and raised his arms without much consideration. Logan looked at the Tergnomus, who was a lot smaller than him, with a frown. Nahia found the scene most funny and was unable to hide a smile.

“Open your arms and spread your legs, Human,” the ugly Tergnomus with a bad temper told her.

“Take it easy, I will,” she replied, doing as he said. Because she had answered back at him, the Tergnomus hit her arms and legs a little harder than necessary. Nahia made a face that meant she knew what he was doing, but the Tergnomus ignored her and went on with his task.

Then they both started calling out measurements to the Exarbor, who wrote them down in his tome.

Nahia found the experience amusing. The two Tergnomus measured them up and down several times, making numerous measurements. She did not know why they needed so many, but for once they did not have to suffer and she enjoyed it. Logan threw her amused looks of not understanding the minute process of measurement, which amused her even more.

Once they were done measuring them, and it took them a while, Nahia almost asked them to do it over again, that they had not done it right. She would have loved to see the looks on faces of the two Tergnomus. But when she saw the look on the Sergeant Major Blacksmith as he watched the process with his arms folded over his chest, she decided it would be best not to say anything. Once they finished, the two measuring Tergnomus went back to their workshop.

“Very well, we’ll start making the armor at once,” Fakros announced.

“Aren’t we going to use some already made?” Nahia asked, surprised that they were going to make them tailored.

“Yes and no. You’ll use existing armor for training. But every Dragon Rider has tailored armor and receives it when they graduate. It’s the same with the weapons and shields. It can’t be any other way.”

“Will we be measured for weapons and shields as well?” Logan asked, interested.

“No, we already have all the measurements we need. The weapons and shields will adjust to your bodies, and I make them based on the measures already taken. In any case, I’m a master blacksmith. I’ve been doing this for a long time, and I can tell what size and weight of lance, sword, or shield are best for you with just a glance.”

“Oh, absolutely, I did not mean to offend…” Logan had not taken into account that they were in the presence of a highly experienced blacksmith.

“Now I’ll give you your training gear. Follow me,” he said and headed to another door at the back of the forge.

They entered a massive warehouse below the level they had been on. They saw a great number of crates with all kind of material and steel ingots. At the back were some great open doors where several Tergnomus were unloading some carts. There were different piles of coal and other types of metal and sandstone material. The Tergnomus were carrying the material with shovels and wheelbarrows to their corresponding piles. Nahia had the impression that they were making miniature mountains of different materials within the long, wide warehouse. This place was immense, much larger that it seemed from the outside.

They crossed the warehouse and went out another door that opened onto a smaller hall. On one side they saw about thirty mannequins in armor holding lances and shields. They were similar to the ones they had seen at the entrance, the main difference being that these did not shine or look polished or painted. They were the color of steel and rough. Nahia guessed they weighed more than the ones exhibited at the entrance, which worried her.

“Humans, come here,” the Kapro said. He had gone ahead to the middle of the line of suits of armor.

They got closer and Nahia noticed there were six suits of armor for humans, each one bigger than the one before. She looked at them with great interest. Logan was also looking at them and then he checked the others, comparing them. Nahia saw that there were six pieces per race. They could tell because somehow, although they were very similar, there were differences adequate to the needs of the bodies of the different races. She recognized those for Fatum, Human, Scarlatum, Felidae, Drakonid, and Tauruk-Kapro.

“This one will be for you, Human girl,” the master blacksmith said, indicating the third armor, “and this other one for you,” he told Logan, indicating the fifth one. Nahia was very pleased because she thought he was going to give her the second armor. She must have improved to be using a whole size or two bigger than what she had worn at the Academy.

“Thank you, Sergeant Major Blacksmith,” they both said in unison.

“I’ll leave you with my helpers now, who will explain how to put on the armor. It’s not complicated, but it isn’t easy either.”

“All right,” Nahia nodded, guessing those suits of armor were going to be a problem.

“I’ll make your rider armor for when you graduate. Don’t disappoint me and waste my talent,” the Kapro repeated with a hard gaze, raising a charred eyebrow.

“We won’t,” Nahia promised.

The blacksmith left the hall and two fat Tergnomus, with more muscular arms than usual for their race, appeared.

“Now, look here, the armor is divided into several parts that fit perfectly, as well as hidden ties you must get to know,” the taller of the two Tergnomus said.

“The suits of armor, even these, are of exceptional quality,” said the other.

Nahia checked them and had to admit that they did look intricate.

“We’ll begin the lesson starting with the helmet, which is one whole piece,” the tall Tergnomus said. He fetched a wooden ladder and climbed up to reach the mannequin’s helmet that Nahia was going to wear. He lifted it with energy and climbed down the ladder, handing it to her.

Once she had it in her hands, Nahia was able to feel its weight. It was quite heavy.

“Put it on,” said the other Tergnomus.

Nahia did so, and the helmet with a visor covered her whole head.

“In order to adjust it you do this,” the tall Tergnomus told her and grabbed a strap from inside the helmet and passed it under Nahia’s chin to fasten it on the other side.

“I see…” Nahia tried to move the helmet with her hands and realized it adjusted very well. She also noticed how heavy and uncomfortable it was.

The tall Tergnomus pulled the visor down so that only a crack the width of two fingers was left to see through.

“I can’t see anything…”

“Well, get used to it, because riders must protect their eyes,” the other Tergnomus said cantankerously.

“Protect their eyes from what?” Logan asked, which was what Nahia was also thinking.

“You’ll find out in due time,” the tall Tergnomus replied.

“Wonderful…” Nahia moaned, but the Tergnomus ignored her.

“Now the boy,” said the Tergnomus and gave Logan his helmet, so he put it on.

With their usual bad temper, although with infinite patience, the two Tergnomus helped them put on the whole set of armor, piece by piece. While they placed each piece, the Tergnomus gave them opportune, necessary explanations because the fittings, especially the ties, seemed to have been made to be secret. Nahia would not have been able to put on the armor by herself even after a year of trying. It was most complicated—even with the two Tergnomus explaining and showing them how to do it, it was very difficult to do.

Finally, after a long time they managed to finish putting on the whole armor. Nahia felt as if she had been locked up in a metal prison, a very narrow and heavy one. To make things worse, they were given the lance and shield corresponding to each armor. The moment she held them, Nahia’s spirits sank to the depths of the earth. The full equipment weighed a ton. She looked at Logan with terror in her eyes. His light eyes sent her a message of courage.

Nahia sighed. She had to admit that Logan looked very handsome in his armor. He looked like a hero returned from a war with weathered armor. It suited him. On the other hand, she looked like a steel earthenware pitcher with a washbasin on her head, or at least that was how she felt with all that protection on her.

“Take care of the gear,” the tall Tergnomus told them.

“All right…” Nahia sighed deeply, downcast.

“Now go,” they told the two in unison and motioned for them to get out.

Nahia started to walk toward the door and at once had weight problems and balance trouble. Each step was like dragging a bear trap. Not only that, but the upper and lower parts of her body did not go hand in hand. She walked like a tin-covered, dizzy duck. At the fifth step she lost her balance and almost fell to one side.

“Don’t lose your balance, that’s the most important thing,” Logan advised her, grabbing her arm.

Nahia looked at him, and although he was walking slightly better, the image of war hero was gone completely since he was also moving like a duck, albeit slightly less dizzy than her.

The two Tergnomus watched them and were laughing without even pretending to hide it.

“Yeah… very funny. I’d like to see you two move in this,” said Nahia reproachfully.

“We can’t be riders, but if we could I bet we’d do better than you in that armor,” replied the taller Tergnomus.

The other Tergnomus chuckled out loud and they kept laughing.

“I’m glad we could brighten your day,” Nahia said sarcastically.

“Don’t pay any attention to them. It’s only a matter of getting used to it,” Logan said cheerfully.

“I doubt I’ll ever get used to this,” Nahia said, taking a couple more unsteady steps.

“Sure we will. Look,” Logan said in a tone meant to be convincing, and he left the hall through the door, very close to bumping into the right side of the frame.

“Wait for me, here I come,” Nahia replied, and as she tried to avoid bumping into the right side like Logan, she miscalculated and hit the left side of the door frame. One positive thing about the armor was that she could say for sure it had not hurt. She composed herself and crossed the door, taking as dignified steps as she could, but they were certainly not at all dignified.

They crossed the whole forge, and when they arrived at the long corridor that exhibited the shiny suits of armor Nahia tried to walk more loosely. She had the impression she looked ridiculous walking as if she had flat feet and a serious mental unbalance. Logan walked beside her, and she could see by looking at his face that he was making an effort to walk properly and maintain his balance. Slightly cheered up, she tried to walk as straight and balanced as possible. The lance and shield did not help either, since she also had to balance them. Luckily, thanks to the training at the Academy, she had mastered this particular skill.

They reached the door and opened it with difficulty. They came out into the round square and saw a Dragon Rider who seemed to be waiting for them.

“I see you already have your armor,” the Tauruk rider said. He was wearing a shining blue suit of armor with silver hues. He was larger and stronger than Ivo and quite a bit older. He looked middle-aged and had a couple of tremendous scars on his face: one above his forehead and the other on his right cheek that went up to his eyelid. The eye had been spared by a hair’s breadth.

They looked at him, a bit taken aback.

“Yes, we’re Nahia and Logan,” Logan introduced the two of them, pointing with his metal glove thumb.

“I’m Instruction Sergeant Trank. I’ll make sure you learn how to use your armor until it’s like a second skin. Whatever the cost.” Then he smiled.

Nahia saw the smile and detected irony in it. At once, she knew they were in for a hard time. This sergeant was going to cause trouble.


Chapter 7

“Of all the places in Tremia they had to send us to Norghana again, with this awful weather of lethal winter storms,” Lily moaned as she watched the capital of the kingdom in the distance from the war camp of the army of the Red Dragon King.

“What’s falling now is only a faint, cold drizzle, and it’s not even icy,” Aiden replied as he tended to his weapons, sitting on a crate of supplies.

“Well, this drizzle is ruining my hair and surely turning my resplendent crimson    skin to cardboard.”

“Resplendent because you put on all those weird ointments…” Aiden said, looking at her for a moment under the rain. Lily had half her body inside the camp tent and the other out.

“It’s a real fortune that I could find this skin oil in this horrible war camp. We Scarlatum must have resplendent skin. Always.”

“You must, or you want to? It’s not the same thing.”

“We must and we want to,” Lily said, glaring at him so he would be careful with his comments.

Aiden made a face that meant he did not care in the least.

“Must be so…” he muttered under his breath.

“Only your race wants to be ugly and marked with scars. It’s so twisted.” Lily made a horrified face.

“A battle scar shows honor. Larding yourself with fragrant oil only shows petulance.”

Lily’s eyes opened wide.

“You surely don’t mean what you just said?”

“You heard me. And I always mean what I say, I’m a Drakonid.”

“Yeah, an ugly, dry, insufferable one,” Lily pointed out.

“At least I don’t spend my life trying to be irresistible, which is the most ridiculous thing anyone could do.”

“How could you ever be irresistible? You’re more horrid than a nightmare. I’m almost thinking of giving you a couple more scars on your forehead to finish fixing you.”

“Those wouldn’t be worthy. They have to be battle scars, gotten in war, better if from a victory. It would be a dishonor to wear fake scars.” Aiden shook his head as if the idea did not even enter his mid.

“Will you please stop arguing? You’re always at it. That’s not a good way to reach balance and spiritual peace,” Ivo chided as he arrived carrying two food rations, one in each hand.

“It’s not me, it’s this rock-head getting on my nerves,” Lily defended herself.

“I’m only sharpening my weapons, getting ready for the fight. She’s the one who doesn’t shut up, and she speaks nothing but nonsense.”

Ivo sat down on another crate and started to eat. The rain had stopped and the sun came through the clouds to greet them with a light smile.

“Seek harmony… not strife… you’ll do better,” Ivo advised them between mouthfuls.

“What gives you harmony is eating as many rations as possible, you greedy pig!” Lily accused him with a mischievous grin.

Ivo smiled.

“I’m not going to deny that it gives me great inner peace.” He rubbed his belly and smiled.

Taika came over with his cat-like walk and nodded at them.

“Any news?” Aiden asked as the white tiger sat down on one of the other crates.

“Several, they might be significant.”

“Oh, really?” Ivo became interested as he licked his chops.

Taika nodded.

“We’d better wait until Daphne comes back and I’ll tell you.”

“Yup, let’s wait for her,” Lily agreed.

“Has she gone to help the wounded?” Ivo asked.

“Yup, as she always does when we’re sent on patrol,” Lily confirmed.

“She’s a great girl. Helping others like that, so generously, says a lot about her,” said Ivo.

“And of you too, you also help,” Lily said.

Ivo shrugged.

“My Druid healing skills are scarce, but they help some, which fills me with satisfaction, I won’t deny it. I just wish I could do more.”

“I’m sure the wounded appreciate it all the same,” Taika told him.

“They do, indeed, those I can help at least. There are many agonizing cases where there’s nothing I can do.”

“That’s war for you, a meaningless horror,” Lily said.

“Very true, the worst of horrors,” Taika agreed. They went on chatting about trivialities and joked a little, trying to raise their spirits, which were quite low. Ever since they had arrived at the war camp and seen the horror and consequences of a prolonged war, discouragement had grown in them. The suffering, death, and destruction were so palpable they burrowed into their souls. Already in their prior visits it had caused an impact in them, but now it was worse since with the passing of time, the war had brought only more suffering, death, and destruction, both to the Norghanians and the soldiers of the army of the Red Dragon King.

Daphne arrived, and she did not look well. She was dragging her feet and her arms hung at her sides. She had a look of not knowing where she was, and there were dark circles under her eyes.

“You’re exhausted.” Taika was worried.

“I’ll help you!” Lily cried, running to hold her up. She led her to one of the crates and helped her sit.

“I’ll bring her food, she needs it to regain her strength,” Ivo offered and left with large strides.

“Here, have some water, I bet you’ve forgotten to drink,” Taika handed her the waterskin with the liquid of life.

“Thanks… I don’t remember whether I’ve drunk or not…” Daphne took the waterskin and drank.

“You don’t look well at all,” Lily told her, crouching beside her friend and holding her hands in hers. She leaned on Daphne’s legs and eyed her with concern.

“I’m fine… a little tired… that’s all.”

“You’ve exceeded yourself healing again,” Lily chided her.

“I have to help them… there are so many wounded… they never stop coming…”

“Blasted dragons! They’re going to finish off their own army trying to take that frozen capital!” Lily cried, enraged.

“They don’t care about… the cost in slave lives… they never have.”

“They’ll kill us all before admitting they can’t take the city!” Lily grumbled.

“Shhhhhh!” Aiden cautioned her. Then he indicated around with his dagger.

“I don’t mind if they hear me,” Lily raged.

“It should,” Aiden replied and made the motion of passing his dagger along his neck.

Lily looked around.

“Here, beside us, there are only the Ardent and Searing Squads. They won’t betray me.”

“Are you sure?” Aiden asked her.

“I am, they can be trusted.”

“You are too trusting,” Aiden told her, shaking his dagger.

Lily was about to reply, but Taika intervened.

“He’s right you know. It’s not a good idea to shout against the dragons in the middle of a war camp.”

Lily let out a loud sigh and calmed down at the third breath out.

“Okay, I’m calmer now. It’s only that at this rate there’s not going to be anyone left in Kraido to send to war.”

“On the side of the Humans serving the Red Dragon King maybe. Other dragon kings are finding more success in their conquest campaigns,” Aiden stated.

“How do you know that?” Lily asked.

“I talk to other Drakonids, who in turn talk to other Drakonids as well.”

Lily looked at Taika.

“What have you heard? I don’t trust the Drakonids’ disinformation. They’re always going to be favorable to the dragons.”

“I… don’t either…” Daphne said.

Aiden shrugged.

"Your loss. The information I have is good.”

“We don’t want it,” Lily rejected.

“You tell us… Taika,” Daphne told the Felidae.

The white tiger nodded.

“In this case, it’s not incorrect information that Aiden has.”

“Well, that’s nice…” Daphne moaned.

Ivo came back running with hot food for Daphne.

“Don’t let it get cold and eat it all up, you need it,” he told her as he handed the bowl to her.

“Thank you… Ivo… you’re a darling.”

“Well, I took the chance to get some apples for second dessert,” he said, smiling as he started eating one.

Lily shook her head.

“Insatiable.”

“You shouldn’t use your healing skills like that,” Aiden reprimanded Daphne and Ivo. “You have them to help the squads in combat, not to do the work of the surgeons and nurses.”

“Can you be more of a granite-head! How can you even think that!” Lily looked at Aiden furiously and made to jump and wring his neck.

“Rock… head… you’re the worst,” Daphne told him.

Aiden did not even flinch.

“After using your skills you are left exhausted, useless. If we were called to action, we’d have to drag you and you’d put the whole squadron in danger,” Aiden said defensively.

“I’m no longer exhausted, the food has restored my strength,” Ivo stated.

“That’s not true and you know it,” Aiden told him off. “You’re not fully recovered, not by far.”

“It’s half-true,” Ivo replied, and he went on calmly eating his apples.

“I don’t intend… to stop helping…. Many die… they need all of our help,” Daphne said adamantly.

“So you doom your own squad,” Aiden said very seriously, indicating each one of them with his dagger.

“I believe we might find a compromise,” said Taika with the intention of preventing the conflict from escalating. “Until we’re summoned, Daphne and Ivo can lend a hand with the wounded, controlling their exhaustion in case we’re summoned.”

“It’s a fair solution,” Ivo said, nodding.

Daphne tried to refuse, but thought again and, looking around, heaved a deep sigh.

“I’ll go to the limit… without exhausting myself… just in case.”

“Thank you, Daphne,” Taika gave her a grateful nod.

“Now that we’re all gathered, tell us what you’ve heard,” Lily begged Taika.

Taika nodded and leaned forward, lowering his voice so that what he was going to tell them only they might hear.

“I’ve been talking to the soldiers. They’re a good source of information if you listen carefully and know how to discern between the feasible and what’s invented, which generally derives from fear and uncertainty.”

“They must be scared to death, poor things. The dragons at their backs and the Norghanians in front of them,” Lily said, shaking her head.

“As if they shouldn’t be,” Daphne said.

“It’s their duty…” Aiden started to say.

“Shut up, or I’ll get a pick and open that rock-head of yours,” Lily threatened, stepping up to Aiden and making the motion of hitting him on the head.

Aiden sighed and shrugged, but he said nothing more.

“Of the soldiers, the ones with better information are the messengers. They’re also the most reliable sources of information. I’ve become friendly with their captain. He’s a decent man, although he leans toward the dragons’ side.”

“The coward,” grunted Daphne, who was looking much better.

“It’s only natural, he’s a captain in the army. He would not have a position among the messengers and least of all the rank of captain if he weren’t on the side of the dragons. I’ve made him believe I’m also faithful to our lords.”

“Faithful to the dragons?” Aiden asked with a frown.

“Your kind,” Lily said, looking angry.

“We’re all faithful to the dragons, or must I remind you that we are Dragon Warlocks and part of their army? The rest of those making up their army are too,” he replied and waved toward the troops camped around them.

“That’s what you’d like, but it really isn’t the truth,” Lily told him. “We’re not faithful to the dragons and never will be, even if we are Dragon Warlocks. And the rest of the army is beginning to turn toward our side.”

Aiden threw his head back in surprise.

“How can that be? You might not be, but the army is loyal to the dragons.”

“You’re wrong, marble-head,” Lily assured him.

“The ‘message’ is spreading throughout the war camp,” Daphne told him, staring at him very seriously.

“It spreads very fast,” Lily added.

“The soldiers are beginning to see the light, to feel hope,” Daphne told him.

“And it won’t be happening only in this one but in all the war camps,” Lily insisted. “Because just as we are here, other squads are in other war camps and are passing the ‘message’ to the soldiers.”

“Your dreams of freedom will be your undoing,” Aiden shook his head.

“A being can’t live in slavery, in fear and serving other cruel beings. Sooner or later, they will rebel. The balance is broken. The scales are unbalanced. It will happen,” Ivo explained.

“You won’t manage to defeat the dragons, they’re too powerful. You can see it here in Tremia. They’ll end up destroying everything and conquering all the kingdoms. It’s only a matter of time, and not much at that.”

“It might look that way, indeed, but if we don’t fight we’ll never know. If we don’t rise, we’ll never know whether it’s possible or not. We all feel oppressed, enslaved, sent to death because of the selfishness of the dragons. We must fight—it’s the only way to be free. The dragons will never let us be anything but their slaves,” Taika told him in a reasoning tone, seeking to persuade him, not argue with him.

“I’ll be sad to see you die, because I’m fond of you. That’s all I can say.” Aiden sighed deeply and bowed his head. He remained looking down.

There was a moment of silence. They had all been affected by this last honest sentence of the Drakonid, because it might be what happened.


Chapter 8

A dragon flew over the camp and roared. This brought them out of their thoughts and they looked up at the sky. They were all aware that they had very few possibilities of achieving the dream of freedom, but they were not going to give it up just because it was unlikely.

“We appreciate your concern for us,” Ivo told him. “That does you credit, since we know you don’t share our ideas.”

“Also that you haven’t handed us over to the dragons. It says a lot about you that you don’t betray your comrades,” Taika admitted.

Daphne and Lily exchanged glances; they were not so sure of that. It was true that, so far, their Drakonid comrade had not betrayed them. But the future was uncertain, more so when the revolt was beginning to form and take its first steps toward obtaining freedom.

Aiden said nothing more. He kept looking down.

“Go on, Taika, what did you find out?” Ivo asked him.

“There is bad news and some good…” the Felidae tiger began.

“Start with the bad news,” Daphne told him. “Better to know that, the sooner the better.”

Taika nodded.

“The kingdoms of Zangria, Erenal, and the central sea have fallen in the hands of the White Dragon King, Aiz-Zur-Tor. They are destroyed. The white dragon’s generals have taken the capitals, and now the king’s banners fly in the wind above them. The kings of both kingdoms have been executed…”

“The dragons don’t know mercy,” Daphne said ruefully, shaking her head.

“There was no need to kill them… they might have been incarcerated,” Ivo said with great sadness in his voice.

“Wow… what’s happened to the people?” Lily asked.

“Those who survived are now returning to their villages and towns. The dragons are only interested in the military aspect. They’re not pursuing them.”

“Well, that’s something at least,” Lily sighed.

“Is there anything left of the armies?” Daphne asked.

“Very little. The Zangrian generals have taken shelter in caves to the north of the kingdom with the survivors of their armies. They’re hiding in the deepest parts. These the dragons are pursuing. The caves are very deep and interconnected and the entrances are narrow. The dragons can’t access them, and the armies of the white king fall into ambushes inside them. So for now they’re escaping, although the kingdom is lost,” Taika explained with a sad face.

“I see…” Daphne looked upset.

“What remains of the generals and the army of Erenal have fled to the east. They have taken refuge in the allied kingdom of Moontian. Their queen has taken them in. This is a kingdom that lives inside a great mountain range. The dragons have not managed to defeat them yet. They can’t get into the kingdom, but they’re surrounded and sooner or later they’ll run out of food.”

“Wow… I thought this was one of the good tidings,” Ivo said, frowning.

Taika shook his head.

“Erenal is conquered, unfortunately.”

“Go on, today’s going to be a tough day,” Daphne sighed loudly.

“There is no good news for the east either. Two of the five City-States on the coast have fallen, and a third is about to fall.”

“Which cities are still holding up?” Lily asked.

“The city of York, the richest, whose streets are said to be paved with gold, resists. It has held on because of the riches obtained through maritime trade and because it’s an island in front of the coast. The dragon armies have difficulties reaching it. It can’t be laid siege against unless the enemy has a large fleet.”

“The dragon kings have no fleets,” Ivo commented.

“For now,” Taika nodded.

“Then they have a chance,” Daphne said, nodding.

“The other city that’s holding up is Yatro, which has magi who do Spiritual Magic that is decimating the dragons’ armies.”

“Spiritual Magic?” Lily’s eyes opened wide.

“Not much is known about it, only that it has to do with spirits. It doesn’t affect the dragons much, but it impacts the troops greatly,” Taika told them.

“We have to investigate that,” Daphne said with great interest.

Taika nodded.

“We should understand this magic indeed.”

“And the third?” Lily asked.

“The City-State of Orecor. Very good soldiers, but it’s about to fall, or that’s the rumor.”

“Why does Orecor sound familiar?” Lily asked blankly.

“It’s the city where Lasgol and his friends believe their friend Ingrid might be held prisoner,” Daphne told her.

“Oh, that’s true, the one who became First Ranger.”

“The one who hid the Golden Weapons,” Ivo added.

“That’s right,” Daphne nodded.

“Well, if the city hasn’t fallen yet, she might still be alive,” Lily said optimistically.

“And if she is she might lead us to the Golden Weapons,” Taika reasoned.

“That’s wishful thinking, but it’s a hope,” Daphne said with a shrug,

“Go on with this horror story… some hope is coming from all this,” Lily told Taika.

The Felidae tiger sighed and went on.

“Chaos reigns in the southern deserts. There are cities where the Nocean Empire is holding up, and here are many others that have fallen. It appears that as the Empire of the Deserts is so vast, its emperor has decided to save the main cities and make himself strong there, leaving the less important ones to their fate. It seems the empire is too vast to defend all of it.”

“That’s strange in a leader and emperor, isn’t it?” Lily said in a tone filled with irony.

“Such a vast extension can’t be defended, it’s almost one third of Tremia,” said Taika, “It makes sense to make himself strong in smaller areas and defend those.”

“Yeah, and leave most of the people at the mercy of the dragons,” Daphne added.

“Yeah… well… that…” Taika could not defend that.

“I wonder how they’re holding up,” Ivo commented thoughtfully.

Aiden said nothing but turned his head toward Taika and paid more attention.

“From what they’re saying, the Noceans have very powerful warlocks. They use Magic of Blood and Magic of Curses. It seems they’re managing to do something against the dragons, or to defend themselves from them,” Taika explained.

“Magic of Blood and Curses sound really bad…” Lily commented. “Anyone know what type of magic those are?”

“No idea, but they don’t seem balanced and harmonious to me,” said Ivo.

“I haven’t a clue either, but if they’re capable of doing anything against the anti-magic defenses of the dragons, I’d like to know how,” Daphne said.

“I’m equally lost in this,” Taika said with a shrug.

“What do you have to say, little rock-head?” Lily asked with a smile.

“I have no knowledge of such magics. I can only say that I’ve heard our magic instructors at the Academy mention them, so they must exist. But I don’t know their power.”

“We should find out about these magics,” Daphne said.

“The thing is, we’re very far from the Nocean deserts.” Taika made a face indicating it would be very difficult.

“True, but perhaps our allies here know something,” Daphne said optimistically.

Aiden covered his ears with his hands.

“Lasgol and the Rangers you mean,” Lily said.

Daphne nodded.

“I have the feeling we’ll meet them again.”

“We’re laying siege to their capital and they’ll be inside defending it, almost guaranteed…. So yes, it’s not farfetched,” Taika reasoned.

“I want to see them again,” Lily nodded.

“Yeah, we should keep tightening our ties and strengthening our alliance against the dragons,” said Daphne.

Taika and Ivo nodded.

“What other bad news do you have?” Lily asked.

“That’s all for now…” Taika made a face that this was all there was.

“Understood. You must have some good news, right?” Daphne asked him.

Taika nodded affirmatively.

“I have some good news, although not as good as we’d wish.”

“After all the bad things you mentioned, we’ll take a piece of anything remotely positive,” Lily said eagerly.

“Well, there is some news that gives us some hope,” Taika began to say.

“You can listen now,” Lily took Aiden’s hands off his ears.

“Sure?”

“Listen, little granite head,” Lily indicated Taika.

“The Frozen Continent is resisting the dragons. Its peoples, the Wild Ones of the Ice, and Semi-Giants, the Tundra Dwellers, the Arcanes of the Glaciers, and the Creatures of the Ice are managing to resist.”

“How?” Daphne asked.

“They take shelter inside the great glaciers. The dragons, even those of fire, can’t reach them inside those immense blocks of ice.”

“Besides, with the tremendous cold there… the soldiers wouldn’t hold out,” said Lily.

“That’s right,” Taika nodded. “The temperatures are too low for the armies of the dragons. It’s rumored that the dragons only consider attacking the continent when the temperatures are the right ones. Which is one third of the year only.”

“Wow…” Daphne was impressed by this news.

“Besides, their Shamans, the Arcanes of the Glaciers, with their strange magic are managing to resist.”

“Those have a magic similar to mine,” said Lily, “although different and combined with that of ice. At least they gave me that feeling.”

“Yeah, it might be,” Taika nodded.

“I’m glad they’re resisting in their world of ice,” said Ivo.

“Let’s hope the offensive with the good weather isn’t successful,” Daphne said wishfully.

“Let’s hope so…” Lily joined her.

“Any other place holding out?” Daphne asked.

Taika nodded.

“Rogdon. Its capital, Rilentor, to the west, is holding.”

“Still?” Lily asked, almost moved.

“Yes.”

“Its magi of the four elements?” Daphne asked.

“That’s the hearsay. Its magi and they have a couple of very powerful ones with a magic that affects the dragons.”

“That can’t be,” said Aiden. “There aren’t any magi capable of defeating the anti-magic defenses of the dragons. They might impair their seeing, hearing, or fighting in some way, like the Rangers do, but they can’t conjure against a dragon. A dragon’s defenses will always prevail.”

“Apparently this couple can,” Taika replied.

“Well, if they can we have to find out how,” said Daphne.

“It must be Golden Magic. Nothing else can affect them,” said Lily.

“We don’t know of any magi with Golden Magic,” Aiden said, shaking his head.

“These might be the first,” Lily replied with an optimistic smile.

“Or they might be only rumors without any base.” Aiden would not yield.

“Whether it’s true or not, whether they have Golden Magic or not, we have to make sure,” Daphne said.

“Rilentor is very far away…” Taika said.

“And we have to follow orders here,” Ivo said ruefully.

“We might escape,” Lily said all of a sudden.

“If you do you’ll be deserters, and you’ll hang for it.” Aiden stood up with a look of disbelief on his face at the mere thought of it.

“It’s not the time to desert,” said Daphne, who made a sign with her hand to Aiden to calm down.

Aiden sat down again. He looked calmer, although he went on shaking his head.

“Then?” Ivo asked.

“We must get to those two magi and find out whether it’s true that they can get through the magic defenses of the dragons, and how they do it if it is true,” Daphne reasoned. “How, I don’t know.”

“Taika? Any ideas?” Lily asked him.

The white tiger wrinkled his cat nose.

“Not yet, but I’ll think about it. There are always ways of getting information.”

“We’ll find those ways, this is important,” said Daphne.

All except Aiden nodded.


Chapter 9

Nahia’s hatred for Instructor Sergeant Major Trank grew stronger every day. He had given her a bad feeling when she first met him, and her foreboding was becoming true with a vengeance.

“Keep up the pace!” he shouted while they ran, keeping the pace he was setting ahead of them.

“Yes…” Nahia panted, trying to keep up with the Sergeant Major without much success.

“You mean ‘yes, sir,’ candidate,” Trank corrected her in an irritated tone.

“Yes, sir,” Nahia said to avoid getting into trouble. The Sergeant had an almost worse temper than the Tergnomus.

Logan, who was running beside her, threw her a worried glance.

“You will refer to me as sir or sergeant. We’ll skip ‘major’ out of the goodness of my heart.”

That brutal Tauruk did not have a good heart, and he did have a lot of cynicism. The Sergeant Major made them run every morning in full armor. They went around all the buildings that made up the Jadrakos complex. Now they knew that the buildings had been built in a great circle around the square with the statue of Irabas-Zuri-Gorrotu and its rider, Cidrur, which was also round. Nahia found it significant that it was a circle within another circle. There must be a reason why they had built it that way, although so far she did not know what it was. She had asked the Sergeant and the answer had been, “Less looking at the landscape and more keeping the pace.”

“Thank you, Sergeant,” Logan said and kept a serious tone so Trank would not take it as lack of respect.

“Don’t slacken the pace, or as my name is Nice Trank I’ll make you run with lance and shield.”

There was nothing nice about the Sergeant—he was hideous. Most surely he had given himself the nickname. None of the riders who had passed through his hands would have given him such a moniker. Nahia could almost not bear the weight of the armor, and just thinking she might have to run with lance and shield made her feel like fainting.

Logan must have noticed, because he cheered her up at once.

“Hold on, you’re doing well. A lot better than last week.”

Nahia turned her head and looked at Logan. She knew he was lying out of pity, and she was grateful.

“Yeah… I’m doing great…” she joked and nearly fell over from exhaustion.

“What did you think, that becoming Dragon Riders was going to be a stroll through a rose garden? Of course not!” the Sergeant harangued them.

“He’s so… nice” Nahia told Logan.

Logan looked at the Sergeant as he ran ahead of them in his shining silver-and-blue armor. They knew it must weigh as much as theirs, and yet to him it seemed to weigh no more than the cloak they used at Drakoros.

“Nice he is not, but in good shape he is indeed. Very much so. He’s enviable, particularly for his age.”

“And here I was thinking… that since our instructor wasn’t a dragon… that being of a slave race… he’d treat us well…”

“Don’t make me angry, or you’ll find out what running for your lives means! Keep the pace I set!”

“I think for him this is treating us well,” Logan said and made a sign that there was nothing they could do about it.

“More rhythm, less talking! You run like tortoises!”

“Because we’re carrying very heavy shells, Sergeant Major,” Nahia protested.

Sergeant Trank fell back to Nahia’s level but without stopping.

“If you answer me again, I’ll make you run before one of my Kriguens, and I swear you’ll regret it,” he threatened her.

“Kriguens, Sergeant?” Logan asked, trying to divert his anger.

“They look like a crocodile and run faster than a lion, and they’re always hungry.”

“Understood, Sergeant,” Logan replied, getting the hint.

Nahia wanted to protest that this was inhuman, but she had enough serenity not to do so. She knew she was testing the Sergeant’s limit and could not go further.

“Keep up with me! Even a child can run at this pace!” he told them and went back to running ahead of them, expecting them to follow.

Nahia breathed through her nose and tried to see the positive side of the situation. Not even a month had passed since they had been given their suits of armor, and they were already running with them on. The first few days they could not even walk while wearing such a heavy contraption. She remembered the first lessons with Sergeant Trank, which had not been so bad. He had taught them to move with the armor on and maintain their balance. The first few days he had been pretty decent, and that had raised Nahia’s hopes. But once they had learned to walk correctly and maintain balance inside the heavy armor, things changed completely. The instruction sergeant showed his rabid side and the training started with what he called “resilience runs.” And they were destroying Nahia. Running while wearing armor was a lot harder than anything they had undergone physically at the Academy during the three previous years.

“Today no one may fall before I say so! Another lap!” the sergeant ordered while still running.

Nahia gave Logan a look that meant she would not finish the lap. She had no more strength left.

“Keep going. Don’t think of how much is left but of taking one more step, just that.”

Nahia nodded, although she knew it would not be any help. A little further on, as they were bordering the strange dome-shaped building they still did not know the purpose of, Nahia fell on her face, exhausted. The armor stopped the blow, so she did not feel the impact. Somehow these suits of armor cushioned the blows, although she did not know how. She was left there lying on the ground, unable to move a muscle, panting, her lungs burning as if the air she breathed were fire.

Logan stopped beside her. He bent over to see how she was.

“Breathe in slowly, don’t strain your lungs.”

The sergeant noticed and retraced his steps.

“Again on the ground? You can’t cope with the most basic exercise? What a disgrace!”

“I… I’m… trying…”

“Not hard enough! I don’t understand how you’ve been chosen to become a Dragon Rider. You have no endurance!”

“She only needs a little time. She’ll make it,” Logan assured him.

“I did not ask you, candidate, so control what comes out of your mouth,” Trank reproached him and pointed at his mouth with his finger.

Logan looked at him hard, but the Sergeant did not flinch and held his stare.

“Yes, sir.” Logan calmed down and did not force the situation.

“You’ll carry her. Take her to rest. She’d better improve, and soon, or she will never become a Dragon Rider,” the Sergeant sentenced and left at a run.

“How… can he… run like that?” Nahia asked Logan, unable to move from where she was on the ground.

“I think it’s because he trains every day.”

“Well, yes…. but he’s twice as old… as us…”

Logan smiled at her gently.

“The fact that he’s older than us doesn’t mean he’s not well prepared. The Sergeant is.”

“Yeah… will we be… when we’re his age?”

“If we train like him, I bet you we will,” Logan promised.

“Well… first we have to… reach his age.”

“That too,” Logan smiled. “Tell me when you’re feeling better and I’ll carry you.”

“Don’t carry me… it’s too much weight…”

“Orders are orders.”

“But he’s no longer here.”

“I have the impression that, even if we don’t see him, he’s still watching us. I’d rather not risk it. I’ll carry you, you’re not that heavy.”

“Liar… I weigh as much as a whole tomb made of stone slabs.”

“To me you’re as light as a feather in the wind.”

Nahia moved her head from side to side.

“You’re adorable, I love you.”

Logan smiled and helped her to her feet. They waited a little longer, and then he slung her over his shoulder.

“Hold on tight.”

“Don’t worry, I’m clinging to you like a limpet.”

Logan laughed and started walking toward the fortress-barracks.

As they got near, they saw someone watching them in front of the grand castle. It was not Sergeant Trank but Droken, Captain of the Riders.

“The Captain is watching us,” Logan told Nahia.

“Do you think he’s evaluating us?” she asked.

“Probably.”

“Well… what a sight I am…”

“Take it easy. Beginnings are always tough. The end is what counts.”

“Wow, you’re becoming a philosopher like Ivo.”

“I have no choice with you,” Logan joked.

“I’m sorry to be a burden…”

“Not at all. Soon you’ll be able to carry me,” Logan told her and stopped to adjust Nahia on his back.

“See? I’m a burden, you can’t even bear me.”

“No, you’re not, and of course… I can bear you,” Logan said, now taking unstable steps right and left.

“You’re doing very badly, stop,” Nahia begged him.

“I can… do this…” Logan said as he went on as best as he could toward the fortress- barracks with steps that were growing more uncertain.

“Don’t play the hero, put me down.”

Logan shook his head and went on. He managed to take three more steps and fell on his face with Nahia on top of him.

“Just so you see… that this armor can beat us both… not only you.”

“Only because you had to carry me, otherwise you would’ve made it.”

“Don’t believe that…”

They both lay there, a hundred paces from the door of the building.

“We’re not giving a good impression,” said Nahia, seeing two dragons fly over them with their riders, doing flying exercises.

“Don’t worry about how we look…”

Droken, Captain of the Riders, reached them.

“That armor that now seems so heavy and uncomfortable will save your lives in combat,” he said in a serious tone.

“Yes, Captain,” said Logan, turning over on the ground to look at the officer.

“Keep training and finish the exercise. Every Dragon Rider must be able to bear all this combat gear.”

“Yes, Captain.” This time it was Nahia who replied.

The officer turned around and left.

“We have to get there…” said Logan.

“Come on…” Nahia joined in.

They managed to get up and, leaning on each other, reached the barracks. They went in and fell on their faces again in the lobby. This Dragon Rider training was going to be true torture.


Chapter 10

In Norghana, the Igneous Squad was resting in the war camp. They were restless. The siege was not going well, although several dragons were attacking what remained of the city every day. It was a reminder to the Norghanian defenders that death awaited them. The squad felt they would soon have action and this worried them, given the situation of the siege.

The battle for Norghania, the capital of the kingdom of Norghana, would be remembered in the annals of time. The great conquering army of the Red Dragon King, which had expected to take the city in a matter of days, had been laying prolonged siege for over two long years without success. The city would not fall, and with it the Norghanians withstood as best they could, sheltered in her rock walls and buildings. The losses to both armies were colossal. Thousands of Norghanians had died in the defense of their capital. The army of the Red Dragon King had lost ten times more soldiers. The defenders had also achieved an unthinkable feat: they had wounded and even killed dragons, although this latter fact had been hidden quickly. The red army’s morale was already dangerously low, and the dragons could not allow such a thing to be known.

Two thirds of Norghania, the stoical city of black rock, were in the hands of the invading army and almost entirely ruined and razed. Only one third, the northern part of the city and the royal castle, with the Tower of the Rangers and the Tower of the Ice Magi, was holding up. And they did so by resisting each and every one of the attacks, whether by land or air. The resilience shown by the Norghanians was impressive. Unfortunately, the cost in lives was too high. This did not concern the dragons much as long as they won. They did not care at all about the soldiers they would lose in the final battle, since for them the slave soldiers’ purpose was to die for the greater glory of their dragon lords. Thus said the Path, and so it must be.

With the first light of day, the Red Squadron received the expected and feared message from their leader.

Your attention, Igneous, Ardent, and Searing Squads. Prepare yourselves for a combat mission. We leave soon, they felt the mental message of Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt with the usual strength and commanding tone. Instinctively, they all looked up and there saw the great red dragon flying over the camp.

“It appears it’s our turn to fight…” Ivo commented in a very discouraged, sad tone.

“And fight we will,” Aiden said, filled with energy and a spirit bordering on joy, the absolute opposite of the Tauruk.

“You’d better not be too happy and forget to worry about not dying,” Daphne warned him.

“I’m not going to die,” Aiden replied, stiffening.

“You’re not invincible, and if you don’t look after that little rock-head of yours, you’ll find an arrow stuck in it,” said Lily.

“We must take extreme precautions,” Taika warned them. “This is a combat mission.”

They all nodded and geared up for the mission. In the blink of an eye, they were ready to face whatever their leader ordered.

The combat mission will be inside the capital. There will be high risk. Keep your eyes open, the enemy might be in any nook or cranny of any building in those ruins, they received the second part of their leader’s message.

“See, you fool of a granite-head?” Lily told him with a warning look.

Aiden said nothing, pulling the hood of his cloak over his head. It was snowing lightly, but it was not too cold.

“At least the sky doesn’t look too bad,” said Daphne.

“That’s true, there doesn’t seem to be a storm coming,” Ivo agreed.

“The fact that there’s neither excessive cold nor wind favors the Norghanian archers, so be careful,” Taika warned them.

They looked toward the great city of rock at the end. The scattered fires over the surface and the columns of black smoke rising to the sky did not bode well. They gave the ruins of the city a dismal look; it looked like a place where death ruled and somewhere it would be better not to set foot in.

“Let’s be very careful and not end up there,” Daphne said, pointing at the tents housing the camp’s wounded and the large piles further on where the dead were being burned.

Aiden snorted and hunkered a little. He no longer seemed so cocky.

The Igneous Squad was leading the way through the center of the city. They went cautiously in formation, crossing the ruins of what had once been a prosperous commercial quarter and that was now rubble. The Ardent Squad advanced to the west a little further back, and at the same level, but in the east, went the Searing Squad. They all wore the armor of a Dragon Warlock. Because of the reigning cold in the region and Norghana’s good archers, they had all been given gloves, cloaks, and boots made especially for winter. These were covered in dragon scales but reinforced inside so as to better withstand the low temperatures and the snow and ice. They were armed with spears and shields in their hands, as well as a sword and dagger at their waists.

“Beware of the archers,” Taika warned them. He raised the shield in his left hand to cover his face.

“Aren’t they barricaded in the north area?” Lily asked, looking right and left, uncertainty in her eyes.

“Most are, but there are small groups of archers hiding among the ruins, and they attack groups of soldiers that move north,” Taika explained.    

“No doubt they’re Rangers, so be very careful, everyone,” Daphne warned.

“It’s cowardly to hide behind ruins to ambush soldiers and shoot without being seen,”  Aiden said shortly.

“It’s even more cowardly to raze this city and kill thousands of Norghanians, as your dear dragon lords have done,” Lily snapped.

Aiden gave her a Drakonid frown and said nothing else. The statement was as true as it was undisputable.

Go north until further notice, they received Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt’s order as it flew low over them before soaring again.

“If it keeps flying so low, the Rangers are going to get it,” Ivo calculated, watching the flight of the great red dragon in the clouded mid-morning sky. It was still snowing, but it was a light snowfall.

“Don’t worry, that one knows how to defend itself,” Daphne told him.

“Not that I worry, but… isn’t it supposed to be on our side?” Ivo asked.

“You mean on the opposite side of the Path?”

“Yeah, that,” Ivo nodded.

“Seeing what happened with Ana and according to what Nahia found out, it seems to be,” said Lily. “But it hasn’t shown any evidence of it.” She shrugged.

“Better be prudent regarding our leader,” Taika advised them. “It’s more than likely its interests aren’t fully aligned with ours.”

“You can say that again,” Daphne said.

“I still don’t believe our leader can belong to a faction contrary to the established order of the dragons. If he acted as he did it must have been for his own reasons, loyalty to the dragons,” Aiden stated.

“There’s no one blinder than he who doesn’t want to see, and more so if his head is filled with granite,” Lily accused him.

“Movement to the north!” Taika warned.

They all ducked instinctively and covered themselves with their shields as they prepared their spears to defend from a possible attack. A figure ran out from behind a pile of rubble. They saw the person zigzag away through the ruins and vanish a little further along behind a demolished building.

“A lookout,” Ivo guessed.

“So they already know we’re here…” Daphne commented, wrinkling her nose.

“Sooner or later they were bound to see us. It’s impossible to move through the city without being seen,” said Aiden.

“Extreme precautions,” Taika told them.

They went on toward the north, dodging several half-ruined buildings that had fallen into the street they were on. So far they had only seen a few dead bodies, but things changed suddenly when they crossed the center of the city. Right after they crossed that, they began to see not only torn buildings but the bodies of the dead soldiers. First only a few, but as they went along the street and then further north they saw more still.

An increasingly dismal scene began to appear before their eyes. If the destroyed buildings already gave the place a funereal look, the bodies of hundreds of soldiers scattered everywhere made them feel as if they were in the midst of a huge graveyard. The Norghanian soldiers and those of Kraido who had fallen in the terrible confrontations now decorated a sinister landscape of death and destruction with their bodies.

“This is horrible…” Lily cried as they walked past the fallen soldiers.

“They should take them and bury them or incinerate them,” Daphne said, shaking her head at the horrendous sight.

“They seem to have done that, up to this level,” Ivo said, looking around with a sad expression.

“It doesn’t seem right that they are left here. They deserve to be honored and to have an honorable goodbye,” Aiden said.

“Well, it must be on orders of your beloved lords that they’re not taken away,” Lily told him.

Aiden said nothing, but they all knew it must be that.

“I understand why the Norghanians don’t come out to fetch their fallen, since they risk being killed. But we could at least remove these of Kraido,” Daphne said tentatively.

Again, a figure moved through the rubble further along. They saw it leap over several corpses, then take a sharp left and vanish between the half-crumbled buildings.

“Perhaps it’s because of that,” Taika pointed out.

“The lookouts?” Daphne asked.

Taika nodded.

“They might prepare an ambush or some kind of trap for the soldiers who come to take their dead away,” Taika said.

“That might be it, indeed,” Ivo agreed.

Turn east, now, they received Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt’s order from the sky. The dragon flew over them and turned abruptly so as not to get too far ahead.

They did so and took another, narrower, way. They saw the Ardent and Searing Squads also turning. One group went up the street on the left and the other the one on the right, always a bit further back. The tactic was to advance in a spear-head shape in case they were attacked. What they were not clear about was what they were going to find and why their leader was leading them northeast of the city. As was usual, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt, only told them what was strictly necessary, and they had no permission to ask anything.

All of a sudden, they heard a shrill whistle.

“Archer!” Taika shouted as he recognized the sound of an arrow cutting through the air at great speed.

“Take cover!” Daphne cried.


Chapter 11

An instant later, there was a metallic sound. The tip of the arrow hit Aiden’s shield at the top.

“Coward—” the Drakonid started to say when the arrow burst. There was a flame, and Aiden had to hide his head behind the shield.

“Elemental Fire Arrow! Take cover!” Taika shouted.

They all ran to shelter behind the blocks of rock of the destroyed buildings scattered everywhere.

Another arrow burst against Ivo’s shield as he was slower in sheltering. The burst nearly unbalanced him, but he managed to reach cover without tripping and falling. As fast as they could, they all hid from the archer and stayed still.

“You see anyone?” Daphne asked a moment later.

“No, I don’t,” said Lily as she narrowed her eyes to try and pinpoint the attacker’s position.

“I don’t either.” Aiden was looking at the buildings to the northeast, straining his Drakonid neck.

“Don’t raise your head too much,” Taika warned, and no sooner had he said this that an arrow burst very close to his.

“Thank goodness there are places to hide,” snorted Ivo as he huddled behind what had once been the wall of a house. “I’m too large of a target out in the open.”

“Luckily Elemental Arrows aren’t the most accurate, or so they told Nahia,” Daphne recalled.

“Their explosive load must deflect them because of the added weight, and it must be even worse the farther away the archer is,” said Taika.

“Well, that archer is far away and he can hit us without too much trouble,” Lily complained as she shook rubble and dust off her cloak.

“That indicates it must be one of the Rangers,” Daphne guessed.

There were more explosions right and left of their position. They were followed by urgent voices. Familiar voices.

“It appears that the Ardent and Searing Squads are also having trouble,” said Taika as he tried to see what was happening.

“I don’t see them, but those were their voices, I’m sure of it,” Lily confirmed.

“I hope they weren’t hit,” Daphne said hopefully.

Archers in three elevated positions. I’ll deal with them. Don’t come out in the open until I say so, they received Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt’s message.

Everyone’s eyes went up to the sky above their heads. The great red dragon flew over them with a great roar, followed by its breath of fire, which hit a building about two hundred and twenty-five paces north of where they were. The fire punished the stone, making it burst into pieces from the power of the fiery gust. The flames billowed through doors and windows, burning everything inside two of the three floors. If it had hit the archer they could not tell, but no one ran out. Neither did they hear any screams of horror and suffering caused by the flames on anyone.

The dragon veered so as not to keep flying north after passing over the house, and as it did so several explosive arrows hit its neck and chest. They came from hidden positions further north. Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt shook its head and rose to avoid being hit, heading toward the place where the Ardent Squad was. It roared again and sent its fiery breath against a half-crumbled tower. The flames rose from the base of the tower to the top where there was only one piece standing. The tower was enveloped in flames for a moment, as if the very rocks could burn. Again there was no scream or archer seen escaping.

Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt swerved and flew to the Searing Squad’s position, attacking the roof of a four-storied house, this time with its claws instead of fire. A part of the roof flew off while another part collapsed inside. The great red dragon began to rise and was hit once again by Elemental Arrows that exploded upon impact with its body. One hit its head, above the eyes, and the great dragon roared in rage.

“It seems our powerful squadron leader doesn’t like Elemental Arrows,” Lily said with a malicious grin.

“Or any other dragon,” Daphne smiled.

“It’s cowardly to shoot and hide,” Aiden grunted, watching the retreating flight of their leader as it flew south to get out of range of the archers.

“It’s rather intelligent,” Daphne rebuked.

They waited in hiding for a long while to see whether they would be attacked. Nothing happened. Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt must have finished off all the archers. Or they had fled to safety before their positions burned.

Keep moving northeast, their leader’s order reached them.

Aiden stood up at once and motioned for his comrades to go on.

“Don’t be so trusting, rock-head,” Lily told him with a look of disgust.

“If a dragon tells him to leap into the abyss, he’ll go and do it,” Daphne said, shaking her head.

“It’s clear, there’s no risk,” Aiden said, indicating the building Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt had attacked.

The others stood up a moment later. They watched the buildings in front of them and went on up the street, the corpses of the soldiers on both sides. They reached the building where the archer had been and searched for his remains. They did not find any.

“I’m not so sure our leader killed him…” Daphne said dubiously.

“He will have been incinerated,” Aiden said with confidence, pointing at the top where smoke was coming out.

The others were not convinced, and their faces showed it. They continued advancing in formation carefully, half-crouching with their shields held high. They took another street toward the northeast and found more dead soldiers. These mostly belonged to the red dragon king’s army, which made them very nervous. The long street, the narrowest they had followed so far, had tall buildings on both sides, and although they were mostly destroyed, archers could be hiding in them. From street level they would not be able to see them.

“All those corpses in red uniforms are giving me the willies,” Lily said, shaking her body as if she had the shivers.

“It’s not a good sign,” Ivo agreed and looked at the buildings to the right and left.

“Be alert. It’s more than likely there are snipers posted on the heights,” Taika warned them. He had turned over several of the corpses as they went along. “Dead with one arrow to the head or neck.”

“They’re going to skewer us if we keep going north,” Daphne said, wrinkling her nose to show her discontent.

“Orders are orders,” Aiden reminded her.

Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt’s shadow flew over them, and they all knew they had no choice but to keep advancing as their leader had ordered. They went on and the Felidae Tiger’s warning soon came true. As they took another street to the east, a telling whistle warned them that an arrow was approaching them at great speed.

“Arrow!” Taika warned, who with his fine hearing was the first one to recognize the danger.

They all covered their faces with their shields almost instantaneously, as if it were an innate reflex acting on the danger of an archer posted among the runs. There was a metallic sound, and the arrow hit Ivo’s shield.

“Regular arrow, it was aiming for my face,” Ivo warned.

“Compact formation to the northeast,” Taika ordered.

They maneuvered and stood very close to one another in order to use the protection of their shields as best as possible.

A second arrow hit Aiden’s shield.

“Regular arrow, it was seeking my chest,” he told them.

“Did anyone see it?” Lily asked, who did not dare raise her head over the shield to look.

“Fifth house on the left, second floor,” Taika informed them.

“It doesn’t look like our leader is going to give us aerial support this time,” Daphne said.

“It must be helping the other squads,” Aiden guessed.

“Let’s move toward the archer. We can’t stay here,” Daphne suggested.

“Okay, all at once,” Taika said.

They went at a quick pace. A third arrow tried to end Lily’s life, but her face was well covered behind the shield.

They reached the house.

“Formation of one!” Taika said and went into the building.

His comrades followed him in a line with their shields in front. Inside, they found a house in a terrible state. Part of the back area was crumbled, the furniture and walls burnt. Some stairs that were barely holding went up to the second floor. Taika ran up them without wasting a moment, and the others followed. They reached the second floor where the archer had tried to kill them.

“Clear,” said Taika, looking in every direction.

The rest of the squad arrived on the second floor and spread out. They searched the rooms punished by the elemental attacks of the dragons. They could see that this house had been attacked with Elemental Earth and Ice Breath, including Fire. Seeing the marks leftover from the attack and the bad state of the building, they could not understand how the walls had not fallen and with them the whole building.

“There are footprints here.” Aiden was bent down, pointing beside a window.

Taika went over.

“The archer was here.”

Suddenly, they heard a sharp crack coming from the ceiling.

“He’s upstairs!” cried Lily, recognizing the sound of wood being trod on.

Aiden and Taika ran upstairs at once. They went up the steps two by two, and in the blink of an eye they were both on the upper floor. The others followed as fast as they could. Ivo brought the rear, being the slowest to react, and following after his comrades.

As Aiden and Taika set foot on the floor upstairs, they heard a metallic click.

“Oh no,” muttered Taika.

An instant later there was a loud burst under their feet. A cloud of smoke, dust, earth, and blinding, stunning substances enveloped them completely.

“I’m blinded!” cried Aiden as he tried without success to see something in the midst of the cloud of noxious substances designed to hinder the eyes and mind that surrounded him.

“Trap! Don’t move!” Taika warned the others. He could not see anything either and was standing in a defensive stance.

Lily and Daphne threw themselves down on the floor and tried to see where the   archer was. The cloud was so thick that they could not see anything on the floor. They glimpsed their two comrades but not the archer.

“Blasted Rangers with their Elemental Arrows and traps!” cried Aiden, filled with frustration and rage.

“Control yourself, granite-head. Don’t go all crazy, now is not the time,” Lily warned him, recognizing by his tone the possibility that he would have one of his seizures.

“There might be more traps, don’t even think of moving,” Daphne said.

“They can’t defend themselves. The archer has them at his mercy,” Ivo told Daphne and Lily in a low, worried voice.

Daphne sighed deeply.

“True. But I believe if he’d wanted to shoot he would have done it already.”

“You think he’s no longer in the building?” Lily asked her.

“He must’ve fled. The trap was meant to delay us and gain time.”

“Let’s hope you’re right,” Ivo said hopefully.

They waited a moment for the cloud to dissolve. Lily and Daphne stood on Aiden’s and Taika’s sides and advanced at a crouch carefully. Ivo stayed behind them.

“Use your spears to see if there’s another trap,” Taika told them as he shook his head, trying to dispel the daze caused by the burst and the noxious substances.

Lily and Daphne went forward, treading carefully and using the tips of their spears to feel the floor. Everything was covered in dust and rubble, so hiding a trap was not difficult. They went to the end of the room, where they found a wall with a hole in the center.

“There are tracks of the archer in the other room. They lead to a window,” Daphne explained.

“That one’s long gone,” Lily said as she looked into the other room from the hole in the wall.

“Better,” said Ivo, who took a few steps until he stood in front of Aiden and Taika.

“I’m already recovered. We can go after him,” said Aiden, shaking his head one last time.

“We’re not going to go after the Ranger,” Daphne told him.

“Why not?” Aiden asked, glaring at her.

“Because it’s foolish. He’ll already be three buildings further ahead.” Daphne indicated east with her spear.

“And he must’ve left behind some gifts in case we chase after him,” Lily added.

“It wouldn’t be because he’s a Ranger?” Aiden accused them, looking distrustful.

“That too,” Daphne said without qualms.

“We have to continue the mission,” Ivo said in a conciliatory tone.

“We have to follow orders, true.” Aiden nodded and turned to go downstairs.


Chapter 12

In Jadrakos, Nahia was running in front of the castle. Beside her ran Logan. They were training as they did every morning after a light breakfast. They had been running for a while and were beginning to feel it in their legs and lungs. Their shoulders also hurt, which was something new and had her a bit worried. The last thing she needed was to have new pains while she was coping with the already familiar ones. She looked up at the sky and saw three dragons with their riders flying very close to one another.

“Aren’t they flying too close to each other?” she asked Logan.

Her partner looked up and watched their flight for a moment.

“Yeah, but I believe it has a purpose.”

“It seems to me like they’re going to bump wings and fall,” Nahia said as she kept glancing at the group of dragons while she kept running.

“If you notice, they seem to be forming a spear point. One of the dragons is a tad forward, and with the other two they form the tip.

“Hmmm, now that you mention it…”

“They’re maintaining the position, even when they turn. That can’t be easy,” said Logan.

“Why do you think they’re doing it?”

“I assume it’s to penetrate other formations, enemy ones, like we do in the squad.”

“You’re right. It could also be used to defend the flank when they advance,” Nahia reasoned, beginning to see the meaning of their flight.

“That’s right,” Logan nodded, and they continued running around the buildings.

Nahia concentrated on running and evaluating how her body fared with the pain and exhaustion. Watching the formation flight of the dragons as they flew by every now and then was not good for her training. They had been running fully armored for weeks, and Nahia was finally starting to feel that the armor was not so heavy. In the last two days, she had noticed she did not get out of breath running and that she did not drop down exhausted before finishing the exercises. It was a tremendous step forward, at least for her. This morning, despite the new pain in her shoulders, she felt ecstatic with how well she was doing.

Now that she thought of it, she realized that she had already noticed the improvement when she put on the armor in the mornings. Lately it was not so hard to do, and it was not only because by now she knew all the ties by heart and could do almost all of them with her eyes shut but because it weighed less. Well, it weighed the same—that was undisputable, because it had not been lightened in any way—but to her it did seem to weigh less. This was because her body had adapted to wearing it and she was stronger due to the training.

“More rhythm, less chatter!” Sergeant Major Trank shouted at them from where he stood by the statue. Now he didn’t always lead the race, setting the pace for them, but he stayed by the statue and yelled from there.

“Yes, Sergeant,” Logan said so he would stop yelling at them.

“I watch you like a bird of prey, don’t forget it!”

“How could we forget if he doesn’t stop shouting like a lunatic…?” Nahia muttered.

“That’s true. There are days when I go to sleep with a very sore ear,” Logan replied.

“Wow, that doesn’t happen to me. Good thing too.”

“I see you moving your lips!” They heard the Sergeant’s shout.

Nahia and Logan looked at one another and shook their heads as they sighed almost at the same time. The two kept silent until they were at a point where the sergeant could only see their backs.

“How are you doing?” Logan asked Nahia.

“I won’t say well, but quite a lot better than a few days ago.”

“It seems to me that you’re doing a lot better.”

“That’s because you look at me kindly,” Nahia said with a wink.

Logan smiled shyly.

“That too, I won’t deny it, but you are improving a lot.”

“So are you. It seems this slab of an armor doesn’t weigh anything on you.”

“It only seems so. It is heavy,” Logan admitted. “But my body is getting quite used to it.”

“I know you’re talking, even though I can’t see you moving your mouths!”

Nahia looked over her shoulder and saw the Sergeant Major pointing at them accusingly.

“He’s a pest, there’s no way to get rid of him,” she said to Logan resignedly.

“I believe his function is making our life difficult in this place.”

“Yeah, more than a little bit.”

“One thing we must grant him,” Logan said as they went around the fortress, “he gets results.”

“I’m not so sure…”

“Look at us now and compare us to the first day we put on the armor.”

Nahia snorted.

“All right… I’ll give you that. But he’s very disagreeable.”

That too.”

“Come on, keep up the pace! You still have three more laps left!”

“Three more laps…?” Nahia sighed, discouraged.

“We’ll make it, we’re doing well.”

“You think so?”

“I’m sure,” Logan said reassuringly.

That day, Logan was right. They managed to do all the laps that morning and then went for lunch in the fortress’ dining hall. As they were going by the statue, they received their beloved Sergeant’s goodbye message of that morning.

“Go and eat something, see if it improves those weak looks you have. Although I highly doubt it will.”

“Yes, Sergeant,” they both replied without looking at him.

They faced the fortress, cheered up. They had finished their morning training and it was time to eat. Suddenly, they saw two dragons land in front of the fortress. One was blue and the other brown, both young dragons. Their riders dismounted gracefully. Nahia and Logan had seen them making level passes over the statue before rising swiftly and then nosediving as they were doing the last two laps around the complex.

“These two are coming for lunch,” Nahia commented to Logan.

“Yeah, it looks like it.”

Something funny happened every time a rider got off their dragon to go into the fortress, whether it was to eat, sleep, or any other purpose—a Tergnomus came out to meet them. This time two Tergnomus exited the fortress and ran to each meet a rider.

“That’s strange,” Nahia commented as she stopped to look. She took off her helmet and put it under her arm.

“It is indeed.” Logan also stopped and like Nahia took off his helmet and held it under his arm. They both watched a scene they had already seen several times but which still never failed to surprise them.

The two Tergnomus stood beside the riders and made deep bows. The funny thing about those Tergnomus was that they were dressed in the riders’ colors. They wore silver tunics with embroidery in the color of the rider they had come out to meet. In the middle of their chest they had a badge that matched the one their rider wore. The riders handed their spears and shields to their Tergnomus.

“There’s no doubt of it now, every rider has a Tergnomus at his or her service,” Nahia said.

“It looks that way, from what we’ve seen at least. Those Tergnomus must have the task of serving the riders. The clothes they wear are special, different from what the other Tergnomus use.”

Nahia watched them. They were slightly taller than average. It looked as if they had been chosen specifically for that job.

“Do you think we’ll each be assigned a Tergnomus once we’re riders?”

“I guess so. They have them, and they look like young riders,” Logan noticed when the riders took off their helmets.

“I’d say they’re one or two years older than us, no more,” Nahia told him as she stared at them with narrowed eyes.

“That’s another thing that has me intrigued. We’ve only seen a couple of veteran riders here, and those we’ve seen weren’t flying.”

“Yeah… I’m thinking that here they train the young ones to then go to war,” Nahia said.

“Yeah, I was thinking the same thing. The veterans we’ve seen might be wounded or recovering from wounds.”

“One of them was limping, so it might be that.”

“It might also be that the wounded one is the dragon,” Logan suggested.

“I like that idea better,” Nahia said with a gleam in her eyes. She did not like the thought of a rider getting wounded, but if a dragon was injured she did not mind in the least. She even rejoiced at the idea.

“There’s still a lot we don’t know about this place,” Logan said with a deep sigh.

“The thing is, they don’t tell us anything. Every time we’ve asked the Sergeant, he only shouts that we’ll find out in due time.”

“He does that on purpose. He doesn’t want to answer our questions.”

“Because he’s a heartless crosspatch.”

“Better wait before judging him…”

“I think that with what we’ve already seen we can judge him very accurately.”

The two servant Tergnomus took their riders’ weapons into the fortress. A moment later, the riders went in. Then the two dragons took off and left too. Nahia and Logan followed them with their gaze.

“They’re going to the castle, that’s funny,” Nahia said.

“Why do you find it funny?” Logan turned his head to look at Nahia.

“Not the fact that they’re going to the castle, I think that’s natural. It’s their place. They are dragons and the riders are their servants. What I find strange is that they first bring the riders to the fortress…”

“Hmmm, now that you say so… it is odd. It should be the other way round: land in front of the castle and the riders cross the square to the fortress…”

“Why is it like this then?” Nahia stared as the two dragons entered the castle.

“Another small mystery surrounding this place and the relationship between dragons and riders that we’ll have to answer.”

“The list of things we need to decipher about this place are piling up.”

“That’s what makes it interesting, don’t you think?”

Nahia sighed.

“It certainly isn’t boring.”

“Let’s go in for lunch before the Sergeant decides he’s given us a long enough break and comes after us, yelling as usual,” Logan said with a wave toward the fortress.

“Yeah, let’s go.”

The dining hall was their favorite place, since they could be in peace and the food was good, better than at the Academy. The cooks put in the effort and the dishes were more elaborate. It was also true that there were a lot less people here, which meant they did not need to prepare such large amounts, leading to better food.

Nahia and Logan always sat at a table at the far end that was usually empty. In the middle sat several groups of riders. Nahia and Logan had noticed they all wore silver armor but that each had decorations of different colors. They were like the ones they had seen exhibited in the great forge. If they looked impressive there, seeing riders wearing them was even more so. They looked like real victorious heroes after an epic war campaign.

“They look awesome in their armor,” Nahia admitted to Logan.

“Yeah, they look intimidating and glorious.”

“Do you think the colors of the armor correspond with the elemental magic of each rider?”

“Good observation.” Logan studied those at the nearest table. “I’d say yes, almost certainly. There are only six colors from what we’ve seen so far, so it fits in with your guess.”

“That means that when we’re riders, my armor will have red decorations.”

“And mine will be in white.”

“I don’t want to get ahead of things,” Nahia said and went on enjoying a most tasty ox roast with unknown spices.

“We’ll become riders, I’m positive.”

“That’s because you have an optimistic heart.”

“No, just a realistic one.”

Nahia smiled at him. She knew that Logan was trying to give her courage, and she appreciated it. They went on eating in silence. The roast was delicious, and Nahia thought of Ivo. A moment later a thousand ideas came to her mind—about the riders, the war, freedom—all at once. Then she noticed two riders who stood up and left. They did not even glance at Nahia and Logan.

“Have you noticed they don’t pay the slightest attention to us? It’s as if we don’t even exist in their eyes.”

“It surprised me the first day, but it doesn’t any more. It’s a tactic they use to make the arrival and beginning of training harder.”

“They’re not very nice, are they?” Nahia said with resentment.

Logan looked up from his plate toward the riders as they were eating and talking at the tables in the middle.

“I think that with their indifference they mean to infer we aren’t on their level.”

“For now.”

Logan nodded.

“Don’t worry. Once we’re riders, they will pay attention to us.”

“It’s a cruel attitude. It’s good that there are two of us and we have each other. Can you imagine what it’s like to arrive here alone and have no one pay attention to you? It must be terrible.”

Logan heaved a sigh.

“It’s something I don’t agree with. They must have their own reasons, I guess imposed by the dragons, but to arrive here alone and have no one talk to you must be very hard.”

“I guess each and every one must have been through the same. It’s not a consolation, but they’ve suffered it.”

“No, it’s no consolation. The fact that they have been through the same treatment doesn’t make me feel better.”

“That’s because deep down you’re a good person and don’t wish ill on others,” Nahia said tenderly.

“What’s wrong is wrong. Doing it to another doesn’t help or change anything.”

“In any case, it’s their loss,” Nahia said, lifting her chin in a dignified manner.

“Absolutely,” Logan replied.

“As Lily says, I’m charming, and whoever doesn’t see it is either blind or completely foolish.”

Logan laughed out loud.

“Your friend is really something.”

Nahia’s heart rejoiced to see Logan laugh. It was hard to make him smile, and even more difficult to get him to laugh. The handsome, dark-haired, light-eyed youth rarely showed wide smiles, let alone chuckles or laughter; his character was serious and reserved. That was why Nahia enjoyed seeing him do either.

“I wonder how Lily and the others are,” Nahia worried at once, thinking about her friends.

“They’ll be okay. They’re tough and very well prepared.”

“Yeah, that’s true… but the war… I just hope nothing happens to them.”

“They’ll survive, I’m positive,” Logan said reassuringly.

Nahia felt a shiver and shook herself.

“I don’t know, I have a feeling that they’re in some mess.”

“Even so, they’ll come through,” Logan said firmly.


Chapter 13

They went on up the street toward the east with their eyes locked on every window, balcony, and roof of every house on either side. Every step they took was with uncertainty—at any moment an arrow might seek to kill them. Not only that, but they knew that trying to catch the archer was going to be practically impossible. They were too skilled and slippery; besides, they had the terrain on their side. They could move fast and nimbly between the high floors of the buildings in ruins, while the Igneous Squad had to walk the streets dodging mounds of rubble and the bodies of dead soldiers.

“Those wretches fell into a trap,” Taika said, pointing at a large hole in the middle of the road. Inside were a dozen soldiers of the red dragon king skewered by stakes.

“This looks like a trap for enormous bears,” Ivo said.

“Yeah, unfortunately they’ve given it another use,” Daphne commented sadly.

“There are more traps further ahead,” Aiden said.

They went over and saw several soldiers who had stepped on metallic traps that had caught their feet.

“Those are hunting traps,” Taika identified.

“Yeah, to hunt foxes or large cats,” Lily added.

“It seems they use all kind of traps instead of coming out to fight. It’s despicable!” Aiden said, enraged.

“They’re resisting and using any resources they have on hand. You’d do the same,” Daphne told him.

“I wouldn’t use those tricks. I’d come out and fight.”

“Against a dragon accompanied by soldiers?” Lily asked him, raising an eyebrow.

Aiden was left thinking.

“Well… against a dragon… but that wouldn’t be the case…”

“You look less ugly quiet, so shut up,” Lily told him.

They reached a square and saw that it had been the site of several ferocious battles. Around a fountain which was miraculously still standing and spouting water were about a thousand dead soldiers.

“This is horrible,” Daphne said regretfully, heaving a sad sigh.

“Two thirds are from our army,” Lily was shaking her head.

“They died like heroes for their lords,” said Aiden in a proud tone.

“Don’t you see that they’ve died for nothing? That they’re innocent people who didn’t want to fight and who’ve met a horrible death in a distant land that isn’t their own?” Daphne snapped at him, deadly serious.

Aiden looked at the massacre. He was about to say something, but he did not.

“The only thing that should be dead here are the dragons, not those poor devils…” Lily said angrily.

“One day it will be so,” Daphne said.

Suddenly, they saw movement, first to their right and then to their left. They turned in both directions with their shields and spears ready. They were the Ardent and Searing Squads, and Daphne sighed in relief.

“They scared me stiff,” Lily admitted.

“We must be near the mission’s goal,” Taika guessed when he saw the other two squads take up positions.

“We’re very close to the Royal Castle,” said Ivo, looking north. “We can’t go much further.”

Taika got onto the fountain with a graceful leap. He looked north and then east.

“The castle walls are three blocks further ahead. The Norghanians have strengthened them with the rubble from the ruined buildings in the area.”

“Those Norghanians are tenacious,” Daphne said.

“They’re only delaying the inevitable, and at a great cost in lives,” said Aiden.

“Don’t sing your victory song too soon, they’re still holding out,” Lily told him.

Suddenly, they heard the heavy tread of boots on stone and dust coming from the north.

“I think they’ve seen us and are coming out to greet us,” Taika said in a voice that boded trouble.

“Norghanian infantry soldiers,” Aiden recognized with a nod ahead.

“Get ready, we’ll have to fight,” said Ivo, getting into a defensive stance.

Ardent Squad and Searing Squad, wait. Igneous Squad, go north to the white building, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt’s order reached them as the great dragon flew low over their heads, coming from the east and heading west.

Daphne and Lily exchanged blank looks.

“White building?” Ivo asked, looking to the north and seeing only blackened-rock buildings in very bad state.

“I see a building to the northeast that might be white,” Taika told them, leaping down from the fountain when he saw the first Norghanian soldiers entering the square from the north.

“Come on!” Aiden said, ready to follow their leader’s order.

“Stop. Don’t plunge into a fight or we won’t get anywhere,” Daphne told him.

Aiden looked at her blankly.

About a hundred Norghanian infantry soldiers arrived from the north. They wore red-and-white clothes with metal-scaled armor on top. On their heads they wore their characteristic winged helmets. They were tall, strong, and almost all blond, with light eyes and white skin like the snow of their kingdom. They were armed with axes and round wooden shields reinforced with metal in the middle. The only indication that they had been fighting for years was that they were dirty and their cloaks were torn and tattered. Yet in their eyes the Igneous Squad could see the determination of these soldiers, who were not going to yield a single step.

“We have to go around them,” Taika said and pointed at a ruined house to the east. “We’ll try to get in there.”

“Yeah, that’s the best idea,” Ivo said, and they all ran.

It took Aiden a moment, but in the end he joined the others.

The soldiers split into three groups and each one went to attack one of the three enemy squads.

Use your elemental power. You’re great numeric inferiority will give you an advantage, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt messaged them as it prepared to fly over the enemy soldiers and incinerate them with its breath of fire.

While the Igneous Squad ran to the ruined house, they looked at the pursuing soldiers and at Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt as it came down from the sky to release its fiery breath. A moment before it did so, they heard orders from the Norghanian officers and all the soldiers ran for shelter in the ruined houses. Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt launched its fiery breath in a low pass heading north and the Norghanian soldiers fanned out to the sides of the square, seeking doors, porches, and holes in the walls to hide in. They did so with skill and speed, calculating the arrival of the dragon’s attack, as if they were already used to it. There were no shouts of fear or hysteria. The soldiers split up as if an invisible force divided the stream in two. One half hid on the left side of the square and the other on the right side.

Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt roared after passing over the square with its powerful jet of fire. The roar did not sound like a threat as much as a growl of frustration. It had barely managed to incinerate a dozen soldiers; the rest had hidden in time. The soldiers had executed the maneuver to perfection. Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt rose and swerved as fast as its breadth allowed so as not to fly close to the wall and the rubble that surrounded the Royal Castle and the strengthened north wall of the city. It did not manage to turn fast enough, and a hundred arrows flew from the south area of the wall and rubble and burst against its body as it turned. The explosions were deafening, one after the other in quick succession. Almost all the arrows impacted, which could only happen if the archers were incredibly skilled.

Daphne and Lily, who were watching over their shoulders, saw what was happening.

“Rangers on the wall,” Daphne guessed.

“About a hundred of them,” Lily added.

“I’m glad they’ve survived so far,” Daphne said as they reached the ruined house and went in.

The great red dragon, stunned, half-blinded, and almost deaf from the tremendous elemental explosions of the Rangers’ arrows, tried not to lose concentration and follow through with the attack. It made a couple of forced movements in the air and nearly hit a tower that was still standing. It managed to balance its flight and headed south to get out of range of the archers. The arrows could not pierce its scales, but the elemental explosions and the blinding and stunning substances did affect its head. Having received so many consecutive impacts, the dragon had been close to suffering an accident. In all probability the great red dragon would not go back near the north area in that way. It was too dangerous, even for a powerful dragon like Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt. The leader of the Red Squadron was experiencing what it meant to fight the Norghanians. An experience that could bring even a dragon king down a peg or two. It roared in rage and flew away from the enemy to finish clearing its head.

Taika and Aiden led the way through the ruins of the building. Lily and Daphne followed closely, with Ivo bringing up the rear. The Tauruk looked behind every now and then, since the pursuers would soon renew the hunt. As they were coming out on a back street, Ivo saw that the Norghanian soldiers were already after them.

“We’ve got company!” he warned the others.

“Run!” Daphne urged.

Taika and Aiden turned right and came onto a narrow street. They ran, seeking a way to keep going north. They found it a little further down when they came upon a large building, like a small palace, whose walls were destroyed, as well as part of the main building. They went up what was once a garden and crossed the property to the north. They came out onto a cross street.

“I can see the white building a hundred paces away!” Taika called.

“Let’s go, quick!” This time the one urging them was Lily, who was looking back over her shoulder. Ivo already had four pursuers closing in. The Norghanians were good runners; their armor was light and did not weigh much, which allowed them to move nimbly and quickly. The Igneous Squad was also wearing armor and the dragon scales on their armor were light. Unfortunately, the spear and shield they carried were heavier than the axe and wooden shield of the Norghanians. Sooner or later they were going to catch them, Ivo was beginning to realize. Besides, those soldiers were running with fury—they wanted to reach them and hack them to pieces.

They arrived at the crossing of two streets with a dozen soldiers at their heels and another street that followed the first. Taika stopped.

“The white building is on the left.”

“Why are you stopping?” Aiden asked him.

“We can’t just go headlong into the building without knowing what awaits us inside,” Taika said quickly.

“He’s right. There might be a lot more danger inside,” Daphne said.

“So we’ll have to fight,” Ivo replied as he turned toward the first three soldiers running toward them.

“Use magic to stop them and escape,” Taika ordered.

Daphne wasted no time concentrating and using her magic. She pointed her spear at the first three soldiers. The tip of the spear began to shine with great intensity and a ball of light formed on it. After a moment, the ball flew toward the soldiers. It hit one of them in the center of the chest. The ball burst and the tremendous explosion of light caught them off guard and blinded them.

Ivo did not miss his chance—he ran forward and hit them in the face and head with his shield and spear, knocking them out with tremendous blows.

Half a dozen soldiers charged at Lily, coming out of the building.

“I’ll deal with these,” she told her comrades and concentrated. She sought the mental aura of the first three soldiers, located them, and began to cast her elite spell: Group Enchantment. The three soldiers had no anti-magic defense, and besides, their minds were not too strong. Lily had no trouble manipulating their minds and quickly enchanting them. There was a lilac flash around Lily’s body and then above the heads of the three enchanted soldiers. “Attack those three,” she told them and pointed her spear at the three Norghanian soldiers following them.

The three soldiers stopped running, looked back, following Lily’s spear’s indication, and with war cries turned around and attacked their comrades. With wide eyes of disbelief, the three soldiers defended themselves from the attack of their fellow soldiers who had been enchanted by Lily’s spell and could not think, mindlessly following the order received from the Scarlatum.

Aiden launched an attack, and as he ran toward the second group of Norghanian soldiers he called upon his barbarian Rage skill. It was not his elite skill Wrath, but to finish off these solders he did not need more. He yelled as he invoked it and his body shone with an intense white flash which quickly turned a deep red. The elemental air energy became barbarian red.

“Come and meet death!” he yelled at the top of his lungs.

The soldiers faced him, but it was like trying to stop a cyclone. Aiden hit with his spear so hard and fast that the three soldiers fell back, unconscious or wounded, in the blink of an eye. Three others moved out of Aiden’s way as he delivered blows hither and thither at a speed three times faster than the best the soldiers had to offer and also three times more powerfully. They tried to attack him on the sides, but Aiden knocked out two of them. The third one managed to hit him on the side with his axe. Luckily for the Drakonid, the dragon scales prevented the edge from penetrating. He should have felt the blow and bent to one side, but being under his Rage invocation he did not even feel the blow. He turned to the Norghanian soldier and delivered a tremendous kick in the stomach that made him bend over, and then he finished him off with a blow to the head with his shield.

Ivo concentrated as fast as he could, which was twice as slow as his comrades, but he managed to do it and conjure his favorite skill against the enemy: Circle of Poisonous Creepers. Under the soldiers’ feet, strong creepers caught the feet, legs, arms, and bodies of the soldiers as they advanced toward him. The soldiers tried to cut off the creepers with their axes, succeeding in some cases, but the creepers continued to emerge from the ground and imprisoned them. In spite of all their efforts and war cries, they could not get rid of them and were trapped where they stood.

Suddenly, they heard Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt’s roar and the sound of fighting that came from where the Ardent and Searing Squads were.

“We have some breathing room, let’s keep moving toward the building,” Taika told them, seeing that no more soldiers were coming out to chase after them.

“Yeah, our squadron comrades are destroying the soldiers,” Aiden realized.

“Rather our leader is using them as bait for the enemy while we slip in to the north,” Lily retorted.

“An intelligent strategy,” said Aiden, looking toward the sound of the fighting.

“For you everything the dragons do is good, no matter how wrong it is,” Daphne said, shaking her head.

“Let’s keep going.” Aiden nodded and ran up the street.

It did not take them long to reach the white building. They watched it from about a hundred paces. It had once been white but was now covered in dirt, with one side that had two large holes in the wall from the attacks. The three floors looked precarious, although it must have been a magnificent building in its day.

They approached warily. There did not seem to be anyone in the vicinity, but they were suspicious; there might be hidden archers somewhere.

Taika and Aiden looked through the first of the two large holes into the building.

“It looks empty,” Taika told the others.

“That’s weird, why did Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt send us here if it’s empty?” Daphne asked.

“Let’s go in and search the place,” said Aiden.

They went into the building very carefully after making sure there were no enemies in sight. They were near the Norghanian castle and that was not good—soldiers or Rangers might appear at any moment. But they searched the first room and saw no one. They went into the next room and found an old, elegant hall, now in ruins.

You are looking for an Ice Mage. You must find him and capture him. It will mean an important loss for the enemy. They possess only a handful of Ice Magi. If we manage to kidnap one, we will deliver an important blow to the Norghanians. That is the order I have received from the campaign general. You had better capture him. Do not make me look bad with the general, they received Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt’s message as they saw it fly over the south of the building. As it flew by they heard explosions of Elemental Arrows, over thirty. The great red dragon roared in rage and had to retreat further south.

“It’s retreating. They’re riddling it with arrows,” Ivo commented as he looked out through what was left of a window.

“We have to admit that the Rangers are formidable. I didn’t think I’d see the day when our leader would have to flee from the enemy,” said Daphne.

“Not fleeing, only withdrawing to attack better,” said Aiden.

“In any case, we must capture an Ice Mage, which is going to be dangerous,” Taika said, and his velvety voice sounded worried.

“True. Well, at least now we know why we were sent,” Lily said with a grimace.

“There’s no Ice Mage here. This place is deserted and abandoned,” Aiden commented as he went to another room where the ceiling had collapsed and you could see part of the upper floor.

Let’s look above. Careful with the stairs, they might collapse,” Taika warned them.

“Or have traps,” Aiden added.

“Yeah, or both,” Ivo said, nodding.

They went up to the second floor, stepping carefully and feeling the floor with their spears. They searched the second floor but found nothing. They went on to the third and also searched that. The building was empty.

“The dragons have made a mistake with the place, there’s no mage here,” Lily said.

“The dragons don’t usually make mistakes,” Aiden retorted as he kept searching the floor.

“In a war there’s true and fake information,” said Taika, looking around thoughtfully.

“I won’t complain if they’ve tricked the dragons,” said Daphne with a face that meant she did not care in the least.

“There’s an Ice Mage here, and we have to find him,” Aiden insisted stubbornly.

They continued searching the whole floor without finding anything. Ivo looked out of a side window at the back of the building.

“This building… there’s something strange about it…” he said, making a face.

Taika looked out the window Ivo was at.

“Well spotted, there is indeed something. The back appears to be longer. Or at least I get that impression.”

“That’s what I thought too,” said the Tauruk.

They both went to the back wall, then back to the window at the side of the house. They did this twice in a row.

“Yup, there’s an illusion here,” Ivo said.

The building is longer, it goes on behind this wall,” Taika said.

“Illusion?” Daphne said, raising an eyebrow.

“I think so,” Taika nodded.

“I wonder…” said Ivo, studying the wall.

“What’s on your mind?” Taika asked, interested.

Ivo touched the wall with his hand. Then he hit it with his fist.

“It’s hollow here,” he hit it again to make sure.

“Let me see, I’ll bring it down,” Aiden said as he positioned himself to charge against the spot Ivo had indicated.

“Wait, you marble-head!” Lily tried to stop him.

Too late. Aiden ran to the wall and charged against it with his shield in front of him. Ivo moved back just in time. The Drakonid hit the wall with all his strength and the momentum of his run. There was a simultaneous crack and clink of metal against rock. The wall held, and Aiden bounced back and fell to the floor.

“Can you be more of a granite-head!” Daphne scolded him angrily. “Who could even think of charging a wall?”

“Don’t you ever have an idea in that head of yours that doesn’t mean running over everything in front of you?” Lily scolded him too, opening her eyes wide, unable to believe what a brute her comrade was.

“Don’t raise your voice, my head hurts,” Aiden told them from the floor.

Lily bent down beside Aiden.

“And it should be hurting more!” she yelled in his ear.

Aiden shut his eyes with a grimace of pain.

Taika went over to one of the rocks of the wall that had become loose with the Drakonid’s impact. He studied it for a moment. Then he took it with one hand and pulled it out. Behind the rock he saw a lever.

“Interesting…” said Taika.

“Watch out, we have to move it,” Ivo said.

Aiden got to his feet with Lily’s and Daphne’s help.

“Ready,” Ivo said to Taika.

Taika moved the lever, and to everyone’s surprise a part of the wall crumbled inward, revealing a passage in the middle.

“Well… well…” Daphne said, surprised.

“See how my instinct was right,” Aiden told them.

“You have the instincts of a block of granite,” Lily said.

Taika looked inside.

“It looks like the building continues. We’ll have to go in, get ready. This secret passage is definitely used, I can see footprints on the other side.”

They went in warily and saw a section of the building without any doors or windows, only walls and ceiling. Part of the ceiling was ruined, as well as some sections of the floor. It was as if some giant rocks had penetrated through the roof and fallen to the floor three levels down.

“Let’s move silently. I’ll follow the prints,” Taika said, pointing at them on the dusty floor.

They arrived at one of the enormous holes on the floor by some stairs that went down to the lower levels. Taika lifted his fist and they all stopped. He crouched to check and the others waited. They heard voices in languages they did not understand coming from the first floor. Through the hole in the floor on the third level, Taika saw there was another hole in the second, even larger that allowed him to look down on the first level. He made a sign to the others to come closer to watch. Very carefully, his comrades crouched beside him to see what was going on below, where the voices came from.

They could see a dozen Norghanian soldiers escorting a middle-aged man. The soldiers were not regular ones: they were Invincibles of the Ice, dressed entirely in white. The best infantry soldiers of the continent, from what they had heard. The man they were escorting was no ordinary man either. He was an Ice Mage. They all identified him at once. He was unmistakable, with his snow-white robe and hair and beard all white and holding a staff, also white, with a gem at its top.

“The Ice Mage…” murmured Ivo.

“At last. The dragons don’t make mistakes,” Aiden said reproachfully.

Daphne and Lily did not even bother replying. The fact that they had found the mage was not good, and that he was escorted by Invincibles even worse. The situation was going to become complicated very quickly, this they all knew.


Chapter 14

The Igneous Squad watched in silence. The Ice Mage was talking with two men. Those were the voices they had heard. The men were not Norghanians; they were wearing light armor with a silver breastplate over blue clothing. They had longish brown hair, and their skin was slightly more weathered than the Norghanian’s snow-white.

“Let’s watch and see what happens,” Taika said in a whisper so as not to be heard.

They all remained silent and alert, watching what went on in the scene. The mage spoke with the two men for a good while. Then they exchanged what looked like messages. The mage gave two messages to each of the two men. They gave two others to the mage, who immediately read them. Once he had, he nodded and told them something. The language they spoke was not Norghanian, which sounded very guttural, but some other language more pleasant to the ear. It must be the language of the foreign soldiers.

“Those must be messengers from another kingdom,” Taika guessed, speaking very low while he watched with great interest.

“Blue and silver are the colors of the Kingdom of Rogdon, the Keepers of the West,” Daphne said in a whisper.

“Well, then this must indicate that they’re allied with the Norghanians and both kingdoms are plotting something.”

“It’s most likely that all the kingdoms have united against the dragons,” Ivo said.

“It’s the most logical answer. All against the invaders,” Lily nodded.

“For that they must forget old quarrels. It can’t be that easy,” Aiden said.

The Ice Mage and the two messengers talked a while longer, and their exchange seemed to be about some serious matter. The looks on their faces were very stern; whatever they were discussing had to be very important. At last, the mage said goodbye with a bow of his head. The two foreigners turned around and went toward the stairs.

“The building doesn’t seem to have a back exit…” commented Taika.

“They’ll have to come out the same way we came in,” Daphne reasoned.

“Are they going to come up here?” Lily asked, her eyes widening.

“What should we do?” Ivo asked uneasily. He looked around for somewhere to hide.

“Get ready to fight. Everyone, stay alert,” Taika said.

The two foreigners started coming up the stairs. The Igneous Squad crouched, leaving the upper part of the stairs free with Taika and Aiden ready to pounce on them the moment they arrived. But to the group’s great surprise, the Rogdonian messengers went up only to the second floor and did not keep going. Taika and Aiden exchanged blank looks. What was going on? The Felidae Tiger crossed his shield and spear on his back and went down the stairs stealthily, intending to see what happened. He managed to see the messengers vanishing through a passage in the wall like the one they had used, but on the second level. He shook his head and backed up to tell the others.

“They went out through a passage on the second floor,” he whispered.

“We can’t go after them, our orders are to capture the Ice Mage,” Aiden whispered.

“That’s true, the messengers are not our concern,” Ivo agreed.

The Ice Mage suddenly said something to his escort of Invincibles, and they appeared to be about to leave.

“We’ll have to intervene if we want to catch him,” Taika commented, a little unsure.

“What should we do?” Lily asked, looking at Daphne. She was not too sure they should act either.

Before anyone could say anything else, Aiden intervened.

“Stop right there, Ice Mage!” he shouted at the mage in an imperative tone, pointing his spear at him from the heights through the large holes in the floor they were on and which went down the next levels.

The mage and his escort of Invincibles looked up toward the origin of the yell. They pointed at the Drakonid and started shouting, looking very uneasy. The Ice Mage ordered something to his escort, pointing at Aiden and the others.

“Can you be more of a rock-head! That’s not the way to do it!” Daphne snapped at Aiden, very upset.

“He was going to escape,” Aiden replied defensively, looking proud of what he had done.

“But they don’t understand our language! They don’t even know what you yelled at them!” Lily rebuked him.

“Maybe that’s true, but as you can see, I’ve stopped them from running away,” Aiden said proudly.

The Invincibles moved at once. They headed to the stairs at a run to get to them. The Ice Mage cast a spell, creating a solid protective sphere of ice around him. Then he conjured a second anti-magic translucent protection.

“The mage is protecting himself, let’s do so too,” Taika said.

“Yeah, we’d better protect ourselves,” Daphne agreed.

“Hurry up, the Invincibles are coming fast and with very bad intentions,” Lily urged them.

The five comrades adjusted their hoods and started to conjure. Daphne managed to cover the scales on her clothing with diamond scales to protect herself from physical attacks. A moment later a field of magic scales formed, covering all her clothes, including her hood. This field protected her from magical attacks. Lily was also able to create her ice scales and the anti-magic ones without much trouble and quite fast. The boys had some problems though. Ivo could not manage either of the two protections. Taika only conjured the anti-magic one, and Aiden managed with a grunt to create his strange mini-tornadoes protection but not the anti-magic. Unfortunately, they had no more time. The Invincibles reached them and lunged into an attack.

“We’ll take the Invincibles, you deal with the mage,” Taika said.

“Fine, we’ll do that.” Daphne looked down and got ready for magical combat.

Lily shifted to better see the mage and prepared for a confrontation she knew was not going to be easy.

Ivo, Taika, and Aiden formed a line in front of the stairs, facing them. With their shields up front and spears ready to run through the Invincibles, they confronted them as they reached the top of the stairs. Behind them, Daphne and Lily saw the mage already casting a spell on them. They both feared the attack of the powerful mage. A beam of ice came out of the mage’s staff and hit Daphne’s shield, which she had moved to cover herself by instinct. The mage directed and maintained the spell, projecting the beam of ice, and the shield started to freeze. It did not go through the metal, but in an instant it was entirely frozen over. The magical cold passed onto Daphne’s hand and forearm which, though protected by her gloves, were in contact with the shield’s metal. Her scales’ anti-magic defense activated in her hand and arm to protect her from the noxious effects of the attack.

Lily tried to help her friend when she saw the attack. She used her Charmer Talent on the Ice Mage. She could see the mage’s mental aura—white, powerful, and strong—and she focused on it as she attacked. She knew it would be difficult to bend that powerful mind, but she was not even able to reach the mage’s mind; the spell could not break through the mage’s anti-magic sphere. Lily cursed under her breath; if she could not reach the mage’s mind, she could not affect it and her enchanting skills would not do anything against him.

“His magical defenses are preventing me from charming him,” she warned Daphne.

The mage realized that Lily was trying to attack him with magic and created a second beam of ice which also came out of his staff and headed at the Scarlatum. As they had expected, the mage before them was highly skilled and powerful. He barely murmured a few words of power and he already had the offensive spell ready and launched. Instinctively, Lily raised her shield to protect herself, like Daphne had done, and like her she felt her shield freezing completely. When the cold reached her forearm, her magical defense activated and stopped it from freezing over. The shield was completely covered with ice and frost.

While the mage attacked Lily and Daphne and they strived to defend themselves, Ivo, Taika, and Aiden were fighting a difficult battle against the Invincibles of the Ice. Ivo noticed at once that the two opponents attacking him were excellent swordsmen. He tried to keep them at bay with his spear, since it had greater reach, but he was having trouble. One of them deflected the attacks with his sword and the other with his shield and then counterattacked immediately. They took small hops forward to try and reach his legs. They did so without haste, their attacks measured, and as soon as Ivo used his spear or shield, they hopped back. They knew what they were doing, and the Tauruk’s physical power did not seem to impress them much. Instead of managing to keep them away, it was Ivo who was forced to retreat. His legs were his weak point, and he knew it. Somehow his opponents seemed to know this too.

Taika defended himself nimbly from the attacks of the two Invincibles. Their swords sought to end his mobility, but they were not succeeding. Taika attacked with his spear every time he saw the smallest opening in the Invincibles’ defense who, since they were fighting with shorter-range weapons, were forced to advance and risk more. The Felidae waited for those moments to counterattack. He managed to wound an Invincible in the thigh with an accurate, dull stinging attack with his spear. The soldier, experienced, jumped backward and let his comrade cover him. Taika stopped the sword thrust with his shield, and with a powerful leap forward he hit the Invincible he had blocked in the face with his shield, applying the full weight of his body. The Invincible was thrown back, his nose broken.

Aiden called upon his Rage skill. A red flash flooded out of his whole body. He gave a powerful yell that sounded like a roar and began to hit the three Invincibles in front of him with his spear and shield. He hit so hard and fast and with such frenzy that he surprised the excellent Norghanian soldiers. They tried to react and deliver sword thrusts to the Drakonid, but before they could execute the attack they received blows of Aiden’s spear and shield at eye-watering speed and with disproportionate fury. One of the Invincibles was thrown backward and tumbled down the stairs. Another Invincible received a side blow to his temple with the spear. His helmet flew off and the soldier fell, dizzy, to one side. The third one received a tremendous kick in the chest and flew backward, tumbling down the stairs. Aiden yelled rabidly and roared with rage like one possessed, challenging more rivals while he banged his spear against the steel shield.

Daphne sent more of her inner energy to strengthen her magic scales’ defense. The mage was increasing the intensity of the two beams as he tried to avoid their shields and reach their heads or feet. They managed to protect their heads with their shields but not their feet. The girls’ boots started getting frosty; luckily, their anti-magic protection held and they did not feel the effects of the ice on their feet. Daphne decided to attack, and creating a ball of light above her head, she threw it with her mind to impact against the protective sphere of the mage. There was a powerful flash. The mage should have been blinded and unable to see anything, but that was not the case. The anti-magic sphere protected him from the harmful effect of the intense explosion of magic light.

Lily also decided to attack, and since she could not reach the mage’s mind to use her skills as an Enchantress, she decided to use her elemental magic. She created a ball of ice in front of her and threw it at the mage with her mind. The ball hit the anti-magic protective sphere and burst in a thousand shards of cutting ice. Yet, the defense held up; she did not manage to penetrate the sphere.

The mage seemed surprised to receive Lily’s attack. He watched her for an instant and then shut his eyes. The anti-magic protective sphere began to shine with a bluish glow.

“He’s strengthening his anti-magic defense,” Daphne realized.

“That means we’re weakening it.” Lily took courage.

“I don’t think it’s enough. He doesn’t look very worried, and he’s still maintaining the two beams as he strengthens his defenses,” Daphne noted as she lowered her shield to her feet to stop him from continuing to freeze them with the beam.

“Yeah, my elemental magic is ice like his, I don’t think it’ll be very effective against his defenses.”

“True, we need fire.”

“Well, I’m afraid Nahia is a little too far away.”

Daphne huffed as she defended herself from the ice beam the mage was keeping on her and whose power was increasing.

“Strengthen your scales. That beam of ice will end up penetrating them.”

Lily frowned.

“I’m trying, but he’s powerful.”

A double attack slipped through Ivo’s defense. The tip of the sword struck his thigh. The dragon scales stopped the first impact, that of the thrust, but the second one, a swift stroke, entered between two scales. The Tauruk felt the sting of pain, but he did not worry. He knew it was not a deep wound. He took advantage of the fact that the Invincible had been forced to move forward to make the attacks. Ivo had him in range. He delivered a tremendous back blow with his shield to the side of the Invincible’s head. The winged helmet flew off and the Invincible fell unconscious to one side like a felled tree. His comrade attacked Ivo’s stomach since he had been left exposed with his shield blow. The sword headed straight at Ivo’s belly, but Ivo was expecting it and he deflected the blow with the spear in a blocking move, keeping it parallel to his body. Then he twisted it swiftly and hit the Invincible in the middle of the forehead with the butt. The blow hit the helmet and the forehead and the Invincible was knocked down, unconscious.

Taika was keeping his distance from an Invincible who was giving him trouble. He was very skilled and not only blocked or deflected his attacks but also counterattacked with great precision and celerity. Taika was having trouble stopping him from cutting him. He decided it was time to use his skills. He attacked twice in a row with his spear to make the Invincible retreat a little and covered his shield with blackness. The Invincible was about to attack but hesitated seeing the shield enveloped in a blackness that seemed to have a life of its own. Taika seized the moment to also cover his spear in blackness. The Invincible stared at the spear and shield with fearful eyes. He knew it was magic and that could not be good for him, but even so he attacked. He delivered a cut at Taika’s face, which the Felidae blocked with his shield. When the sword hit the shield, part of the blackness passed from it onto the sword. The Invincible withdrew with widened eyes as he saw the blackness move up the sword toward his arm. Taika attacked and hit the Invincible’s shield with his spear. Upon contact, part of the blackness passed from the spear to the shield of the terrified Norghanian soldier. Taika let the blackness go up the arms to the face of the poor wretch. Once it covered his whole face and stopped him from seeing anything, he put him out of his misery with a dull blow that left him unconscious.

Aiden was delivering blows with his sword held in both hands. He had dropped his shield and spear and was attacking the last two Invincibles like a rabid lunatic. White foam came out of his mouth as if he really were a rabid animal. He hit and hit and hit so ferociously, so beastly, and with such speed that the Invincibles ended up on the floor unconscious and with helmets and shields dented from the tremendous sword strokes.

“Invincibles defeated!” Taika called to Daphne and Lily.

“Help us, we’re doing terribly over here!” Lily called, since they were having a hard time in their struggle with the Ice Mage. The magical defenses of their scales were beginning to drop from the effect of the sustained ice beam.


Chapter 15

The Ice Mage saw that the situation was getting complicated for him and changed his strategy. He stopped the two ice beams he was pressing against Daphne and Lily and started moving his staff in circles. He shut his eyes to concentrate on the spell while uttering words of unintelligible power at his rivals.

“The mage’s casting a spell, it must be dangerous! Stop him!” Daphne warned her comrades.

“Hurry up before he finishes casting!” Lily urged them, pointing at the mage with her spear.

“I’ll deal with it,” Taika offered, and he started down the stairs with his cat-like agility and speed.

“I’ll come with you,” Ivo followed him, but his movements were slower and clumsier in comparison with the Felidae’s, who soon got ahead of him.

Aiden, still under the effects of his Rage skill and after knocking out the last Invincible, gave a wild cry of victory. He went over to Daphne and Lily and looked down to the lower levels through the hole in the floor. He saw there was only the mage standing. He roared again, flexing his muscles as if trying to scare him, only the mage neither saw him nor seemed to care in the least about the Drakonid’s threat. Aiden, instead of following his comrades downstairs, tried to take a step into the void.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Daphne asked with wide eyes.

“It’s the other way, granite-head,” Lily told him, pointing her spear to the stairs.

Aiden paid no heed. He took a few steps back and then ran toward the hole. Without stopping to think twice, he jumped down.

“What are you doing, you rock-head?” Daphne could not believe her eyes.

“You’re absolutely crazy!” Lily was flabbergasted.

Aiden fell through the hole and landed on the second level in an area with floor. He did so as if there was no distance. He flexed his legs and kept his balance. He turned and faced the hole in that level that looked on to the lower one. He gave a wild cry and jumped into the hole. He landed on the level above the Ice Mage. Daphne and Lily understood he was going to go down to the mage by leaping from floor to floor through the holes.

“He’s completely lost it!” Lily cried.

“Crazy as a loon!” Daphne joined her, shaking her head.

Aiden rose. He did not seem to feel the impact of the landings. With another wild cry, he gave one last leap to land in front of the mage. He straightened up and attacked him, holding his sword with two hands. His comrades were still coming down the stairs at a run.

The Ice Mage did not flinch at the Drakonid’s attack. He kept casting his spell, unmoved. Aiden struck with all his might, filled with rage. The sword flew at the mage’s head to split it in two. But he never reached it. He hit the protective sphere of ice that covered the mage and several pieces flew off. The sword did not manage to penetrate more than a tad in the solid ice protective sphere. Neither did he break the mage’s concentration. He went on conjuring as if nothing had happened. Aiden cried again at the top of his lungs and struck again.

“That mage is very skilled. That fool Aiden doesn’t even bother him, and if anyone has the power to annoy you when you’re trying to use your magic, that’s Aiden in a state of frenzy or madness,” Lily said.

“That’s not good for us,” said Daphne.

“We can’t help them from here, let’s go down one more level,” Lily suggested.

“Yeah, let’s try to get closer,” Daphne agreed, and they both ran down the stairs.

Taika arrived at the lower level and went to join Aiden in his attempt to break the ice protection and stop the mage. He ran like a tiger chasing fast prey. Ivo still had to make the last set of stairs. He was going as fast as he could, but stairs were not something he was good with.

The Ice Mage finished his spell. He opened his eyes and looked at his enemies for an instant, as if returning to reality from a dream. He was not upset to see they were attacking him wildly. He reached his hand to the spheres that protected him. Meanwhile, the powerful spell he had cast began to form around him. It was a winter storm. Icy winds appeared, blowing with tremendous strength. In a moment, a whirl formed whose center was the mage. The temperature began to drop drastically. The freezing death began to take on life around the mage who had conjured it.

Aiden, who continued striking like a madman, making pieces of the ice sphere fly off, started to be covered with frost. The strong winds made him lose his balance and he nearly fell to the floor. The mage seized this moment to repair his defense, sending energy through his outstretched arm. Aiden had done enough damage to force the mage to prioritize the repair of his defenses instead of continuing his attack.

Taika struck repeatedly with his spear, using all the strength of a great cat. More pieces of ice flew off. The storm continued growing around the mage and was getting worse by the moment, with winds that increased in strength while the temperature dropped to deadly levels. The water the winds carried froze on Taika’s and Aiden’s bodies. And then stormy lightning fell on them amid the din of thunder and nearly hit them.

“I’m here!” cried Ivo as he finally arrived to help his comrades. He saw Aiden striking two-handed like a lunatic amid cries. He was using his sword like an axe, but something else was happening: from his arms and weapon came lightning bolts like those of a storm at high sea that were trying to hit the Ice Mage. The blue and violet bolts leaped, forming arches, and struck the anti-magic defense of the mage. They did not manage to penetrate, but they were weakening the mage’s protection and kept him on the defensive.

Taika attacked with swift and powerful, steady blows with the tip of his spear, making a hole in the layer of solid ice. He seemed to be mining ice with tremendous blows. Ivo joined Taika and began to perforate another hole with his spear, making bits of ice fly off with each stroke.

Daphne and Lily stood above them in the upper level and watched what was going on down the large hole through which Aiden had jumped. They saw their comrades trying to break the mage’s defense with all their strength. Meanwhile, the winter storm was becoming more deadly. Several bolts of lightning fell very close to the attackers, and the storm thundered as if a glacier were splitting in half. The icy cold was insufferable and the temperature kept dropping. If they did not finish defeating the mage’s defenses soon, they were going to freeze to death.

“We’ll protect them,” Daphne told Lily.

“How?” Lily looked at her blankly.

“We have to protect them with a magic field of scales,” Daphne indicated her own scales, which were shining with white flashes. Then she pointed at Lily’s, which flashed in blue hues.

“Oh… but we’ve never tried it on others.”

“Today’s the day,” Daphne replied.

“All right. I’ll take care of rock-head. He’s going to get killed if we don’t help him.”

“And I’ll take care of poor Ivo, who’s freezing regardless of how big he is,” Daphne said.

The two friends concentrated, and instead of creating the magic field of scales on themselves, they sought to create it on their comrades. The first attempt failed. The winds roared now and were rising up to them, carrying ice and frost which obstructed their concentration. Their own protections were holding up, but would not do so for long unless they sent more energy to strengthen them, which they could not do because they were helping their friends. They tried again but could not this time either.

Lily kept trying. She failed yet again, but she did not give up and tried again desperately. She knew that Aiden in his state of Rage was holding up better than a normal person, but in the end he would die. At last she managed to create the field of scales over him. The blue scales covered Aiden’s whole body. Suddenly, she felt a cold so icy she thought her heart had frozen. She realized that her personal protection had failed and she was freezing to death. She pulled backward to get out of range of the storm and dragged herself on the floor until she was far enough that the icy winds did not reach her fully. Once there, she tried to create her field of anti-magic scales, but she was so cold that she lost concentration and did not succeed.

Downstairs, Aiden and Ivo were attacking with renewed strength. The field of scales protected them from the winter storm and they no longer suffered its effects. This allowed them to use more strength in the attacks, and although their muscles were freezing, they still worked. Taika sent more energy to strengthen his defense and realized he had nothing left. He was going to lose his defense so he attacked with everything he had, because shortly he would begin to freeze to the marrow.

Seeing the ferocious attacks of the three warriors protected by anti-magic defenses, the mage decided not to attack them and focus on keeping his own defenses raised. He sent energy to these so they would not fall, trusting that the winter storm would eventually finish off his enemies. He knew that the defenses of the three warriors were not strong enough to withstand his storm. Their defenses would fall shortly and the warriors would freeze to death. He only had to maintain his defenses and wait. His enemies would fall before the power of his ice magic.

“They’re not going to make it,” Daphne realized, seeing that their three comrades were covered with frost and ice and the winds were now raging terribly. She could tell her own defenses were deteriorating, so her three friends’ had to be even worse off. She tried to send energy to Ivo so the scales would hold up, but she could not. She tried several more times, but she had the impression that this was something very advanced she could not yet do. It was one thing to use energy on herself and a very different one to use it on a comrade to strengthen a defense. She assumed it was possible—it had to be, since she had created the defense in the first place—but she also realized that doing that required an advanced training she did not have.

Lily managed at last to create her field of anti-magic scales and went back to Daphne. She watched their comrades fighting.

“You’re right, even up here we’re going to freeze,” Lily said, who was feeling the effects of the winter storm on her body, coming up through the hole in the floor.

“I’ve tried to send energy to strengthen their scales, but that’s beyond my reach.”

Lily nodded. The winds were whipping around them, and the thunder and lightning were now tremendous.

“We’re not going to be able to conjure in the middle of this.”

“Get out of there! You’re freezing to death!” Daphne shouted at the boys.

The three kept striking amid the lethal whistling of the freezing winds that sought to freeze their bodies and soul until they died. A tremendous bolt of lightning fell beside Aiden and missed him by a hair’s breadth.

“Run, before it’s too late and you die frozen or hit by lightning!” Lily urged.


Chapter 16

Taika heard his comrades’ warnings in the midst of the thunder. He had lost his anti-magic protection and was completely covered with ice and frost. He had trouble keeping up his attack; he even had trouble thinking clearly, he was so terribly cold. His muscles were almost useless being practically frozen, and the winds were about to knock him down. He realized they would not be able to penetrate the mage’s defenses before the storm finished with them.

“Let’s get out of here!” he told Ivo and Aiden.

Ivo looked at him. The defense Daphne had created for him had just fallen, destroyed. He was completely covered in ice and had trouble moving his limbs, despite all his strength. The storm did nothing but get worse, and two lightning bolts fell too close for comfort.

“Let’s go! We’re going to die here!” Ivo shouted over the howling of the winds.

“Aiden, retreat!” Taika shouted to Aiden while he and Ivo were beginning to back toward the stairs. They did so with great trouble, withstanding the terrible winds that pushed them with their lethal, icy touch. Aiden, though, did not retreat. He kept roaring and striking with his sword.

“Aiden, get out of there!” Lily yelled at him from above.

Ivo stopped and turned toward Aiden. Seeing he was still attacking, Ivo took a deep breath.

“I’m going to get him out of there,” he told Taika.

“It’s too dangerous, you’ll both die,” the Felidae warned him, looking very worried.

“I can’t let him die. I have to try to save him,” Ivo replied and began to advance in the midst of the whirl of icy winds.

The Ice Mage realized he was no longer in so much danger; only one warrior was attacking. He decided to counterattack now that he had the opportunity. He pointed at Aiden with his staff and cast a spell.

“Aiden, watch out!” Lily shouted and threw her shield down, which dropped with its own weight, almost vertical, on the Drakonid’s head.

Seeing that something was falling on him, Aiden lifted his head. With a swift, precise movement, he raised his left hand and grabbed the shield by the straps. An instant later, he had it placed in front of his chest.

A trident of ice came out of the mage’s staff and flew at Aiden’s body at great speed. The Drakonid blocked it with the shield. The trident struck the shield with tremendous strength and Aiden was thrown backward several paces and then skidded on the ice-covered floor to end up bumping against Ivo’s feet and almost knocking him down.

“Come here, you fool,” Ivo told him as he grabbed Aiden by the scruff of his neck and lifted him off the floor with an abrupt yank.

“Quick, come up!” Taika urged them as he started up the stairs. Ivo followed him without letting go of Aiden, whom he pushed so he would go up before him.

“I’ll cover their retreat.” Daphne threw several powerful balls of light, one after the other. As they burst they did not manage to blind the mage, but they did seem to bother him enough that he could not launch attacks at her comrades as they ran upstairs as fast as their freezing bodies would allow.

“Watch out, he’s moving!” Lily pointed at the Ice Mage as he slowly crossed his own winter storm, the two protective spheres around him, and headed to a wall on the ground level.

“I think he’s going to escape,” Lily said.

“Why do you say that?”

“He’s at the same point where we came in, only on the ground floor.”

“Oh… I see. Another secret passage,” Daphne realized.

Indeed, the mage opened a passage in the wall and calmly entered, vanishing from their sight. He left behind the winter storm, which was still active, freezing not only the    ground floor but the upper levels as well.

“Let’s get out of here, I can barely feel my arms they’re so cold,” Lily cried.

“To the exit!” Daphne replied.

They all went up the stairs, escaping from the winter storm. The ground floor and the second level were already frozen over, and now the icy whirl was climbing through the hole to the upper levels, freezing everything on its way.

“Look at the Ice Mage’s might!” said Lily as she arrived at the passage in the wall of the third level.

“They’re more powerful than they look,” Daphne nodded.

Taika arrived a moment later, covered in white.

“Do you need me to heal you?” Daphne asked him.

“I need heat,” he smiled, his face all frosted over.

“That’s Nahia, I can’t help you with heat,” Daphne apologized with a shrug.

A moment later, Ivo and Aiden arrived.

“Finally!” Daphne said.

“Let’s go to the other side, quick,” Taika said.

They went into the passage and appeared in the other building, safe from the winter storm that still went on freezing everything as it rose to the roof.

“Anyone hurt?” Daphne asked now that they were safe from the storm.

Ivo and Aiden shook their heads.

“Only frozen to the bone,” said Ivo.

“Aiden. Are you here with us?” Taika asked him, looking into his eyes.

“Huh? … Yes, yes… sure, I’m here with you,” he replied, surprised by the question.

“You were completely gone, crazy head,” Lily told him.

“Not completely, I was in a state of Rage.”

“Well, you lose your head a lot in that state,” Daphne said.

“Maybe… today I felt… different,” Aiden admitted.

“Crazier than usual, you mean,” Lily noted.

“We don’t have time for this,” Taika indicated as he looked out a window. “The Ice Mage is going up the street.”

“We have to catch him before he escapes,” said Aiden, already moving toward the stairs, but he was so stiff from the cold that his movements were much slower than usual.

“Let’s go! And be careful!” Taika followed him, also having trouble running because of the ice and frost that covered him entirely.

“I’m not sure we’ll be able to catch him,” Ivo rued, moving like a frozen tortoise.

It took them quite a while to go downstairs and out of the building, and when they finally did so they saw the Ice Mage reaching the end of the street to the north and starting to turn east.

“We’re not going to get there in time,” Daphne calculated.

“But we have to try,” Aiden said and ran off. The others followed.

At that moment, a shadow passed overhead.

I see the Ice Mage. I am going for him, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt’s message reached them as it flew over them, following the street north.

There was a roar and they saw their leader’s fiery breath fall upon the Ice Mage just when he was turning east.

“Our lord and leader has him!” cried Aiden victoriously without stopping running.

“Don’t be so sure, this mage is as tough as the ice he creates,” Lily said.

Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt swerved and flew up the street from west to east where the Ice Mage was and which the group had not yet reached. The breath of fire swept the whole street. Suddenly there was an explosion, followed by another, and another more. In a moment, there were more than thirty.

“Elemental Arrows!” Taika warned.

“Rangers!” Ivo guessed.

Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt roared and rose to the heights while a hundred more arrows pursued it and burst against its body.

The squad reached the street where the mage had vanished and turned east like he had done. They saw him under a rock archway. He was alive and was strengthening his anti-magic barrier, sending more energy to it.

“He has no physical defense, only magical,” Daphne realized.

“He’ll have put all his power on defending himself from the fiery breath,” Lily guessed.

“This gives us a chance,” Ivo said.

“He’s ours!” Aiden cried, and he started running toward him.

“Wait!” Taika shouted.

It was too late. An Elemental Arrow burst against his shield and a second one on his right foot. Two more arrows burst on both sides—they were Elemental Earth Arrows.

“Archers! Come back, Aiden!” Taika yelled at him.

Aiden hesitated. He stopped and looked up. He saw a dozen arrows coming toward him.

“Blasted archers!” he cried and jumped through a window into a ruined house.

The arrows fell in the street and exploded with powerful noise, filling it with dust, earth, and smoke. The mage began to vanish in the midst of the smoke cloud.

“We can’t move toward the mage, they’ll riddle us with arrows,” Daphne warned. As if stressing that possibility, about thirty arrows rained down on them.

“Take cover!” Taika called, and they all retreated at a run and got into the corner building.

The arrows followed them, bursting behind them and filling the whole street with smoke and dust.

Don’t go after the Ice Mage, it is too dangerous. This area is under the enemy’s control. Retreat. The mission is over, they received Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt’s message.

“Thank goodness…” Lily snorted hard.

“Going after the mage so far north is crazy,” Daphne agreed.

“Too many archers,” Taika said, nodding.

“It looks like our leader is left without the Ice Mage,” Ivo commented.

“Despite the situation, it surprises me that our leader considers the mission lost,” Daphne wrinkled her nose.

“It’s a pretty unbalanced situation. There are over a hundred Norghanian archers, and we are one squad with a single dragon.”

“I’d have betted on the squad and the dragon before knowing Norghana and her Rangers,” said Daphne.

“Things change,” Ivo told her, “that’s the infinite cycle of life.”

“And death,” Lily added.

“We have to get out of here,” Taika warned as he watched outside. “I see Norghanian soldiers coming out of the wall. They’re coming to get the mage out of here.”

“Then we’d better not wait for them,” said Ivo.

New explosions on the north façade of the building they were sheltered in forced them to duck and take cover behind the rubble inside.

“Let’s go out into the street we came up along,” Taika said, indicating the opposite side of the building.

“We’re missing granite-head,” said Lily, “We can’t leave without him.”

“He’s insufferable, but you’re right, we can’t leave him behind,” said Daphne.

Taika went over to the door and put his head out to see where the Ice Mage was hiding and the building where Aiden had sheltered. No sooner had he put his head out that he had to withdraw it fast. Two arrows hit the door frame, left and right, and there were explosions and flames.

“Now they’re using Elemental Fire Arrows,” Taika warned.

“That’s all we needed,” Lily moaned.

“We can’t stay here. We already have the soldiers on top of us coming from the north,” Ivo warned uneasily.

“We can’t leave granite-head to his fate,” Lily repeated, upset, as she glanced out without poking her head.

Suddenly, they heard several explosions one after the other: more Elemental Arrows. A figure came flying in through the window on the left and rolled on the ground. He was enveloped in flames.

“It’s Aiden! He’s hurt!” cried Lily.

“We have to help him!” Daphne yelped.

Taika and Ivo took off their cloaks quickly and threw them onto Aiden to put out the fire covering his body. A moment later he was on the ground, covered with their cloaks, but they had managed to extinguish the flames.

“Blasted archers and their explosive arrows!” Aiden moaned.

“Are you alright? Do you need healing?” Lily asked him.

“It’s my back, but it can wait, let’s get out of here.”

“Yes, let’s go,” Taika said, seeing the first Norghanian soldiers almost at the door.

A moment later, they all left through the other side of the building and ran south as if they were being chased by hungry lions. The worst of all was that the mission had been a failure. They did not care much about it, with the exception of Aiden, but they would have to bear their leader’s wrath. Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt and his general were definitely going to care.


Chapter 17

Instructor Sergeant Major Trank was waiting for them by the statue of the dragon and its rider, like every morning. But today he was armed with a Dragon Rider lance, which surprised Nahia and Logan and at the same time made them feel it would not be something good, rather the contrary.

“Now that you can bear your armor, and let me say it’s taken you longer than two lazy donkeys, we’ll start practicing balance. It’s one thing to walk and run with your armor on—that is the most basic skill—and a very different one to keep your balance. The latter is a bit more complicated.”

“Understood, Sergeant,” Logan said before Nahia could protest and they had to listen to more undeserved and unnecessary compliments from the tough Sergeant.

“Balance is something very important for anyone who wears heavy armor, but it’s even more crucial for a Dragon Rider. You still have no idea, but believe me when I say that up there—” the Sergeant pointed at the sky, “—balance is essential. Those without it will fall. And falling is a very unpleasant way to end your life, as you can imagine.”

Nahia and Logan looked up at the sky and saw three Dragon Riders passing by on their dragons, swooping low in perfect formation. The three flew, maintaining the same positions and height. Nahia had the impression that the two dragons at the ends were copies of the one in the middle, only in different colors. She watched them fly over the square and then swerve east. The turn was perfect—all at once without the slightest deviation. It was most curious; dragons outside of Jadrakos never flew like that. Every dragon flew at will, and they never maintained any kind of formation. Or at least they had never seen it in their own homeland, Drakoros, or Tremia. The fact that they did so here seemed to her the result of well-practiced training. Why or for what purpose she did not know, but she guessed it was to fight. Logan was also watching the group of dragons. Most likely he was also thinking something similar.

“One step forward, Logan, and put your helmet’s visor down,” Sergeant Trank ordered.

“Yes, sir,” the youth said as he looked at the Sergeant’s lance with his blue eyes. Then he lowered his visor.

Nahia sighed, concerned. It was obvious that the Sergeant had not brought his weapon for show.

“Get into a defensive stance!” he ordered Logan with one of his thundering shouts which could make a dragon deaf.

Nahia did not understand why the Sergeant was yelling. Their ears were fine, and he was always facing them. Perhaps it was him who was slightly deaf, and that was why he shouted so loud. No, most likely he shouted because he liked to, like an untrained, aggressive dog.

Logan put his right leg back, and then he flexed both legs. The problem was that he was not carrying a shield or lance to defend himself.

“Try not to fall down,” the Sergeant said, and he attacked Logan as he finished the sentence without any warning. The lance struck Logan in the chest hard. The tip was dull, but it was a regular rider lance of hardened steel. Logan flew back after the strong blow. He tried to stay on his feet, but the weight of the armor overwhelmed him and he fell on his back.

Nahia clenched her teeth when she saw Logan fall. She wanted to protest, but she already knew she would get a scolding from the Sergeant if she did so she stayed quiet.

The Sergeant pointed his lance at Logan on the ground.

“The armor protects you, but it also throws you off balance because of its weight. You must learn to compensate for it. If the blow propels you backwards, you must immediately put all the weight of your body forward. If you do it right, they won’t make you budge. That’s the goal of this training. I want you to become stoical, unmovable, like steel statues. Of course, it takes work and effort.  Everything we appreciate in life requires it.”

“Sergeant, can’t we train any other way than by blows?” Nahia asked, unable to hold back and already guessing what was coming.

The Sergeant Major’s eyes glowed with fire. Nahia was already expecting the shouts, so she opened her mouth slightly to grant her ears some protection.

“You train as I say! Do not ever question me again! You are nothing but a clumsy, weak candidate who knows nothing besides!”

“We understand, Sergeant,” Logan said from the ground, trying to appease the Sergeant’s fury.

“You’d better! Now shut up and do as I say!”

Logan got up, but not without difficulties. The blow had not hurt—the armor had indeed protected him—but falling backward and hitting the back of his helmet against the ground: that he had felt. The inside of the helmet was not padded. As soon as he got back on his feet he received a new strike, without any warning, this time on the left side of the helmet. The blow of metal on metal was hard, and both lance and helmet vibrated. Logan tilted to his right side and fell to the ground like a felled tree.

“Attacks to the head are always a problem,” the Sergeant explained calmly, looking at Logan on the ground.

“You didn’t warn him!” Nahia protested.

“Of course I did not warn him! The enemy never gives warning! Shut up and learn, candidate!” Trank yelled at her, and then without warning he took a leap and struck Nahia with the tip of his lance full in the chest. With the impact and the weight of her armor, Nahia fell backward like a knocked-down statue.

“We’re off to a good start…” the Sergeant muttered, shaking his head at the sight of both of them on the ground. “We have a lot of work to do and very little time. Up you go, the two of you!”

Nahia had to roll on her side in order to get back up. With the armor, the simplest movements and acts became extremely complicated. Getting up from the ground was one of them.

Logan got up holding his helmet with both hands, although what he really wanted to hold was his head.

“If your head’s ringing, the best thing to do is open and close your mouth hard and breathe deeply through the nose until it passes,” Sergeant Trank told him.

Logan followed the indications as best he could, but since he did not lower his hands it was obvious he had not recovered. Nahia, already on her feet, was looking at him with concern. Logan put his hands to his waist and Nahia felt easier, although she could hear the deep breathing of her partner as he tried to get over the rough patch and recover.

“The helmet protects the head, but it has the slight inconvenience that if you’re struck on the side it can make your whole mind reverberate. Especially if you’re struck with something heavy,” the Sergeant explained. And as he finished his explanation he hit the left side of Logan’s head with a swift, accurate blow. Logan sidestepped, put his hands to his head, and collapsed to the right side.

“No! Why?” Nahia protested as she took one step toward Logan to help him.

The Sergeant struck her hard on the left side of her helmet. Nahia felt as if he had given her a hammer blow on the side of the head. She felt pain and sickness, and she lost her balance and fell to the ground.

“I see this is going to be a costly and frustrating exercise. You refuse to learn the lesson the first time. More the pity. Luckily, I have patience. A limitless patience!” he shouted at them at the top of his lungs.

To Nahia’s ears, stunned and dizzy as she was, the shout was deafening. A sharp pain burst in her head, and it took her a while to recover and stand up. When she did, the Sergeant was already prepared for a new attack, which he executed without any warning or consideration. This time the attack was double, since he directed it first at Logan and then at Nahia with tremendous celerity. By pure instinct they both ducked, thinking he was going to hit them in the head again. They were wrong. This time he struck both of them hard on the back of the knees, first one and then the other, fast, with precision and incredible force. He wielded the lance as if it were a sword. Since they were already half crouched and with both knees already somewhat flexed, the blow made their knees give and flex completely. They were left sitting on their calves. An instant later, the Sergeant delivered a kick to each on the helmet’s visor. He did it at great speed, and they both fell on their backs.

“Ouch…” muttered Nahia as she hit the back of her helmet on the rock ground.

Logan grunted; he had received a similar impact.

“As you see, you can’t only be balanced when wearing heavy armor, you can also be precise and fast with your movements and attacks,” the Sergeant said and pointed at himself.

“Yeah… we can see that…” Nahia was lying on her back on the ground and did not move.

“Good… moves…” Logan admitted, sore, also not moving and like Nahia lying on his back.

They both exchanged glances. Neither had the intention of getting up. If they did the Sergeant would knock them down again, and they did not want that to happen.

“Come on, you clumsy little things, get up. I promise I won’t hit you. Get up.”

Nahia and Logan looked at one another again. They did not want to get up, but they could not very well stay on the ground.

“Are you sure you won’t attack us again, Sergeant?” Nahia asked.

“I said I wasn’t going to, do you perhaps doubt my word?” he replied in a surly tone.

Nahia did not want the Sergeant to get angrier still, so she got up slowly. Logan did too. The moment they were standing, the Sergeant moved fast and swept them off their feet again with a powerful kick. First Nahia, who fell on her back with a hard blow and then Logan who tried to dodge the attack, but the Sergeant had foreseen this and knocked him down using his lance. They were both left lying on their backs on the ground.

“You said you weren’t going to attack us!” Nahia cried, really angry.

“Never believe what the enemy says!” Sergeant Trank yelled at the top of his lungs.

“That was… despic…” Logan began to say but did not go on.

“I’m here to teach you how to be riders, and everything I do to you is required, no matter how despicable it may seem to you! Everything I teach you will save your lives one day! And I don’t expect you to thank me!”

“Yes, Sergeant,” they both said in unison. They could not say anything else because they knew any other words would be useless.

“Now get up and get ready to learn how to keep your balance in combat with armor. And no more whining!”

Nahia and Logan got to their feet with sighs of resignation. It was time to suffer, and there was nowhere to escape. And so it was. Sergeant Trank punished them the whole day, and by dinner time they were so battered all they could feel were the bruises and exhaustion.

The following day, the training with Sergeant Trank got even worse. He appeared with a lance and shield. If he had already licked them with the lance, adding the shield could only mean more pain.

“Sergeant, you’re not going to do what I think you are with that shield, are you?” Nahia asked him.

Sergeant Trank smiled with malice and stepped up to Nahia.

“I have no idea what you mean…” he replied in a friendly voice.

Nahia eyed the Sergeant distrustfully.

“You’re not going to…” Nahia could not finish the sentence. Sergeant Trank delivered a blow with the shield to her chest that made her fall backward on the ground.

“You meant that?” the Sergeant asked, looking innocent.

Logan took a step toward the Sergeant with sparks in his eyes.

“Stop right there, big guy,” Trank warned him, but since Logan did not stop and took another step toward him, he delivered a rapid, strong blow with the shield on his helmet.

“Ouch…” Logan muttered as he fell backward on the ground.

“Very well, I see that today you got up with a yearning for learning. I like that. On your feet!”

Nahia and Logan snorted in frustration and got up.

“We’re going to train your balance until you can bear my lance and shield strikes. How long we take and the number of times you end up on the ground are entirely up to you. It might be a day, or it might be a week. Show me what you can do.”

Nahia glared at Sergeant Trank. He was a bully and a cynic, but they had no choice but to obey him. The training was going to be tough and the blows would be many, but they were not going to give up. They would bear everything as they had until now. They only hoped they would not have to bear with that ill-intentioned exercise for too many days.

“Let’s begin, today I’m super motivated!” the Sergeant yelled and proceeded to attack both with his lance and shield. Nahia ended up on the ground again, and she swore to the heavens that one day she would knock out Sergeant Trank with one strike. She put it on her to-do list before she died, and this one she would achieve, no matter how big, strong, and skilled the Tauruk was. She did not know how, but she was going to find a way to succeed because of how odious he was.


Chapter 18

After their failed mission to capture the Ice Mage, the squads of the Red Squadron had a few days of tense quiet in the war camp. Daphne took over healing everyone’s wounds and also the burns on Aiden’s back. The Drakonid had been lucky; thanks to the hasty performance of Ivo and Taika, the burns had not been serious. It was only the cloak and the back part of his clothes that had been affected without burning too much skin. He only had a couple of shallow burns. Daphne told him that once they were healed they would barely leave a mark. Aiden did not like this very much; the Drakonid would rather have war scars and be able to show them off proudly.

“Only a Drakonid thinks a scar is beautiful,” Lily reproached him, humorously seeing Aiden moan. They were sitting in front of their camp tent, in the area reserved for the Dragon Warlocks.

“Only a Scarlatum thinks it’s not,” he replied indifferently.

“Beauty and scars are opposites. Every race knows that,” Lily replied with a charming smile.

“It’s not to add fuel to the argument, but the Tauruk don’t consider war scars a bad thing,” Ivo intervened. “As long as they’re not very large or disfiguring.”

“We Fatum find them almost as horrid as the Scarlatum do,” Daphne added. “That’s why I try not to leave any.”

“And we are deeply thankful. Especially me,” Lily went over to Daphne and kissed her on the forehead. “You’re wonderful.”

“It’s nothing. I’ve been granted this Talent, and although I’d prefer another, now that I have it I intend to use it without pause,” Daphne lifted her gaze and saw the Ardent Squad who were coming back to the tent. “I’ll see whether I can help the other squads,” she said and left them.

“The Felidae also appreciate scars, although less than Drakonids and Tauruks,” Taika joined the conversation. “It’s better not to be wounded. In the end, the body complains if it sustains too may injuries.”

“I agree with that,” Ivo joined in. “I prefer something more balanced. A couple of scars, but light ones, nothing serious. On the one hand, they show proof that I’m tough and a fighter, and on the other my body doesn’t suffer so much.”

“Oh come on, they could open up your back with a sword and you wouldn’t even notice, you’re so beastly,” Lily said, joking.

“You don’t understand the concept of courage and honor in battle,” Aiden told them, and before anyone could say anything, especially Lily, the Drakonid left to speak with those of the Ardent Squad.

The group relaxed and chatted animatedly. Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt had them doing reconnaissance missions around the capital under siege, but on this day they were resting. The missions were so much less dangerous than capturing an Ice Mage, or at least they had not encountered many difficulties so far. The red dragon did send them to specific locations, as if expecting some messenger, convoy, or mage to be in the area. It never told them what they were looking for or how it knew someone would be there. The dragons must have spies among the Norghanians, something the Igneous Squad found unlikely but plausible. They commented on the subject, which was one of interest lately.

“I still think someone tipped off the dragon,” said Lily.

“We’re at war. It’s natural for both sides to have spies,” Taika said in a speculative tone as he sharpened his dagger.

“That’s true. Both sides must be collecting information about the enemy and will be using spies,” Ivo nodded, stretching his strong arms.

“The Norghanians can’t have spies here,” said Lily, looking to the north at the part of the camp closest to the city.

“Why not?” Taika asked.

“Because they don’t speak our language. What spy would they use?”

“Don’t be so sure they don’t speak our language. We’ve been at war for a very long time, they must have learned it,” Taika said.

“Learned? From whom?”

“From the prisoners they’ve captured,” Ivo noted as he stretched his legs.

“Ahhh… I hadn’t thought of that,” Lily admitted.

“Like Egil has learned ours,” Taika added.

“That’s right, he learned very quickly. The Norghanians might have learned our language from the prisoners they have at the Royal Castle.”

“There’s another option…”  Taika said.

“What’s that?” Lily looked at the Felidae tiger with great interest.

“That they might have freed prisoners who now work as spies for the Norghanians,” he replied.

“You think that’s possible?” Lily said with a look of disbelief on her face.

“Without a doubt, I think,” Ivo said. “Consider that the captured soldiers might be hanged, which is motivation enough to seek a way out as Ivo has suggested. Spying for the enemy is one. Besides, there are those among our people who already support the cause for freedom, and this situation gives them a chance. They might offer themselves for it. And last, the enemy is Human like they are, so they have a certain affinity that will favor deals and help.”

“What you’re saying is interesting,” Lily was thoughtful. “It could be. But I don’t see how the dragons might have spies among the Norghanians. That definitely doesn’t fit.”

Ivo scratched his forehead.

“There’s always the all-powerful incentive: wealth. The dragons have extensive riches—they have gold, silver, and all manner of precious gems in great quantities. For the Norghanians, these are unparalleled riches.”

“It’s more than likely that if you shower someone with riches, they’ll decide to change sides. Especially if the other option is death.”

“Sure, die or be rich, that’s not a difficult choice,” Lily agreed. “Yeah, you’re right, the dragons must also have bought spies,” she nodded angrily.

“They must have them here too,” Taika waved at the camp.

“What do you mean?” Lily tilted her head.

Taika breathed deep.

“They not only spy on the Norghanians, but on the people of Kraido as well.”

“In case there are traitors among them,” Ivo said, nodding.

Lily’s eyes opened wide.

“They might tell on us because of the cause!”

Taika put a finger to his mouth.

“Don’t raise your voice… and yes, that’s right.”

“I hadn’t thought of spies… I only saw danger in those who don’t see things the way we do. We must consider this seriously,” Lily said, whispering.

Ivo came to her side.

“The dragons spy on everyone. Take it for granted.”

“We must take extreme precautions,” Taika added.

The three were left thinking. The message was spreading through this war camp and the others all over Tremia, and this implied a serious additional risk. Greater than they had imagined.

They saw two dragons coming back from punishing the north area of the surrounded city. They landed in the area reserved for the dragons of the war camp.

“Don’t you find it surprising that our beloved leader has not told us off for the failure of the mission?” Lily asked.

“Yeah, I was expecting it. Well, I believe we all were,” Ivo said, and Taika nodded.

“It might not have done so because of what happened to it,” Taika offered as a hypothesis.

“You mean that the powerful red dragon was hit by the archers with a couple of arrows in its right eye?”

“Yup, exactly, it was pretty swollen,” said Lily. “Did you see that viscous substance that covered the eye and fell down its cheek like a giant slug’s slime?” Lily said with a shiver. “Arghhhh, it was gross.”

“It was a substance to repair the eye damage,” Daphne said, coming back to the tent.

“You know what it was?” Taika asked, interested.

Daphne shook her head and sat on a crate.

“Unfortunately not, I barely know anything about the anatomy and physiology of dragons, or their illnesses and methods of healing. I’m intrigued, and I’d like to know more. Most of all, I’d like to find out whether they have some weakness or are prone to get sick with anything. I doubt it, but I’d like to investigate.”

Ivo sighed.

“Every being of nature gets sick, and nature herself may heal it, you only have to find out how. It’s the how that interests us.”

“I don’t want to find out how to heal dragons. I want to learn how to make them sick,” Daphne clarified.

“One thing will lead to the other,” Ivo told her.

Daphne nodded.

“Let’s hope we can find something.”

After a while, Taika warned them of something unusual.

“Everyone, look toward the tent. I’ll point it out to you, don’t look away from it.”

“All right,” the others said and did as Taika asked.

“Someone’s watching us with too much interest,” he told them.

“Where are they?” Ivo asked.

“Don’t all look at once. It’s a soldier, twenty paces to the east.”

Furtively, Ivo looked and swiftly changed his gaze to another spot.

“Okay.”

One by one, they all looked discretely. They saw a soldier watching them from a distance, without entering the area reserved for the Dragon Blood Warlocks. He was quite dirty.

“That dirt is from the road, not fighting,” Daphne commented, not looking at him again.

“True, it’s mud rather than dirt covering his clothes and face,” Lily realized.

“Why is he watching us?” Ivo wondered.

“He’s a spy for the dragons, for sure,” Lily said, glancing quickly out of the corner of her eye.

“That’s taking too much for granted simply because we arouse his interest,” said Taika.

“Perhaps he is curious about knowing what Dragon Warlocks are like,” said Daphne. “Many soldiers see us as great warriors. We inspire curiosity.”

“Yeah, they worship us, as they should,” Lily smiled.

“They shouldn’t worship us,” Ivo corrected her. “We’re like them. Well, with magic and lots of martial training, but like them.”

He’s still looking at us, and I don’t think it’s because we’re Dragon Warlocks,” Taika said. “He would have already given up.”

The soldier changed positions. He moved slightly to the west and sat on some piled sacks. From there he continued watching them, but the group noticed.

“Something’s up with that soldier,” Daphne said.

“Why doesn’t he come over if we interest him so much? We won’t bite him.” Lily said. “It has to be because he’s spying on us for the dragons,” she insisted on her idea.

“There’s only one way to find out,” Taika bowed his head.

“Speak to him,” Ivo realized.

“That’s right,” Taika said, nodding.

“I’ll do it,” Daphne stood up.

“This is a sensitive situation, it might be better if someone with an enchanting charisma does it,” Taika suggested.

“That’s me.” Lily arranged her long mane of hair and adjusted her clothes.

“Yeah… I might be a bit abrupt…” Daphne realized. “Better that she goes and finds out what he wants.”

“That’s easy, I’ll enchant him with my charm and he’ll sing like a canary.”

“Don’t exaggerate, and only feel him out to see what he wants,” Taika said.

“And beware,” Ivo added.

“Of a sad little soldier?” Lily made a face that meant it could never happen.

“He might be working for the dragons, as you said yourself. If he should give a bad report…” Ivo told her.

“Oh yeah, I’d better make sure he says something good.”

“Better that he says nothing,” Taika corrected. “We don’t have anything worth telling. We’re only faithful Dragon Warlocks, not anything of interest.”

“Definitely. Leave it to me. I’ll take care of it,” said Lily and left.

The group watched what was going to take place without moving from where they were so as not to spook the soldier. Lily headed to the exit of the Dragon Blood Warlocks’ area, and to be unobtrusive she stopped to talk to some members of the Ardent Squad for a moment. Then she left the area, but she did not head directly to the soldier who was watching her out of the corner of her eye as he sat on his pile of sacks. Instead, she headed to the kitchens as if she were going there for some food. While she walked, she flipped her jet black hair back with a sensual gesture and seized the moment to look toward the soldier and saw he started to follow her.

“Very well, my little spy,” she said to herself and went on walking.

When she got to the kitchens, she bent over to lace a boot that was not undone and unobtrusively checked what her pursuer was doing. The soldier was coming toward her and about to catch up with her, which surprised her. Did he want to talk to her? If this was the case, things might get interesting. She changed her pose to lace up her other boot, which was not undone either, while she watched him out of the corner of her eye. What if he did not want to spy but attack? What if this ended in a murder attempt? The idea suddenly occurred to her. It might be. An accurate dagger to the throat when he passed by her could finish her.

She straightened up and turned to the soldier with a hand on her dagger.

The soldier reached her side and stood beside her without looking at her. He was stiff, tense.

“Igneous Squad?” he asked in a whisper.

“I belong to the Igneous Squad, yes,” she replied, alert to any funny movement from the soldier. They were surrounded by people who came in and out of the kitchens, but at the same time they were away enough from them that anything might happen. Sometimes the best place to hide something was in the midst of a thousand people.

“Recently graduated?”

Lily decided to use her charm and replied in a seductive tone, “Yesss…. why do you want to know, handsome?”

The soldier looked at Lily out of the corner of his eye for an instant and then looked back ahead, as if he were not speaking to her, or rather pretending he was not. Lily, on her part, was also looking in another direction, not at the soldier, although she was very alert to his possible moves.

Lily waited for him to reply. She had asked the question in an urgent tone; he would undoubtedly answer something. She was wrong. The soldier reached for his belt, and at once Lily reacted, drawing her dagger swiftly. The soldier moved his hand toward Lily and she nearly delivered a cut. Then she saw there was no weapon in the soldier’s hand and stopped short.

“This is for you.”

Lily looked down at his hand and saw something leather-colored. The soldier handed it to her and she took it with one hand while keeping the dagger in the other, ready to attack if necessary.

“What’s this?”

“It comes from Drakoros,” the soldier told her.

Lily realized what she had in her hand must be a message, since it was flat and thin.

“From who?”

“From the ‘Strategist.’”

Lily was confused. She did not know the alias.

“For rebellion,” the soldier said.

“For freedom,” she replied.

The soldier left and Lily put her dagger away. She looked at what he had handed to her; it was some sort of leather handkerchief that had been folded many times. She decided this was not the place to open it, so she turned around and headed back to her comrades.

“What happened?” Daphne asked her as she was arriving.

“He was a messenger. He gave me a message from Drakoros—it’s from the ‘Strategist.’”

“Let’s go inside the tent and read it,” Taika said.

They all went in, and once they had closed the canvas door they were away from prying eyes. Lily gave the note to Daphne, who unfolded it, and indeed it had a paper inside with a written message.

“I hope these lines find you all well.

The situation here is under control.

The information network is established.

Reply to this note with another to confirm

The message keeps spreading.

Seek allies.”

Daphne glanced up from the note.

“It’s from Egil, I’m sure.”

“So our intelligent ally in prison is the ‘Strategist,’” Lily smiled.

“The fact that he’s managed to deliver a note from Drakoros to us is remarkable,” said Taika.

“It means that the network of spies is shaping up,” Daphne nodded.

“Things are going to get very interesting with this whole matter of spies, information and counter information,” said Ivo.

“I like this, I’m good at it. And with a little more practice I’ll be even better,” Lily said, grinning.

“Let’s not be so optimistic. We need to be careful,” Taika warned them.

Suddenly, the flap opened and Aiden walked in.

“What’s up?” he asked, seeing them all inside.

Daphne quickly put the note away.

“Nothing, we were resting.”

Aiden met the gaze of each of them.

“Sure, resting…”

“It’s better if you don’t know,” Lily told him.

“Right, I’d rather not. I don’t want my head cut off,” he said and went out again.

“Like I said, let’s be very careful,” Taika repeated his warning.


Chapter 19

In Jadrakos, Nahia and Logan were listening to Sergeant Trank’s umpteenth harangue of the day. The robust, beastly Tauruk wasted no chance to regale their ears with words, always unfriendly and even more uninspiring.

“You look as if you’d just come back from some defeat on the battlefield, and the only thing I’ve ordered you is to do a few laps around the area at a charging pace. You are weaklings, I bet you’d love to go and rest.”

“Rest helps us get over the effort made,” Logan replied in a neutral tone. Nahia realized that Logan had not wanted it to sound ironic. “Our bodies need it after intense physical activity.”

“The training is tough…” Nahia commented, and the moment she said it she knew she was going to get a reply, and not at all moderate, from the Sergeant.

“That’s new. Of course training is tough! Dragon Riders are the best and the toughest among those who serve the dragons.”

“We’ve already trained hard for three years,” Nahia retorted unhappily.

“But you’re not ready to be riders. You can’t even manage the equipment and weapons. You leave a lot to be desired.”

“We’ll manage to overcome the instruction and become riders. We’re tough,” Logan said confidently.

“You’d better be. And don’t you believe the training is so tough. All the riders have overcome it, including me in my time. So, if you don’t want to be considered failures, I suggest you make a greater effort.”

“We will,” Nahia said, not wanting to receive another scolding from the Sergeant.

“Now that you’ve warmed up, we’ll start a new exercise I’m sure you’re going to love,” the Sergeant said with one of his malicious grins. “Follow me.”

Nahia looked at Logan, slightly horrified. Whatever awaited them would not be pleasant, she was confident. Logan shrugged and looked resigned. The Sergeant walked at a fast pace and led them to a clear area to the east. In the middle of a green field, they saw a dragon. Nahia watched it with narrowed eyes. What awaited them here? Was the Sergeant taking them to a dragon? If that was the case, they were going to suffer. She thought it best not to dwell on it and accept whatever happened. When they got closer to the dragon, Nahia noticed something odd. It was not moving. She narrowed her eyes to see better, and then it dawned on her. Although it looked like a real dragon, it was actually a highly detailed statue of a red dragon. It was life size and the dragon was quite large. Not a thousand-year-old one, but definitely an adult. It was standing on its four legs with spread wings, and its tail came down to the ground. Its mouth was open as if it were about to breathe fire. It was very impressive.

The Sergeant stopped in front of the realistic statue.

“Here begins a new stage of your training,” he said and pointed at the dragon.

“That dragon can’t teach us… it’s a statue… isn’t it?” Nahia said blankly.

“True. You’re used to a dragon teaching you, but that isn’t the case here. You must learn by yourselves.”

“What must we learn?” Logan asked, frowning. He did not seem to understand either.

“A very important thing. You’re going to learn how to get on and off a dragon without disturbing it.”

Nahia looked at the dragon again and realized it had a saddle on its back where the neck began.

“Disturbing it?” Logan asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Dragons don’t tolerate being disturbed, as you can imagine. You must learn how to get on and off so subtly that it won’t even notice.”

“With all this gear on?” Nahia opened her arms to show the armor, lance, and shield.

“Of course with all the gear! You weren’t thinking of getting on a dragon naked!”

The Sergeant’s reply did not surprise her, and neither did the yell. She was already expecting him to say something rude like that.

“I don’t see how we’re going to get up there…” said Logan.

“Or get down…” Nahia added.

“Aha, that’s the key to the question. You have to get on and off by using your magic,” the Sergeant told them and poked a finger at both their chests.

“Our magic doesn’t allow us to do something like that.” Logan looked at the sergeant, surprised.

“It doesn’t now, you mean.”

“How are we going to learn that?” Nahia asked, not seeing how that could be possible.

“Very efficiently. Risking your physical integrity.”

Nahia threw her head back. She wanted to say “Is that a joke?”, but knowing the Sergeant she knew it was not. He was being serious, and this worried her.

“Isn’t there another way?” Logan asked.

“I’m sure there is, but it’s not what we use here. The best way to learn is when there’s a risk, especially with magic. I’ll demonstrate so you know what you must learn.”

The Sergeant stood at the left side of the dragon, up front under the saddle. He took a leap and began to rise, levitating slowly. He rose vertically to the saddle. Once he was higher than it, he grabbed the saddle with one hand and, leaning on it, he got on by        passing a leg over to the other side. The whole movement was flawless. The Sergeant did not even touch the dragon, he only touched the saddle to lean on it and gather his final momentum.

Nahia and Logan watched with great interest and faces that said they were not going to be capable of achieving that. Their elemental magics were offensive, and their Talent magic did not apply to this situation. They did not understand how they were going to manage such a feat.

“Now I’ll get off. Pay attention to how I do it.”

The Sergeant made the same movement in reverse. He leaned on the saddle with one hand, and passing his right foot over it, he placed it by the left one. He remained levitating at the level of the saddle, and then he dropped down the side of the dragon, without even touching it, to the ground. He did it floating gently until he was all the way down.

“Awesome. But we’re not going to be able to do that,” Nahia shrugged.

“You’d better do it or you won’t be riders. In this case for obvious reasons. If the dragon has to get you on, it’ll do so after tearing your head off, helmet included.”

“That won’t be necessary. We’ll learn how to do it,” Logan promised.

“That’s the spirit I want to see!”

“What do we have to do?” Nahia asked, unenthusiastic.

The Sergeant came over to them.

“You must learn to use your elemental magic to levitate. Two ways: rising up to the saddle on the dragon, and down from the saddle to the ground. As you can imagine, if you don’t get it, you’re not rider material.”

Nahia and Logan exchanged uncertain glances.

“How do we manage to levitate?” Nahia asked at once.

“Very carefully and by practicing a lot,” the Sergeant replied with a smile filled with irony.

“Let’s begin. We want to do it,” Logan said, showing confidence for the two of them.

Nahia nodded hard.

“I’ll be getting on and off that stone dragon in no time.”

The Sergeant let out a loud guffaw.

“Sure you will,” he said and went to the back of the dragon where its long tail was lying. He motioned them to follow him, and Nahia and Logan did so. The Sergeant climbed up the rocky tail nimbly and without losing his balance. He reached the steepest part of it and stopped. He motioned for them to climb too. They did, only it was a lot harder for them. Although the tail was quite wide, with the whole armor, plus the lance and shield, keeping their balance was not at all easy.

“We’ll start with the jumps. It’s easier to learn to go down than up,” the Sergeant told them.

“Why’s that?” Nahia asked out of sheer curiosity.

“Because when you come down you have a greater desire to levitate than going up.”

Nahia was thoughtful for a moment. The Sergeant slapped her on the back unexpectedly, and she lost her balance. With the weight of the armor and weapons, she fell off the tail.

“Ooops!” she cried as she went down. She fell on her face on the ground. The height was considerable, and she received a good blow. The armor prevented her from breaking anything, but she felt the blow in her chest and arms.

“That was unnecessary,” Logan reproached the sergeant with fury in his eyes.

“Is that what you think?” The Sergeant replied, and he swiftly hit him the same way.

Logan tried to keep his balance, waving his shield and lance, but could not manage. He fell on his face beside Nahia, hitting the ground hard.

“Can he be more of cretin…” Nahia whispered to Logan.

“I won’t say it’s impossible,” Logan replied with a look of pain on his face.

“Stand up and get back up here at once! What a pair of morons!”

Nahia and Logan got to their feet. They were sore but had suffered no important injuries. The armor protected them from that, although not from the pain of the impact. They went up to the Sergeant and stood beside him, leaving some space to avoid repeating the fall.

“Closer,” the Sergeant told Logan, who was standing beside him so Nahia would be more protected.

Logan went closer to the Sergeant, sliding his feet carefully. Nahia moved until she was beside Logan.

“Can’t we go up to the saddle following its spine?” Nahia asked, who found this a more logical method than levitating.

“Have you lost your mind? That’s an outrage for our lords! Do you think a dragon’s going to let you climb up its back, stepping on it with your dirty slave boots? You’re mad if you believe it would allow such an offense!” the Sergeant exploded with strident shouts.

Nahia sighed.

“I guess…”

“What a thought! You’ll learn to levitate so that you don’t touch a single scale of a dragon when you ride it!”

“Fine,” Nahia replied, bowing her head after the loud scolding.

The Sergeant waved his hands around, and it took him a while to calm down.

“Now, listen to me carefully and don’t speak any more nonsense. The way in which we riders can levitate is only taught here, and it’s something secret we don’t share. The Dragon Warlocks don’t know how to do it, so it’s a very unique and precious skill.”

“It’s secret?” Nahia was surprised. It could be a very useful skill for all Dragon Warlocks.

“It is. When you develop it, if you ever do, you won’t be able to reveal it, ever.”

“Oh…” Nahia did not understand why, but she did not dare ask more. The Sergeant was already in a bad mood, worse than usual.

“First lesson, and listen carefully. I don’t want to have to explain twice. You have to create a ball of elemental energy under your feet, as if it were a disc or a shield. This disc must stay in the air, do you understand?”

“Yeah… create a disc of energy,” Nahia said, although she did not see very clearly. As a rule, what they created with their elemental energy burst into flames at a mere touch.

“And maintain it in the air…” Logan had a face of not knowing how they were going to keep it floating.

“Let’s begin. You’ll have to create the disc with your elemental energy. That’s important. Air for you,” he told Logan, “and you with fire,” he said to Nahia.

Nahia and Logan were left wondering how to do it.

“We create it under our feet?” Nahia asked.

“Right in front of your feet.” The Sergeant pointed his finger right in front of them. “Two.”

“All right,” said Logan.

“Remember it’s a disc. Not an elemental explosive ball. You must create them in a similar way but not let them explode. Their function isn’t to cause pain but to bear the weight of your bodies.”

Nahia nodded. She half understood. She sighed and shut her eyes. She had no choice but to try. She concentrated and called upon her inner dragon. She gathered elemental fire energy and tried to create a disc, a round platform on which to set her feet. She tried to create it like she did her balls of fire, following the Sergeant’s instructions. She thought it most suitable since it was the most similar spell of those she knew. She managed to create a ball of fire in front of her face.

She opened her eyes, and maintaining the mental concentration she started working on it. She flattened it and stretched it to give it shape, being very careful not to let it burst. She strengthened the outer layer with more energy to make it more resistant so it would not grow unbalanced and burst. It took her a while to manage the shape of a disc with a degree of thickness; she made it as similar to her shield as she could. And finally she succeeded. She contemplated her creation for an instant with fear that it would burst, but it did not. It was a disc with flames inside. At an order from her mind, the disc lowered until it was at her feet.

She looked at Logan, who was still working in his disc. He almost had it. It was very similar to her own, only thicker. A moment later, he finished creating it. Like she had done, he lowered it until it was in front of his feet, floating in the air. Logan’s disc seemed filled with what looked like air whirling from one side to the other, as if it contained a storm about to break.

“Well, you’re very good in magic. That’s good news, because physically you leave a lot to be desired,” the Sergeant told them without any consideration.

“What do we do now, Sergeant?” Nahia asked quickly, trying to avoid a harangue.

“Now you take a step forward and stand on the disc. Then you’ll make it go down to the ground slowly and gently.”

Nahia and Logan looked at one another. They were not at all sure that what the Sergeant was asking was possible.

“Concentrate on the disc and take that step.”

They both concentrated on their discs. These remained stable, which gave them some confidence.

“Take the step,” the Sergeant ordered.

Nahia and Logan obeyed. They took a step and set their right foot in their discs. As soon as they did so, the discs became unstable and burst. Nahia and Logan fell off the dragon and hit the ground hard. Since they were caught off guard, they received a good blow. They were left lying on the ground, sore, while the Sergeant laughed out loud.

“Excellent work!” he shouted and went on laughing, holding his stomach, his guffaws were so hard.

Nahia did not even want to look at him. She stayed there lying on her stomach, grunting and cursing the Sergeant and all the dragons in the heavens. She wondered how her comrades were doing in Tremia. Surely much better than she and Logan were faring.


Chapter 20

That morning, Lily and her squad comrades were taking care of their gear at the war camp in front of the Norghanian capital which was under siege. They had to be ready to leave at any moment, and weapons, clothes, and food had to be well prepared and kept. Flying over their heads, they saw a red dragon coming back. For a moment they watched it land in the area reserved for the dragons, thinking it was Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt.

“Is it our beloved leader?” Lily asked, joking.

“No, that dragon wasn’t Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt,” said Aiden, who had been watching it arrive with great interest.

“It looked slightly smaller to me,” Taika, who had also noticed it, said.

“We’ll soon be sent on another tactical mission,” Ivo assured them.

“Not sure they’re very tactical,” Lily replied to him. “During the last one, all we saw were the watchmen of our own army.”

“They’re tactical because they take us to specific places and follow specific routes. And besides, they’re never direct,” said Taika.

“They’re looking for something, and we’re not being told what it is…” Daphne commented from inside the tent where she was resting after looking after the wounded at the infirmary.

“If the dragon is looking for something it must be important, or it wouldn’t be sending us,” Aiden said, very sure of himself.

“You consider yourself too important, you little rock-head,” Lily said to him.

“It’s not that I consider myself important. The city is surrounded by our army. If our leader sends us, it’s because Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt is seeking something specific the soldiers who surround the city are incapable of finding,” Aiden explained.

“Or capturing,” Ivo added

“That too,” Aiden agreed.

“Whatever the case is, we haven’t found or captured anything,” Lily noted, crossing her arms over her chest.

“So far we haven’t, but we will,” Aiden said confidently.

“Well, if they don’t get better information, I can see us running all over half of Norghana in vain,” Lily joked, laughing.

“As long as they don’t send us to the center of the capital, I’m not complaining,” Ivo said.  “I love the nature of this area, and the weather almost doesn’t bother me anymore.”

“Perhaps it’s good that we don’t find what they’re looking for,” said Taika thoughtfully as he watched the city under siege beyond the camp with narrowed eyes.

“Why’s that?” Daphne asked, interested, poking her head out of the tent.

“Because if it’s important, it’ll be well protected and dangerous.”

“That’s true,” Daphne wrinkled her nose and came out of the tent.

“That’s not an impediment for us. We’re Dragon Warlocks of the Igneous Squad of the Red Squadron, we can cope with it.” Aiden lifted his chin proudly.

“You, little marble-head, are going to end up in the infirmary or worse unless you shape up,” Lily told him, and this time her tone was serious.

“We’d better be ready for whatever it is the dragons might be looking for and be careful,” Taika recommended.

“I absolutely agree, let’s avoid any surprises,” Ivo said.

“I’m intrigued, what can our leader be looking for?” Daphne wondered out loud.

“Whatever Jen-Gorri-Gud, First General of the armies of the Red Dragon King, Erre-Gor-Mau, may have ordered,” said Aiden. “Something important, no doubt.”

“My, how you like to fill your mouth with the name of your lords and their importance,” Lily accused him, shaking her head.

“Look, that’s interesting,” Taika said.

They all turned toward where the Felidae Tiger was looking.

A group of soldiers was coming into the camp from the east. The guards stopped them but let them through after a moment. They marched into the war camp with determination.

“Those aren’t regular soldiers,” Daphne noticed, wrinkling her nose.

“They look like Dragon Warlocks,” Lily said.

“They don’t look it, they are,” Aiden confirmed.

“One squadron, three squads,” Taika counted as he watched them closely,

“Well, this is odd,” Ivo commented.

They watched them when they stopped to talk to an officer, who gave them directions and pointed to the area where they were camped.

“They’re wearing the same clothes as we are,” Lily said.

“And the same gear and weapons,” said Aiden.

“It’s like seeing ourselves,” Ivo commented.

“Only a bit older and more weathered,” Daphne commented. “These Dragon Warlocks at least three years older than us.”

“And they’re still alive, so they must be good.” Aiden commented admiringly.

“I thought it was strange that we should be the only Dragon Warlock squadron in the war camp,” Daphne said.

“Yeah, me too, but I figured they would be away on important missions, being more experienced and all,” said Lily.

“Most likely,” Aiden told her.

The captain led the squadron to the area of tents reserved for the Dragon Warlocks, and the Igneous, Ardent, and Searing Squads stared at them. They realized that every squad lacked one member. This was a bad omen for all.

“Red Squadron entering the camp!” the captain announced.

As they passed by the tents they occupied, the new arrivals nodded to them in greeting. They did so with respect. Everyone returned the greeting with the same respect. The captain led them to their tents and then withdrew.

The Felidae Lion leading one of the squads came over to them. He was strong and nimble and had a scar on his forehead.

“Squad?” he asked.

“Igneous,” Aiden replied at once in an important tone.

“I guessed as much. So are we,” he said, indicating his own squad, which stared at them from beside the tent they had been assigned.

“I’m Eleoi,” he introduced himself.

“It’s an honor to greet another Red Squadron member,” Aiden told him with respect and pride.

“One that has been in service for so long,” Taika added.

Eleoi nodded.

“That’s right, we’re veterans. You just graduated, right?”

“Is it that obvious?” Lily asked, raising an eyebrow.

Eleoi smiled.

“You do look a bit green, yeah.”

“We’ll soon be as weathered as you,” Aiden replied, puffing out his chest.

“That’s going to be hard, we’re on our third year of service,” Eleoi said and showed him his right forearm where he had three red diagonal lines painted there.

“You mark the years of service?” Taika asked, surprised.

“We mark the years we have survived since graduation,” Eleoi said, looking first at his three lines and then at his squad.

“We did not know we had to do this,” Aiden said blankly.

“You don’t ‘have’ to do it, it’s not part of the Path. It’s something the survivors do. You don’t have to if you don’t want to, but it’s the custom among the veterans.”

“I think it’s a good idea, it shows the degree of experience,” Ivo commented.

“If it’s not regulatory, we shouldn’t do it,” said Aiden.

“The dragons don’t mind, they know the custom,” a male Scarlatum told him, coming over and standing beside Eleoi.

“Gorris is right, it’s a known practice and not punished,” Eleoi said, looking at his squad comrade.

“The dragons don’t care about how long we survive, only that we follow their orders blindly,” said Daphne.

Eleoi and Gorris exchanged looks again.

“That way of speaking is indeed punished and goes against the Path,” Eleoi told Daphne.

“It’s the way we speak here,” Daphne replied without flinching.

“Then… it’s true… the rumors…” Gorris said.

“What rumors?” Daphne asked him.

“That there’s a group spreading a message… that speaks of freedom, of rebellion…” said Eleoi.

“And if that’s true…?” Lily asked, looking at him with narrowed eyes.

“If so… we’d like to hear the message that is being divulged,” Eleoi asked in a tone that was not threatening.

“That could probably be arranged,” Daphne told him.

Eleoi nodded.

“You’re welcome to our tent,” Gorris said and pointed at it.

“We accept the invitation,” Daphne replied.

“It’ll be good to speak in private with another Igneous Squad, to share opinions and visions,” Lily said, smiling.

“We hadn’t seen any other squadrons until now,” Ivo said.

“That’s because they have us operating all over Norghana,” Eleoi told them.

“In troublesome places,” Gorris added.

“More troublesome than the capital?” Aiden asked blankly.

“We took part in the attacks on the capital at the beginning of the invasion. Us, and two other Red Squadrons. One with two years of service and the other with one,” Gorris said and showed them the red diagonal lines on his forearm.

“What happened to them?” Taika asked.

“The first-year one … fell… during the first year of siege to the city,” Eleoi said sadly.

“Wow… I’m sorry,” Daphne shook her head sadly.

“That’s horrible,” Lily said.

“The second-year one is up north, watching the passes through which the reinforcements from the Frozen Continent come,” Gorris explained.

“There’s one more, with five years of service, the most veteran squad remaining. They’re in the city of Estocos: they call it The Capital of the West. It’s under siege, and there’s no way to make it fall.”

“Then it’s like here,” Ivo pointed out.

“Yeah. They have us between this city and that of Olstran,” said Eleoi.

“We were there, we thought it had fallen already,” Daphne said.

“And it fell indeed, but they’ve taken it again,” Eleoi said.

“The dragons are good at conquering cities, not so much at keeping them in their grasp,” Gorris said.

“I understand it’s a completely different approach.  It’s one thing to destroy and raze and a very different thing to maintain a position,” Taika mused.

“They did not raze the city?” Ivo asked, surprised.

Eleoi shook his head.

“They decided to take and keep what was left of it to stop reinforcements from coming through that route.”

“And the plan backfired,” Lily said, smiling.

“Absolutely. A great horde from the Frozen Continent came down from the north, and with the support of Norghanian archers they’ve taken it back.”

“These Norghanians and their allies of the Frozen Continent are a tough cookie,” Ivo commented.

“They’re only delaying the inevitable,” said Aiden.

“That might be true, but they’re causing a lot of trouble,” Eleoi commented.

“The serious kind. It’s said that General Jen-Gorri-Gud has fallen in disgrace and that it’s going to be removed by the Red Dragon King for incompetence,” Gorris added.

“Removed or eaten?” Lily asked, raising both eyebrows.

“It might be both,” Eleoi said.

“The Red Dragon King is well known for having little patience and great fury,” Gorris noted.

“Then we might have a new general soon,” Daphne guessed.

“I’m not sure whether that’s good or bad news,” Ivo commented, looking thoughtful.

“I guess it will come with new ideas on how to solve the situation,” Taika said, also thoughtful.

“Ideas that might cost us our lives,” Eleoi said.

“Yeah, I was thinking the exact same thing,” Ivo replied.

“Anyway it’s only a rumor. For now, General Jen-Gorri-Gud is still in command,” said Gorris.

“We’ll see for how long,” Daphne said.

“If another general comes, I bet it’ll be a great one and will come with a new and great plan to conquer Norghana and the Frozen Continent,” said Aiden confidently.

“Your Drakonid is very optimistic,” Gorris said, studying Aiden from head to toe.

“He’s special, yours isn’t?” Lily asked.

“Our Drakonid died,” said Eleoi.

“Oops, I’m sorry,” Lily said apologetically.

“No apology needed. He died following the orders of his leader in battle,” Eleoi said.

“Then he died like a hero, doing his duty,” Aiden stated.

“Dying for the dragons isn’t dying like a hero,” Daphne retorted.

“That’s what you believe. I don’t.”

“I see there’s some discrepancy in the squad. That’s not usually good, it tends to end badly,” Eleoi warned them.

“Don’t worry, we’ve got this discrepancy covered,” Lily assured them, laying her hand on Aiden’s shoulder. The Drakonid glanced at her but said nothing,

“You’re lacking a member, a casualty?” Gorris asked.

“No, our Flameborn is training to become a Dragon Rider,” Daphne told him.

“That’s awesome, both the fact that she’s a Flameborn and that she’s been chosen to become a rider. Very few are chosen.”

“Do you know why that is? We haven’t been able to find out the reason,” Taika asked.

Eleoi sighed.

“It’s said that only the very best are chosen because the risk is so high that all the others die very quickly, so training them doesn’t make up for the investment.”

Daphne, Lily, Ivo, Taika, and Aiden were shocked and even more worried

“You’re not one to sugarcoat things,” Lily said reproachfully.

“We’re on the front in the middle of a war on another world, and we’re not doing well. I doubt sugarcoating answers is of any use,” the Felidae Lion said.

“We appreciate your honesty,” Taika told him.

“I almost don’t dare to ask, but why is it so dangerous?” Ivo asked them.

Gorris shook his head.

“We only know they are trained to fight against one of the worst enemies of the dragons. Nothing else.”

“A very dangerous enemy,” added Eleoi.

“And you don’t know who that is.”

They both shook their heads.

“No one knows,” Eleoi told them.

“Poor Nahia, what a mess she’s gotten herself into,” Lily said ruefully.

“And we can’t help her,” Daphne bowed her head sadly.

“She’s tough and has great inner strength, she’ll survive,” Aiden reassured them. “Besides, if she’s been chosen it’s for a reason. None of the rest of us were.”

“You’re right about that,” Taika agreed.

“Of course I’m ri…” he could not finish the sentence because Lily covered his mouth with her hand.

“Keep quiet, you little rock-head,” she whispered in his ear.

“We’ll let you rest. You look really tired,” Daphne said. “Thanks for the information.”

“You’re welcome. We’re all comrades, Dragon Warlocks of the Red Squadron. We must help each other.”

“And more so in the times that are coming… times of freedom,” Lily told them.

Eleoi and Gorris nodded and left.

The news left everyone thinking, and it was not particularly good.


Chapter 21

The morning had started with a dragon roar, as it did every day. Nahia got up and started getting dressed. As she was putting on the heavy armor, she wondered why they needed so much protection. At the Academy they had learned to protect themselves with Elemental Scales covering their bodies when facing magical and physical attacks. She found the armor an over-protection which, besides being very heavy, prevented them from moving nimbly. But it was what they had to wear, so protesting was no use.

She finished getting dressed and grabbed her lance and shield. There was no worse feeling than carrying all that gear every morning. She did a couple of squats, keeping her balance with her lance and shield a little away from her body. As usual, she felt terribly sore. Her muscles were so cramped that whenever she stretched or contracted, they punished her with pangs of real pain. They refused to work. They resisted and sent pain as an acute complaint.

Nahia grunted, letting out all of her frustration, along with some despair. She tried to keep her spirits from being affected, but it was very hard to remain optimistic, especially at this time of the morning. She knew that the training awaiting them was going to be tough, the weight she was carrying a constant reminder of the suffering she would have to put up with.

She came out of her room and met Logan.

“Do you understand why we have to wear this heavy armor?” she asked the handsome young man, who was already waiting for her at her door like every morning.

“Good morning to you too,” he said seriously, and then his lips twisted into a slight grin.

“Sorry, yeah… good morning. It’s just that I got up a bit sore, and putting on the armor is a torture.”

“Putting it on or wearing it?”

“Both.”

“Are you sure there’s a reason other than the aesthetic for the riders to wear such thick armor?”

“They are pretty and bright. The others, I mean, not the ones you and I wear.”

“The dragons like bright things that shine intensely, as well as vivid colors, or so it appears.”

“That’s true, and precious stones and rare metals even more.”

Logan nodded.

“We’ll find out what’s behind it.”

“Yup, we must find out.”

“Come on, lazy-lobs! Get practicing!” Sergeant Trank received them with his usual    welcome.

Nahia and Logan did not reply, they simply nodded in greeting.

“Start levitating, you sluggards!”

They went to the stone dragon for levitation practice. They had been at it for a while already without success. Like every day, and this was no different, the consecutive falls would be repeated. And so it happened. They brightened the Sergeant’s day as he delighted in their failures and showed it with great guffaws. He was not only an ironic, loud instructor, but he enjoyed laughing at others.

“Please do it again, my eyes were moist from laughing so hard and I didn’t catch your umpteenth failure,” Trank said, laughing loudly.

“Can he be an even worse person…?” Nahia muttered under her breath from the ground while she tried to get up in the midst of the pain from her last fall.

“Let him laugh, at least that way he’s not shouting at us,” Logan said from the ground beside her.

Nahia did not mind the Sergeant laughing at them; what bothered her was the pain and all the bruises she had all over her body from the amount of times they had fallen without managing to make their levitation discs hold them.

“We’ve been at this for an eternity. The discs always destabilize and burst. There has to be some trick you’re not telling us about, sir,” Nahia told him.

The Sergeant stopped laughing.

“You should already know there are no tricks or shortcuts when it comes to magic. You must work hard. Only thus are goals reached.”

“That we know,” Logan assured him. It was a mantra they had heard at the Academy from all the instructors of magic.

“Well, you don’t seem to understand properly, because you’re making very little progress,” Trank reproached them with a gesture that implied it was their fault.

“Surely there has to be something else we might learn that would help us, sir,” Nahia said, trying to get the Sergeant to give them some clue on how to succeed.

“I’ve repeated this a thousand times. The disc must be robust enough to hold your weight. The energy must not burst.”

“Yeah…. yeah…” Nahia muttered in a bad mood.

Logan shook his head.

“That’s what we’re trying to do, sir,” he told Trank.

“Try harder,” the rider replied in a surly tone.

Nahia climbed up and stood in position. The same one she had fallen from a thousand times. The blow was always painful, but she almost feared the Sergeant’s order to take the step more. That moment when they knew that the step would lead them to the fall was terrible. The first days, they took it hopefully. That was no longer the case. Now they took it with fear and resignation. More resignation than fear. The latter was caused by their subconscious telling them they were going to fall and hurt themselves, and they could not trick their minds. Logan stood beside her and gave her a resigned look. At first the looks were encouraging, both of them, but now they were only resigned.

Every attempt ended the same way, with them hurting on the ground. The armor protected them from breaking a bone and allowed them to keep trying. Nahia’s body was completely battered, especially on the front. There had been so many leaps that now they were able to fall on their feet and roll over. This had improved the effect of the impact a great deal so that now they were a lot lighter. If there was something they were learning, it was not levitating but rolling over in falls with heavy armor.

They both sighed at the same time before a new attempt. They noticed and smiled. They were in the middle of a nightmare they could not wake up from and they knew it. They had managed to make the discs not burst when they broke, and that had been an advancement. The latest they had achieved. Now the discs fragmented without causing any explosion. They had discovered how to make their elemental energy not harmful but only dissipate when the outer layer that enveloped the disc broke. It had taken them time to achieve this, but it was a very positive step forward because that way they did not hurt themselves. Luckily the armor withstood elemental explosions very well, at least if they were not too powerful. Now they had only one small detail left: keeping their discs from breaking under their personal weight.

Nahia looked up at the sky where a beautiful, radiant sun shone intensely. It was a sight she liked. It lifted her spirits, although it also made her perspire inside the armor. These protections were practically air tight, and there was no way their bodies could breathe. Looking at the sun and its rays hitting her armor, unable to penetrate it, she wished she was able to train in her Dragon Warlock clothes. She would only have to cover her scales with lava using her Elemental Scales skill and she would be well protected. There was no need to practice all day with the heavy armor. She shook her head, and suddenly she had an idea.

“I have it!” she cried, more to herself than the other two.

Logan looked at her, intrigued.

“You have it?”

“Of course I do. I know how to keep the discs from breaking.”

“Tell me. How?” Logan stared at her, filled with interest.

“Elemental Lava Scales,” she told him.

Logan thought for a moment and then smiled.

“Elemental Storm Scales,” he said, nodding.

“That’s right. We can strengthen the disc with our protection skill against physical attacks. Instead of applying it on our clothing, we apply it on the disc.”

“That’s a very good idea.”

The Sergeant raised his gaze and the smile vanished from his face. He said nothing and watched them with crossed arms.

“Let’s try it,” Logan said, cheered up.

They both concentrated, and after an instant they already had the disc formed in front of their feet. They had done it so many times that they could now do it without thinking. Nahia began to line the disc with a layer of solid lava, like she did with the scales of her clothing. Logan did the same, but with a layer of storm scales with whirls that spun over the whole surface of the disc.

“I have it,” Nahia said,

“Me too.”

“Ready?”

“Ready.”

“Let’s go,” Nahia said and stepped forward, as she had done so many times. Her mind warned her that she was about to fall down and hit the ground as usual. Her stomach would take a leap, also as usual. But that was not what happened. Nahia stood on the disc, even when she brought her other foot onto it.

“We did it!” Logan said.

Nahia looked at him and saw him on his disc. They were both levitating on their discs, and they were holding.

“That’s great!” Nahia cried happily.

“Finally…” Sergeant Trank was no so happy. “Now make the disc descend to the ground. Gently, or you’ll fall again.”

Nahia and Logan concentrated and moved the discs with their minds, like they would have done when throwing an Elemental Ball. The difference was that when throwing a ball it was done with all the force and speed possible, and this was the very opposite. They had to move the disc slowly and keep it steady.

Logan did pretty well: his disc was going down in short stages and he was not losing his balance. They were not fluid movements, rather staggered, but it worked and he was going down. Nahia was having more trouble; her disc went down smoothly, but it was unbalanced with the movement. It tilted right and left, and Nahia had trouble maintaining her own balance. Logan reached the ground in his staggering descent and looked at her. Nahia was slower and had problems. The disc tilted and she could not control it. She managed to reach the ground, stepped off the disc, and looked at it as if it had a life of its own.

“That descent had no control. You must work on that, a lot,” Trank said. 

Nahia sighed.

“At least we managed to come down. That’s an achievement.”

“It is,” Logan agreed.

“Don’t be so excited, it’s taken you an eternity to find the way to do it,” Sergeant Trank told them disdainfully.

“You might have told us, Sergeant,” Nahia said accusingly.

“It’s a test. Whoever doesn’t have enough brains to figure it out doesn’t have what’s needed to become a Dragon Rider,” the Sergeant told them and pointed at his own head with his finger.

“Even so…” Nahia protested.

“The weak of body or mind have no place among the riders. It’s the law of the Path of Dragons. There’s nothing more despicable than weakness, and you know that.”

“We do know, Sergeant,” Logan told him, trying to prevent the instruction officer from becoming furious.

Nahia thought that they did know, but they did not share the idea at all. That was a detestable principle, one more on the Path of Dragons. She thought of the principle of conquest and superiority, which was another of the principles of the Path, and her stomach turned. The dragons sought to conquer all the other races and kingdoms, to show their superiority. And of course, they catalogued all they conquered as weak and despicable. It was sick.

“Tomorrow you’ll practice the ascent. It’s somewhat simpler. Try not to fall, that way you won’t make me angry,”

“We’ll do everything possible, Sergeant,” Logan replied seriously.

“How high can we levitate?” Nahia asked him, the idea having just come to her mind.

“We don’t even know how to walk and we’re already thinking of running?” the Sergeant said with a stern look.

“It’s only curiosity, Sergeant.”

“Learn, and the curiosity will decrease as you discover your possibilities and you assimilate them.”

“Yes, Sergeant.” Nahia bowed her head and looked at the ground, which although not very far looked distant to her.

“The levitation we teach here is only to reach the dragon’s saddle. We call this Rider’s Levitation, and it can only be used for this purpose. Our dragon lords don’t allow any other creature to have the skill of flying, and flying includes levitation.”

“But it’s not the same, sir…” Nahia muttered.

“Whether it is the same or not doesn’t concern you. So says the Path of Dragons, and thus all the riders follow it. If a dragon finds you levitating and it’s not to ride a dragon, it’ll kill you on the spot. Do you understand?”

“Understood, Sergeant,” Logan nodded.

Nahia knew that arguing with the Sergeant was useless, more so when it was about a dragon law, so she nodded.

“Now keep repeating the exercise. I want the descent to be as soft as that of a feather. Like a feather!”

“Yes, Sergeant,” they both said at once, and they went back up the rock dragon to repeat the exercise.

They practiced the descent well into the night and, for once, they were pleased as they went to get their supper. They had managed not only to descend without falling, but they had even improved their gentleness and stability. That evening they ate with a smile on their faces, something very rare in that environment.


Chapter 22

“Like a feather!” Sergeant Trank shouted at them with all the strength of his large Tauruk lungs.

Nahia was seated on the stone dragon’s saddle. She wanted to show the Sergeant     she had already mastered it. They had been practicing a lot, and she and Logan had managed to rise from the tail to the wings and from there to the saddle. For this they had had to improve and gain the approval of the tough Sergeant on each step. Today they would manage to pass over the saddle, and with that the exercise would end. Nahia was sure they were going to make it.

“And make the disc invisible!”

This last shout made Nahia furious. Her inner flame had started and was burning strong in her stomach. How was she going to make it invisible? Why could it not be seen?

“Don’t worry, you’re going to do it,” Logan told her. He could feel the rage in her partner. Nahia was sitting in the saddle and Logan was right behind her, waiting his turn.

“I was going to, but the Sergeant forgot to tell us this little detail of the disc being invisible,” Nahia replied, furious.

“What’s important is that we’re on the saddle, and we almost have it.” Logan was trying to focus on the positive.

“We have to make the disc translucent. I’m not good at that,” Nahia told him.

“Neither am I, but we’ll manage.”

“I don’t see it so clearly. I only manage flames. It’s easier for you. It appears that your disc is made of clouds and air.”

Logan nodded. “My element is air, yeah, and in and of itself it’s nearly translucent.”

“I see that…”

“Well, try again.”

Nahia sighed deeply and tried to calm down. Then she sat down in the saddle, one leg on either side, and got ready. She passed the right leg over the saddle, and while she did this she created the disc under her left leg. Both legs were parallel and her feet stood on the disc. She was left with her back leaning against the saddle. She started descending, controlling the disc with her mind and levitated gently down to the ground. The descent had been controlled and almost perfect.

“I can see the flames of your disc. It has to be translucent!” Sergeant Trank yelled at her.

“But why, Sergeant?” Nahia did not understand.

“Because it must give the impression that you’re levitating to and from the saddle with elegance. Our dragon lords expect as much.”

“Well, you can tell them to….” Nahia had to control herself and shut her mouth.

“You would do well to shut up, Human. Don’t think your life will be spared.”

Logan began to descend at that moment. He did so even better than Nahia, the picture of pure elegance. His disc was practically transparent, and it appeared he was coming down on a tiny cloud that floated in the air.

“Well done,” he told Logan. “But that cloud has to disappear.”

“How can we make it disappear, Sergeant?” Logan asked, watching Nahia with concern. He knew she could explode at any moment and they would be in serious trouble with the Sergeant.

Trank snorted, resigned.

“Turn the elemental energy of the disc into pure energy once you have it formed, same thing with the outer layer. That way it will appear translucent.”

“That might work,” Nahia said.

“Of course it will work, because that’s how it’s done!” the Sergeant yelled at her.

“Yes, Sergeant,” Nahia looked away from the Sergeant’s fury.

“Do as I say and repeat the exercise!” he ordered.

“Yes, Sergeant,” Logan said and went back to the stone dragon. He stood below the saddle. He created the disc under his feet and got on it. Once on the disc, he shut his eyes and concentrated. He used his magic to begin to turn the elemental energy into pure energy. As he did so, as a consequence the disc became translucent. A moment later, it was invisible. Logan seemed to be floating three fingers off the ground.

“Come on, go up!” the Sergeant ordered.

Logan started to rise gently, in control. Since the disc was invisible, it really looked like his body was levitating. Nahia watched in awe. He looked like a powerful mage rising to take possession of his dragon. Once he reached the level of the saddle, he grabbed it with his left hand, and with a bit of impulse he passed his right leg over and sat on it. They had practiced this last movement, and the opposite one to descend, and they had finally mastered it.

“Good work! Come down again!”

Logan got off the saddle and descended with class and style. The disc he had created was transparent and could not be seen. He levitated gently to the ground.

“That’s how you do it. Now you, Human.”

Nahia went over to the dragon and looked up at the saddle, then ahead. She wanted to do it as well as Logan and end this nightmarish exercise. She concentrated and created the disc, got onto it gently, and started to turn the elemental energy in it into pure energy. She managed faster than she expected, which surprised her.

“What are you waiting for? Up you go!” the Sergeant ordered.

For a moment she was about to retort, but she held back when she saw Logan’s look of concern. She started to rise gently, maintaining control. It did not look as elegant as Logan’s, but it would suffice. She reached the saddle, and with a quick jump she got on, passing her right leg over it. A moment later, she created a new disc and gently went down.

“That was not at all bad. You aren’t as elegant as is to be expected, but it’s enough to pass this exercise,” the Sergeant told her, not looking very happy.

“Have we passed it then, Sergeant?” Nahia asked hopefully.

“Yes, you passed,” the Sergeant barked rather than said it, as if the fact that they had succeeded annoyed him.

“Wonderful!” Logan cheered up

“Don’t forget that every disc you create must be destroyed at the end. Simply take the energy away and it will disintegrate.”

“Yes, Sergeant, we’ll remember.”

“Levitating is only allowed for riders. Don’t reveal the secret and don’t teach anyone how to do it. It’ll cost you your lives. The dragons won’t tolerate it.”

“We know, Sergeant,” Logan said.

Nahia nodded, pretending to heed the order, but on her part she was going to teach this skill to her squad.  Of this she had no doubt—it might be very useful in battle. She was also going to experiment on her own and see how far she could rise. And once she reached the limit, she would find ways of going even higher. She realized that all of this was illegal, but she did not care. Levitating gave them an important advantage, one they must profit from.

“Don’t worry, Sergeant,” Nahia said and smiled amiably.

Trank stared at her, raising one very thick Tauruk eyebrow.

“Watch out, Human, or you won’t live long,” he told her as if he could see her real intentions in her eyes.

The following morning, Nahia and Logan headed to the central statue to continue their training with Sergeant Trank, like every morning after they heard the roar and broke their fast. But something strange happened. The Tauruk was nowhere to be seen. Instead Captain Droken was waiting for them, wearing his spotless rider armor. The Drakonid gestured them to approach.

Nahia and Logan walked up to the officer and greeted him respectfully.

“Captain,” they said, bowing their heads before the Dragon Rider.

“Instructor Sergeant Major Trank has informed me that you have already completed his stage of training satisfactorily.”

“We have?” Nahia’s eyes nearly popped out of their sockets. She had not been expecting that. She instead thought they still had a long way to go with the Sergeant      Major, and the Captain’s announcement had taken her completely by surprise.

“That’s right. The Sergeant Major considers you trained.”

“We are grateful to the Sergeant for his training,” Logan said, seeing that Nahia was still a little overwhelmed.

“It’s his duty, and he always fulfills it with rigor,” Captain Droken said.

“Yeah, rigorous he has been indeed, sir,” Nahia said at last.

“Only thus are results obtained,” Droken examined them from head to toe. “You can now wear armor as if it were a second skin, and in addition you can levitate up to the dragon’s saddle. Apart from that, and thanks to your training at the Academy, you know how to fight with the lance and shield and how to use your Elemental Dragon Magic and Talent magic. Those are the basic prerequisites before passing on to the next stage in the process of turning you into Dragon Riders. In other words, you are ready to be riders but you lack your mount, which is the next step.”

“Mount as in a dragon, sir?” Nahia asked.

“That’s right, you lack a dragon, your mount. That part starts now.”

“Is that the last part, sir?” Logan asked now.

“No, the last part is flying,” the Captain said and pointed up at the sky where three dragons with their riders were executing maneuvers in the air.

“We have to do that, Captain?” Nahia asked, worried. The way those riders flew and made passes and maneuvers seemed quite complicated to her.

“You must learn basic flight. That’s advanced flight. You learn that later on, once you have experience with basic flying.”

Logan frowned.

“How are basic flying and advanced flight divided, sir?”

“You will learn basic flying now, once you have a mount. That is if you manage to be accepted by a dragon, of course. You will learn advanced flight later on, once you have experience with basic flying in combat.”

“Then…. once we are proficient in basic flying… we’ll go to war?” Nahia guessed that was what awaited them and decided to ask to be sure.

“There’s still time for that situation, but yes, once you pass the basic flying training you’ll go to war, since that’s what you’ve been trained for. But let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We’ll go step by step. Now what you have to do is get ready to find a mount.”

Nahia nodded. She decided not to ask further. She wondered what it would be like to fight while riding a dragon. For a moment, she pictured herself flying over Norghana and attacking the capital. Her stomach turned. This was not what she wanted to do at all, to fight against anyone who was an enemy of the dragons, since for her they were allies. She thought of Lasgol and Camu. How was she going to interact with them if she was riding a dragon? She did not think it possible, neither that nor getting away from battle like they had done in Tremia. Having a dragon with her was going to be an added complication, and a very large one.

“Before the selection ceremony, you must prepare one last step. You must be capable of showing your magical power to the dragons that come to the ceremony.”

“Show our skills?” Logan asked, tilting his head.

The Drakonid shook his own head.

“No. You must project all your power so the dragon mount candidates can detect     and evaluate it. The more power you project out, the easier it will be for a dragon to decide to let you be its rider. As you know, the dragons loathe the weak. You must show them how strong and powerful you are.”

“How are we going to do that, Captain?” Nahia asked, unable to see a way to do such a thing.

“I’ll show you how to do it. That’s why I’m here today. You must learn how to manifest your Power Glare.”

“We don’t know that concept, sir,” Logan said. They had not learned that at the Academy of Drakoros.

“That’s something you learn here, as part of the process of becoming a Dragon Rider. Without this skill, you can’t take the test. The dragons would reject you for being weak. Watch,” the Captain said, closing his eyes and concentrating. A moment later, he let off a flash. It was a brown flash, the same color as the decorations on his elegant silver armor. Nahia and Logan noticed that the Captain’s elemental power was earth-based. An instant later he flashed brown again, and this time the glare was more powerful still. Droken went on emitting more powerful flashes until he finally gave off a great, powerful glare. Nahia and Logan had to close their eyes. They could still feel  the rider’s power, which was considerable.

“A very powerful glare, sir,” Logan said.

“That’s what I want you two to replicate. It’s the one you’ll present to the dragons for them to decide whether your power is great enough or not. That decision corresponds to each dragon. There are those who will take less, but as a rule they demand riders with great power. That’s why we can’t choose most of the pupils of the Academy. They must be exceptionally powerful, or else the dragons will reject them as riders and the Dragon Warlocks would have wasted their potential.”

“Hmmm… that explains why such a small number are selected at the Academy.”

“That, and the fact that only the most powerful and strong survive on the back of a dragon. Those who are not die within days. It’s worthless to train riders who will die during their first mission into enemy territory,” Droken explained.

“We understand, sir,” Nahia said. At last she was beginning to understand the mystery of the reduced number of candidates and riders who came here. She did not like what she was finding out in the least. It implied that they would be taking an enormous risk.

“In order to generate your Power Glare as I have demonstrated, you first have to take a handful of your elemental energy and send it out of your body in the form of a glare. Then you take two handfuls of energy and send it out again. You go on taking three, four, five handfuls, sending them out as powerful flashes. Finally, you gather the greatest amount of energy you can and send it out, generating the most powerful glare you can. This last glare is the one the dragons will evaluate and by which they will decide whether you are worthy of riding them or not.”

“We’ll try to generate the most powerful glare we possibly can,” Logan said determinedly.

“Very well. Let’s do an initial test. Show me your glares,” the Captain said, folding his arms over his chest.

Nahia took a deep breath and closed her eyes. Logan huffed and closed his too. They concentrated and sought their inner dragon. They picked out a handful of elemental energy and concentrated on throwing it out as a great glare outside their bodies. For a moment, nothing happened and neither managed it. The energy they had gathered dissipated and the glare failed. They tried again several times until they finally managed to make the energy go out with a powerful flash.

Captain Droken nodded, looking satisfied.

“You are good students. You’ve done it fast. That’s not usually the case.”

“We have to generate progressive glares with a powerful one at the end, correct, sir?” Nahia asked, wanting to make sure.

“The last one must be as powerful as you can possibly make it. That’s the key to success.”

“Understood, sir.”

“Take the next days to practice.”

“Do we know how long we have, sir?” Logan asked, raising an eyebrow.

“The Rider Choosing Ceremony will take place shortly. It’s in that ceremony when the dragons willing to have a rider present themselves and evaluate the potential of the aspiring riders. So that you have more options of being chosen, it’s necessary that your magical power stand out as much as possible. Hence, you must train it. The choosing and potential connection between dragon and rider is based on the magical power of both the dragon and the future rider. The greater magical power you show, the greater possibilities of being chosen and forming a magical connection with a dragon. We call this the Bond. If this Bond of power doesn’t occur, there’s no rider or mount. You understand?”

“Yes, Captain,” Logan nodded.

“We’ll practice the Power Glare so that on the day of the ceremony we may shine to the maximum,” Nahia assured him.

“That’s what I like to hear. Remember well: the more magical power you let off, the higher your chances of being chosen.”

“Understood, Captain. We’ll practice without pause,” Nahia promised. She said it not because she wanted a dragon to fly the skies but because she did not want to fail and die. If they were not chosen, they would not come out of there alive.

“Very well. Go and practice, I’ll let you know when the ceremony is to be.”

The Captain left and Nahia and Logan were left with a thousand more questions      in their heads. For the time being, there was nothing they could do but improve their magic, so they would do that. Nahia shook her head. The closer they got to becoming riders, the less she wanted to be one. Having a dragon as a partner was going to be very problematic.


Chapter 23

At the Red Dragon King’s war camp, the Red Squadron awaited their leader’s call with the first hours of light.

Line up at the forest clearing. Mission gear, they received the mental message to go to the point where they usually met with their leader. Doing so in the middle of the camp was complicated because of the enormous size of the dragon, so they met in a clearing outside the camp to the northeast.

They lifted their heads and saw Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt flying over them in a circle.

“Our leader summons us.” Aiden was already looking for his gear.

“Mission time.” Daphne wrinkled her nose.

“Let’s hope it’s not in the city,” Lily said.

“Let’s hope there’s not too much death,” Ivo wished as he stretched.

They all got ready quickly and joined the Searing and Ardent Squads. They left the war camp and headed to the meeting point. The watchmen at the perimeter let them pass without even stopping them, since they already knew them and also would not dare to stop them because of their rank. They were a squadron of Dragon Warlocks, way above infantry soldiers.

When they reached the clearing, they lined up for a moment, and then Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt came down to land in the middle of the clearing. The dragon was so large and powerful that when it landed in the middle of a forest, the animals ran to hide as if an evil creature had come down from the sky to eat them all. Their instincts were not that wrong.

Jen-Gorri-Gud, First General of the armies of Erre-Gor-Mau, the Red Dragon King, has entrusted me with a task of great importance. We are the chosen ones to perform it. We will have the intelligence and information necessary to complete the mission, it sent, along with a feeling that this mission was very important.

Daphne and Lily exchanged gazes of curiosity. What could this important mission be? Besides, why did they need intelligence? What did that mean? They found it very odd.

We go west. I will indicate the way. You cannot fail this mission. I am risking my reputation. I have been personally chosen by the General and it has placed its trust in me. I will not tolerate failure. My honor is at stake, it sent, along with a feeling of power and fury. It was left clear to all of them that this mission was really important, not only for the outcome of the war but for their squadron leader.

Snow began to fall heavily on the three squads. The storm was coming at them,              bringing thunder and lightning. It looked like a premonition of what they would have to cope with during the mission.

Start marching, Red Squadron. Glory awaits us, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt sent them as it took off to the northwest.

The squadron followed with the feeling that this mission was different from the ones before. This could only mean they would face serious trouble. To make things more interesting, it was snowing more heavily every moment. Large snowflakes fell everywhere, covering everything in white.

Taika looked up at the sky. It was covered, and although they were moving away from the storm, it did look as if it was going to snow a lot.

“Put on your hoods and lace up your boots. We’re going to have snow for quite a while,” he warned the others. They were all walking with their shields and lances crossed on their backs and their hoods pushed back.

“This place is awful, with all this never-ending snow. I’m telling you, it’s going to ruin my skin and hair,” Lily complained as she put on her hood so her hair would not get wet.

“Well, at least it’s not so cold, and if it snows the temperature won’t go down too much,” Ivo comforted himself as he spread his large arms to feel the falling snow with his hands.

“Snow or the weather are never an inconvenience to a Dragon Warlock,” Aiden proclaimed, shaking it off his shoulders.

“It is if it hides Ranger traps, marble-head,” Daphne told him. “Not everything is lunging headlong at the enemy and delivering sword strokes as if possessed.”

Aiden looked at the path they were following through the middle of the snow-cloaked forest and snorted.

“The snow can help the treacherous enemy. We must be careful,” he rectified.

“Let’s warn the other squads,” Daphne suggested.

“I’ll do it,” said Taika, who went ahead to tell the Ardent Squad, which was leading. He spoke to Brendan and then went back to speak to Logar of the Searing Squad, which was marching behind them.

“Have you told everyone?” Ivo asked Taika once he returned to the formation.

“Yup, they’ll be alert to the path. What we can’t control are these forests. There might be Norghanian archers hidden in them, ready for an ambush. I’m afraid we wouldn’t see them,” said Taika.

“If they’re Rangers, I can assure you that we’ll pass right in front of them and not even notice,” Daphne stated.

“Especially if it keeps snowing like this,” Lily added.

“Let’s stay alert and we’ll detect them,” said Aiden, who was looking left and right at the white-covered forests. The tone he said it in did not sound very convincing.

“In this land, only the dragons have an advantage. Those of us who travel on foot have none,” Ivo commented, pointing up to where the squadron leader was flying.

“Yeah, that’s one of the reasons why our army can’t defeat the Norghanians,” said Daphne.

“That, and the fact that they’re as hard as that snow-covered rock.” Lily pointed at one side of the path.

“Aiden is right, we’ll need to move warily,” Taika told them in a cautious tone.

They went on moving northwest and traveled around the capital under siege. They could see the smoke columns and hear the noise of fighting not too far off, to the east. The siege troops were about two thousand paces in that direction. Two large forests were between them and the soldiers who had the city cordoned off.

At the next crossing, go west, they received Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt’s order.

They did so, and at the crossing they saw a new sign that things were not going well for the armies of Kraido. A control post of the army of the Red Dragon King had stood here, and now there were only the remains, both of the post and the dead soldiers. They counted over twenty corpses and the post was burnt and ruined.

“Is it my impression, or are we seeing more of our dead every time?” Lily asked as they went by the corpses.

“The war will be won by our lord dragons. This resistance of the Norghanians only delays the inevitable,” said Aiden.

“Yeah, we know your theories, but the reality is quite different,” Daphne told him.

“At this rate, there aren’t going to be any Humans left in Kraido to send to fight over here,” Ivo said ruefully.

“True. That’s why we must keep pushing the message of the cause. The worse our people see things going, the more open they will be to change,” Daphne said.

“That’s not a very positive view, but you’re right,” Taika told her.

“Every soldier we see is a soldier we must try to persuade that fighting for the dragons only leads to death,” said Lily

“Well, we shouldn’t be as aggressive as that. Let’s be careful,” Taika asked.

“Careful, relatively,” Daphne said. I’ve been talking to many soldiers at the war camp, and they’ve listened.”

“Me too, and nothing’s happened.”

“But something will if you go on like that, and you’ll die,” sad Aiden. “And it’s not like I haven’t warned you time and again.”

They went on west and arrived at a lake of blue waters surrounded by a forest on one side and a mountain on the other. Both the forest and the mountain were white with snow that did not stop falling. As it snowed on the surface of the water, it created a beautiful landscape. If they were not at war, the landscape would have looked almost idyllic. Suddenly, a black dragon flew across the lake and the magical moment passed.

Go around the lake to the north and you will find a large cave. That is the place we are heading to, they received the message from their leader.

They did this, and when they arrived at the cave they stopped. Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt came down from the sky and entered the cave.

Follow me and cover the entrance. Line up toward the lake. Whatever happens inside does not concern you.

They went into the cave. It was large and of gray rock. They saw a bonfire lit the middle that illuminated part of the cavern. Beside the fire there were two dragons, and with them three Humans.

“This doesn’t look good…” Lily whispered to her comrades.

“Let’s get into position as we’ve been told,” Aiden almost begged them in a whisper.

The three squads covered the entrance and remained looking outward. But Lily and Daphne could not resist peeking inside. They wanted to know what was going on in there. It certainly was a strange meeting. The black dragon flew over the lake past the cave. It must be the lookout.

Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt went to the fire and approached the two dragons that must have been waiting for it to arrive. The great red dragon greeted them respectfully and seemed to talk to them. Since they did so through mental messages, they could not know what they were talking about or what was going on in there.

“Stop looking back, you’re going to get us in trouble…” Aiden whispered to Lily.

“You look forward, all obedient, you little granite-head, I want to know what’s happening in there.”

Aiden threw her a furious glare.

“Have you seen that dragon? It’s not a normal dragon,” Daphne said in a puzzled tone.

Taika and Ivo turned to look. There were two dragons with Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt. One of them was a white dragon, pretty big, although smaller than their leader and so did not draw that much attention. The one who did was the other dragon, not for its size, which was also less than Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt’s, but for its color. That dragon was violet.

“Is it lilac?” Ivo asked. “Or is it a weird effect of the fire on its scales?”

“It’s lilac or violet, indeed. I’ve never seen a dragon that color…” Taika commented as he watched thoughtfully.

“Aiden, what do you know about violet dragons?” Daphne asked him.

“Why should I know anything?” Aiden replied defensively without taking his eyes off the lake.

“Because you’re a Drakonid and you know things, especially about the dragons,” Lily said accusingly.

Aiden snorted. Then he threw a glance at the dragon over his shoulder. An instant later he was looking once again toward the lake.

“I’ve never seen a dragon that color.”

“But…?” Lily tried to elicit from him.

“But there are dragons of other colors apart from the six elemental colors and silver.”

“How is that?” Taika was interested.

“The most common dragons are elemental: red, blue, brown, white, crystalline, and black. Then there are the silver ones which have Spatial Magic. But there are also others, in fewer numbers, rare and special, like that lilac one. That’s a dragon with Enchantment Magic.”

“Oh, then they’re like me,” Lily said, very honored.

“It’s a lot more powerful than you. It’s said that they can manipulate the mind of any being, even other dragons, and bend them to their will,” Aiden explained.

“Like me, then,” Lily said, beaming.

“Yeah, try to enchant a dragon and you’ll see what happens to you,” Aiden said, full of irony.

“Interesting. Because one of the humans isn’t from our army,” Taika realized.

They all looked at him.

“True, that’s a Norghanian. Very blond hair and skin as white as that snow outside,” Ivo noticed.

“And the two with him are indeed ours. One is a captain and the other I don’t know, but he looks bad, somber,” Lily said.

“I have a bad feeling about this…” Daphne said.

Suddenly, the lilac dragon roared, and it sounded as if it were laughing. Its roar-guffaw bounced off the walls of the cave.

The Norghanian stiffened, as if he had received a tremendous discharge, and remained that way. The other two humans of the red army watched him impassibly.

“That’s a Ranger,” Daphne said, noticing his clothes and the quiver with arrows on his back.

“That’s not good…” Lily said, shaking her head.

“He’s before three dragons. Of course it’s not good,” Ivo added.

The lilac dragon looked at the prisoner, who in turn was looking toward the back of the cave, his body stiff. All of a sudden, a lilac sphere appeared around his head.

“It’s doing something to him…” Daphne said.

“It’s going to attack his mind,” Lily guessed.

“I don’t know anything!” the Norghanian suddenly cried.

“He says he doesn’t know anything, sir,” the man who was not the captain and had the somber look said.

“They’re going to question him,” Taika realized.

“Well I don’t think he’ll be able to keep many secrets with that dragon affecting his mind,” Ivo predicted.

The sphere around the Ranger’s head began to give off intense flashes, like pulses. And the prisoner started talking.

“The Norghanians have a group of especially dangerous Rangers who have been causing a lot of trouble. Who are they?” the captain asked in the Kraido language. The sinister character translated. The lilac dragon must be asking directly to his mind.

“There’s no such group! Argh…! Yes, there is a group of special Rangers!” he yelled. His screams seemed forced out by his attempt to resist answering. He did not want to answer, but the violet dragon was forcing him to do so, hence his pain. The Human interpreter translated what he was yelling.

“Who are they?” the captain asked.

“I don’t know their names!”

“You’re lying. You know who they are,” the captain insisted.

“They’re the Snow Panthers!”

When they heard the name, Daphne, Lily, Ivo, and Taika stiffened, while Aiden remained impassible.

“They know about them…” Lily said sadly.

“They’re looking for them, that’s not good,” Daphne added.

“We want their names. Who are they?” the captain asked.

“I don’t know who they are! Arghhhh… Lasgol… Gerd… Viggo!”

“Describe them. We want to be able to tell them apart from the other Rangers.”

“Lasgol is blond with blue eyes… he carries a gold bow!”

The white dragon moved its head and seemed to say something to the other two dragons. Then it looked at the captain and seemed to tell him what to ask next.

“What do you know about that gold bow?”

“Nothing! It’s a bow, nothing else…! Arghhhh…! They say it can kill dragons!” he ended up admitting.

Now the three dragons seemed to grow uneasy. Their heads were moving, and they seemed to be arguing amongst themselves. Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt was shaking its head and the white dragon seemed to affirm with its own. The lilac dragon was staring at both as if staying in the middle and focusing on the prisoner.

“That gold bow, does Lasgol always carry it?” the captain asked, now directed by the white dragon.

“Yes…! Always Lasgol!”

“Who’s witnessed that dragons can be killed with the bow?”

“I don’t know! Other Rangers!”

“What other Rangers?

“I don’t know! Some of the White Foxes!”

“Another group of Rangers?”

“No! Yes! Another elite group!”

The white dragon interrupted the interrogation and turned to speak to the other two dragons.

“They’re going to find out about Molak, Lucas, and the others…” Lily said with fear.

“Unfortunately, if they question them like that, any Ranger is going to give them all the information they need,” Daphne said ruefully.

“Better if they hide well in the forests and mountains and don’t get caught…” Ivo said.

The white dragon looked at the captain and must have given him the order to go on with the questioning.

“Let’s go back to the Snow Panthers. There are more. Who else goes with them? Even if it isn’t a Norghanian Ranger.”

“Only those go! Arghhhh…! The panther… the giant wolf… and the creature Camu!” the poor wretch could not resist, although he was trying hard.

At the mention of Camu, the white dragon seemed to become agitated. It looked at Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt and they discussed something, because their leader stood beside the captain, who bowed his head and seemed to take over the interrogation. Lily and Daphne lost no detail of what was going on and were trying to understand it.

“Camu? What type of creature is it?” the captain asked.

“I don’t know! Arghhhh…! A magical Creature of the Ice!” The poor Ranger tried to resist with all his might, but it was impossible. The violet dragon forced him to admit everything. It had the poor man’s mind totally subjected.

“What does this magical creature look like?”

“I’ve never seen it! They say it’s like a dragon… but without wings and with a shorter neck!”

Once again, the white dragon seemed distressed. It shifted in place and looked at Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt, which nodded after a moment. It was clear that Camu interested them. A lot. They did not know the reason, but if the dragons were looking for him it would not be for anything good.

“This is getting ugly for our friends…” Lily said.

“Very ugly…” Daphne agreed.

The white dragon stretched its neck and seemed to want to bite off the Ranger’s head. It looked at the captain and sent him the next question.

“Where are Lasgol and Camu?”

“I don’t know! Nobody knows!”

The white dragon did not seem to like this answer and looked at the violet dragon, which intensified the effect on the Ranger’s mind. The violet sphere around his head began to flash with greater intensity. The poor wretch stiffened even further, as if a lightning storm was falling on him.

“Where are Lasgol and Camu?” the captain asked again.

“I don’t know! They move around constantly! They go from the capital to other cities and then come back!”

The white dragon roared furiously.

“Where are Lasgol and Camu now?” the captain insisted.

“You won’t get it out of me! Nooooo! Arghhhh…! They went to the city of Ostangor!”

“How long ago?”

“I won’t tell you! No! Arghhhh…! Three days!”

The white dragon roared again, and this time it sounded triumphant.

The Ranger screamed as if possessed and dropped to the ground, unconscious.

“Poor man… I hope he’s not dead,” Daphne whispered.

“That was a terrible interrogation. He might not have died, but surely that violet dragon has fried his mind,” Lily said, convinced.

For a long moment, the three dragons seemed to talk amongst themselves. At last, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt turned around. They all turned back toward the lake.

Their leader headed to the exit.

Red Squadron, attention. We’re heading to the city of Ostangor. The mission at hand is to capture the Snow Panthers. They are a group of highly specialized Norghanian Rangers. It is currently made up of three Specialist Rangers, and they are accompanied by a snow panther, a giant wolf, and a Creature of the Ice. They will not be hard to identify with those animals. Especially of interest are Lasgol, the blond Ranger who carries a gold bow, and the Creature of the Ice called Camu. Captain Ormes in there will give you a detailed description of all of them and their characteristics. This mission is of vital importance. We will not rest until we capture them and take them to the general.

Lily, Daphne, Taika, Ivo, and Aiden looked at one another without a word. They all knew this was very bad news.


Chapter 24

A summoning roar woke Nahia up. She did not need to be told it was for them, she knew at once. But the roar this morning was not like the others—it was special. They had not had proper training in weeks, and they had not been summoned until now. This meant that the day of the Rider Choosing Ceremony had come. She and Logan had spent all this time practicing their Power Glare, and they had managed to make the flashes at the end of the process spectacular, or at least they thought they were. Whether they would impress the dragons or not they would soon find out

Nahia put on her armor quickly. They had been expecting the call, fearing it, and at last here it was. Only thinking about it made her nervous, which she should not be, since they had practiced a lot. But even so, she could not help herself. She had no idea what might happen at the ceremony, or even what it would be like. Besides, when there were dragons involved in anything, it was never good for them. This certainty troubled her greatly.

She finished getting ready and went out to the corridor.

“It appears that the day of the ceremony has finally arrived,” she told Logan, who was already waiting for her in the corridor in front of her door.

“It has to be that,” he nodded, looking a lot calmer than her.

“Aren’t you nervous?”

“A little, but I’m sure we’re going to make it. I try to keep optimistic and positive.”

“Me not so much. Although I can’t pinpoint any good reason for feeling like I do. But I find little optimism in me, I swear,” Nahia said, looking at her chest.

“There’s no reason to be afraid, we’ll make it,” he repeated in a calm, firm tone, as if he knew what the outcome would be beforehand.

“How I’d like to have your confidence.”

“And me your inner strength,” he replied and held her by the arms to give her courage.

Nahia looked into his eyes and could not resist herself. She kissed him passionately.

“Better now?” Logan asked her when at last their lips separated. These seemed to have a life of their own and did not want to part.

“Yes, much better,” she smiled at him, filled with joy.

“Let’s go and get the ceremony over with,” said Logan with complete confidence.

Nahia nodded, infected by the confidence her partner radiated. They put on their helmets and exited the fortress.

What they saw outside left them no doubt that this was the day of the ceremony. Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen, the enormous black dragon leader of the Dragon Riders, was waiting in front of the majestic castle. Beside it was its rider, Droken, captain of the riders. They were escorted by six dragons with their riders on the right and another six on the left. They must be a guard of honor. The riders had dismounted and, armed with lances and shields, stood firm beside their dragons. The dragons’ scales shone in the sun with light gleams. All the riders wore their spotless, bright armor with the colors of their elemental magic.

Candidates, report for the ceremony, they received the mental message of Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen, and it came with a feeling of curiosity. It seemed that the great black dragon wanted to see whether they would be chosen or not. This did not help Nahia to feel more at ease, since it indicated it might not happen. Logan, on the other hand, received it calmly, totally unruffled.

They walked to the great dragon and its escort. As they advanced, three dragons flew above them and did a couple of acrobatics Nahia found most risky. At one point, the three dragons flew upside down with the riders on their backs. She understood then what Droken had told them about the difficulties of being a rider. It was natural that riders died with those twirls. She did not understand how they stayed in their saddles and did not fall.

They came to stand a few paces in front of the great black dragon and bowed their heads. Judging by the proud and dignified way all the dragons were lining up, they knew the ceremony was an important one for them. For Nahia and Logan it was a ceremony they had to survive, since if they were not chosen it would mean their end.

Bend your knee as a sign of respect to me and the other dragons, as well as to the veteran riders, Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen ordered them.

Nahia and Logan did so and remained with their heads bowed. The dragons flying over their heads gave one last pass, brushing the ground very close to their bowed heads. Nahia thought they were going to bite their heads off.

The day of the Rider Choosing Ceremony has arrived. Young dragons of pure blood are already on their way. They come in search of riders with whom to create a bond and serve the dragon kings in the war against the enemies, as the Path says. This ceremony is of great importance for the success of our dragon kings in the current conquests and those to come. The dragons with riders are an exception among dragons. They are special, priceless and necessary to achieve victories where other dragons cannot succeed. That is why this ceremony is crucial. The Path of Dragons says that dragons with riders must ensure the conquest over the most dangerous enemies, where other dragons fail. Our task is as honorable as it is sacred. We are the most singular, the fastest, unequal in the air, and without us there is no victory.

This claim, that came with a feeling of great pride, left Nahia even more confused than she had been regarding the dragons with riders. Were they really that important? That they were unique was obvious, since only a few among all the dragons had a rider, but assuring conquests over the most dangerous enemies that other dragons could not kill? She hoped the great dragon was exaggerating, because she had no interest in facing such enemies. As she was thinking this, she already knew that Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen was not exaggerating. If it had said it, it was undoubtedly true.

The young, swift dragons arrive and the two Human candidates are ready for the ceremony. Let us hope to have satisfaction at the end of the day.

Nahia looked out of the corner of her eye but did not see any dragon, so she wondered where they might be. She knew nothing of these young, swift dragons. She wondered how they were chosen, if indeed they were, to take part in the ceremony. If the riders were chosen among the best Dragon Warlocks, then it was logical to think that the dragons they were going to ride were also chosen for being the most powerful among the dragons. But Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen had not used the term “powerful” but “swift,” as if speed were more important than the dragon’s power. Nahia found it most singular. She would have to stay alert and try to understand everything that was going on.

Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen roared, loud and strong, three times and the roars were carried by the wind. Let the swift dragons report, the great black dragon called.

Suddenly, from the mountains to the south there came a dragon that headed toward them. Nahia and Logan watched out of the corner of their eyes. When the dragon entered their field of vision they saw it was a red dragon, young, judging by its size. It flew to the statue in the middle of the square and did three laps around it. It roared three times in reply to the call of the leader of the place, asking for permission to report for the ceremony.

I am Irabaz-Gorri-Gazt, swift dragon, and with the leave of the honorable and victorious Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen, leader of the Dragon Riders, lord of Jadrakos, I report for the Dragon Rider Choosing Ceremony.

Nahia and Logan threw a couple of unobtrusive glances behind them to better see the red dragon that awaited the approval of the great black dragon.

Your request is accepted. You may report for the ceremony, Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen granted it permission.

Once it had received the approval, the red dragon came down at great speed, as if showing how fast it was. It landed behind Nahia and Logan, raising a great cloud of dust with its wings. A moment later it folded them and greeted the other dragons with a nod of its head.

My respects to all the dragons present, the young red dragon sent in greeting.

Welcome, Irabaz-Gorri-Gazt. Your presence honors and strengthens the Dragon Riders, Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen replied on behalf of all the others.

A moment later, from the mountains in the east there appeared another dragon. This one was blue and also young. Like the red one, it flew over the square in circles and landed beside it once it had introduced itself and received leave to do so.

Bigar-Urdi-Zald, you are welcome. You honor the Dragon Riders with your wish to take part in the ceremony, Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen greeted it the same way it had done with the red dragon.

The third and fourth dragons came from the west. One was black and the other white. They landed beside the other two dragons once they had received permission. The black dragon introduced itself as Begi-Txar-Beltz and the white one as Aroa-Zuri-Indar. They were welcomed with the same honor as the first two.

A while went by and no more dragons came. Nahia and Logan were still stealing glances behind them. They were curious about those dragons that had reported for the ceremony. They might end up with one of them. They wished one of them would choose them, because otherwise they would have failed. They wondered whether those dragons would accept them or not. The more they wondered, the more restless they became.

The last dragon to arrive came from the north. It was a silver dragon, smaller than the others. It arrived and asked for permission. Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen took a moment to reply. It seemed to be thinking about it, as if because it was small it was not up to the ceremony’s level. At last it granted leave to the dragon, whose name was Eki-Ilargi-Ausar, and it landed beside the others.

They waited a while longer but no other dragon candidate appeared, so Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen addressed everyone present.

This year we have five young, courageous dragons willing to bond with the two aspiring riders. With them they will fight against our enemies for the greater glory of the dragons, as the Path says. Today is an important day. This election will bring us glory and conquests. With this election we will dominate the skies.

The five dragons roared loudly in unison. Then the twelve dragons belonging to the honor escort did so too. Nahia and Logan bore the thunderous roars without moving.

On the side of the riders, this year we have two promising candidates who are ready to try and bond. Stand up and introduce yourselves out loud.

They both stood up. They still kept their heads bowed without looking at any dragon directly.

“Nahia, Flameborn.”

“Logan, Stormson.”

The riders all roared at once as if cheering the two candidates. Nahia and Logan looked at one another but did not say a word.

We will begin the ceremony. Let the dragons show their power first. Riders, turn and watch, Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen ordered.

The dragons roared almost in unison, ready to show how powerful they were. Nahia and Logan turned to face them. The young dragons stood tall and spread their wings, showing their full span and power as they started to shine, each one in the color of their elemental magic. They gave off an intense, powerful glow that represented the magical power within them.

Nahia was watching the five dragons with great interest. The largest and most powerful judging by the intense glow it gave off was undoubtedly the red dragon. It reminded her of Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt. She tried to picture it as a youngling and it must have been like that. In a few hundred years it would be as powerful as their squadron leader. They kept watching. The second most powerful was the blue dragon, whose radiance was also very powerful. In size it was almost as large as the red one.

Logan was also watching the dragons with great interest. The black dragon shone bright and was intimidating, although it was slightly smaller than the red and blue ones. Its inner power also seemed a little less, judging by the power of the flashes it gave off. Even so, it was impressive for its color.

Nahia soon identified that the least powerful were the white and the silver dragons, which were also smaller in size than the others. The presentation of power by the dragons went on. The radiance they emitted increased to a maximum intensity that represented the absolute power of each dragon. The ranking did not change when they reached their maximum glare. The most powerful with a difference were the red and blue dragon.

Great demonstration of power, young dragons. Now let the candidates show theirs so the dragons may evaluate them, Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen ordered.

Nahia and Logan exchanged a good-luck glance and closed their eyes. They concentrated and began to flash like they had learned to do and had been practicing so hard. It was a key moment. They had to show all their power using their Power Glare. The five dragons must witness all the power they had in the same way. Nahia and Logan stood a few paces apart to keep their flashes separate and more easily seen in their totality. They began producing the flashes of power, first weak and short but progressively longer and more powerful. The bright red and white pulsing that came from Nahia’s and Logan’s bodies grew in intensity by the moment. They both had it all studied; not only that, but while they were practicing they had also discovered an additional trick that would help them in the final demonstration.

The flashes of power increased until they reached their maximum brightness. It was the moment to use the trick they were keeping up their sleeve. Nahia had started her inner flame with the first flash, and with each following one she had been feeding it with energy. Every time she gave off a flash, her flame grew inside her. On his part, Logan had been doing something similar, only in his case instead of being a flame it was a bluish-white lightning bolt that sought to come out and release a discharge.

Nahia and Logan reached their maximum glare. And at that moment they let out the accumulated flame and lightning. There was a tremendously powerful flash with the combination of the explosion of the flame and lightning with the maximum glare. They both came out of their bodies, and the explosion of the glare was tremendous. An intense red combined with terrible flames came from Nahia’s body as if there had been a great explosion. Logan was not to be left behind, and he produced an intense white flash combined with a tremendous lightning bolt that came from his body with a deafening peal of thunder as if the sky had split in two. Both final glares were colossal.

Impressive. Certainly remarkable. In all my years as leader of the riders, I have never witnessed such an exhibition of power on the part of the candidates. And Humans no less. What we have witnessed is something prodigious. I knew you were powerful since you have been blessed with the flame and the storm, but this demonstration of magical power is far greater than I had guessed you might be capable of. I congratulate you both, both for the innate power you possess and for having shown it here today in the ceremony, Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen congratulated them.

The dragons that escorted Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen roared three times, as if they were cheering.

My dragons think the same too. Today is a very special day, one we had not seen before, and this pleases me greatly. Two candidates, and with such great power. A true surprise we have this year. After this demonstration on the part of the aspiring riders, I don’t believe there will be a dragon that will not want them as a rider. Even so, I must ask as tradition says, since the dragons have the right to reject the candidates. It is their right and duty if the candidates are not up to the level required and expected of a rider. Is there a dragon that will not accept these two candidates as rider? Pronounce yourselves.

The candidates are suitable, Irabaz-Gorri-Gazt pronounced itself.

The candidates are to my liking, Bigar-Urdi-Zald expressed.

I accept both candidates, Begi-Txar-Beltz stated.

They are more powerful than expected. I accept them, Aroa-Zuri-Indar confirmed.

Candidates of great power, I accept them, Eki-Ilargi-Ausar agreed.

Nahia huffed under her breath. They had passed the first obstacle. Things were going well so far. They had already managed the most difficult part—being accepted. She looked at Logan and saw in his face the same relief she was feeling. Now it was a matter of one of those dragons choosing them and they would leave that strange ceremony with a dragon, and what was more important, alive.

Let us now see how dragon and rider bond, Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen sent, and Nahia felt a shiver run down her spine at the thought of interacting with one of the five dragons.


Chapter 25

A gust of wind whipped at them as if announcing the second part of the ceremony. Nahia and Logan remained firm, but their hearts were restless.

Let’s continue with the ceremony. We come to the last and most decisive part. I wish you all, dragons and aspirants, good luck. Once the pairing is done and the bond is created, only the death of the dragon or rider can break it. The bond between them is that strong, and only thus can it be broken. Therefore, this is a transcendental step in the lives of both. Meditate carefully, Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen sent them.

Nahia did not know what was going to happen, but she understood it was very important. The bond that was going to take place troubled her, since they had not been told anything about it. She looked at Logan, and he signaled to her discreetly to stay calm. She was anything but calm, but since her inner flame had gone out after the demonstration, she was not going to have one of her ardent fury seizures. At least on that aspect she was at ease. Not knowing how the bond was going to be created between her and one of those dragons did worry her. The fact that it would not break until one of them died she also found very odd and not at all calming.

Dragons, I now ask you to take one step forward, in order, and establish the connection. Rider Aspirants, take off your helmets and prepare to receive the initial connection. This is not the final bond, only a connection that will serve as an evaluation and is the first step to creating the bond.

Nahia and Logan took off their helmets and each held them under their left arm. They both felt exposed before the powerful young dragons. Of course, they were not looking at them directly but remained with bowed heads, watching out of the corner of their eyes. The connection the dragons were going to create made them very nervous, but there was nothing they could do except follow Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen’s orders.

Aspirants, on this occasion, since all the dragons have considered you acceptable, you will have the chance to choose among the five dragons who have presented themselves. It is a rare occurrence since, as a rule, the dragons choose. So, this being the case, choose well. It is crucial for your survival in the short and long term. I recommend you choose the strongest and most powerful dragons, since that will lengthen your life expectancy in combat. Of course, the dragon will have the final decision, for that is their right, honor, and privilege, the great black dragon announced, along with a feeling of honor and glory.

Nahia and Logan exchanged a surprised glance. They had not been expecting to be able to choose. In fact, they thought their opinion had no place here, as it never had before. How were they going to choose a dragon? They found this extremely odd. The dragons gave orders and their wishes were fulfilled. The Humans and other slave races had no voice in any decision. They only followed orders and bowed their heads. But, for once, it seemed they were going to have the chance of making themselves heard, something that took them completely aback. This was surely never the case. What they would have to do to choose they had no idea. But having the chance to do so seemed impossible.

The first to step forward was the red dragon. It was the largest and most powerful. It looked at Nahia with narrowed ruby eyes. Nahia looked at the ground and did not even glance at it askance. Suddenly, Nahia was able to detect the dragon’s mind with full clarity. The reddish mental aura shone powerfully around the dragon’s mind. A beam of red energy surged from the mental aura of the red dragon and hit Nahia’s mind hard. She was forced to shut her eyes from the impact, which seemed almost physical. When she did, she could see her own mental aura and how the red beam joined it to the dragon’s. It was creating a connection between their minds. This made her extremely uneasy.

She took a deep breath and concentrated. She tried to perceive what this connection was, what the red dragon was doing to her. It felt like a force that was in no way friendly, more like an invasion of brute force in her mind. The power of the red dragon came to her through the connection. Nahia could clearly pick out the great physical and magical strength of that dragon. Not only that, she was also getting part of the personality of the dragon, the main features of its character. This was indeed surprising. She felt it was a male champion dragon, fearsome, strong, a leader among its own, a great fighter and conqueror. Without a doubt dragon completely committed to the Path.

Choose me and you will be witness to the conquest and honor I will bring to my people. So says the Path, and so I will achieve it. I know I will be invincible in the skies with a powerful rider on my back. You will be able to bask in the honor and glory of the conquest that I achieve in the battlefields. Armies and kingdoms will fall under my bloodied claws. Your life will be long and triumphant, because no one will be able to defeat me in the sky, she received through the connection with Irabaz-Gorri-Gazt.

Nahia knew that this dragon sought glory and recognition through the shedding of blood. A classic dragon, born on the Path to serve the dragons in their conquests. A horror of a dragon, powerful and strong, with a yearning to kill and conquer. Nothing she did not already know. She realized that if she chose this dragon she would be in less risk, because it was obviously a terrible fighter, capable of facing any danger. This tempted her to accept it because, after all, she did not want to die. She wished to live as long as possible. On the other hand, that dragon would bring her a ton of problems, because it followed the Path to the death. She meditated for a moment.

Aspirant, raise your hand when you wish to meet the next dragon. You may stop the election and choose whenever you want. You may also wait until you know all five and choose then. This connection that is formed is only an introduction. The final bond, the one for life, will not form until you have chosen the dragon you judge best. And of course, the final choice will be the dragon’s, not yours.

Nahia understood a little better what the process was going to be like, so she raised her right hand. She already knew enough of that dragon. She called it “Dragon of blood and conquest.”

The next to present itself was the blue dragon. The process was repeated, and when the mental connection was created Nahia felt it as another champion among dragons, only this time it was a female dragon. It seemed a little less powerful, both physically and magically than the red dragon, but not that much less. From what she was able to pick up, she found it more intelligent. This did not surprise her, because the red dragon was all about physical strength and magical power so its mind was not very developed. The blue dragoness seemed intelligent, with the vision to become a queen among dragons. That was its goal—it wanted to rule among the dragons. This was a very ambitious goal and also very promising.

You will not find a better dragon for a rider. Choose me and you will see how I rule on the battlefield and beyond. I will destroy all the enemies of the dragons. I will become a queen of dragons through my own merit. You will be able to live the glory and conquests I will bring to my people. You will be able to serve as a rider to a dragon queen. One of the five kingdoms will be mine someday. None of the other dragons can offer you a kingdom. I know I will be queen someday. If you want to be part of this enterprise, you can only choose me, Nahia received through the mental connection. The feeling that came with it was one of greed. It really believed its words.

Nahia raised her hand. This dragoness and the red dragon only thought about fighting, conquering, and the glory they would achieve through this, a worthy son and daughter of the Path. She could foresee a future filled with blood, destruction, and greed. A future of dragons.

The next to present itself was the black dragon. Nahia thought it was beautiful. It had very curious black scales. Half were dull and the other half shiny, and they were mixed all along its whole body. The connection was not as aggressive as the other two. This dragon was more subtle but at the same time strong and powerful. There was also something intriguing about it.

If you choose me, we will win through cunning. We will seek the weak points of the enemy and exploit them. We will achieve unthinkable victories with well-planned moves, attacking from the shadows, and only when the moment is right and ensures victory. Cunning will be our strategy and the end of our enemies, it sent her, and Nahia had a feeling that this dragon was very dangerous, not because of its physical or magical power, but because of its malice.

Nahia thought about it. This dragon was cunning and skilled. She felt it was more dangerous than the first two, which based everything on their strength and magical power. This dragon would plunge a dagger in their backs when they least expected it. It intrigued her without a doubt, and she found it wiser than the other two. Besides, to persuade her it had used the plural when the other dragons had not. It had referred to both herself and it at the same time when speaking of their victories. Not just to itself, leaving her the crumbs of glory like the other two. This alone showed how intelligent and dangerous it was. It was addressing her personally, something unthinkable between a dragon and a slave like her. Definitely very canny and dangerous. She raised her hand.

Only the two smaller and less powerful dragons were left. Nahia was aware that she should choose one of the three she had already interacted with. Doing otherwise would be reckless, since they were the most powerful and deadly. She had to remember that she herself was risking her life here. Those dragons might be her salvation or her death, because they were going to war after graduation and it would be into combat missions. It could only be so, after seeing what the dragons who had presented themselves were seeking and what the Path said.

The white dragon stepped forward and started the process of connection. It was a beautiful young female with scales so white and bright that it appeared to be covered by crystalline snowflakes. It had white eyes so bright and light that for a moment Nahia thought they were diamonds. She concentrated on picking up as much as she could about the personality of that beautiful dragoness. At once she felt it had a good heart; it was not interested in the glory of war and conquest. It wanted to have a strong family, be a good leader for its people, and become a respected matriarch one day. These seemed to Nahia very honorable goals but also very difficult to achieve, more so belonging of the race of dragons and not having the strength or the power shown by the red or blue dragons. Nor did it have the cunning and malice of the black one. She had the impression that it would not reach its goals.

We can be partners, swift dragoness and her rider. We can seek our common goals in this life. Protect one another. I want to lead my people, to become a matriarch. I am not interested in war and conquest but the well-being of my own. The message reached Nahia more like a plea than a request.

Nahia liked that message. It spoke of helping one another and surviving, as well as leading dragons, and not necessarily to war. This was something that Nahia was interested in. Definitely it was an interesting dragoness, but it was a risky choice, since it was weaker than the three before her. She raised her hand.

The last dragon, the smallest and with least power, stepped forward. It was a silver dragon and this interested Nahia at once, since they were very few of them and their magic was not elemental but had to do with space and time. They had Spatial Magic which they, the slave races, were forbidden to use. The dragon was a young male, and Nahia thought that for a dragon it had a face that looked kind, something very rare in its species. It did not look tough or fearsome, but the opposite. Its silver eyes looked fearful. It certainly looked the opposite of the rule among dragons. The connection came, and Nahia focused on picking up on the dragon’s personality, although she had few chances of electing it, since of all of the five it looked the weakest by far.

She realized that even the connection was weak. She could barely detect the dragon’s personality. She concentrated and managed to pick up something. Something she did not much like. She felt a certain fear. The dragon was scared, and this was what she was getting. She wondered why it felt that way since it was a dragon, and silver no less. Besides, despite being weaker it was in no danger among its own. After all, it was a dragon. She found this significant. She focused on picking up more from the silver dragon. She received a feeling of ridicule. Then Nahia began to understand—the dragon was afraid of looking ridiculous in front of all those dragons, mightier and fiercer than it, that were present at the ceremony.

Nahia felt bad for it. She wanted to help it, but being as weak and fearful as it was, choosing it was too risky. After all, she wanted to go on living—that was her number-one priority. She tried to pick up something else of its personality, and she received that this dragon wanted to be an erudite, a great connoisseur of Spatial Magic. She also received that it was not in the least interested in combat or conquest, or glory. Also that it was very bad at all that. This finished convincing Nahia. If it was bad at fighting and weak besides, they would both be dead the moment they went into battle. She decided to dismiss it. She could not risk that much, especially since she had better alternatives.

She sighed deeply and was about to raise her hand when she felt the scale Garran-Zilar-Denbo had inserted in her neck getting noticeably hot. As a rule, it grew warm at moments related to her destiny. Now it was burning so much that Nahia clenched her jaw hard and had to make an enormous effort not to reach for her nape. She did not understand why it burned so intensely, but what she did know was that it had something to do with her destiny. This was something she had learned from prior experiences where she had felt something similar.

Suddenly, a mist began to form in her mind. Nahia closed her eyes and focused on it. In the middle of the mist an image began to form, first intangible, but gradually it took form, and what she saw struck her dumb. She saw herself, in silver-and-red rider armor, riding a dragon, coming down at great speed chased by some aerial figures flying after her and which she was unable to identify. She felt fear, for her life and for the dragon she was riding. And when she noticed her dragon she realized it was the silver one she had in front of her and to which she was connected. This confused her greatly.

The image began to fade in her mind as they came down to hide from their pursuers among the clouds. Nahia did not want the image to go, but an instant later the scene vanished. She could not see her pursuers, but what she did identify without a doubt was the dragon she was evaluating. She understood that the vision was telling her that she must choose that dragon in the ceremony so that her destiny would come true. A destiny of great importance. That was what Garran-Zilar-Denbo had told her. But that was not the dragon she wanted to choose; it was too weak and did not know how to fight.

As if the scale in her nape were reading her mind, the pain increased to a point when it almost made Nahia scream. Then she had no more doubts. Destiny was calling and telling her that she must choose the silver dragon, although she did not see it so clearly. Neither could she be sure which destiny would be fulfilled if she chose that dragon, but she hoped it would be one of importance, one where they reached freedom. If it was so or not, whether this important choice in her life would contribute to that destiny she yearned for, she did not know, but she had to trust that it would be so.

Filled with doubts and hoping she was not making a mistake with her decision, she raised her hand.

Very well. The Human aspirant has already examined the five swift dragons who have reported for the ceremony. Now the other Human aspirant will do the same. Once he finishes, it will be the moment of the final choice, the great black dragon sent.

Logan prepared himself mentally to face the process, which was identical to Nahia’s. One by one, the dragons established the connection and communicated with him. The first three sent him the same messages they had sent to Nahia, and Logan picked up almost as much as Nahia had of the personality and goals of each dragon. Before finishing with each one, Logan looked at Nahia out of the corner of his eye in case she wanted to indicate anything regarding that dragon. Nahia did not know what to tell him, so she remained silent. He reached the fourth, the white dragoness, and he already saw that it was not as strong or powerful, which following what Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen had recommended them, did not make it the best choice.

At that moment, Nahia felt that Garran-Zilar-Denbo’s scale was getting abnormally hot again on her nape, so much and so fast that she dropped her helmet to the ground. She bent over to pick up her helmet while she wondered why her scale was heating up again. She had already chosen the silver dragon, the one indicated by the scale. Was it also telling her that Logan should choose the white dragoness? The idea jumped to her mind, and as she was picking up her helmet and straightening back up she had another vision. The mist returned to her mind and she shut her eyes, this time very concentrated and intending to see what she picked up. In the middle of the mist she saw Logan riding the white dragoness, flying through the clouds up high in the sky. She sighed. There was no doubt—Logan had to choose the white dragoness so that this destiny, whatever it was, became true. If he chose any other dragon, that destiny would not happen. A thousand doubts haunted her again; she did not know whether following those visions was going to lead them to a good destiny, one where they would reach freedom. She did not even know if by choosing that destiny they would be saved. They might both end up dead. She had no certainty that the destiny was going to be a benign one. But she also did not have anything else to be guided by, so Nahia snorted and discreetly showed a finger to Logan, who was watching her out of the corner of his eye.

Logan saw the sign. One finger meant “yes,” two meant “no.” It was a sign the Dragon Warlocks used. Logan was unsure and glanced at her again. Nahia, who had already folded her finger back into a fist, stretched it again so he would see. Logan looked down and Nahia knew he was trying to pick up more of the dragoness’s personality. Then he looked at her, at her hand, without raising his head, out of the corner of his eye. He seemed convinced, because he nodded inconspicuously, and a moment later he raised his hand.

There was only the silver dragon. Nahia wondered whether anything would happen with her scale when Logan evaluated that one. She could only wait and see. Logan and the silver dragon connected. For a long moment Logan examined it, trying to pick up as much as he could from the dragon. At last, he stole a glance to Nahia, who was very alert in case there was another vision or sign of any kind. Nothing happened. Nahia reached her right hand to the side of her thigh and showed Logan two fingers as discreetly as she could.

Very well. The second Human rider aspirant has had the chance to evaluate the dragons just like his partner has. Now is the time to choose. Think well, aspirants. Decide and choose your dragon. If both riders choose the same one, in that case it will be the dragon who decides which rider it prefers. If each one chooses a different one, then it will be the chosen dragon that has the last word. So says the Path, and so it must be, Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen sent them, along with a feeling of excitement for the crucial moment that was coming.

Nahia sighed. She knew which dragon she had to choose, no matter how counterintuitive it might seem. Logan gave her a look, asking her whether she was sure of the choice he must make. Nahia nodded with her eyes and Logan relaxed. Nahia wished with all her might that she was not making a mistake with this choice. She was risking not only her own life but Logan’s as well, and that made her feel as if she carried a mountain on her chest. She could not let anything happen to Logan—it had to be the right choice. She hoped and wished it was.


Chapter 26

Human Flameborn, which dragon lord do you choose to serve as its rider? Approach your new lord and kneel before its power since it can grant you an honor and you may receive a privilege. As the Path of Dragons says, the dragon will always have the last word, in this and all occasions, Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen sent, along with a feeling of solemnity.

Nahia took a deep breath. Slowly, she started heading toward the dragons, the eyes of the five fixed on her. Besides, she knew that at her back all the other dragons and their riders were also watching her without missing a detail. At that moment, she would have liked to be invisible. It was the strangest situation, and she felt not only watched by all those dragons but judged too.

She walked over to the center and then veered to the right where the silver dragon was. As she was walking toward it she thought it looked surprised, and its head tilted to one side. It seemed to be saying, Are you coming to me? Nahia stood before Eki-Ilargi-Ausar and knelt down. The silence reigning with the expectation of knowing who would be chosen broke. She heard an uncomfortable rustle of movement of the dragons and their riders behind her. No one said anything, but Nahia felt that her choice had not pleased them. Eki-Ilargi-Ausar stared at her with a look that Nahia indentified as pure surprise.

Interesting decision, Flameborn. Not one I expected. But it is your right of first choice, so I will respect it. Eki-Ilargi-Ausar, the last word is yours, as it must be by dragon right. Do you accept the Human female as your rider? Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen asked.

The silver dragon seemed to get over its surprise and watched Nahia with curiosity in its eyes. She needed it to accept her, or else the important destiny she was seeking would not happen. Yet, from what she had picked up of the personality of the dragon, it was not interested in fighting, so it might very well reject her because of this. If it had no rider, it would not be sent to war. Or so Nahia guessed, although she had no idea what dragons thought or what their duties were.

Are you sure, Human? I am the weakest of the five. You would do much better with the red or the blue dragon, Eki-Ilargi-Ausar sent to Nahia, along with a feeling of incomprehension.

This new mental message surprised her. It felt gentle and sincere. It almost did not seem a dragon’s message, since they always felt strong and like inexcusable orders. She noticed the silver dragon’s confusion, and without saying anything or looking at its eyes, she nodded.

The silver dragon stared at her a moment longer, wondering whether to accept her or not, and Nahia wondered what would happen if it rejected her. At last, the silver dragon made a decision.

I accept the Human female as my rider, it sent to everyone present.

The pairing between dragon and rider is done, Zaldi-Belts-Lehen announced.

Nahia breathed out in relief. She had gotten the dragon she wanted, and now they would go forth in search of the destiny that awaited hem, whatever that was. She wished with all her heart it would be one of freedom

It is your turn, Human male. Choose, and do it right, the great black dragon sent to Logan.

Logan stepped up decisively as soon as he received the leader’s message. He had no doubts. Nahia had indicated which dragon to choose, and he trusted her completely. If she had told him to choose the white dragon, she surely had a good reason, so he was not worried beyond the fact that the dragoness might reject him. But here there was little he could do. He hoped it would not be the case, but he mentally prepared himself in case it was.

He walked over to stand in front of the white dragoness and knelt down. Again there was an uncomfortable rustle of movement, although no one, Dragon or Human, said anything. Logan guessed it was because the three strongest and most powerful dragons had been left out of the election, something totally unthinkable, especially for the dragons. In a way, he thought that the choice he and Nahia were making was a small lesson for the dragons: the strong and powerful were not always the winners in life. Sometimes, albeit in few cases, they lost.

This is also an interesting choice, Stormson. This year the selection process is turning out to be most interesting and surprising. Aroa-Zuri-Indar, the last word is yours, as must be by dragon right. Do you accept the Human male as your rider?

The dragoness looked at Logan with narrowed eyes. It studied him for a long moment. It also seemed surprised to have been chosen.

You are a Human with great power, a Stormson. Your choice should be the red or blue dragon. I recommend you choose the blue one. She will be delighted to have a rider with your characteristics, the dragoness sent him, along with a feeling that he was making a mistake.

Logan did not know whether it was a question or not, but he decided to make it clear to the white dragoness that he stood by his choice. He shook his head. He did not want the red or blue dragon to be his mount.

If you wish me to be your mount I will not refuse, but I think you are making a mistake in your choice. Are you sure you want me? the dragoness sent him, and doubt was very present in the message.

Logan nodded.

I accept the Human male as my rider, it sent to all.

The pairing between dragon and rider is done, Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen announced.

Nahia and Logan stole a glance at one another. The ceremony was very singular, just like their choices, but that was how it had turned out. At least they had not been rejected and each had a dragon. That was the most important thing for the time being.

The three swift dragons not elected may now leave. I thank them for coming and I hope they will do so again as soon as we have new riders available, Zaldi-Belt-Lehen sent them.

The three dragons roared loudly, shook their wings, and a moment later they took off. As they flew away, each one in the direction they had come from, they roared again. To Nahia that last roar sounded like frustration and rage, but perhaps she only imagined it.

Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen beat its wings, roared, and then folded them again.

Now there is only one more step, the most important. Dragon and rider will form a bond of enormous depth which will be for life. This bond will not only join your minds but also your spirits.

This surprised Nahia and worried her quite a bit. First because she did not know dragons had spirits. She understood it meant the soul. The slave races had a soul, this she knew for sure. The dragons, on the other hand, were soulless and therefore lacking a soul by definition. So they had proven over and over throughout time.

Riders, stand up and turn to me, Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen ordered.

Nahia and Logan obeyed at once.

Bring the sphere of power, Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen called.

This made Nahia uneasy. What was this sphere of power? What did they need it for? Things were getting very weird. Logan threw her a questioning glance. She could not reply because she had no idea what was going to happen next. What she did know for sure was that it would involve magic. A lot, most likely.

Four Tergnomus appeared, carrying an elegant silver chest with elaborate engravings and heavily inlaid with all kinds of precious gems. It shone in the sunlight as if it were a treasure. Behind them came an Exarbor, who was carrying a large tome with silver covers and engravings in different colors.

Form the circle of dragons and riders, the great black dragon ordered with authority and a ceremonial feeling.

The dragons and riders escorting their leader walked over to where Nahia, Logan, and the two chosen dragons were. Nahia became nervous when she saw them coming close. They stood, making a circle around them. They left a space just at the front, which the great black dragon and its rider occupied.

Nahia found all this strange; they were surrounded by powerful dragons and their riders in bright armor with their elemental colors. The Tergnomus came over carrying the chest, followed by the Exarbor with the tome. The ceremony seemed to be entering its final stages, and Nahia’s stomach clenched with nerves.

The Tergnomus came to place the chest in front of Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen inside the circle they had formed. Then they withdrew. The Exarbor with the tome stood beside the ornamented chest and opened it. Out loud he said, “Rider Nahia… and Rider Logan… report to serve… as riders of their dragon lords… Dragon Eki-Ilargi-Ausar and Dragoness…Aroa-Zuri-Indar.”

Let the creation of the bond commence. Open the chest, Zaldi-Belts-Lehen ordered.

The Exarbor opened the chest, and inside Nahia and Logan saw a great Silver Pearl. One like the one Nahia had already seen before, in Tremia.

Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen made it levitate with its mind. The object radiated enormous power which manifested through intermittent silver flashes. Nahia felt that this object had great power. Not only did she know, but she felt it too. Her skin crawled.

Suddenly, the pearl gave off a strong flash and created a beam of silver energy that went to Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen. From the dragon it passed on to its rider, and from him to the dragon on his right and on to its rider. The silver beam went on to join all the dragons and their riders in the circle, passing from one to the next until it came back to the great black dragon. Once the circle was complete, the beam returned to the pearl.

Nahia and Logan watched in awe how the flow of energy had joined all the dragons and riders around them and now formed a ring of silver light.

A new beam of energy came out of the pearl that advanced toward Nahia, and from her to the silver dragon. Nahia nearly jumped back when the beam reached her. A second beam emerged from the sphere of power and joined her to Logan and the white dragoness. Logan, who had already seen how it had joined Nahia, took it in stride.

Everyone, send energy so the bond between these dragons and their riders is as strong and enduring as possible, Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen ordered everyone in the circle of power.

Through the beam that joined all the dragons and riders of the circle, there flowed their energy to the sphere of power. Upon receiving the energy, the pearl shone strongly and sent that energy, increased by their own, toward Nahia and Logan and from them to the silver dragon and white dragoness.

Nahia felt the energy passing to her body and then head on to the dragon. It was a very funny feeling. She felt no pain, which was she had feared at first. She felt nothing negative, at least so far. What she did feel was the magic that passed through her. It was a funny feeling, one of excitement and power, and also of respect, since that power was not hers.

Dragons, create the bond. Riders, accept it, Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen ordered with authority.

Dragon Eki-Ilargi-Ausar sent a silver-colored beam to Nahia’s mind, then a second one from heart to heart.

Both Nahia and Logan felt something very strange, almost inexplicable. On the one hand, it was as if the dragons’ minds wanted to establish a permanent connection with theirs. And the second connection was between their souls. Nahia did not know what to think of this. Were they really going to link their minds and souls forever? It was something that when she thought about it again terrified her. She did not know this dragon and it did not know her. Bonding like this forever seemed against nature. On the other hand, she knew she had no option. They had come this far in the ceremony; she had to go through with it to the end, otherwise she would likely die.

Logan glanced at her out of the corner of his eye. Nahia knew he was thinking the same thing, but there was no other option but to accept the bond and the ceremony.  She showed him a finger on her thigh. Logan sighed deeply and showed her a finger on his too. They had no choice. This was extremely risky, but they had to do it if they wanted to stay alive and have an opportunity for their dreams to come true. So they did not resist and allowed the process to continue. It was mystical, magical, and singular, but they did nothing to prevent it. They simply let it proceed without using their magic to defend themselves.

They guessed they could refuse, reject the bond, just like any other attack on their mind. They had learned how to do it in Drakoros. When someone attacked their mind, they could raise a defense and reject it, although they had never done so against a dragon. They probably would not be able to, given that their power was enormous. It was something that perhaps one day they would find out, but now was not the time. As for the bond with the spirit, that had them both perplexed. They had not been taught that in Drakoros; they had no idea how it worked or whether they might be able to reject it. Nahia thought that since it was magic of another being, she should be able to reject it with her own magic. But she had no idea how, although she was convinced there had to be a way. The fact that the dragons had not taught them this in Drakoros intrigued her. They did not want them, the slaves, to know about this magic skill. She wondered why; it had to be something important.

They both let the mental and spiritual bond finish forming, and once it was completed Nahia and Dragon Eki-Ilargi-Ausar shone with an intense silver flash that was almost blinding. At the same time, Logan and Aroa-Zuri-Indar shone with another strong white flash.

The bonds are created. May the power of the dragons seal them forever, the great black dragon announced.

The sphere of power flashed three times with great power, and after the third flash the bonds were sealed. An instant later, the pearl went out and all the energy formed by the circle faded away.

The bonds have been created correctly. Dragon and rider are united. The ceremony is coming to a close, Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen announced and sent along a feeling of being very pleased.

The Exarbor spoke.

“The bonds created in this ceremony between dragons and their riders are registered in this tome. These bonds will exist until one of them dies, whether it is the rider or the dragon.”

A successful day. We now have two new possible riders. Tomorrow you will begin flying training. I wish you luck. Do not forget that until you finish flying training, you will not be full-fledged riders but only aspirants, the great black dragon sent them.

The warning was clear, and Nahia and Logan understood. If they did not manage to pass the flying tests, they would not graduate. Another fear assaulted them at once: in flying training they might fall off the dragon and die. There was not only the risk of not finishing the training, but of dying in the process. That risk was now greater. Nahia pictured herself falling from the clouds and crashing to the ground. Her stomach gave a lurch.

The ceremony is over. Before leaving, I want to make something clear to both rider aspirants. You must understand and always keep in mind that the dragon is your lord and rules over you. The riders only serve their dragon lords. Do not mistake the role you will play. You are only here to serve as riders, to help your dragon lord. You will learn how, but never forget this or else you will die. The mount orders the rider in the Path. Never the other way around. Now, everyone may leave, Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen sent as it turned around and left together with its rider, Captain Droken.

The other dragons and riders who had come with them went into the grand castle, following their leader.

Nahia and Logan understood this last message perfectly. They had never thought they had any power over a dragon, even if it was their mount. They knew the dragon ordered and they obeyed, whether it was their mount or not. A dragon was a dragon, and they both knew this very well. In fact, they did not think they had anything to say at all. The ceremony had surprised them greatly, since they had been given the chance to choose, to say something. Perhaps this was the reason why the great black dragon had wanted to insist on this, so they would not have any strange ideas.

Nahia and Logan were left before their dragons, not knowing what to do. They did not even dare to look at them since they were dragons and the two Humans were slaves, even if they were now rider and mount, as the leader of the place had very clearly stated.

I am grateful that you chose me, Nahia. I hope to be up to whatever is demanded of us as dragon and rider, Eki-Ilargi-Ausar sent her, and Nahia received it as a warm message. She was very surprised that the dragon would address her by name; it was almost unthinkable. They always called her Human or Flameborn, never by her name. This was the first time. She was also surprised that there was not an implicit order in the message; on the contrary, she detected some underlying fear. This was also extremely rare in a dragon’s message, and she did not know how to react. Neither did she know how to speak to a dragon, so she remained silent and only nodded respectfully.

Aroa-Zuri-Indar also addressed its rider.

I was not expecting to be chosen, but I am grateful of the honor you have granted me, Logan. Being a rider’s dragon is a privilege for our people, the white dragoness sent him. Logan, like Nahia, was surprised with the sincere tone of the message and by being addressed by name. He was also surprised by the fact that it was an honor for the dragons to be mounts. This his mind did not fully comprehend.  He hoped to be able to understand this better later on, because it was currently strange to him. He nodded respectfully and bowed his head.

The Exarbor approached them with the usual slowness of his kind, and Nahia and Logan looked at him.

“The elected dragons… have permission to lodge in the castle… with the other dragons that have riders.”

We are grateful for the honor Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen grants us, the white dragoness sent.

We will go to our chambers, the silver dragon sent.

Both dragons left and went into the castle, following the others.

“Congratulations… for having obtained… a mount,” the Exarbor congratulated them.

“Thank you,” Logan replied, still confused and surprised, a very funny feeling in his stomach.

“So, what now?” Nahia asked the Exarbor. She wanted to know what awaited them. If it was something bad, she wanted to know as soon as possible.

“Now that the bond has been created… you will start flying lessons… at dawn…. Go and rest… and good luck!”

Nahia and Logan nodded and headed for the fortress-barracks.

“That was a very weird ceremony,” said Nahia.

“Very weird indeed,” Logan nodded. “Thank you for teaching me the trick of the inner flame,” he added, grateful.

“I wasn’t sure it would work, but it did.”

“You’re a very clever girl.”

Nahia smiled.

“I appreciate the compliment.”

“Who’d have thought it—we’re going to ride dragons.” Logan shook his head with a look of disbelief on his face.

“Yes, how amazing. I hope I was right to choose them.”

“How did you choose?”

Nahia pointed at her nape.

“Oh, I see. You had a vision?”

“Two. One for mine and one for yours. Of us riding them,” Nahia waved toward the castle.

Logan nodded.

“Then don’t worry. I’m sure it’s the right choice.”

“I hope you’re not wrong,” Nahia said, but inside her doubt weighed on her like the greatest of the mountains around them. They could only wait and see what happened and what destiny the choices they had just made would lead them to.


Chapter 27

The Red Squadron stopped before the city of Ostangor. It was evening, and it was snowing hard. The whole landscape around them was covered in snow, even the mountains in the background. Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt was flying over them in a sky filled with gray clouds that threatened more snow. It was watching to discover the presence of Norghanian troops in the surroundings that might lay a trap for them.

“I can’t believe our mission is to capture Lasgol, Camu, and the others. It’s crazy.” Lily made a face of absolute disbelief.

“Yeah, it’s really bad luck that it has to be us,” Daphne said, wrinkling her nose.

“Not necessarily,” Taika said. “It might be an advantage. We wanted to find them anyway. Now we’ll do it on command.”

“To capture them,” Aiden pointed out.

“I did not say that. Only that we must find them,” Taika corrected him.

Aiden knew what the Felidae tiger meant, and he snorted.

“Let me remind you that our leader is watching, and we have the order to capture them, not help them.”

“And let us remind you, little granite-head, that if you’re not with us, you’d better keep your mouth shut,” Lily told him.

“You’re going to get into a mess you won’t be able to get out of,” Aiden warned them.

“You don’t capture allies and hand them to the enemy, rock-head,” Daphne told him and motioned for him to shut up.

Aiden snorted and adjusted his cloak to cover himself from the snow that kept falling.

“The interesting thing here is knowing why the dragons are pursuing them,” Taika commented thoughtfully while he watched Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt flying in circles ahead of them.

“They’re enemies of the dragons. What other reason do you need?” said Aiden with a gesture that it was obvious.

“Shush,” Lily scolded him.

Aiden shut up and crossed his arms over his chest.

“That they want to capture the most dangerous group of Rangers is natural. They’re a nightmare for them, especially when they find out they’re capable of killing a dragon,” Daphne reasoned.

“Yeah, that would explain their interest in Lasgol and the golden bow. But why are they so interested in Camu?” Taika asked, still wondering about it.

“It must be because of his magic. That’s what makes him special,” said Ivo, “it’s the unbalancing factor.”

“True. There are other magical Creatures of the Ice. If they want him, it must be for something he has. Everything points to his magic,” Daphne reasoned.

“In any case, our allies are in danger, and we’re an important part of that danger,” said Lily.

“The best thing we can do is find them and warn them,” said Daphne.

“It’s going to be rather complicated with these,” Lily said with a wave toward the Ardent and Searing Squads, which were placed on either side a hundred paces away.

“Yeah, that’s going to be complicated,” Daphne agreed.

A shadow passed over their heads.

Go into the city, it is under our control. Ask for the first officer in charge of the city about the Snow Panthers. I will talk to the dragons assigned to the city to gather information. There should be two dragons here, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt sent them and then flew back to the city.

“Come on, at least we’ll be protected from the snow,” Lily cheered up.

“At least that’s something,” Daphne also cheered up.

They arrived in the city and found it taken over by the army, although it was not entirely razed like other smaller ones where they only left a small garrison. They were stopped at the half-ruined gate but allowed in when the soldiers saw they were Dragon Warlocks. As they were heading downtown, they noticed that there were over a thousand soldiers, placed all over what was left of the walls and a couple of fortress buildings inside the city. Not only that, there were many Norghanians working. Watched by soldiers, but working. This surprised them.

“I had no idea we were taking prisoners,” said Lily, making a surprised face.

“It seems to me that all of this is because the war isn’t going as well as the dragons had expected and they need to sustain the troops and themselves,” Taika said, looking at how the Norghanian citizens did their tasks.

“Well, those poor wretches don’t look like productive workers,” Daphne commented.

“The conquered suffer the conquerors and serve them as these see most fit,” said Aiden.

“Who on earth would think of quoting the Path of Dragons at a time like this? Use that granite-head of yours. Don’t you see that these poor people are being enslaved?” Lily scolded him.

“Very true. Poor people—they not only conquer them and destroy their lives and kill their loved ones, but on top of that they now have to work in order to sustain the invaders,” Ivo said, dismayed.

“Seeing the bloodshed of the dragons and their armies makes me furious. Seeing this even more,” Daphne said, watching several Norghanians with loaded carts going to work on one of the punished walls while others seemed to head to the city outskirts to some orchards to till the land.

“Let’s keep going, we have to investigate everything that’s going on here,” Taika said as he watched several women sewing and fixing uniforms in front of their homes.

As they were going up the main street, they saw a couple of workshops and smithies where Norghanians were working metal.

“That’s all I needed! Look, they’re making weapons for our army,” Daphne cried, very angry.

“Food and drink, weapons, and uniforms are necessary for the army,” Aiden said as if what they were witnessing was natural.

“So get our soldiers to manage that, rock-head,” Lily told him with a glare.

“Those are civilian tasks, not the army’s,” Aiden said defensively.

“So then turn the whole army into civilians. Except the Drakonids, of course. Send them to the front to fight against the Norghanians and their Rangers,” Daphne said, very upset.

Aiden lifted his chin and did not say another word. He looked at them as if he did not know what they were talking about.

They found First Captain Desmon in charge of the city in the strengthened fortress in the middle of the city. He saw in them without making them wait, although he was very busy trying to manage and control what went on there.

“Forgive the disorder and chaos, Dragon Blood Warlocks, It’s a bit complicated to manage an occupied city,” Desmon told them. He was a middle-aged Human with gray, receding hair and dark skin.

“I can imagine,” Daphne told him. “I did not know we occupied cities now.”

“It’s new for all of us… for me too. But these are the orders of the two dragon lords who rule here.”

“It must be an important city if they have two dragons in it,” Taika commented in his usual velvety tone.

“Yes, it’s the largest one south. As for the two dragons… they’re… recovering. They came from the siege to the city with… injuries…”

“We understand,” Taika said, nodding.

“We’re looking for a group of Rangers, the Snow Panthers,” Aiden told him in a serious tone, and he gave Desmon the description and composition of the group.

“The Rangers are a terrible scourge for us. Even inside the city they cause casualties. I have to remind everyone to take extreme precautions, especially on the walls.”

“But do you know if it’s them?” Aiden insisted.

“I’ve heard… stories… about that group of Rangers. They call them the ‘Invisible Archers.’”

“Invisible?” Lily asked, wide-eyed.

“They kill without being seen. The soldiers are terrified. Every week I lose solders. And not only me—to the north there must be another group that sets traps, also invisible, that wreak havoc among the patrols and the convoys. They call those the ‘Snow Trappers.’ Luckily, that group doesn’t operate here in the south.”

“The Invisible Archers, do you think they’re the Snow Panthers we’re looking for?” Daphne asked him.

Desmon scratched his head thoughtfully.

“They might be, yes, because of the animals you say they have with them. Panther and wolf prints have been found near the attack points.”

“It’s them for sure,” Aiden said, convinced.

“Where can they be? We’ve been told they’re in this area,” Taika said.

“If they’re in the south, they’ll be between this city, Icelbag, and Denmik, which are the big towns still left in the south and which the dragons are now trying to make productive,” Desmon told them.

“Productive?” Daphne asked.

“Food. We need food. Not much has been coming from our world lately. There’s rumor of scarcity… the dragons are now ordering the civilians to return to their villages to work their fields and farms.”

“It seems that maintaining a war has its costs,” said Ivo.

“Maintaining many wars,” Taika specified. “This isn’t the only one the dragons are waging.”

“True. There are wars in several worlds, from what I know,” the captain confirmed.

“Do you know whether the Invisible Archers are around?” Taika asked the captain.

Desmon sighed, worried.

“They attacked us a few days ago, so they must have moved to another area. They don’t usually stay in the place they attack. I’ve sent patrols to comb through the surroundings and they haven’t found them. So I guess they’ve gone to attack somewhere else, probably more southern places.”

“Thank you, we’ll head to Icelbag and Denmik then,” Daphne said.

“Thank you. I hope you catch them, they’re terrorizing the troops.”

“They wouldn’t if we were all on the same side,” Daphne told the captain, looking at him straight in the eyes.

“Yeah… well… but our lord dragons…”

“Perhaps the time is near to stop treating them as lords and living as slaves doomed to die for them,” Daphne told him.

Two sergeants and a lieutenant who were counting crates and sacks at their tables stopped doing inventory and looked at Daphne with a mixture of surprise and concern on their faces.

“That’s crazy…” Desmon told her.

“If the Norghanians fight and resist the dragons, the slave races of Kraido might do it too,” Daphne insinuated.

“Those are dangerous words…” the captain told her.

“Have you heard of ‘the message’?” Lily asked him.

Desmon looked at the other officers.

“It has arrived here, yes…” Desmon said.

“Well, we are telling you that the message is real. It must keep going around, and you’d better be ready, because the day will come.” Daphne looked at the four of them, one by one, straight in the eye so they would know she was speaking seriously and was not afraid.

“The cause will triumph,” Lily told them, also looking straight at them.

“There are three dragons in the main square…” Desmon warned them.

“And one day we’ll all go to that square and execute them,” Daphne promised.

There was deathly silence. Daphne’s words were treason and punishable with death. They all knew it.

“We have to leave,” Taika said warily.  “The captain and his officers have a lot to do,” he added, and the tone was that of wanting to avoid any trouble.

“Yeah, we’d better go,” Ivo joined him, watching the four officers to see how they reacted.

Daphne and Lily were looking at the officers without cowering. Ivo looked to the door through which the Ardent Squad was entering.

“We’re finished here, we have to find a way to Icelbag and Denmik,” Aiden told them as the squads reached them.

“That’s more to the south, isn’t it?” Brendan asked.

“Yes, fairly south,” Taika replied,

“Perhaps the weather will be better,” said Cornelius, the big Kapro.

“We were just telling these officers that the message must reach everyone and that the day will come. Now we’re leaving,”

Brendan and Cornelius stiffened. They looked at the officers to see their reaction. They did not say a word. They only watched quite impressed, by the looks on their faces, as if something that could not be was happening.

“The message must reach everyone,” Brendan nodded.

“The day will come,” Cornelius predicted.

Seeing this squad also supported the cause, the officers were dumbstruck, unable to think of anything to say.

“Do the right thing and spread the message,” Daphne told them.

“And prepare for the day. It will come,” Lily promised.

And they left. Taika kept looking back in case they came after them, sounded the alarm or caused any trouble. Nothing happened

Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt finished conferring with the two dragons in charge of the city, then asked the speaker of each squad to say what they had found out. Taika was the speaker of the Igneous Squad, not because they had chosen him but because Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt had decided it. In spite of this, they found it very strange that one of them would address the great red dragon. Of course, he had to do so with bowed head and without looking at it directly. Even so, it seemed unnatural to the whole squad to speak to a dragon, even if it was their leader and it requested it.

We leave for Icelbag and Denmik at dawn. Go and rest and get supplies for the journey, their leader sent to them and then flew off.

“Well, tonight we sleep under cover. I couldn’t be happier,” Lily said.

“And with our bellies full,” Ivo smiled, rubbing is stomach.

“If you’re not more careful, you’ll be sleeping in a cell,” Aiden told them.

“Freedom has its risks,” Daphne replied.

“We have to seize the opportunities this mission affords us,” Lily said. “If it takes us to new cities and villages, we can keep spreading the message.”

“Risks and opportunities that will get your heads ripped off,” Aiden assured them.

“You’ll never understand, you’re not like us,” Lily accused him, sounding disappointed.

“Aiden is somewhat right. You must be a little more careful,” Taika told Daphne and Lily. “Things could have gone wrong. We all want to reach the goal, but we must do it alive.”

Daphne heaved a deep sigh.

“You’re right, we’ll be more careful.”

“Thank you,” Taika smiled at her gently.

“Now, let’s go find the kitchens, I’m starving,” said Ivo.

They left at dawn and, to Lily’s delight, it was snowing hard. They followed the path to the south for days. The journeys were long, but the weather improved as they went deeper into the southern part of the country.

“Do you think the other group of Rangers operating in the north are the White Foxes?” Lily asked all of a sudden.

“That’s what I thought when the captain mentioned them,” Daphne replied.

“If they set invisible traps it might be them, as we know from experience,” Taika agreed.

“I hope they are, I liked them,” said Ivo.

Aiden said nothing but shook his head.

Attention, to the west, in the middle of the forest, they received Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt’s warning.

The three squads ran inside the forest. It was snow-covered and the vegetation was not very high, so they were able to cross it without much trouble.

In the middle of a clearing, they saw something that left them frozen. A young dragon with brown scales and blue streaks along its body was lying on the ground beside a pond. It looked badly wounded. It was lying on its side, and they saw several arrows plunged deep into its neck. Two had entered from the chin into the mouth. Its eyes were also wounded, and by the way it was breathing, it had serious trouble doing so.

Surround it and protect it, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt ordered as it flew in circles skimming the tips of the trees, looking for whoever had attacked it.

The three squads spread out, forming a protective circle, shield in one hand and lance in the other. They were facing the forest with the wounded dragon at their backs. There was silence while they waited, very still.

“Lasgol and his friends did this,” Lily whispered to Daphne.

“Yeah, I can only think of them. They must have set a trap while it was drinking,” Daphne whispered back.

“Yes, an interesting trap,” said Taika. “Look at its hind legs.”

“They’re bloody.” Ivo was surprised.

“I think they held it with something so it couldn’t fly away,” Taika guessed.

“And Lasgol riddled its neck and head,” Daphne said.

“Traps and treachery, only thus can they defeat our lords,” Aiden said.

“Huh, so he should challenge it to a duel, granite-head?” Lily snapped.

“It would be the right thing.”

“The right thing is that you keep your opinions to yourself. No one wants to hear them anyway, and we do not share your sentiments,” Daphne said angrily.

“We have here proof that dragons aren’t invincible, and the whole squadron is witnessing it. This will be known.” Daphne cheered up.

“And it’ll help the cause,” Lily added.

“Lasgol and his people are doing a great job in that sense,” Ivo commented.

“That’s a great truth,” Taika told him.

For a long while Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt flew over the forest, searching for the perpetrators. It did not seem to find them, or any trail they might follow. The great red dragon finally landed beside the badly wounded dragon and appeared to talk with it.

It was the Snow Panthers—three Humans and three animals, one of them with magic. They set a trap for it. I am going to get help. Maintain the position until I have returned, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt ordered them and flew off.

They waited for the return of their leader as ordered. By the time it came back with three other dragons, the wounded one had died. The dragons flew away with it.

Irakas-Gorri-Gazt made them line up in front of it.

You are not to reveal what you have seen here to anyone. That is an order, and the punishment for disobedience is death. We are going to find the Snow Panthers and capture them. They will pay with blood.


Chapter 28

Morning came, and before the roar of the dragon woke them up, Nahia and Logan were already on their feet and with their armor on. This was their first day of flying training, and they were both nervous.

“Ready?” Logan asked Nahia when they met in the corridor.

“As ready as one can be to get on a dragon and fly through the sky,” Nahia replied with excitement and fear written all over her face.

“Yeah, I feel the same way.”

“Let’s hope everything goes well.”

“It will, I’m positive.”

“In any case, hold on tight. Don’t fall off for anything in the world,” Nahia told him, grabbing his arm. She looked scared for him.

“Don’t worry, I’ll hold on as if my life depended on it,” he said and smiled.

The fact that Logan had made a joke to cheer her touched her heart. He was naturally reserved, an introvert, and that he made an effort to make her laugh got to her.

“Very funny,” she smiled back and kissed him. “This is for good luck.”

Logan drew her to him and kissed her.

“In case we need more luck.”

Nahia smiled, and they went down for a quick breakfast before starting their training. Breakfast was always light, and today they decided to make it even more so. They did not know how their stomachs would react in flight, but they guessed not too well. They noticed something different this morning in the dining hall. For the first time since they had arrived to Jadrakos, the riders around them were looking at them. They did not say anything, but they were definitely looking at them.

Have you noticed?” she said to Logan.

“Yeah, curious.”

“Now we arouse their interest.”

“It must be because we’ve each managed to secure a dragon,” Logan guessed, looking at the other riders out of the corner of his eye.

“That has to be it. Nothing else has changed since yesterday.”

“They’re still not talking though,” Logan frowned.

“Well, it’s a step forward. We’re getting closer,” Nahia smiled.

They finished their breakfast and went out to the statue. At that moment, Captain Droken arrived. He was not alone. A Fatum wearing rider’s armor was with him. From the color brown on parts of his armor, they guessed his elemental magic was of earth.

“Let me congratulate you on your success yesterday,” the Captain of the Riders said.

“Thank you, sir,” they replied in unison.

“This is Flight Instructor Lieutenant Fradir. He’ll be in charge of your instruction from now on until you graduate or have an accident that prevents this from happening.”

Nahia and Logan did not like the sound of that. If the Captain said so, it was because there was a possibility it might happen.

“Aspirant riders,” Fradir greeted them as he looked them over from head to foot, studying them.

“Lieutenant,” They both greeted him with a nod.

“I want to warn you that having acquired a dragon doesn’t guarantee that you’ll become riders. You must finish the flying training for that, and it’s a dangerous process,” Captain Droken told them.

“Unfortunately, we usually have casualties,” the Lieutenant added in a serious tone.

Nahia and Logan listened with growing concern. They had already guessed that flying a dragon would be difficult, but hearing the officers warning them about accidents and casualties did not ease their minds at all.

“I hope that won’t be the case with you two. Go with Lieutenant Fradir, and good luck with the flight training,” the Captain said and turned around and left.

“Today you will really start training,” Fradir told them. “Up till now you’ve only practiced the basic aspects of a Dragon Rider. Now you’ll learn what it really means to be one.”

“We are ready, sir,” Logan said confidently.

“Come with me to the flying field.” Fradir turned around and walked away briskly.

Nahia and Logan followed him as he headed west of the castle. This puzzled them. They were used to running around all the buildings of Jadrakos, and they had not seen any flying field. On the other hand, they did not even know what that was or what it looked like.

They walked for a good while in a westerly direction and reached a small plateau. They went up and appeared in a long flat corridor filled with earth. They saw drawings on the ground: lines, circles, and other symbols. They did not know what they stood for, but they had the feeling they would soon find out.

“This is the flying field. We’ll do your training here. You’ll soon understand. The first thing you’re going to learn is how to call your dragon lord.”

“We can call a dragon?” Nahia asked, head thrown back with surprise.

“Not any dragon, but the dragon you are bonded with. It’s one of the skills this bond provides you with.”

“Amazing…” Logan had a look on his face of total unexpectedness.

“In order to call your dragon lord, it can’t be too far away. Not over two thousand paces.”

“We can call it from two thousand paces? But our magic only reaches two hundred paces at the most.” Nahia was now more than surprised.

“That’s correct. The bond you have created allows you to feel it and call it from up to two thousand paces. We’ll try now. What you must do is use your Power Glare, and through the bond your dragons will feel it.”

Nahia and Logan exchanged disbelieving glances.

“Watch how I do it.” Fradir suddenly flashed with a great brown glow, intense and brief.

A moment later, a great blue dragon appeared in the sky. It flew over them, turned around to come down, and landed beside the Lieutenant. It covered them in dust with the wind raised by its large wings.

“This is my lord, Tein-Urdi-Jot, the one I’m bonded with and the one I serve as Rider. As you have witnessed, it detected my message at once and has come to my call.”

Nahia and Logan were staring at the great dragon. It was of a considerable size, although not as large as a thousand-year-old one. Its eyes were as blue as the sky above their heads. The dragon roared and shook its head up and down.

New aspirants on their first day of flight training? the dragon asked, and they all received the message in their minds. It carried a connotation of excitement.

“My dragon lord, they are the aspirants to become riders, Nahia and Logan. Yesterday they bonded with two young, swift dragons,” Fradir explained.

Nahia found the explanation very odd and surprising for many reasons. The first one was that the Lieutenant had replied to a dragon. He had skipped the explicit prohibition the slave races had of ever addressing a dragon in any way. Only this almost made Nahia’s mind explode. But besides, the great blue dragon and the Lieutenant had a certain air of familiarity in their communication, which was shocking. The dragons almost never interacted like this with anyone, least of all with someone from a slave race.

By the looks on their faces, I see they have no idea what awaits them. It is going to be fun to watch, Tein-Urdi-Jot sent, along with a feeling Nahia recognized as amusement.

They’re newbies, my dragon lord. Today is their first day as riders, it’s to be expected,” the Lieutenant replied. “But they are powerful. She’s a Flameborn, and he’s a Stormson no less.”

The great blue dragon watched them with narrowed eyes.

That is indeed interesting. It is a rare thing to have a special rider, more so to have two in the same year. Yet it might not be by chance… the blue dragon sent, and Nahia and Logan detected a certain suspense, as if it really thought this was more than a mere coincidence.

“Maybe, my dragon lord. For now we must train them. They must learn to fly.”

This will be entertaining. I hope they do not fall off their dragons on their first try. That would be a terrible waste.

“It would be, indeed. We’ll try not to let that happen. The chosen dragons aren’t those we expected either, my lord…”

Tein-Urdi-Jot turned its head toward Fradir, and its terrible dragon face showed surprise.

Are they not? More surprises? How interesting. Now the message came with a feeling of great intrigue.

“Yes, my dragon lord. The two dragons… aren’t the greatest or the most powerful.”

That is quite unusual. The more you tell me, the more intrigued I am with this year’s aspirants. Methinks it is going to be a very entertaining year. Let us proceed.

Fradir nodded to his dragon lord, bowing his head respectfully.

“It’s time to meet the dragons, aspirants. Call them the same way I did,” the Lieutenant ordered.

Nahia and Logan were very confused. The interaction between the Lieutenant and the great blue dragon had them in shock. But they could do nothing but follow the order, so they got down to it. They concentrated and gave off a pulse of Power Glare, a pretty intense one: red for Nahia and white for Logan.

“You don’t need to generate more pulses. At this distance and without magical or climatic interferences, they’ll have felt it,” Fradir told them.

Nahia was not sure at all; it seemed to her that the castle was too far away for the dragons to feel the Glares she and Logan had created. But suddenly she felt a silver Glare. It appeared in her mind, and she knew that the silver dragon was responding to her. She was puzzled.

Logan made a gesture of surprise.

“I received… a white glare… in my mind.”

“It’s your dragon lord responding,” the lieutenant said. “Did you receive a reply?”

“Yeah, a silver glare.”

“Very well. Watch.” Fradir pointed in the direction of the castle in the distance.

They looked to where he was indicating and the two dragons appeared in the sky, flying toward them.

“Wow… if I wasn’t seeing it I wouldn’t believe it…” Nahia muttered to herself.

“Awesome…” Logan murmured.

The two dragons flew in a beeline toward them. They came down and landed right beside them, raising a great cloud of dust. Both dragons saluted Tein-Urdi-Jot respectfully, lowering their heads before it. The blue dragon was considerably larger than they were, and they looked like two young warriors presenting their respects to an experienced, powerful general.

Two young, swift dragons. Not the strongest or the most powerful. Strange choice. In any case, the Path says that every swift dragon must report for a rider and cannot be refused. It is a matter of duty and honor. Therefore I am glad that you are joining us, the great blue dragon greeted them.

It is an honor to have been accepted, Eki-Ilargi-Ausar sent and saluted, bowing its head before the blue dragon.

The joy is mine for being able to join such an honorable group, Aroa-Zuri-Indar sent, also bowing its head before Tein-Urdi-Jot.

Nahia and Logan watched in silence, trying to understand the situation they were in.

The two young dragons turned toward Nahia and Logan.

I felt the call, Rider, Eki-Ilargi-Ausar sent to Nahia.

The Glare reached me, Rider, Aroa-Zuri-Indar sent to Logan.

Nahia and Logan were struck dumb and did not know what to say.

Fradir intervened.

“As you see, this call is very significant and can be produced at quite a considerable distance. It works in both directions: from rider to your dragon lord and from the dragon to its rider. Any time you’re in need, you can call one another like that,” the Lieutenant told Nahia and Logan.

“Understood,” said Nahia, looking at the silver dragon with great interest out of the corner of her eye.

“Now that we’re all here, I want to go over something our leader will have already explained at the ceremony. We,” Fradir jabbed his finger at Nahia, Logan, and then at himself, “are riders in the service of our dragon lords. I serve my dragon lord, Tein-Urdi-Jot, as Rider. I defend my lord with my life. You, Nahia, serve your dragon lord, Eki-Ilargi-Ausar, as Rider. You will always follow its orders, and you will defend your lord with your life. Logan, you serve your lady dragoness, Aroa-Zuri-Indar, as Rider. You will follow its orders and defend your lady with your life. Never forget this. You are here to learn how to serve your dragon lords as their riders and defenders.”

“We understand,” Nahia replied.

“We accept it,” said Logan.

Becoming a Dragon Rider is an unthinkable honor for someone of the slave races. This you must always keep in mind. You are given a unique chance of reaching glory. You must be grateful and feel proud. It is a privilege many desire and which is granted to very few.

Nahia and Logan said nothing. They nodded with bowed heads. Nahia did not see it that way; after all, she was here under obligation and without any possibility of choosing otherwise, but she was not going to argue with an enormous blue dragon. She was not that crazy or desperate. What she did have very clear was that she did not feel this was a privilege, and neither was she seeking the glory of dragons.

“Very well, this is the right moment to explain the second skill you must learn,” Fradir told them. “It’s very important. You must know that the bond you have formed allows you to communicate with your dragon lord,” Fradir said.

Nahia and Logan looked at him blankly.

“We are allowed to speak to a dragon lord?” Logan asked. It was such a strange notion that he raised both eyebrows almost without realizing

“Not with any dragon. But with your dragon lord you have formed a bond with. You can communicate through that bond.”

“Through the bond? How, sir?” Nahia did not understand.

He means that you may communicate through the mind, because your minds are bonded, Tein-Urdi-Jot sent them.

The Lieutenant nodded.

“It’s as my dragon lord has told you.”

Nahia and Logan were astonished. That could not be. How were they going to communicate through mental messages with anyone, least of all with a dragon?

By your faces, I see that this surprises you. Rest assured that such is permitted. The Path allows it. But you can only communicate mentally with the dragon you are bonded with, that is your dragon lord, since the communication is done using the bond. Without the bond, there is no communication.

Nahia was shocked with these revelations. Not only could they levitate, but they could also call a dragon and communicate mentally with it. She found it unbelievable.

“Try it. In order to do so, you must pick up the mental aura of your dragon lord and then pretend you are sending it a mental attack, only it is no attack but a harmless message. I understand that if you’re here and have been chosen to be riders you can both launch mental attacks, am I wrong?”

“Err…. yeah, we can,” Nahia said.

“We learned at Drakoros, and we both can,” Logan confirmed.

“Try it. You will see it isn’t impossible. The bond you created is partly mental and partly spiritual. That mental union will allow you to do it.”

Nahia was not sure at all, but if the Lieutenant said so, it had to be true. She concentrated and tried to pick up Eki-Ilargi-Ausar’s mental aura. She had done that exercise thousands of times in Drakoros but always with fellow pupils of the Academy, never with a dragon. It still seemed to her that she was doing a bad thing, something forbidden, no matter how many times the great blue dragon and the Lieutenant told her they could do it, that it was allowed. She looked at Logan out of the corner of her eyes. He was already closing his eyes. He was going to try too, and this relaxed her a little.

She concentrated, and all of a sudden she picked up Eki-Ilargi-Ausar’s mind like a full moon in the middle of the summer sky. She could see it glowing silver with great force. It was awesome. The mind of the young dragon was powerful, and so it shone. It took her a moment to recover from the surprise and focus on what she had to do. She had already picked up the mind’s aura, so she tried to send a harmless attack, a message. The problem was, she did not know how to do it. She based the thought on the way to send mental attacks. She created a small Elemental Ball in her mind. If she sent it in this state it would burst and attack the dragon’s mind, and that was not what she wanted to do at all. She decided to empty the ball of elemental energy and instead filled it with a message: “My dragon lord.” She visualized it in her mind and completed it. Once she had the message inside her mental ball, she sent it to Eki-Ilargi-Ausar’s mind. She saw the ball reach him. It did not burst, instead disintegrating against the mental aura of the dragon. She did not know whether she had managed to deliver the message or not.

My rider, Eki-Ilargi-Ausar sent her, along with a feeling of congratulations.

Nahia opened her eyes and saw the dragon looking at her with joy on its face. He was happy for her. She did not know how she knew, because dragons were very inexpressive, or rather they always had the same look of being angry and wanting to eat someone.

Logan opened his eyes, and from the look on his face Nahia knew he had also succeeded. He looked at her and she smiled.

“Did you succeed?” Lieutenant Fradir asked.

“Done, sir,” Logan confirmed.

“Yes, indeed, done,” Nahia nodded.

“Very well. Now you can not only call your bonded dragon but communicate mentally with it. These two basic rider skills are unique and very important. Don’t disparage them.”

“No, sir,” they both promised in unison. They both understood that those skills were granted by the created bond and therefore were special and unique.

“One more important thing you must know and internalize,” Lieutenant Fradir told them. Nahia and Logan gave him their full attention. “The three dragons you see here are special. Different from other dragons. Do you know why?”

This surprised Nahia and Logan. They had not known they were special. They thought they had reported to be dragons with riders, nothing else.

“Because they carry a rider, sir,” was all Nahia could think of, though she knew it was an obvious reply.

Logan shrugged, “No, sir.”

“Not all dragons can carry riders. For this they must be born with a special trait: they must be swift.”

“Swift, sir?” Nahia asked blankly. For her, all dragons were fast in the sky.

“Swift dragons are born with special traits. They have slightly different wings and tails from the rest of dragons. That difference allows them to reach higher speeds than other dragons. They’re faster.”

We are much faster, and we maneuver in a way that is much quicker than the other dragons, Tein-Urdi-Jot said proudly, raising his head and stretching his neck. I will show you why.

The great blue dragon suddenly spread its enormous wings. Nahia stared and at first she could see no difference; they looked the same as the other dragons’ wings. But then, after a moment, she saw. On the tips of both wings there rose two unique crests that ran all along the outer part of the wing. The dragon then moved its tail and showed it to them. In so doing, suddenly the tail seemed to open and they saw a small back wing come out at the tip of the tail. It was shaped like a triangle with the wide part at the end of the tail.

Show them, young, swift dragons, Tein-Urdi-Jot said.

A moment later, Eki-Ilargi-Ausar and Aroa-Zuri-Indar were also showing them their wings and tails. They had the same singularities: upper crests on the wings and the winged tail with the end tip shaped like a triangle.

“Do you see the differences?” Fradir asked them.

“Yes, sir, they are very singular…” said Nahia.

Logan nodded but said nothing. He was staring at the tails with an interested look on his face.

“These special traits, you see, allow them to fly and maneuver a lot faster than the other dragons. This is especially important,” the Lieutenant explained.

“Do all the dragons here in Jadrakos have these traits?” Logan asked, trying to reason all this out.

“That’s right. If a dragon is not swift, that is doesn’t have swift wings and a tail, it can’t carry a rider.”

Nahia wanted to ask why, but the great blue dragon got ahead of her with the answer.

The reason is that only we, the swift ones, can survive certain enemies that are faster than common dragons. Common dragons are defeated in the air, but we, the swift ones, are as fast or faster than those enemies.

The message reached everyone, along with a feeling of great pride at being a swift dragon.

“That’s the reason indeed. You’ll find out in due time, but there are enemies that are very fast and dangerous in the air that we have to fight against. It’s for this that we train you here,” the Lieutenant explained.

“Understood, sir,” Logan said.

Nahia wanted to ask a million more questions, and above all she wanted to know who those enemies were, so fast that dragons feared them and which forced them to have riders. But it was not a good moment to ask, so she kept silent.

“Very well, now it’s time to begin your first flight lesson,” Fradir said.

Nahia and Logan exchanged glances. This was getting interesting


Chapter 29

Nahia used her levitation skill to rise to the saddle Eki-Ilargi-Ausar had been fitted with. She guessed it was the Tergnomus’s doing, since she and Logan had not done it and obviously the dragon could not do it without help. With a very subtle movement, she sat in the saddle. She was wearing full armor and was armed with a lance and shield, as Lieutenant Fradir had instructed them. Sitting in the saddle, which was made of wood and leather with engravings in the language of the dragons, she felt very strange. On the one hand, she felt like she was on top of the world, being on a dragon, and on the other as if she were committing a crime for which the dragons would tear her head off.

She looked around from the height. They were in the flying field, getting ready to practice. She saw Logan ride Aroa-Zuri-Indar swiftly and nimbly. Nahia and Logan had decided to call their mounts Eki and Aroa, since the dragons’ full names were too long. They had not told the dragons yet, of course, fearing they would not like it much. They supposed they would not because they were their dragon lords and had to be respected, so for the time being they would keep it between them.

Beside them was Lieutenant Fradir riding Tein-Urdi-Jot, the enormous swift dragon whose scales shone blue like the sky under the sun’s rays.

“Time to fly, riders. I promise you, it’s a unique experience. You’ll remember this day, this first moment, for the rest of your lives.”

Nahia, who was already nervous, became even more so with his words.

The first exercise will be stepping on the take-off squares drawn on the ground and taking flight. You will fly in a circle a thousand paces high and then you’ll come down and land in the landing circles. Both the takeoff and landing must be perfect, as much on the dragon’s part as on the rider’s, Tein-Urdi-Jot sent them, along with a feeling that they must do it right. It was a matter of honor to fly with adequate propriety.

“Riders, fasten yourselves to the saddle. That’s the first thing you must always do before flying. Never fly without being well secured. Hastiness is a killer, especially for riders. Forgetfulness and incompetence too. If your swift dragon turns or soars abruptly, you’ll fall off if you’re not well fastened, and it will be your death. There’s no excuse for it.”

Logan looked at Nahia, and she saw his fear for her life in his eyes. Nahia wanted to reassure him that she would never forget to strap herself to the saddle, that nothing would ever happen to her. The saddle had a hook on either side to place the shield and lance so her hands would be free. Nahia hooked them there, then she took the two wide, hard leather straps that came from the front of the saddle to fasten around her waist with a thick belt. This way, the rider could not fall out of the saddle unless the belt or the two straps joined to it broke. In order to facilitate the rider’s hold, the saddle had stirrups like a regular horse saddle. But, the saddle being long, the rider never touched the dragon’s body. It appeared that the saddle had been designed with that in mind.

“Riders, are you strapped in safely?” the lieutenant asked.

“Yes, sir, we are,” they both replied.

“Very well, lance and shield in hand.”

“Yes, sir.” Nahia and Logan picked up their weapons.

“Let’s start the exercise.”

Gracefully, with dignity and ease. You are swift dragons and Dragon Riders, you must always look the part, Tein-Urdi-Jot demanded.

“Let’s go!” Fradir ordered, and Tein-Urdi-Jot took off with a powerful leap, beating its enormous wings.

Hold on tight, Nahia received Eki’s message.

Nahia tried to hold on, but she had both hands full. This was not going to be at all easy. She pressed her legs to the saddle—it was all she could do.

Eki gathered speed and, spreading his wings, began to fly. Aroa, with Logan on her back, did so too, almost at the same time. As soon as they took off, Nahia felt her stomach dancing and herself sliding back into the saddle. She tried to keep straight and stop her stomach from playing tricks on her. Eki rose too fast for Nahia’s comfort, and she started to feel dizzy and scared of the height as her stomach turned. The silver dragon reached the stipulated height and began to fly in circles.

During the ascent Nahia had been too worried about not falling off the saddle and trying not to throw up to really appreciate what she was living. And yet, once they started flying parallel to the ground, in circles, the dizziness left her and she slowly recovered. Then she became fully aware that she was flying, and not only that, but flying on a dragon.

“I can’t… believe it…” she muttered with moist eyes filled with incredulity.

They flew by some clouds, and Nahia felt she could reach out with her hands and touch them. She looked around and enjoyed the immense blue sky and the sunrays of that sunny day. The views were amazing. She looked down to the ground and thought she would become dizzy, but she did not. Rather, she felt respect and admiration for being up there without falling. She could see the beating of Eki’s silver wings keeping them in the air, and she found it awesome as well as unbelievable.

Are you doing well? Eki’s question reached her, along with a feeling of sincere concern.

Nahia concentrated and communicated with him.

Yes, I’m fine, my dragon lord, she sent back, making sure she did so with the respect it was due. After all, Eki was a dragon and they were in the middle of the sky. If she offended him, he might let her fall. She did not think it that farfetched, knowing what dragons were like and how cruel and ruthless they were. Better not to take risks. She and Logan had talked about it, and they were very clear on how they should treat their dragons—not as mounts but as their lords. Otherwise they were in serious danger.

They went on flying in circles, and Nahia started to really enjoy the flight. It was simply the best experience she had ever had. Flying was awesome; even more than that. She looked around everywhere with eyes that risked popping out of their sockets. She had raised the visor of her helmet and the air caressed her face. The air of the sky, not that down there on the earth. She saw several ducks flying beside them, and far down she saw the castle and the other buildings of Jadrakos, which appeared so tiny in the distance they were so high.

“Unbelievable…” she sighed in awe.

The views are beautiful from this height, Eki said, who must have heard her mutter.

They are. Everything is beautiful up here, my dragon lord, Nahia replied.

But it was not only the views that made her wonder, it was that feeling of flying through the sky that filled her with joy. She felt happy flying in that infinite sky. A feeling which she would indeed never forget. She breathed in deeply and let the sky envelop them. She had never felt anything similar. It was impressive.

We land in the circles. Dragons, you cannot fail. You must land inside the marked circles. Riders, you are both waving your lance and shield in the air and your posture in the saddle is anything but dignified. Make a better effort.

Nahia came out of her reverie and happy thoughts to face the reality at hand. She was still a slave of the dragons, regardless of the fact that she was flying on one of them. She was doomed to serve the dragons, to fight and die for them on the battlefield for their greater glory. She huffed and held her shield and lance tighter, positioning them better.

Eki began to descend, and Nahia saw that the dragon was not well directed. If Eki kept going down like it was doing, it was not going to hit one of the circles but go beyond. She did not want to say anything—she might be mistaken and it was only the optical effect of going down to the ground that distorted the distance. Eki landed and missed by two body-spans. Nahia was very surprised.

Aroa landed with Logan and they missed by a little, less than a body-span. Once again, Nahia was very surprised. Why could they not land on a specific position? The circles were pretty large, enough to hold a dragon. That was not the problem though. She had the impression that Aroa and Eki had not calculated the descent properly, which was weird.

An awful landing, both of you. And the riders’ postures? Unforgivable. It has been the opposite of a dignified landing, Tein-Urdi-Jot sent them, along with a feeling of irritation.

“Both when you take off and when you land, the riders must keep a straight back, be properly seated in the saddle, and have their lance and shield perfectly placed,” Fradir told them, showing them how they had to carry the shield and lance properly.

You will practice this until you do it perfectly and with the required dignity, Tein-Urdi-Jot sent them.

Yes, sir, Eki and Aroa replied.

Nahia sighed. At least she would fly, which she had loved. But she had the feeling that it was too wonderful to be real.

They continued practicing taking off and landing for several days, and so far everything was going well. Nahia still had trouble believing she was riding a dragon, and let alone that they flew across the sky. So far she had flown little on Eki, who was turning out to be a quiet dragon. An introvert, or so he seemed to her. They had not had much interaction, since they only met for practice and while this lasted they had to follow the orders and teachings of the Lieutenant and his dragon lord, Tein-Urdi-Jot.

Nahia felt she should get to know her swift dragon lord. She had trouble accepting the idea, because after all Eki was a dragon, but she had to try and learn how it thought and see whether they would reach an understanding. She had no doubts that, being a dragon, it would be like all the others, a Path follower, but even so she ought to find out what its thoughts were, especially since she was seated on its back and her life was in the claws of the silver dragon.

“Today you’ll follow my flight. It’ll be the first day you’ll be flying beyond the limits of this flying field. Be calm and well strapped to the saddle. Leave the shield and lance hanging on the hooks at the sides of the saddle. I’d rather your hands are free and that you hold tight these first few times. I don’t want any surprises,” Fradir told Nahia and Logan.

They both did as the lieutenant told them. They held onto the front of the saddle tightly with their hands and pressed hard with thighs and knees.

“Off to the sky! Follow me!” the Lieutenant ordered, and Tein-Urdi-Jot took off with a leap and began to soar toward the distant clouds.

Eki took off with a leap, and beating its wings hard followed in the wake of the great blue dragon. Aroa with Logan on its back followed at once. As she soared, Nahia felt that tingling in her stomach she already knew so well. It happened during every takeoff and landing. Her stomach went up and down and she felt intensely nervous. She hoped it would pass with time, because it was not very pleasant, but for now it was still there, nagging her. She took it as an alarm call from her body so she would be careful, since she was in danger.

She looked to the left and saw the earth, Jadrakos, trees, mountains, and everything else grow smaller as they rose. It was not long before everything was very far away. They were at a great height, higher than ever, and the coolness hit her face.

We’re going to level out our flight and will head east without changing height, Tein-Urdi-Jot’s message reached them.

Understood, sir, Aroa sent.

Yes, sir, sent Eki.

In the air Lieutenant Fradir could not give them orders, and it was his great blue dragon that did. Well, he technically could, but he would have to get very close because at that height and with a bit of wind, words seemed to vanish as they came out of his mouth. It was as if the wind stole them and took them away. It had to be the speed at which they were flying, although Nahia did not know whether it was very fast compared with the usual speed dragons flew at. She guessed not, although to her it seemed like they were going extremely fast.

As they flew across the sky at an incredible height, with the ground so far below it was dizzying to look at, Nahia began to calm down. This was the first real flight they were taking. The rest had been takeoffs and landings without much travel. When they soared Nahia got very nervous, but when they landed not so much. A little, but nothing compared to the butterflies that came up from her stomach when the dragon leapt powerfully, beating its wings hard to gain height. She did not know why this was. On the other hand, Logan was more worried about landing than taking off. He had confided in her that it was then when he had a worse time, when they flew down to the ground and landed.

She took a deep breath through her nose and felt the cold from their current altitude enter her lungs. At least she felt less dizzy every time; the first days as soon as they soared high her stomach vaulted and she felt terrible. Now it was better, although she still felt a bit queasy. Logan was luckier. He did not suffer from heights. It did not affect him much, at least not as much as it did Nahia. Flying might look idyllic, but it really was not. At least not yet. Nahia focused on fighting her fear of heights and Logan on his fear of landing. Lieutenant Fradir had told them it was natural to feel this way. Everyone suffered during the first flights, for any number of reasons. For the slave races, traveling through the sky was unnatural. They had to get used to it.

The wind cooled her face since her visor was raised. It helped with her dizziness from the height. She thought again about the slave races and flying. The Fatum could fly, although from what Daphne had told her not as high. The Fatum could rise a few hundred of paces, but not thousands, which was the distance from the ground they were flying at now. Neither could they fly great distances; they tired easily. Their wings were designed to levitate rather than fly, like those of a hummingbird. Yes, they could fly, but nether very high or too far. Even so, they could fly and they ought to, but unfortunately the heartless dragons had forbidden them. What was even worse was that they had maimed all the Fatum so they would not even be tempted to try. A feeling of rage and hatred began to climb up from her stomach to her throat. Her inner flame lit up and she felt like killing all those horrible monsters. She had to breathe deeply several times through her nose in order to relax. A moment later it had passed, but she was left with a bitter aftertaste.

Now, we will veer south and go down to two hundred and fifty paces, gently, they received Tein-Urdi-Jot’s message.

We will follow closely, sir, Aroa sent.

Yes, sir, sent Eki.

Now, Tein-Urdi-Jot sent them.

Nahia saw the great blue dragon make the turn wide, and then went down and once again flew parallel to the ground. Eki followed the movement and did it exactly the same. So did Aroa. How they calculated turns and distances, in the middle of the sky, was something that escaped Nahia. It had to be a skill the dragons had, similar to what birds used.

Are you doing alright, rider, or are you having difficulties? Eki asked Nahia, who was surprised to receive the message.

Nahia concentrated on communicating with Eki through mental messaging. It took her a moment.

I’m doing fine, my dragon lord.

I want to make sure you do not have any problems during the flight. It would be a disgrace to lose my rider so quickly, the message reached Nahia, along with a feeling of concern for her. It was a true feeling, not mere courtesy. Nor did she detect any irony.

So far everything’s fine, my lord, Nahia replied, surprised by the dragon’s concern.

It is my first time carrying a rider, I have no experience, and I do not want that lack of knowledge to lead you to death.

I appreciate it, my dragon lord, Nahia said, quite surprised by the messages Eki was sending to her. It seemed like the dragon did not want her to die. This was something new coming from a dragon; it almost seemed real concern.

I am thinking that until I have that knowledge and experience, we should work together. That way we will achieve better results.

This surprised Nahia. The dragon wanted them to work together? She found it shocking. The total opposite to a dragon’s character. In fact, Eki had not ordered her to do anything so far, and Nahia did not understand how this might be.

Yes, my lord, what must I do? she asked with a certain fear, since the situation was new for Nahia. The dragons did not work with others. They gave orders and the rest did as they were told. She was stupefied.

You must let me know if anything happens that puts your life at risk.

Yes, my lord, I’ll do that, Nahia sent back. This message sounded more like an order, and Nahia found it more fitting.

It will be for the best. I do not know much about humans or riders. I would like to learn. I like to know knowledge in and of itself.

Nahia had already detected this trait at the ceremony. This dragon was more of a scholar than a warrior. To begin with it was a disadvantage, since they were headed for war, but Nahia liked that Eki had an interest in learning and treasuring knowledge. It was a quality that was not often seen, and least of all in dragons she guessed. That Eki shared it with her so openly made it even stranger and more intriguing. Eki was not like the other dragons, and Nahia was beginning to realize this.

Knowledge is power, my lord, she sent to the silver dragon, knowing it would like those words. Dragons loved power, loved being strong.

They say that, it is true. But power is not what I seek, rather knowledge alone. The power that comes with it is welcome, but that is not my priority. I wish to learn.

Nahia could not believe that a dragon had sent her that message. A dragon that did not seek power but knowledge… she could not believe it. She had not thought that such a dragon could exist, and she rejoiced that Eki was her mount. She imagined having chosen the red dragon. She was sure all it sought was power and that it would treat her badly. Without a doubt.

That’s a very good way of thinking, my lord, Nahia sent, beginning to see that this dragon was not only different but that she had chosen very well.

The moment you notice anything strange during the flight, do not hesitate to tell me. Remember, you are risking your life.

I will do so, my lord. For now, what most affects me is when we start flying.

It must be because it is an abrupt step. I will see if I can do it more gently. Anything else that affects you, rider?

The height, my lord. Rising very fast makes me dizzy.

Dizzy? I do not know the concept, clarify it for me.

Of course, Eki was a dragon and had been flying since it was a drakka, it could not know. A fear of heights must not exist among dragons. If it did it would be very awkward.

My lord, to feel dizzy is when we feel a small attack of terror when we look down at the distant ground.

What type of terror attack? I do not know that feeling either.

You see, my lord, you can’t breathe, your head swirls, and you might even throw up and fall down.

Oh, how unpleasant it must be to experience that feeling, it sounds like a horrendous experience.

I’m sorry to upset my lord, Nahia apologized quickly just in case.

If you feel dizzy, let me know. I will fly more gently. If you get dizzy and fall, we will have a very serious problem I would rather avoid.

I’ll do so, my lord.

They kept practicing flying and the Lieutenant and his blue dragon marked different turns and routes, all gentle and with warning beforehand. Nahia’s flight was becoming more pleasant every time. Now she could look down and not feel dizzy. She also noticed that Eki was flying more smoothly and without changing heights. She was sure the dragon was doing it so she would not get dizzy, and that was something to be grateful for. It surprised her that the dragon wanted to help her. She wondered whether Aroa and Logan would also have a good relation or not. She would have to ask him at dinner after the flying lesson was over.

Everything all right, rider? Eki asked her.

Nahia was once more surprised that the dragon should worry about her. She could not get used to the idea.

Yes, sir, I’m doing very well, my lord.

Do not forget to hold fast to the saddle when I veer.

I hold on with all my being, my lord, Nahia sent Eki, who the moment she noticed any alteration in the flight grabbed the saddle tight.

The flight through the sky went on, and Nahia began to experience a feeling she had never felt before. She did not know how to identify it, but she felt well. Very well. She was flying through the clouds with the cool wind on her face. She thought about lowering her visor to protect her eyes from the wind and the cold, but they made her feel good, and this surprised her. She did not understand why it felt so good. She was even glad, almost happy. She looked at Logan, who returned the look. He was flying about twenty paces to her right. Both dragons maintained the height with a very stable flight.

It was flying that was giving her that feeling of happiness. Yes, it was being able to fly and the pleasant feeling she had looking down on a beautiful landscape, an amazing sky around her. But there was something else. It took her a while to realize what it was, but she finally did. She felt freedom—that was what gave her this feeling of happiness. She felt free traveling through the sky with the wind on her face. It was something she had never felt before, a feeling that filled her with joy, peace, and happiness.

“Freedom…” she muttered without realizing it.

That was what she felt. That was what she yearned for. That was what she would achieve one day, not only for herself, but for all the peoples of Kraido, and if she could for Tremia and other continent worlds. She enjoyed the feeling for a good while, but then she realized it was not a full feeling. Yes, she felt free up in the sky, but she was not really free, she was still a slave to the dragons. The only reason why she felt free was because she was on a dragon, forced by dragons. No, it was not a full feeling of freedom, not in the least.

She breathed deeply through her nose and relaxed. At least she was feeling something similar to what they would achieve someday. If before it had been something to fight for, feeling this freedom gave her even more drive. She had to feel this free but fully, and not only her but everyone else. That was what they had to fight for, and they had to fight with all their might. Freedom could be achieved. She reached out with her hands and tried to grasp it in midair. It slipped through her fingers. But it did not matter, she would find the way to reach it. She would be free. Everyone had the right to feel free and full.

We will now make two complete turns, one in each direction. Then we will fly down and land, Tein-Urdi-Jot’s message reached them.

The great blue dragon made the first full turn to the west and Nahia felt something weird. She held fast and everything went as smoothly as silk. They turned to the other side and everything went well too. No problem. She looked at Logan and he did not seem to have any trouble either.

Tein-Urdi-Jot now started to go down. Aroa and Eki followed. The great blue dragon was going down faster than they had been flying so far. Nahia felt her stomach lurch a little, but she did not feel dizzy. Going down did not affect her so much. She looked at Logan and saw that he was leaning back, holding onto his saddle with all his might.

Are you doing well on our way down, rider? Eki asked her.

Yes, my lord, I’m not feeling dizzy for now.

Very well, that pleases me.

Logan was not doing so well. Nahia could tell he was in a very forced posture. He must be having a terrible time.

Eki seemed to realize something was wrong, or noted that Nahia was constantly looking at him.

Aroa-Zuri-Indar’s rider, is he doing well?

No, my lord, something’s the matter with him.

I see. I will warn Aroa-Zuri-Indar, Eki sent to Nahia, along with a feeling of concern.

A moment later Aroa fell back, going down more slowly. Logan seemed to recover a little; he was not as cramped in the saddle.

Nahia wanted to send a massage of gratitude to Eki, but she did not dare. She still found it very unnatural to communicate with a dragon, and even stranger when she was the one initiating the communication. It was one thing to reply to a message from her lord, and a very different one to send him one.

Tein-Urdi-Jot has warned us that these first flights are dangerous for riders. You are not used to flying.

That’s very true, my lord, Nahia sent him and looked back to see how Logan was doing. She noticed that he was not hunched over forward so much and seemed more at ease.

A moment later they landed, Tein-Urdi-Jot, then Eki and a while later Aroa.  Nahia saw that Logan was all right and sighed in relief. Then she remembered this was only a simple flight and began to worry. Thing were going to get very complicated in the air, of this she had no doubt. At the same time, she remembered the feeling of freedom she had felt and sighed. It had been wonderful.


Chapter 30

Nahia and Logan were arriving at the flying field after a light meal.  They had orders from Lieutenant Fradir to join him there to continue their flight instruction.

“How’s your relationship with your lady dragoness, Aroa?” Nahia asked Logan.

“Good, surprisingly good. I hadn’t expected it to be like that. We keep our distance as lady dragoness and rider, but Aroa is kinder than I expected. A lot more. I must admit, I was expecting to receive orders and the usual abuse the other dragons have given us but, to my surprise, it’s not like that.”

“Mine with Eki, my dragon lord, is also better than I’d expected. Eki behaves in a friendly way, always keeping his distance, of course. Don’t you find it odd? I mean since they’re dragons and our lords. I was expecting them to treat us like the other dragons—even worse, to be honest, because they are our direct lords.”

“This whole world of riders and swift dragons in the flying school of Jadrakos is very strange. The fact that Aroa, as my lady dragoness, should show certain condescension greatly surprises me, but I appreciate it. Although I don’t know why she does it.”

“Yeah, I also appreciate that, it makes things much easier.”

“Perhaps that’s exactly the point, so that the learning process is easier for us,” Logan ventured, and then he remained thoughtful.

“A dragon making our learning easier?” Nahia made a face that showed disbelief. “That never happened in Drakoros.”

“You’re right. The thing is that their behavior is very odd. Although we are their riders, we’re still Human slaves for them. We’re here to serve them as they see fit and that’s it.”

“That’s what I think too. Do you think they’re planning something?”

Logan shrugged.

“I don’t know. I feel sincerity in Aroa… I can’t explain it, but Aroa’s messages transmit that. I don’t think she’s fooling me, although I could never know for sure. It’s just a feeling I get.”

“That makes two of us. Eki’s messages are true… I don’t detect any deceit in them… Eki has me very puzzled, I wasn’t expecting it to be like this. I thought we’d ride them, they would scold us constantly, and we’d have to obey orders all the time.”

Logan nodded.

“Yeah, I was expecting that too.”

“And the fact that we can communicate with them isn’t only extraordinary but also most disconcerting. I don’t send Eki messages unless it’s in reply to something he has sent me. If I did I’d feel like I was committing a crime addressing a dragon. It’s very weird.”

“That’s because it’s how we’ve been taught all our lives and it’s been ingrained into us with fire in Drakoros. I also find it very strange sending a message to Aroa, even if it’s only in reply, like you. Even so, I always think the dragoness is going to be upset and throw me off her back to the ground from the sky so that I crash.”

Nahia heaved a deep sigh.

“We both seem to be having the same doubts.”

“So far I haven’t noticed any double play. Let’s hope things don’t change,” Logan said wistfully.

“You’re more trusting than me. Let’s hope you’re not wrong.”

“Let’s hope so,” Logan nodded.

Lieutenant Fradir was already waiting for them with his dragon lord, Tein-Urdi-Jot, the great blue dragon. He motioned for them to come closer. Nahia and Logan reached their side.

“Good morning, aspirant riders,” the lieutenant greeted them.

“Sir,” Nahia and Logan greeted him with a nod.

Today is going to be an interesting day for you. I believe you will enjoy it, Tein-Urdi-Jot sent them, together with a feeling of amusement.

“Sir.” Nahia and Logan greeted him with a nod.

Nahia did not have a very good feeling about that. Enjoyment in the air sounded dangerous. She took a deep breath and tried not to get nervous beforehand. It might be something amusing where their life would not be in danger. Logan looked at her out of the corner of his eye. His gaze was questioning. He did not believe the amusing part either.

“Call your swift dragon lords,” Fradir told them without wasting time.

Nahia and Logan nodded and did so. They produced their Power Glares, and shortly after the two dragons landed beside them. It still seemed terribly strange to Nahia that a dragon should come to her call. It had her totally shocked.

“Very well, today we’re going to start with what’s considered swift flight,” Fradir told them. “Until now you’ve been flying at a relatively fast speed. But that speed isn’t the one used in combat. Today we’ll fly faster, much faster. So you’ll take extreme precautions, strapping yourselves tightly to the saddle and holding onto them with your life. I’m not kidding. If you fall out of the saddle you’ll die, and the speed we’ll be flying at could make you fall at any moment.”

Nahia swallowed. She had guessed that something like this was coming, since the first flights had been too pleasant. Now it was time to hold on with her nails and teeth to the saddle.

“We’ll do that, sir,” Logan promised.

“Get in the saddle and follow me to the heights,” Fradir told them, walking up to his dragon lord and rising to mount with great style and agility. A moment later he was soaring in the sky. Nahia and Logan got on their dragons and went after the Lieutenant. As they soared, Nahia made sure she was strapped in well. She saw Logan doing the same as they went up into the clouds. Nahia still was not used to flying through clouds; it was like going through an ethereal object, like entering a dream. If possible she always entered the clouds with her visor up so the cloud could touch her face. It was a singular feeling to enter that world, damp and cool, and it calmed her greatly.

Attention. We are going to fly north, without changing height, but at top swift dragon speed. Riders, hold on tight, the great blue dragon sent them.

Nahia grasped the saddle.

If you are not doing well, let me know, rider. We must try and keep you from dropping, Eki sent her, along with a feeling of quiet. The dragon was trying to calm her, which Nahia was grateful for.

Yes, my lord, I’ll let you know if anything goes wrong, she sent back, feeling her stomach in her mouth.

A moment later, Fradir and his dragon lord were flying at top speed through clouds to the north. Aroa and Eki took off after them.

In order to reach maximum velocity, swift dragons, you will need to use your special properties, Tein-Urdi-Jot sent them.

Spreading wings and tail to seek maximum velocity. Get ready, rider, Eki sent to Nahia.

Nahia saw the two crests rising on Eki’s wings. She looked toward the tail and saw it spreading in the inverted triangle shape. As soon as they did, Nahia felt how Eki’s flight speed increased almost double the usual. She was stunned. Suddenly the clouds, sky, wind—everything went by her at a tremendous speed. She was going so fast that now the wind affected her face and eyes. She had to lower her helmet’s visor to protect them. She released her right hand to lower it and the force of the wind and the friction of the speed against the air threw her hand backward, then followed half of her body. She was forced to rectify her mistake quickly. She brought her hand back to the saddle to hold on tightly. Since she had to lower her visor and could not use her hands, she moved her head up and down hard several times, moving her waist as well, and the visor fell at last.

The speed they were flying at was staggering. They went through clouds and traveled the sky so fast that Nahia could barely see anything. She had no idea how fast they were going, but she thought it was very fast. Since the wind hit her torso hard she leaned forward over the saddle, almost laying her head on Eki’s neck. This way she noticed she cut the wind better and offered less resistance.

We are going at maximum speed, Eki sent her.

Nahia had already guessed as much because everything that went by her did so in a blur: birds, clouds, and the ground down below very far away. What she noticed most was the wind. Since they were going so fast, it seemed to hit her body with a vengeance. It was as if the god of wind were blowing in her face to stop her from going so fast, as if it were envious.

Attention. We are going to turn around without changing heights, but at the maximum speed of a swift dragon, Tein-Urdi-Jot sent them.

As soon as she received the message, Nahia knew she would be in trouble and was not wrong. Tein-Urdi-Jot made the turn very wide. Aroa and Eki did not make the turn so wide. Nahia realized this was because they were smaller dragons and therefore could maneuver better. But the very swift maneuver made her body want to shoot out of the saddle in the opposite direction of the turn. She held onto the saddle for dear life so as not to fly off and pressed her thighs to the saddle, managing to bear the strength of the turn.

Now we will turn the opposite way, Tein-Urdi-Jot called and made the turn alone in the opposite direction.

Hold on tight, rider, Eki warned her as he maneuvered to follow Tein-Urdi-Jot.

Nahia felt her body whipping to the other side with a strong jolt. For a moment, she thought her waist would break. She grunted and held on tight so as not to be thrown off to the other side of the turn. Those movements at such speed were terrible for the rider. She glanced at Logan and saw he was completely bent over in his saddle, almost falling out of it. Nahia realized with horror that Logan, being bigger and heavier than her, was more affected by the momentum of the turns.

They kept making turns right and left, and Nahia began to be afflicted with a new problem. She was beginning to feel dizzy and sick. After a few consecutive turns one way to change to several others the other way, she began to feel dizzy. She was not sure whether it was from turning so fast and changing direction, changing the turn’s direction, or a combination of both. In any case, she was getting sick. She held up as long as she could, feeling as if she were in the middle of a whirlwind, spinning around its vortex driven by the winds. They suddenly changed direction again and Nahia could not help herself and threw up to one side.

Rider, are you alright? Eki’s question reached her. The dragon must have heard her retching.

Nahia tried to answer, but she was so dizzy that she could not stop vomiting. She could not establish mental communication. They were still spinning, making turns to the left at a tremendous speed.

Rider? Eki sent her, turning its head to look at her. Eki saw her throwing up to one side and realized what was going on.

Although you are feeling bad, do not let go. Hold on tight to the saddle and do not fall. This time the message reached her like an order. The silver dragon was trying to stop her from falling.

Subconsciously, Nahia followed the dragon’s order as they were taught to do. She held tight and the dizziness slowly passed She stopped throwing up after a moment longer.

Attention. Now we will make fast turns, followed by severe soaring, Tein-Urdi-Jot sent them.

Nahia swallowed. She thought abrupt turns and soaring sounded like a bad combination, more so when simple turns had made her so dizzy. She was not mistaken. They began to turn right, making smaller and smaller concentric circles as if they were a whirlwind heading to the center. Nahia was dizzy again. They made one last very tight turn that required her to hold on for dear life to her saddle, and then suddenly they went up in a diagonal at lightning speed.

We are going up, hold on tight, Eki warned her.

The force of the momentum threw Nahia back, and she nearly broke her back on the back of the saddle that reached her waist. They soared higher, going through clouds at an incredible speed. Eki’s wings beat very fast and propelled the dragon at amazing speed. Nahia wanted to scream, feeling like she was going to fall back and roll down the dragon’s spine and tail to the void. She almost did. She managed to hold on by pressing her legs against the saddle hard.

Once they were very high up, Tein-Urdi-Jot began to make circles again in the opposite direction of the ones they had just done, and then he shot off to the sky. Nahia could not tell whether Logan was having as bad a time as she was—she hoped not—but this flying exercise was true torture. She became sick again and tried to throw up, but there was nothing left in her stomach but bile.

Attention. Now we are going to make fast turns followed by sharp descents, Tein-Urdi-Jot sent them.

Nahia almost felt like letting herself drop at the order. She was not going to be able to cope. She was undone, terribly dizzy and feeling awful. She had her stomach in her mouth and was running out of strength from holding onto her saddle so hard. She knew she had to hold up or she would drop out of the saddle and fall to her death. She did not look beyond Eki’s neck, because she knew that if she looked down she would feel attracted to the void and it would be even worse.

Hold on a little longer, rider, Eki sent her, and in his message she felt concern.

They started the turns and Nahia bore it as best she could. And then the descent began, also in a diagonal and at lightning speed. Nahia bent over the front part of the saddle and held on for dear life. They were nosediving as if they were about to crash against the ground, they were going so fast. Nahia shut her eyes and let the wind buffet her in that dazzling descent. What she felt was that the descent suited her better. Her stomach returned to its place and the air entered her helmet through the eye-slit, refreshing her.

They reached a certain altitude and Tein-Urdi-Jot repeated the exercise. They started spinning and after a while nosedived at great speed toward the ground. Nahia knew she could do nothing but hold on tight and let the wind refresh her and make her feel better. Little by little, she recovered slightly, and by the time they finished the exercise she was much better.

Attention, we finish the exercise for today. Now we land, Tein-Urdi-Jot sent them.

Nahia almost got off her dragon before they landed, she so desperately wanted to be on firm land. Eki and Aroa landed. Nahia and Logan wanted to get off at once, but they had a problem: they were so dizzy they could not create the levitating disc. It took them a while to do it, but finally they got off, and when they stepped on the ground they both fell on all fours and stayed that way.

Lieutenant Fradir dismounted gracefully and watched them on the ground.

“Practice is over for today. Tomorrow we’ll repeat all the movements until you can bear them without any trouble. You must succeed at not letting the flight affect you. It will take time, but you will get there.”

Nahia looked at Logan. They had both pushed back their visors so more air would get in and they could breathe better. They both knew that weeks of dizziness, throwing up, and upset stomachs awaited them. It was not going to be easy to get used to flying that way. The only positive thing Nahia found in this experience was that she was beginning to find that the young silver dragon was not a dangerous one. It was as if they were beginning to get to know one another a little, and a respect was growing between them that went beyond the bond that joined them. At least this was what she felt. She wondered whether the dragon would feel the same. Perhaps not—most likely not, since he was a dragon after all.


Chapter 31

Night was falling when they saw the lights of Icelbag in the distance. Being somewhat more south in the kingdom, the weather had improved and it was no longer snowing. The sky was overcast and there were sporadic showers, but nothing like the constant snowfalls they had been suffering. Lily was in a good mood, which everyone was grateful for, especially Aiden, since she no longer pestered him, or if she did it was rather more “fondly.”

The great red dragon flew over their heads, and they all looked up toward their lord and leader.

The land looks clear, we will move on until we reach Icelbag, That city is occupied by our army and they are controlling the locals as they return to their homes to produce for their sustenance and that of our troops. Since we will not get there today, we will camp at an old mill I have seen on the outskirts. It looks abandoned. Tomorrow at dawn we will enter the city, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt sent them.

“Good news, we might be able to sleep under cover, not like we have lately,” Lily cheered up.

“The tents we carry are enough for me,” said Ivo.

“But you barely fit in them,” Lily retorted.

“Yeah, but since we sleep all piled up I’m not cold,” the big Tauruk smiled.

Daphne shook her head.

They went on to the mill. It was built beside a river which used the force of the water to move its blades. There was a house beside the mill. The place was abandoned, surely because of the war. Night was already coming and a light snow had begun to fall. They went into the mill and the house and searched them. They found nothing: they had been abandoned a long time before. But even so it would be more than enough to shelter them from the snow and cold.

They organized themselves, as well as the watch shifts. The Ardent Squad stayed in the mill, the Igneous in the house, and the Searing would watch the perimeter. Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt, as usual when night came, vanished. They did not know where it went to sleep, but they guessed it would not be very far.

“How wonderful, a house,” Lily said, leaving her gear and weapons on an old chair and looking as if she had entered a mansion.

“Wow, now you’re happy with very little,” Daphne told her.

“It’s this blasted kingdom and its endless, ever-present snow and cold. Now an abandoned house is like a palace to me,” she said, lying on the floor and sighing in relief.

“We’re not made for this weather and this mountainous terrain, that’s true,” Ivo admitted.

“A Dragon Warlock gets used to any terrain and weather,” Aiden said, looking out of a window.

“Yeah… yeah… you’re like a parrot that repeats everything the dragons have taught it,” Lily told him. “I have not gotten used to it and I never will. I need sunny weather and not snow all day and all night. Can’t we light a fire to warm up a bit?”

“We’re in disputed territory. We can’t light a fire in case the enemy sees us,” Taika told her.

“Yeah, I know the manual, but I’m cold,” Lily replied.

“Aiden will surely give you a hug so you can get warm,” Daphne told her, smiling from ear to ear.

Aiden blushed and seemed uncomfortable with the insinuation.

“I’d rather be buried in the snow out there,” Lily retorted in an outraged tone.

“This is what we’ve got, so here we are. What we have to do is survive it,” Ivo said, making himself comfortable, stretching out to his full length in front of an empty fireplace he was not going to light.

“Our leader has left,” Taika said, looking out of another window.

“Why doesn’t the leader stay with the squadron at night?” Daphne asked, wondering.

“The dragons don’t sleep beside the slave races, they consider it a dishonor,” Aiden said.

“Oh, that’s weird, look how surprised I am,” Lily made a comical gesture.

“I thought there’d be a tactical reason, but that’s also quite possible,” Taika commented.

“Well, let’s eat some of our food and sleep. We’ll have to take over the watch before we realize it, and tomorrow we have a long day of marching ahead. We must recover our strength,” said Daphne.

“I totally approve of that idea,” Ivo agreed, and he reached for his satchel to get his food.

They ate their rations in silence and then went to sleep. Outside it was still snowing lightly and only the howling of wolves could be heard in the distance, as well as the hooting of an owl closer by. These were sounds of the region they were already used to, and a while later they were all sleeping. The night was quiet.

Suddenly, a dark figure slid down the chimney in absolute silence and stayed crouching in the hearth. He carried two black daggers in his hands. He wore a dark cloak and a scarf, also dark, covered his mouth and nose. Only his black eyes were barely visible in the shadows. It was as if a shadow had taken shape, a murderous shadow.

The figure stepped over without the least sound in the middle of the gloom to where Lily and Daphne were sleeping side by side. Skillfully, crouching, the figure placed a knife on the neck of both of them. He pressed down and the touch of the cold steel woke them up. Lily’s eyes opened wide when she realized what was happening. Daphne frowned and wrinkled her nose.

“Hush, not a sound,” the figure said, pressing his knives harder. “Don’t move.”

They both remained still, not knowing what to do, but they reached for their daggers at their waists.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you, beautiful and exotic foreigners. I’m the best assassin in the north, and although I was retired for a while enjoying a frozen sleep against my will, I’m already thawed and recovered. I’d kill you before you even unsheathed.”

“Viggo? Is that you?” Daphne recognized him.

“What other Norghanian assassin, handsome, spectacular, and lethal have you heard of?”

“Viggo! What are you doing here?” Lily asked, unable to believe he was there with them.

“And why are you threatening us with knives to our necks?” Daphne asked reproachfully.

Viggo looked at them with narrowed eyes.

“A little birdie told me you’re looking for me and my friends. That you’ve come with reinforcements and a red dragon, huge and with a very bad reputation. I did not like that much, so I decided to pay you a visit, let’s say a deterrent one.”

Taika and Aiden had already woken up and were half-raised with their hands on their daggers.

Viggo moved his head from side to side and then looked at their knives.

“Easy…” Taika told him and lifted his hands.

Aiden did not unsheathe, but he did not take his hand off the pommel of his dagger. He was looking at Lily with great concern.

Ivo was still sleeping, and he let out a snore right behind Viggo, who had passed over him to reach Daphne and Lily.

“But, Viggo, we’re allies, friends,” Daphne argued.

“Allies is yet to be seen. I don’t trust my own shadow. As for friends, there’s still a long way for you to be friends.”

“Let me remind you that we saved your life and helped you get to your people,” Lily told him.

“I remember, and that’s why I haven’t cut your throats. Because of that, and because I’m a gentleman who doesn’t like to go around cutting the throats of beautiful young ladies while they sleep.”

“Then you’re not going to hurt us,” Daphne guessed.

“It will depend on what you tell me. Since we know one another very slightly, I will warn you I’m prone to doing crazy things. So you’d better not give me a reason for it, or this will get most bloody and macabre in the blink of an eye.”

“We assure you there’s no reason for that,” Taika said in a quiet, soothing tone.

“Then you’re not here to capture us? Or has my little birdie tweeted the wrong information to me?” Viggo asked ironically.

There was a moment of silence. No one seemed capable of finding a way to explain this contradictory situation.

“This isn’t what it seems…” Lily started to say.

“It’s not? Are you sure? Because it seems to me that there are three squads and a most ugly and horrible red dragon, with an especially horrible set of teeth, set on killing us.”

“Not killing you. Capturing you,” Daphne corrected him.

“Oh, very good clarification. I already feel much easier. Well, I’ll take these knives off you and let’s all be friends. Call that little red dragon of yours and I’ll give it a hug,” Viggo replied, filled with irony without removing the knives from their necks.

“What Daphne means is that the order we’ve received is to capture the Snow Panthers,” Taika clarified, using his soothing tone. “Not to kill you.”

Viggo tilted his head.

“All the Panthers?”

“All of them, but Lasgol and Camu in particular,” Taika told him.

“What a disappointment—the most renowned and famous in the whole kingdom is me, without question.”

“They’ve specified Lasgol and Camu,” Lily confirmed.

“I’m not surprised about the weirdo, but why do the dragons want to capture the bug?”

“We don’t know,” Taika said with a shrug,

“We believe it has something to do with his magic,” Daphne said. “But it’s only an educated guess.”

Viggo sighed.

“As always, the weirdo and the bug have gotten themselves into trouble. The seasons pass, but things don’t change.”

“We have to follow orders, but that doesn’t mean we’re going to capture you. In fact, we wanted to warn you,” Daphne told him.

“So that you knew and would be able to avoid it,” Lily added.

“And how do you know where we are?” Viggo asked suddenly.

“If you let them go, we’ll tell you everything. You don’t need to threaten us. As we’ve told you, we’re allies. We’re on the same side. That of freedom,” said Ivo, who had already woken up and was right behind Viggo.

The Assassin looked at him out of the corner of his eye and blinked hard.

“Wow, you’re ugly, ox-head, but I guess you’re right. I’m going to withdraw the knives, but nobody do anything foolish, or we’ll have a most unpleasant accident.”

“No one will do anything,” Taika promised, showing him both hands.

“I don’t trust the dragon-face. He’s giving me the evil eye and he doesn’t have good intentions. I have a sixth sense for these things. As a rule everybody loves me, due to my irresistible personality and my unequalled assassin talent, and when someone doesn’t I detect it at once. He doesn’t like me.”

“If you let them go, you won’t have any problems with me,” Aiden said. “You have my word as a Drakonid.”

“Yeah, sure, as if that has any value here, the word of a mini-dragon without wings and just as ugly as them.”

“He won’t do anything, I promise you,” Ivo said, and very slowly he walked over to where Aiden was while Viggo followed him with his gaze. “If he does, I’ll knock him out.”

“I like that better. I trust the ugly ox-head. Fine, I’ll release them. Everyone feel calmer now?” Viggo raised his hands, showing his knives, and stood up.     

Daphne and Lily got to their feet and turned to Viggo.

“How can we understand one another?” Taika suddenly realized. “You don’t speak our language.”

Viggo showed them a ring with a large blue gem that shone on the index finger of his left hand.

“It has magic. It lets me understand and speak your language. It’s a beauty, isn’t it? It’s a gift. And don’t you even think of taking it away from me, or blood will run.”

“We’re not in a good mood, are we?” Lily said to him.

“You wouldn’t be either if the rumor reached you that we’re hunting you,” said Viggo and waved his hands without putting away his knives.

“You’re quite right,” Ivo agreed.

“We should capture him. Those are our orders,” Aiden said, standing up with his hands on the pommels of his dagger and sword.

“See? I don’t like this at all,” Viggo said, indicating Aiden with one of his knives.

“We’re not going to capture him, you granite-head,” Lily snapped at him.

“He’s our ally. We don’t go against our friends,” Daphne told him.

“If we don’t comply, we’ll be committing treason. They’ll kill us for that,” Aiden said.

“We’ll take the risk,” Daphne told him.

“If he does anything, knock him on that rock-head of his,” Lily told Ivo, who was right beside Aiden.

“Never fear. I’ll keep the balance of the situation. I won’t let this reigning fragile peace destabilize,” Ivo promised.

“And where’s that volatile little flame?  I like that one.”

Taika looked out the window.

“Everything’s quiet outside, but we don’t have much time. They’ll soon come to call us to relieve the guard.”

“Then hurry up and tell me what’s going on. And you’d better be persuasive, because I’m not in the mood.”

“I’ll explain what’s going on,” Daphne told him, and she summed up everything that had happened since they had come back to Norghana from Drakoros. She took special care to explain carefully what they had seen with the lilac dragon. Once she was done, they all remained silent for a moment.

“So they have an interrogator dragon that affects the mind. I already had a similar experience with a very unpleasant dragon. I don’t like the fact that they’re looking for us specifically—I must tell the others.”

“The white dragon we saw seemed to be in charge of your search,” Daphne told him. “That dragon was very interested.”

“True, and outside a black dragon was watching. They surely go together,” Taika said.

“A white dragon and a black one are searching for us and they use a violet dragon to interrogate the Rangers they capture, is that it?”

“Yes. And the army is also in on it, because the one who did the interrogation was a captain and it was him who had the prisoner,” Daphne added.

“Well, if it’s only that, there’s really nothing to worry about. A couple of angry dragons with another one that affects the mind and part of the army searching for us. That’s nothing for us, we usually deal with matters like those before breakfast,” Viggo said with a gesture that meant he didn’t even care.

“You’re raising a lot of interest, too much, and that’s very bad. Having those hunting you and us on your trail isn’t good at all,” Taika told him, and his tone implied that Viggo should worry.

Viggo looked out the window.

“Well, perhaps it’s a little worrying,” he finally admitted.

“The truth is, we don’t know why they want to capture you…” Daphne said.

“Because we’re very dangerous and lethal, what other reason could there be?” Viggo said, puffing up like a peacock.

“If that were the case, they’d be searching for you to kill you, not capture you,” Aiden said.

“I’ll grant that you’re right there, ugly one,” Viggo replied. “Whatever, they’re looking for us. Good to know, I’ll tell everyone.”

“Are they close?” Daphne asked.

I’d better not answer that,” Viggo pointed at Aiden and then outside.

“All right. When you see them, tell them we must talk now that we’re here. And it seems like we’re going to be here for a while, we have to organize our collaboration,” Daphne said.

Viggo nodded.

“I’ll tell them. What do you know about Egil?”

“We have news from him,” Daphne told him.

“The know-it-all had better be well, or else I’ll get really angry.”

“He is, he’s sent word that he’s established a web of contacts…”

“He’s at it again with his spy games?”

“Yup, and it seems he’s very good at them,” Lily said.

“Too good for his health. Well, it’s time to disappear, someone’s coming,” Viggo said.

There was a knock at the door and they all turned to it.

“Your turn to take watch,” Logar said from outside.

“They turned back to Viggo but he was no longer there. He had vanished.


Chapter 32

Nahia was flying upside down in the clouds at great speed, and she could not believe it. She was holding onto the saddle with all her might so as not to fall headlong into the void. She felt the straps that held her to the saddle very taut with the weight of her body and the armor that pulled her down toward the ground so far away. She could only pray to the heavens that the straps would hold and not break. If they did, she would fall to her death. It was a most terrifying feeling and, at the same time, exhilarating. She was flying upside down, and simply the thought gave her gooseflesh. She was flying through the sky hanging from her dragon lord’s saddle, something unthinkable.

Eki was flying upside down almost as fast as it did right side up, which shocked Nahia. When Tein-Urdi-Jot told them they had to practice this type of flight, Nahia had thought at first it was a joke, but she remembered that a dragon never joked. There she was, following the great blue dragon and his rider flying upside down. It seemed absolutely impossible.

Non-swift dragons do not use this type of flight. They are not fast enough for it to be effective. For this reason, they prefer not to take the risk and always fly right side up. But, in certain combats and maneuvers, it is necessary to fly as we are doing now. It provides a unique advantage, and the swift dragons practice and profit from it, Tein-Urdi-Jot explained.

Nahia had no idea what kind of combat might require flying upside down. In fact, she thought it demented. They could not fight like that; she was not even sitting in the saddle. She also did not think Eki could fight belly up. That movement was total madness—some dragon must have lost its mind, it could be nothing else. But there was nothing she could do about it, so she held onto the saddle because she did not want to die performing some crazy stunt like that.

She looked to her right and saw Logan, who was also flying upside down, hanging from his lady dragoness, Aroa, who did not seem to mind flying upside down. It was simply spectacular, and at the same time it was terrifying. She felt great fear for Logan, since he was heavier than her, and besides, his armor also weighed more. She was afraid his straps would break and he would drop out of the saddle.

The wind flew from the front, and that made her demented flight even more terrifying. Nahia began to feel nauseous. She thought it was the fear of flying through the sky and clouds upside down, but it was not that. She realized it was hard to think. Her head was filled with cotton—it had to be the blood in her body going to her head. If this was it, and she was practically sure it was, she might faint at any moment.

You must hold up a little longer, riders. I know the blood is going to your head, but you need to hold up. A rider must bear this flight for a maximum time. The more you practice, the more you will hold up, and that is what I expect of you two, the great blue dragon sent them.

Nahia was trying to resist, but she could feel her head beginning to go.

Can you hold up, rider? Eki asked her with a feeling of concern.

Not for much longer, sir… Nahia managed to send back.

They went on flying to the north, and Nahia knew she was not going to hold up. Her head weighed as much as a mountain and she was about to faint. She made an effort to think about her comrades in Drakoros, but it did not work. A moment later, she lost consciousness.

The exercise is almost over, rider, Eki sent her, but Nahia did not receive the mental message. She had already fainted.

Logan fainted too, almost at the same time.

Swift dragons, how are your riders faring? Tein-Urdi-Jot asked.

My rider is knocked out, Eki sent.

So is mine, Aroa said.

Very well, we will switch to normal flight, Tein-Urdi-Jot told them.

The two dragons turned over and Nahia and Logan were both left hanging to one side of their saddles like puppets. The straps were holding and keeping them in the saddles, but their bodies were inert. They did not come to.

We will land. They are not going to wake up for a while, Tein-Urdi-Jot sent, and the three dragons headed back to the air field.

The first experience with inverted flying, as Tein-Urdi-Jot called it, had been very disappointing and even less promising. Now, on top of that, they had a serious problem. Lieutenant Fradir had ordered a whole week of inverted flight practice until they got used to it. They had to manage not to faint. Nahia thought they would not make it, even after one month. Whichever way, they had to practice, and so they did.

They flew upside down every day for a whole week, flying each time until they fainted. They had to admit one thing, though: every day of practice they endured a little longer. This gave them hope, although the exercise always ended the same way: with the two of them hanging unconscious upside down. The days went by, and at the end of the third week they finally managed to finish the horrible exercise without fainting. They did, however, finish with a pounding headache as if their helmet had been pounded with a mallet.

Congratulations, rider, Eki sent her when at last she made it.

Thank you… my lord… Nahia managed to send back.

One more test passed. It is good news. We must pass all of them.

Yes… sir.

Nahia was happy to have passed the test; not so much for passing it as for not having to bear the torture every day. She hoped they would be taught other, less dangerous, maneuvers, and pleasanter ones at that. She was wrong.

She knew this the following day the moment Lieutenant Fradir explained the exercise they were to do at the air field.

“Now that you’ve overcome Inverted Flight, we move on to a new, very important aerial maneuver which entails a certain difficulty, both for the dragon and the rider.”

New maneuver, difficult for both? Nahia frowned, fearing something really bad. If it was also bad for the dragon, it might not be so bad for her. She shook her head; it would surely be equally bad for her. Logan was looking at her out of the corner of his eye and gave her an encouraging sign with his fist, but Nahia’s spirits were pretty low after the announcement.

Today you will learn Whirlwind Movement. Follow me and I will show you how to do it, Tein-Urdi-Jot sent them, along with a feeling that it was something important.

A moment later, the three dragons and their riders were flying south, rising above the clouds. They reached clear sky and Tein-Urdi-Jot flew horizontally for a while.

Attention. I am going to perform the movement. Be alert, the great blue dragon sent, and it started spinning on itself as it flew in a straight line. Fradir spun with him and first he was upright, then leaning to one side, then upside down, and then leaning to the other side.

“Uh oh…” Nahia muttered, knowing at once she was going to be absolutely sick again.

Tein-Urdi-Jot returned to flying normally and gave them a wide berth to watch them.

Go ahead, make the Whirlwind Movement. You must do it at a high velocity, but do not try it at maximum speed until you have mastered it, he ordered and sent a feeling of warning with the message.

Yes, sir, Eki sent and started spinning on itself. Nahia felt like she was being pulled from one side to the other, and then she was upside down. A moment later she was coming up the other side and back upright. The full spin had upset her stomach. A moment later, Eki repeated the movement. Nahia felt her body go sideways and then down. The blood in her head did not bother her now; it was her stomach that started going up her throat, and that did bother her. Eki finished the full spin, and by the time Nahia was upright once again, she was already retching.

You lose height with the spin. You must keep a level flight. When you finish the movement you are one or two bodies below the height you started at. You must maintain yourself horizontal at all times, Tein-Urdi-Jot sent Eki and Aroa so they would correct the error in their movements.

We will fix that, sir, Aroa replied.

Nahia would have preferred that they did not try to fix anything, but she had no say in the matter. Eki tried to do the movement properly but did not succeed. The dragon always went down, and if Eki corrected himself he went upward. For some reason, spinning on himself more than once affected the dragon’s flight level. The worst thing was that Eki made Nahia completely sick and she ended up vomiting again.

Logan was not doing much better, and Aroa only went right or left and lost height when she tried to correct herself. Aroa had trouble keeping a straight line of flight.

Both Nahia and Logan would have given anything to have a skill against sickness. Unfortunately they did not, and those constant spins at such great speed were killing them.

The day wore on with neither Aroa nor Eki mastering the movement and with Nahia and Logan with absolutely nothing in their stomachs to throw up.

We will continue tomorrow. That was not bad for the first day of the exercise, Tein-Urdi-Jot sent them, although the message reached them with a sense of disappointment.

Nahia and Logan went back to the fortress completely undone. They went straight to their bedrooms, not even having supper they were feeling so terrible.

“Try to rest…” Logan said before leaving her.

“You too…”

“It’ll be better tomorrow…”

Nahia shook her head.

“I don’t think so… Humans were not born to fly.”

Logan sighed.

“We’ll just have to adapt…”

Nahia nodded.

“My head and stomach… don’t seem to want to…”

The following day things did not improve at all. Neither Aroa nor Eki managed to perform the Whirlwind Movement in a straight line. Nahia and Logan could not avoid getting sick and throwing up. It was a horrible day for everyone, but especially for Nahia, who suffered the most. She was more sensitive to getting dizzy than Logan, although he ended up as sick as her with all the attempts his dragoness made. There was no way to avoid the disastrous end. They went to their rooms again, not daring to have supper, dizzy and with upset stomachs.

“What were you saying about… adapting…?” Nahia asked Logan.

“It’s going to take a while…”

“A long time, rather…”

“As long as we succeed… that’s what’s important… and we will.”

“I’ll try to be as optimistic as you…”

Logan tried to smile but he could not, he felt so sick.

“I’m going to lie down…”

“Yeah, me too… this is horrible…”

The torture went on for two more weeks, without any mercy. Aroa and Eki did better every time and finally managed to straighten their flight. Coincidentally, or perhaps because of it, at the same time Nahia and Logan managed not to get so dizzy: Logan a lot less and Nahia slightly. This allowed them to have supper for the first time in many days.

“This is so good,” Nahia said to Logan while she enjoyed a hot vegetable soup in the fortress dining hall after practice.

“Yup, it’s good for the stomach. It’s a pity that tomorrow it’ll all go back out.”

“Yeah, we’ll have to warn them that there will be vegetable soup rain tomorrow,” Nahia said, joking out of desperation.

Logan smiled.

“We’ve improved a lot since our first flight. A little more and we’ll be able to cope with the Whirlwind Movement.”

“I can’t understand what this movement is used for. I think it’s nothing but a ruse so we don’t graduate as riders.”

“The purpose of this maneuver escapes me, but I doubt it’s so that we don’t manage to become riders.”

“If we’re talking about dragons, think again and you’ll find you’re right.”

Logan shook his head but smiled lightly.

“What’s important is that we’re improving. We must focus on that.”

“Yeah… I’ll do that… so I don’t despair.”

The next session in the air field drove Nahia and Logan back into hopelessness. When they were finally managing to overcome the Whirlwind Movement, they faced another problem.

“Today we practice the Whirlwind Movement but in a different manner,” Fradir told them. “As you must have guessed, doing it only horizontally is narrowing its scope. We’ll now make the movement in every direction.”

It is how it must be used, young, swift dragons. It is taught horizontally until it is mastered. In practice, the movement is performed in any direction, Tein-Urdi-Jot sent them.

“So, let’s fly high and practice,” Fradir said enthusiastically.

Nahia could not even raise her shoulders. Discouragement weighed like a slab on each of them. They got on their dragons, and these took off with a powerful leap. They were flying high just a moment later with the power of their wings.

Make sure you make a beeline in the direction you have chosen. Once you finish the movement, go back to normal flight. Then you can change direction and perform it again, Tein-Urdi-Jot instructed Aroa and Eki.

Yes, sir, they both replied.

Diagonal Whirlwind Movement to the south, the great blue dragon ordered.

Nahia just had time to strap herself tight to the saddle. Eki launched into a diagonal, spinning on himself at top speed like a hawk chasing its prey. Nahia endured the first spins but then began to feel dizzy and sick. She realized the angle of descent, which she was not used to, affected her. A moment later, her stomach was complaining and she had the feeling it was going to end up flying too.

Diagonal Whirlwind Movement to the north, Tein-Urdi-Jot ordered.

Eki and Aroa did so and changed course to do another diagonal Whirlwind Movement. The spins of this one finished making Nahia sick and almost made Logan ill, even if he was holding up slightly better. They were holding onto their saddles for dear life so the spins would not affect them so badly, but the two dragons were spinning fiendishly fast and the upset feeling grew with every diagonal twist.

Nahia felt as if they were making holes in the clouds when they went in on one side to come out on the other. She could feel the moisture seep through her visor and this cooled her off a bit and, to her surprise, alleviated her. She saw they were headed for another cloud, and with an abrupt movement of her head she shook back her visor to uncover her face. As they passed through the cloud, she felt water splash her face besides cooling it and felt better at once. Her dizziness vanished, and so did the nausea.

Now you will perform a vertical Whirlwind Movement. It is a very special movement and the favorite of the swift dragons. On you go.

Nahia did not like the sound of this at all, but she had no time to even prepare herself. Eki flew horizontally and upright for a moment, then he nosedived toward the ground, and as he got into a vertical position he began to spin the whirlwind. Nahia, whose helmet was open, saw they were headed to the ground, spinning at great speed. If all their prior experiences with flight maneuvers had been tough, this one topped them all. It combined demolishing dizziness with a growing terror as they approached the ground. Eki was flying without reducing speed—they were going to crash.

Beside Nahia, about a hundred paces away, Logan was also going down riding Aroa, who was flying as fast as Eki. This was a crazy exercise. The spins had Nahia undone, and when she watched the straight descent toward land she felt real terror. The fear she felt was so great that she could not even throw up.

Once you are two hundred paces from the ground, change your flight to normal horizontal, Tein-Urdi-Jot’s order came to them.

Nahia thought that with two hundred paces, Eki was not going to have time to level out. They were going to hit the ground. The descent went on, and Nahia could only scream.

“Aaaahhhhhhhh!” she pictured herself stamped on the ground.

I’ll correct the descent right away, rider, Eki sent her. The message was not altogether confident. The dragon was doubting its own skill.

“Arghhhh!” Nahia screamed, beside herself, picturing crashing headlong against the ground.

Eki leveled out in the blink of an eye, and Nahia felt as if her waist snapped with the abruptness of the change in flight. They skimmed the ground, raising a cloud of dust. Aroa also executed the maneuver, the dragoness’s talons skimmed the ground. Aroa had to gather them to avoid dragging them while it controlled the flight and became horizontal with the ground.

That final control was a little long, you must work on it. You will practice the transition from vertical Whirlwind Movement to regular horizontal flight until it is as fluid as a pleasure flight.

Yes, sir. Absolutely, sir, sent Eki and Aroa.

Nahia realized that the two young dragons had not yet mastered all the aspects of flying, or at least not to the level which those dangerous maneuvers required. She did not like this at all. They might have an accident at any moment and the dragons would likely survive, but she and Logan would not. This worried her greatly. Suddenly, the worry became an upset feeling, and the feeling made her throw up.

“Why…” Nahia cursed. She thought she had avoided it, but it had only been her fear that had delayed the inevitable.

Once she got somewhat over it, she looked at Logan. He had also thrown up. What a pair of riders they were.

We repeat the exercise. Rise, position yourselves, and improve it, Tein-Urdi-Jot ordered seriously.

Nahia felt her heart sink to the ground.


Chapter 33

Flight practice continued, and every day it turned a little more intricate. Nahia and Logan had succeeded at last in keeping their heads and stomachs under control. For a few days already, even in the Whirlwind Movement exercises, they were no longer getting dizzy and kept their seat in the saddle. Nahia did not know how they had become used to it, but they had. It was as if their minds and stomachs had suddenly become immune to the fast turns and upside-down flights which had made them suffer so much.

Nahia found it most surprising because there was no magic, medicine, or anything else involved that had helped or facilitated their bodies to become used to the upset feeling generated by those flights. They had learned in the crudest way, by having the worst of times every day. To her surprise, and Logan’s too, both their bodies and minds had become used to the adverse conditions. They were both as happy as they were amazed.

But, once they had succeeded, their joy was short-lived and the difficulties returned. It was as if they could learn no other way than by suffering. That morning it was no different. Nahia’s and Logan’s joy was crushed by a new announcement.

Today’s first exercise is Altitude Flight. We will test your capabilities when we fly at high altitudes. It is not the same as flying at less important ones, as you will soon see for yourselves, Tein-Urdi-Jot sent them.

Aroa and Eki wagged their tails from side to side, which Nahia had noticed was a sign of nervousness. If they were nervous, she and Logan were even more so.

“The riders must position themselves favoring the maximum flight velocity and also the fastest turns and maneuvers. There’s nothing worse than a badly positioned rider for their dragon to lose speed. You must always sit properly in the saddle and avoid air friction,” Fradir explained.

Nahia and Logan nodded without a word. Fradir repeated this almost every day, which was his way of letting them know they were not doing it right. Nahia always tried to sit into her saddle; the thing is that the speed was so tremendous that the abrupt turns dislodged her. It was the same with Logan. It was not that they did not know how to sit in the saddle. The problem was that they could not hold their position.

Follow us and I will show you the route and exercises, Tein-Urdi-Jot sent them. Fradir got on the great blue dragon gently and gracefully.

Nahia levitated to her saddle on Eki, but fairly less gently and gracefully. She still had to improve on that. Logan did the same and got onto Aroa’s saddle. He did it better than Nahia but not as well as Fradir. Nahia took comfort in the idea that what was really important was that her Rider’s Levitation was acceptable enough. She had enough with that. She did not need to give the impression that she was a great rider. She left that to the veterans and those who wanted to look good.

Once in the air, Tein-Urdi-Jot first headed straight to a group of clouds in the distance. He reached them and went into them, crossing them as he went on flying higher, coming out on the other side and still climbing fast.

The first thing we are going to try is a swift ascent to the maximum altitude, the great blue dragon sent them.

Nahia had a feeling this was not going to go well. All this talk about “maximum altitude” gave her the creeps.

Rider, hold tight for the ascent, Eki sent her with its usual calmness and a bit shyly.

My dragon lord, what is maximum altitude?

That is a good question. I am not sure whether he means maximum altitude for us swift dragons or for you riders, Eki replied with a feeling of doubt.

The maximum for us riders would be less, right? Nahia had no doubts about this, but she wanted to make sure.

We will soon find out. Sit in a fast ascension position, Eki sent her, and the dragon spread its tail and wings in swift mode.

Nahia felt the strength of the air’s resistance as they rose at great speed after Tein-Urdi-Jot and Fradir. She did as Eki had told her and leaned forward to offer the least resistance to the air friction as possible. She looked right and saw Logan also leaning forward like her.

They rose in a speedy diagonal. Tein-Urdi-Jot and Fradir were fairly ahead of them, and the higher they climbed the more distance there was between them. Aroa and Logan were now ahead of Eki and Nahia, who came last. Nahia did not worry—she knew that Tein-Urdi-Jot was much larger and therefore faster than Aroa and especially Eki, who was the smallest of the three. Aroa also left Eki behind in all the exercises that involved velocity, especially when they had to fly at top speed and used their swift dragon skills.

Nahia began to feel cold as they climbed higher. It was always cold when they flew high, but now she was beginning to feel it passing through her armor and clothes underneath. Tein-Urdi-Jot went on climbing, and Nahia had the feeling that the dragon wanted to reach the sun or at least the end of the sky, if it had one, which she did not know. The more they climbed, and they did so fast, the colder she became. Her teeth started chattering.

How are you doing, rider? Eki asked her with curiosity mixed with concern.

Not too bad, but the cold is beginning to be an important issue, my lord.

That is because of the altitude. The more we rise, the lower the temperature and friction. This allows us to fly faster.

Less friction, my lord? Naha did not understand why there was less friction. She still felt lashing at her body during the whole ascension to the end of the sky.

It is because the air is less dense the higher you rise. In other words, it is less heavy at a higher altitude. It is a curious phenomenon, and although all dragons know of it, it has never been studied in depth to determine the reason. It is something I would like to study someday… if I have the chance, Eki sent her, along with a feeling of wanting to learn more about the laws that ruled the sky and the air in it.

Nahia had the feeling once again that Eki was an erudite at heart, although the dragon was being trained for war because he was a swift dragon. She felt bad for Eki; the dragon would surely be happier studying the sky than fighting in it. One day, if trust grew between them and the dragon gave rise to the subject, she would ask him. Right now she still did not dare since after all Eki was a dragon and she was a slave. She could not break protocol. Something inside her told her that Eki was not an evil dragon like the others and that perhaps one day he would open up to her. At least Nahia hoped Eki would. For now and until that day, she would go on addressing the dragon as her lord to avoid any trouble

I’ll remember, my lord.

We are reaching the first limit, they heard Tein-Urdi-Jot’s message.

Nahia did not know what this limit was, but Aroa and Eki reached it a moment later. What she did feel was a terrible cold that made her shiver. She realized she was having trouble breathing. She thought it was from the air on her face but it was not. Just as Eki had told her, the friction was less, so she did not feel the lash of the air on her body so hard. Then why was she having trouble breathing? As she was thinking about this, Eki was still climbing at high velocity with the aid of his wings he beat with great speed and strength. Eki must be getting tired, Nahia thought.

We reach the second limit, they received the great blue dragon’s message.

As Eki reached it she felt a bad headache coming on.

How are you doing, rider? the silver swift dragon asked, concerned.

Not too well, my lord. My head hurts a lot and I can barely breathe…

Do not worry, it is natural. It is the effect of the great altitude we are currently at.

What altitude is that, my lord?

We have passed twenty-four thousand feet.

Wow… that’s… a lot of feet…

Keep talking, rider.

Yeah… speaking from Jadrakos or from the ground below…

The altitude is counted from the ground, or rather from sea level. Therefore, it cannot be from a kingdom in the sky, Eki told her with his usual calmness when he explained things.

Oh… sea… from my land… and Nahia fainted.

Maximum rider level reached, Eki sent.

An instant later, Aroa sent the same message. Logan had fainted too.

Maximum level for the riders established at twenty-seven thousand feet up, Tein-Urdi-Jot sent.

The dragons climbed on.

We reach thirty thousand feet. Let us go down so the riders do not die from lack of air.

Yes, sir, both Eki and Aroa sent as they descended at high speed at once.

Nahia came to and realized she was in the saddle and they were flying above the clouds. She did not know what had happened. She had a terrible headache and a stabbing pain in her lungs. She remembered flying toward the sun at top speed. Now, on the other hand, they were flying horizontally over the white clouds and keeping a peaceful flight. She must have fainted at some point.

I can tell through our bond that you are conscious again. Also that you are in some pain, Eki sent, along with a feeling of relief.

Yes, my lord dragon. Do you feel these things?

Indeed, the mental bond lets me know whether you are awake or not or if you feel pain. With time, you will be able to feel it in me.

Will I, sir? This surprised Nahia. Dragons were very private and she was sure that none of them would want a slave to know whether it was asleep, and least of all in pain.

You will. The bond allows it. Also other things you will find out with time. You must open you mind and your spirit and you will pick up mine. It works both ways.

Oh, I’ll try, sir, I did not know.

It is not easy and it takes time, from what I know. But it is something that will improve our understanding, so we must make an effort to do so.

I will make an effort, my lord. Nahia was very surprised that Eki would be predisposed to that. Without a doubt the dragon was showing it was a unique creature once again.

We will achieve a great connection, I am sure. I want to find out all we can do with it. It is an area that interests me greatly.

Nahia was not at all surprised by Eki’s interest in learning more.

May I ask what happened?

We reached the maximum altitude you can bear. You fainted at twenty-seven thousand feet.

Ohhh, Logan too?

Both, almost at the same time. The altitude, the cold, and the lack of air have affected you. You fainted. We had to go down to fifteen thousand feet and wait for you to awake.

I understand, my lord dragon. Dragons don’t faint at that altitude? she risked asking. It was a related question. Perhaps it would not raise suspicion.

They do, but a lot higher, about sixty thousand feet. We were born to fly. I am afraid Humans were not.

Nahia nodded.

Do you still feel my headache and the pain in my lungs, my lord?

I still feel it. It is a new sensation for me. You are my first rider. I have no experience in these things, but I would like to learn.

I hope never to feel yours, my lord.

Eki made a sound that Nahia identified maybe as a light laugh.

We will have to see when it happens. But it is unusual for a dragon to suffer pain, so it might not happen for a while.

Let’s hope so, my lord, Nahia sent Eki, and not because she wanted to ingratiate herself to him but because she really did not want anything bad to happen to the young erudite dragon. If Eki was wounded she would be sorry.

I hope so too. You do not need to be so formal with me. You can drop the ‘my lord dragon’ and use my name. I am your same age in dragon years, and I am not one for formality at all. I would rather our communication were open and informal. Between ourselves you can treat me informally and at ease. I do not want you to fear me. I am not an aggressive dragon or a haughty, overbearing one.

Are you sure, my lord dragon?

Yes, sure. I would rather there is good communication between us. After all, we will fight together and have to cooperate and support one another. I am not the best of warriors, I will need your help. Please try.

Of course, yes, thank you… my… Nahia did not go on.

Much better, Eki sent her the message, along with a feeling that he was happy.

Training went on for the next several days. Now that they had established the maximum altitude at which Nahia and Logan fainted, they went on to practice the very opposite: low flight.

That afternoon they were flying at mid altitude when Tein-Urdi-Jot ordered them a new maneuver to learn.

Today we will practice flying maneuvers at top velocity—it is important that dragon and rider are well in tune with one another in these flights. We are going to do what we call a nosedive with low flight. We will descend at top speed in a nosedive before leveling off close to the ground. Since this exercise has certain complexity and it might be problematic, we will do it over a lake in the east. Follow me there.

Nahia did not like the sound of that “problematic” situation. Surely it would be far more problematic for the riders than the dragons.

Nahia, this exercise might not come out altogether right, Eki sent her as the dragon followed Aroa and Logan who were ahead of them.

Nahia loved the fact that Eki called her by her given name.

Why? she worried all of a sudden.

I am pretty fast and maneuver better than other swift dragons because of my smaller size, but a low nosedive has never been my forte. I tend to brake too late…

Oh wow, if you brake too late…

We will crash against the ground.

But in that event, only I would suffer from the blow, right? I appreciate your concern for me. Being a dragon, you won’t feel it much.

What makes you think I would not feel an impact against the ground at high velocity? Eki asked her, surprised.

You’re a dragon, your whole body is covered with scales harder than steel.

Oh, I see your misunderstanding. Let me explain. It is one thing to have hard scales and a very different one to have bones and muscles equally hard. Unfortunately, it is not so for any dragon. Our skin, our scales, are indeed very tough, but not our bones, muscles, or ligaments. These are strong but not unbreakable.

Nahia was astonished by Eki’s explanation. She had always thought dragons were practically invulnerable, that nothing might hurt them. This belief was based on the fact that they were so strong, with impenetrable scales and unbeatable magical defenses. But she was beginning to see that she had made a big mistake. And not only her, but everyone. Dragons might suffer injury like any other creature. This was a very important discovery, since it made them much less all-powerful. But she had to make sure, so she risked asking a follow-up question.

Then if you crash against the ground, you might hurt yourself? Nahia asked unobtrusively, since she did not want Eki to believe she was looking for ways to harm dragons, which was her true intention in asking the question.

Hurt myself? If I crash against the ground at a great velocity I would die, as you or any other creature would.

This answer, which was the one Nahia wanted to hear, filled her heart with joy, since it gave hope to everyone. Dragons could die, they were not indestructible. Also, no special Golden Magic was necessary. They could die from something as simple as a fall. A very strong one, but just a fall in the end. This knowledge nearly made her leap out of her saddle.

Don’t you have magic to prevent that?

Dragon magic is fundamentally Elemental, with a minor part being Mental and an even smaller part Spatial. But it is mostly magic, and the most commonly used is elemental. There is no way to protect oneself from such an impact with Elemental magic, and Mental or Spatial would not stop me from breaking all the bones in my body.

Yeah… if you covered your body with elemental protections, I doubt they would resist such a blow…

You think correctly. The only magic that might save me is Spatial, but it takes a long time to use it. I would not manage to do so in time, pun intended.

Nahia smiled at the comment. Eki had much knowledge for such a young dragon.

Spatial magic? Like that of the portals?

That is correct. The only way to survive an impact in a free fall would be to avoid it. I doubt any other option would work. You might not die with elemental protections, but the wounds would be many and difficult to heal.

And how would you avoid impact if you’re falling at top speed and you only have a moment before the crash? Is that even possible?

In theory it is possible, but in practice I do not see how it would work.

Why not?

To avoid the crash I would have to open a portal using Spatial Magic, and as I said, there would not be time. Spatial Magic, like opening a portal, takes very long.

Nahia was delighted, chatting with Eki. The information the dragon was giving her was invaluable. No one among the slave races knew about any of what she had just been told. Or at least it was not common knowledge, if there was anyone somewhere in Kraido who knew. Everything Eki had just explained would help the cause. First of all because it made the dragons creatures susceptible of suffering harm, as they all were. This was something no one even suspected. The dragons had made sure to spread the idea that they were indestructible, invulnerable, in order to terrorize all. But Nahia was finding out that it really was not so, and she was doing so from within.

It’s an interesting idea… although you may not be able to now, that doesn’t mean you won’t be capable in the future… Nahia sent Eki, interested in the thought.

You are right on that account. It is impossible right now to open a portal without taking too much time and without a great object of power, like a Pearl. But if this subject were studied in more depth perhaps we might find new alternatives not analyzed until now.

I’m sure that if anyone can advance in this field it’s you, with your eagerness to know more and make important discoveries.

I would like that. I would like it a lot, but I doubt I would make a discovery where other, wiser erudites of my species have not made advances already. I am not that brilliant.

Perhaps you are. You don’t see yourself as capable, but I believe you are.

I appreciate your support, Nahia, I really do. Thank you.

They arrived at the lake in the east and flew up, following Tein-Urdi-Jot, who was already preparing the maneuver.

Attention. Follow me and execute the maneuver just like me. No improvisation. Do it like me, or we will have an accident and there will be serious trouble, Tein-Urdi-Jot sent, and the message, although it was mainly for Aroa and Eki, made Nahia very uneasy. A moment later, the great blue dragon launched into a nosedive toward the lake below them.

Nahia took a deep breath, and an instant later they were going down very fast in swift mode following Tein-Urdi-Jot, who was leading them. The speed they were flying down at was stupendous. She saw the blue mass they were headed to become larger with every blink. The wind hit the visor of her helmet and reached her eyes, which made her blink hard and tear up. She did not want to, because with each blink the water got closer.

The speed at which they were flying down was extreme. Nahia thought they were going to crash and die. Especially considering that Eki had admitted he was not very good at this maneuver. Fear started in her stomach and rose to her throat. She saw the water grow closer and closer, too close. They were coming down too fast—Eki would not be able to avoid the blow. Nahia could not even scream from the fear she felt at that moment.

She saw Tein-Urdi-Jot straighten his flight and fly parallel to the lake, raising a curtain of water at its passing the dragon was so close to the surface of the lake. Aroa went after the blue dragon and executed the same movement, but not as precise or controlled as Tein-Urdi-Jot’s. Aroa’s talons and tail touched water and an enormous curtain of water rose on either side of the dragoness over the lake. Aroa raised a great wake but did not crash. Somehow she managed to control her flight and climb enough to not crash into the water. Aroa crossed the whole lake trying to fly up, which cost a titanic effort and nearly failed. She managed to rise almost at the end of the lake and not crash against the shore where a forest of oaks began.

Nahia thought that if Aroa had barely succeeded, Eki had it very difficult. The small silver dragon reached two hundred paces above the lake’s surface.

Now, Eki! Lift up now! Nahia sent the dragon, trying to warn Eki before it was too late.

Eki did not reply, but he tried to straighten his flight to avoid crashing into the water. Eki lifted its head as much as he could, setting his spread wings in a braking position and trying to rise. Nahia felt the pull in her own body and the inertia of trying to take off. She held tight to her saddle. She was convinced that Eki was not going to make it. They would crash in the water, and at that speed it was going to be very painful. Even if it was water, at that colossal velocity she was sure they were going to break their backs. Eki struggled to climb and not hit the surface of the water with his body. His front legs touched the water and an instant later his talons, raising a wave on either side as Eki slid, brushing the water with his chest, his head and wings trying to lift its body.

Go up! Now, up! Nahia shouted at Eki, trying to help the dragon rise.

The silver dragon tried to lift off with all his might and his chest hit the surface of the water hard. Nahia felt a terrible blow, and one of the straps that held her to the saddle broke. She suddenly found herself thrown to the side of the broken strap. She was sliding out of the saddle—she was going to fly off. Out of pure instinct, she managed to grab one of the pieces of the strap that was still stuck to the saddle. First with one hand and then the other, her feet trailing her and her body totally stretched out. She felt another blow. Eki hit the water again with his chest, which caused Nahia’s body to whip onto the dragon’s back.

Hold on! Eki shouted at Nahia while trying to lift off and not hit the surface of the lake again.

Nahia was flying, holding onto the strap with both hands. She was holding on so tightly that she did not feel them.

Suddenly, Eki managed to rise and not hit the water again. The dragon gained a little altitude and leveled out his flight.

You are going to lose your rider, Tein-Urdi-Jot sent him.

Eki decelerated at once, setting his wings in a braking maneuver.

Do not let go, I am going to brake, Eki sent to Nahia.

The dragon gradually decreased his speed and Nahia’s body stopped flying to fall on Eki’s back.

Try to reach the saddle, the dragon sent to her with concern.

Nahia dragged herself up his back using the strap like a rope and got back in the saddle. Luckily, it had been a short distance. She sat well in the saddle and huffed, her hands and chest hurting from holding on and bumping around.

I am sorry, Nahia, are you all right?

Yeah… don’t worry, a little bruised but nothing else. One of the straps broke and I was thrown off.

I have to study this maneuver better. I cannot seem to master it, and I do not know why. But I promise you I will do it. I do not want this to happen again. You could have been really hurt.

I’m fine, and I know you’ll get it. How about you?

My chest is very sore, I hit it several times, but luckily I do not think I broke anything. My wings, which would be the most problematic, did not suffer an impact.

I’m glad we’re both well.

The exercise did not go well. You both hit the water. We will go back to the airfield to rest. We will try again tomorrow. That is enough for today. You must master this maneuver, it is required, so concentrate and think about how to do it, Tein-Urdi-Jot sent them, along with an unpleasant feeling of failure.

Nahia saw Aroa and Logan in front of them. They seemed to be okay, which gladdened her soul. They would have to repeat the exercise tomorrow—she hoped it would go better, for the good of all four of them.


Chapter 34

That morning, Nahia on Eki and Logan on Aroa were waiting at the airfield for Tein-Urdi-Jot and Fradir to arrive. It was a cool, cloudy day, and it was threatening rain.

Nahia sighed. She was happy despite the weather. After an intense week executing low nosedives, at last both Aroa and Eki had managed to do them with decent precision, like true air acrobats. Nahia’s stomach always took a leap every time they attempted to do the exercise, especially after what had happened the first time which her mind was unable to forget. Luckily, she already controlled her nerves better. She had to give credit to Eki. The young silver dragon had been analyzing how to improve until it had discovered how to calculate precisely when to fly off, and now Eki never missed and always did it properly. Nahia did not know how the dragon had managed, but she suspected it had to do with something he had been studying. On the dragoness’s part, Aroa did not do it as well as Eki, and Nahia thought it was because the dragoness chose the moment by instinct instead of precise calculation. In any case, Nahia was delighted that they were both doing so well now, especially because she and Logan were no longer at risk of breaking their heads or backs in the exercise.

It looks as if they are a little late today, Eki sent to Nahia, which brought her out of her reverie.

Do you think there’s any trouble? Nahia asked generically, in case Eki had heard anything at the castle.

The silver dragon turned his head and looked at her out of the corner of his eye, which was the only way he could see her in the saddle. Nahia always wondered whether Eki could see her entirely since the dragon could not turn his head completely, but she guessed it could.

There is a lot of talk at the castle about war problems in different worlds. It is more than likely that there is trouble indeed.

In Drameia too?  Nahia seized the moment to get some information.

Yes, the conquest is not going well in Drameia. There are several kingdoms resisting against all odds.

Do you think they’ll send us there?

I doubt it. There is another priority. A world with bigger problems than Drameia and where young dragons and their riders are usually sent. But I do not know. We can only wait and see what orders we get.

Alright. Nahia did not want to ask further questions in case her interest appeared suspicious. It was something she always did and which so far had provided good results. Risking too much, even in simple conversations, might lead to her death, and she knew it.

I have been thinking, you know how I like to do this, that in order to facilitate our interactions you should shorten my name, Eki sent her.

Nahia was taken by surprise.

Shorten your name?

Yes. Yours is short, I like it. Nahia, it is pretty. Mine, as all dragons’ names, is long, especially for Humans who are not used to compound names. I thought we should shorten it. Any preferences?

It’s your name, I can’t…

How do you and Logan refer to me in private? I bet it is not by my full name.

Well… sometimes… but mostly we shorten your name.

And what is that?

We call you… Eki, Nahia admitted with the feeling that they were doing something bad.

Eki, I like it. It has a nice ring to it. It is short and my name. Easy to use. Success!

Oh, I’m glad you approve.

I do approve, let us hear you say it.

Of course, Eki. If you want it so, fabulous, I’ll call you Eki.

I want that, I like it. One question. If you call me Eki, do you call Aroa-Zuri-Indar only Aroa?

Well, yes… once again Nahia felt as if they were doing something wrong.

I think that is great. I will ask her what she thinks.

Nahia looked to her right, where Logan and Aroa were most likely also talking. She wondered what the white dragoness would think; she might not take it as well as Eki.

I think it is okay, it is understandable that you shorten our names. You may call us Eki and Aroa, that is not a problem, the dragoness’s mental message reached Nahia. As a rule the young, beautiful dragoness only communicated with Logan, as was natural since Logan was Aroa’s rider, but when the dragoness messaged openly it surprised Nahia. Aroa had a very pleasant mental voice. Eki’s was gentle, persuasive, and Aroa’s was pleasant, the voice of someone who cared.

Tell her, please, that I appreciate it. Well, we both do, because I know Logan will also be grateful, Nahia sent to Eki.

Eki nodded, and then the dragon looked at Nahia out of the corner of its eye.

As I said, the better we can communicate and collaborate, the better. Besides, I want to learn all I can about the two of you, and Humans in general. I have always been fascinated by the slave races and their cultures, especially Humans. You are filled with resources, very creative, and have a peculiar way of viewing the world. And I could go on and on about your culture, which is both rich and interesting.

I’ll try and help you learn about our race…Nahia sent, unable to believe that a dragon might be interested at all in the Human race and let alone their culture. It was becoming increasingly clear to Nahia that Eki was not a normal dragon. Quite the opposite—Eki was a unique, special dragon.

Wonderful, Nahia, Eki replied, and it sent the message with a feeling of joy.

A moment later, Tein-Urdi-Jot and Fradir arrived and landed beside them.

“Forgive the delay. We were held up at the castle with important matters,” Fradir explained.

The conquest campaigns in several worlds are turning out to be more complicated than anticipated. But there is nothing to worry about—in the end the dragons always win. So says the Path, and so it is done, Tein-Urdi-Jot said, full of confidence and pride.

Nahia wished she could set the Path on fire and all the dragons that followed it. Unfortunately this was, for now, impossible. Perhaps one day. She did not lose hope or the inner flame that lit up every time she thought about the atrocities committed by the dragons. She had noticed that her condition, her problem with fire seizures, had not manifested since her arrival in Jadrakos. She did not know whether it was because she was healing—which she doubted, since she did not think her illness had a cure—if it was an illness, or if something altogether different was happening. Perhaps it was because she was so busy learning to be a Dragon Rider that she did not have time to dwell on her personal problems. Or perhaps being with Logan helped her. Yes, indeed, being with the handsome dark-haired, blue-eyed boy soothed her and filled her with peace and joy. It had to be that. Logan was her medicine. Just thinking about it made her blush, and then she looked at him and blushed even more.

Today we will practice swift flight, at maximum velocity and through complicated places. We are going to practice maneuverability and the riders’ grip in the saddle. We will go through several complicated places. Young dragons, pay attention to the flight. Riders, make sure you are strapped in well and that your weight always follows the movement of your dragon lords, Tein-Urdi-Jot told them.

Nahia had already guessed it would be a complicated exercise, but she had no more time to think, because a moment later they were flying through the sky. To complicate things a little more, they found themselves in the midst of a rain storm with strong winds that had just arisen. Tein-Urdi-Jot started flying rapidly and soon reached his top speed. Aroa followed closely, but being somewhat smaller, she could not catch up with the blue dragon, and the longer they flew the more advantage he gained. Eki was flying after Aroa, and the same thing happened to the silver dragon in relation to the young dragoness.

Suddenly, Tein-Urdi-Jot began to drop toward the ground. It was not nosediving but flying down in a diagonal at maximum velocity. Nahia saw Logan lean forward in the saddle, and she did the same. They knew they had to do everything in their power to keep their dragons from losing speed because of the friction of the wind against their bodies. Therefore their posture in the saddle was very important. Nahia had thought it would not have much of an effect, but she had soon discovered that indeed it did. It not only slowed down the dragon, but it might also cause an injury to her if she was not careful. At those high speeds, she could break her back against the saddle if she held herself up against the wind. That was why she hunched over the saddle and clung to it with her whole body and her head low.

They were flying so fast that Nahia felt the rain slipping in through the visor’s opening in her helmet like water stings on her eyes and cheeks. She was grateful her lance and shield were strapped to the saddle while they flew instead of her wielding them. There was nothing worse than that when they were flying at such a velocity. It was something she and Logan had talked about. It worried them that although they were practicing without their shield and lance, once they were in battle they would have to wield them and things would get even more difficult.

Tein-Urdi-Jot entered a gully with a stream running through it. Aroa and Eki followed him. The gully was deep and narrow. The great blue dragon barely fit, Aroa had a little more space, and Eki a little more since its breadth was even less than Aroa’s. Tein-Urdi-Jot went down to skim the water without reducing the tremendous speed they were flying at.

Do not worry, I am good with small spaces, Eki sent her to put her at ease.

Nahia saw that they were skimming the water and she had two walls of rock, one on either side, passing by at great speed. She was not at ease at all. If Eki lost his  concentration and hit either wall at the speed they were going, they would kill themselves.

Don’t lose your concentration, Nahia sent, unable to hide her apprehension.

Tein-Urdi-Jot followed the winding gully. With every bend, Nahia thought Eki was not going to turn in time or would turn too far and hit the wall. Flying through there at that speed was crazy. Eki reached a stretch that was like a giant snake and they zigzagged endlessly for a good while. Nahia thought she would not live to tell the tale.

Then Tein-Urdi-Jot flew out of the gully and headed to a mountain range in the north.

Tein-Urdi-Jot is going straight toward the mountain, Nahia said with apprehension.

I know that mountain. They call it the mountain of the thousand eyes, Eki sent to her.

Thousand eyes? Why thousand eyes? Just the name made Nahia shiver.

I have never been there, I only know the name, but do not worry, we will overcome it.

Overcome?

They reached the great mountain, and Nahia understood why it had such a name. It was filled with holes that must be caves. Suddenly, Tein-Urdi-Jot entered one of the caves headlong without slowing down.

“Oh no!” Nahia cried, seeing that Eki and Aroa followed Tein-Urdi-Jot into the mountain.

They went in through a hole that barely allowed Tein-Urdi-Jot to pass through, and then darkness enveloped them and Nahia thought they would crash into a wall of rock. She was truly scared. A moment later, light appeared again and they were able to see where they were going. Nahia swallowed. This was too dangerous. They flew on along a tunnel of rock following the light that came in through several high points along the way. The mountain was full of holes everywhere, not only the main side they had come in through. That made the light go through many “windows” that lit up certain stretches of the corridors and tunnels between caverns.

Be very careful, Eki. This is insane!

I am trying, the silver dragon sent her, but Nahia detected some restlessness. Eki was worried too.

They came out of the tunnel on the other side and reached the sunlight on the other side of the mountain. Tein-Urdi-Jot turned to the right, faced the mountain from the back, and plunged into another one of the eyes.

Nahia wanted to shout that the blue dragon had lost its mind. Aroa and Eki followed their leader and went into a dim tunnel. They were going very fast, at a reckless speed for that environment. Suddenly, Tein-Urdi-Jot took a downward tunnel and Aroa and Eki followed, flying blindly for a while. Nahia was grasping the saddle for dear life and prepared herself for impact. But then they had light again and Aroa reacted in time. The dragoness’s right wing hit the rock, but Aroa managed to control it and not crash. Eki, being smaller and more maneuverable, managed to avoid the wall entirely.

We’re going to crash! she sent Eki.

This is how the best train, Eki replied, along with a feeling of doubt. The silver dragon did not seem to think it was one of the best.

They came out of the tunnel through the other end and Nahia snorted in relief.

Too dangerous, she sent to Eki as he was turning, following the other two dragons.

I will not deny that. The most dangerous maneuver I have ever done.

We are going to do two more passes. Pay attention, since we will not repeat tunnels. This exercise is good for sharpening your reflexes, Tein-Urdi-Jot sent them, along with a feeling of risk.

Nahia thought that this exercise was very good at getting you killed and that the risk was excessive. Tein-Urdi-Jot did not waste any more time and went headlong into another one of the mountain’s “eyes”. Aroa and Eki followed him. Nahia almost wanted to shut her eyes to not see what happened and instead let fate decide. But she did not; Eki might need her help, and she had to be ready to assist her silver dragon.

The exercise was hair-rising, and when they finished for the day, Nahia received the news that they would be practicing there for days until they could go into any of the eyes of the mountain without any trouble. Nahia had nightmares practically every night. In them they always crashed into one of the walls at lightning speed and she and Eki ended up badly wounded at the bottom of a dark cavern. It was like a fateful premonition.


Chapter 35

A few days later, Nahia and Logan were heading to the airfield, chatting in the first hour of a rainy day. It was funny how the rain did not penetrate their armor, they were so well made. With their helmets on, they did not even get wet. Then in the air it was different, since flying against the rain made it seep through their visors and hit their cheeks.

“It appears that Eki has talked to Aroa, and now she lets me call her that.”

Nahia nodded. “It was Eki’s idea, he asked me. I was very surprised.”

“Yeah, me too. These two dragons aren’t like the rest of them,” Logan said. “I see Aroa as protective, pleasant, and not threatening at all, almost the very opposite, as if she didn’t want anything bad to happen to me. That’s very strange for a dragon. I’m baffled, pleasantly, I must add. I was not expecting that, and I don’t believe she’s faking it. I feel her honesty, and when I say I feel her intentions, I mean just that. I think it comes through the spiritual bond we’ve formed.”

“Yeah, I also feel there’s no malice in Eki. And yes, it’s a feeling. I think you’re right, it must come through the spiritual bond we have with them.” Nahia thought about it; it was true that sometimes she got a feeling that was not accompanying any mental message, simply a feeling.

“We have to learn how the bonds work. We’d better be very alert. In any case, I believe that both Aroa and Eki aren’t like the other dragons, which is very significant, since it tells us not all dragons are the same.”

“Do you think it’s because they’re very young? That they might become cruel later on in life?” Nahia was thoughtful. It was possible. Humans were not evil as children, at least most of them.

“It could be that, or maybe because they’re swift, since they’re like a sub-species of dragons. They’re different. Perhaps this makes them more open,” Logan reasoned. His tone was filled with doubt though. “I really have no idea. We don’t know much about the swift dragons either… where are they from? How were they raised? Do they follow the Path blindly like the rest?”

Nahia shrugged.

“I don’t have answers to those questions either. What I am sure of is that we’ve gotten very lucky with them. Very lucky.”

Logan shook his head.

“It’s not luck.”

“It isn’t?” Nahia looked at him blankly.

“It isn’t. Remember? You chose them, based on your visions. It’s not luck. It’s the destiny you chose.”

“Oh… that’s right… looking at it that way, you must be right.”

“Imagine you had chosen the red or blue dragon. I can promise you that we wouldn’t be having this conversation. We wouldn’t be calling them by their shortened names either.”

Nahia nodded, realizing what Logan was telling her.

“Very true… I think we’re much better off with Aroa and Eki.”

“Without a doubt,” Logan said.

That morning, Fradir told them that flight training was about to become even more interesting, which made Nahia and Logan very nervous. Not only them, but their swift lord dragons too. Eki and Aroa did not appear very calm and were wagging their long tails from side to side.

“The time has come to begin practicing maneuvers of attack and evasion. They’re necessary in air combat,” Fradir told them, and his tone was very serious, so they gave him their full attention.

These maneuvers are the culmination of all the others you have been practicing so far. When you fight in the air, you must know how to attack and how to evade enemy attacks, Tein-Urdi-Jot sent them.

“For this test, riders, you’ll have to fly with your shield and lance in hand, as if you were really fighting,” Fradir explained.

This worried Nahia. As a rule they were allowed to fly without shield and lance, since these hampered the riders’ movements a great deal and only provided added friction to the flight, thus slowing down the dragons. It was not much, but in battle, from what Fradir had told them, every fraction of lost time might be fatal.

As if he had read their minds, the Lieutenant lectured them.

“The shield and lance will make you lose speed if you don’t carry them perfectly at all times. As I always tell you, in air combat every fraction of time is vital. The enemy is very fast, and a mere second might be fatal. The difference between being caught by the enemy or not is the blink of an eye. Remember that and always keep it in mind.”

Nahia had already asked whether it was necessary to carry their shield and lance when riding a dragon and had received a strong affirmative from the Lieutenant. It was absolutely necessary. Nahia did not understand the reason; on land she realized it was necessary in case they were attacked and surrounded, but in the air she did not see the purpose. Eki had magic and so did she to defend themselves if they were attacked while airborne. The lance, although long, seemed quite useless in the middle of the immense sky. And the same went for the shield. If she could cover her body with scales, why did she need the shield as a defense? She did not think it made much sense, but since Fradir made them carry them there was no arguing.

Follow me to the sky, where we fight, win, and rule with glory and honor, Tein-Urdi-Jot sent them, along with a feeling of ownership and delight.

Nahia knew that dragons believed the sky was theirs. The whole sky, of all the worlds, which was not only farfetched but also wild. No matter how powerful the dragons were, the sky was too immense for them to rule over it.

The initial flight was quiet, as usual. But Nahia knew it would soon get complicated. She was carrying her shield and lance at the ready, which prevented her from holding on as well as she would if her hands were free. That was going to be a problem if Eki flew very fast or made any sudden maneuvers or twists like Lieutenant Fradir.

Eki, please warn me if you’re going to make any sudden or abrupt turns, she sent to him.

Do not worry, I will warn you.

With the lance and shield I have less of a grip.

I understand. I will try not to be too brusque, but I am not aware of what Tein-Urdi-Jot has in mind for us.

Nothing good for sure.

We have to learn in order to survive. Real combat will be ruthless.

I can imagine. Have you ever fought an aerial battle?

No. Young dragons like me are not old enough for combat. They teach us to fight and use our magic from birth, since we are dragons, but we are not sent to battle until we are a few years older. We, swift dragons are an exception, and since there are so few of us, they send us to this place when we are young to learn how to fly with a rider and fight in the air.

Oh, I see, since there are so few of you, you’re chosen to fight at a much younger age.

Yes, slightly younger than the other dragons.

Knowing this gave rise to all kinds of questions in Nahia’s mind. There was so much she did not know about the silver dragon that she wanted to riddle him with a thousand questions. She decided to ask one.

Did you volunteer to be a dragon with a rider?

Yes… my whole family is swift, it is a tradition. They all bonded sooner or later to riders, and they all started to present themselves very young. I did not have much choice…

Oh I see… you’d rather not have been chosen and bonded?

Eki did not reply, and Nahia thought she might have stepped over the line of what she might ask her dragon lord.

I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have asked about personal things, forgive me, Nahia apologized at once.

No, no, it is not that. There is no need to apologize. It is only that I have not thought much about it. It is my duty, a family tradition, so when the time came I presented myself. I did not have another option.

I understand, you did what your family expected you to, Nahia said, looking up and noticing they were flying under some pure white clouds of singular beauty. They transmitted a certain peace and quiet.

That is right. But to be honest, I did not think any rider would choose me. I knew that swifter, larger, stronger, more powerful dragons would be there. I was sure I would be able to return to my studies until next year when there would be new riders available. It did not even occur to me that I might have to fight. I have always pictured myself the kind to study, not fight.

Oh wow… If I had known you did not wish to bond, I wouldn’t have chosen you. Nahia felt awful for having done it. She had chosen Eki, and it was because of her that the dragon was here and had to learn to fight instead of pursuing his studies.

It is not your fault. You did what you thought was best for you. I have no idea why you thought I was the best choice, but you were within your right and you exercised it. There is nothing to regret. Besides, I could have refused and rejected you. Although only weak riders are rejected, I still could have. The other dragons would have shamed me, even called me coward, but it was in my power to turn you down. I did not and now we are here, the two of us. Do not blame yourself, I do not.            

Nahia wanted to tell Eki that her choice had to do with destiny, that it had nothing to do with chance. But she felt so bad for having chosen Eki, now that she knew the dragon did not want to fight but return to his studies, that she did not have the heart to do so.

Attention! The maneuvers of attack and evasion commence!

Nahia strained her neck to see what Tein-Urdi-Jot was planning, but she did not see anything strange. What would they have to do to evade? All of a sudden, from one of the higher clouds to their left, a red dragon with its rider appeared. The dragon lunged at them, flying straight down like it wanted to run them over.

Eki, look out! she said, pointing with her lance.

I see it! Eki cried right before the red dragon came onto them.

From among the clouds another dragon appeared: a brown one. It lunged to attack Aroa and Logan. Nahia saw Logan pointing his lance. The next thing she saw was the front left claw of the red dragon heading straight at her. Acting on instinct, Nahia protected herself behind the shield while Eki swerved right to try and dodge the attack. Nahia felt a hard blow and nearly lost her shield. The claw hit it, but it was more of a brush than a strong blow. Thanks to Eki’s swift move, they avoided it and the attack did not reach them with the intended strength. The red dragon rose and vanished again into the clouds it had come out of.

That dragon almost blew my shield away.

I had not time to dodge completely. It came down very fast and took me by surprise.

The brown dragon gave an even bigger blow to Logan, whose arm flew up, shield and all. He nearly lost it. Aroa had not been able to avoid the attack entirely. The brown dragon vanished into the clouds like the red one had done. They continued flying north under the white formations, following Tein-Urdi-Jot, who sent them, As you have seen, the enemy can come out of anywhere and attack. You must learn evasion and escape maneuvers. If you are attacked diagonally from an elevated position, which is usually the best way to attack, you must maneuver to the opposite side, going down fast while turning so they do not hit you. Always in the opposite direction to the attack. In order to do that you must be very fast, or else you will not succeed. When the hawk hunts, if the prey tries to escape in the same direction as the attack the hawk always catches it, because it has the advantage and is faster. The same principle applies here—in order to avoid the hawk you must fly away from its course, never try to be faster. Do you understand, swift dragons and riders?

We understand, sir, Eki replied.

Evade in the opposite direction and make turns. Understood, Aroa said.

Before they had time to assimilate this, two new dragons appeared out of the clouds, this time attacking on the opposite diagonal. One was white and came onto Eki, and a black one went for Aroa. Nahia realized that Tein-Urdi-Jot was telling them when to attack and had not given them time to get ready.

The white dragon was coming down from the right straight toward them. It was a larger dragon than Eki and its rider was wearing blue. Nahia saw they were coming from the side where she had her lance and she could not protect herself with her shield. The claws of the white dragon were coming at her at great speed. Nahia lifted her lance, but when she saw how big the dragon was and the speed it was flying at, she realized her lance was pretty useless.

Evade to the right! she told Eki, seeing the claws coming at her like a giant raptor trying to catch her.

Eki maneuvered like lightning and turned its whole body to the right while simultaneously losing altitude. Nahia felt the movement and leaned right in the saddle. The white dragon’s claws skimmed her helmet but did not manage to hit her. Eki swerved fast to the right, spinning on himself and performing a Whirlwind Movement. The white dragon missed its mark. Turning, it tried to chase after Eki, but when it saw how Eki had gotten away in a whirlwind it let out a roar of rage. The white dragon had to give up and rose again into the clouds to hide in them.

Aroa and Logan were not so lucky. The black dragon descended upon them like death itself coming out of the clouds. Aroa executed the evasion maneuver to the correct side, as Tein-Urdi-Jot had told them, but was not fast enough. The black dragon hit Logan with its claws. Luckily, the black dragon did so with them closed. Logan’s lance snapped and flew through the air. He received a hard blow to the chest, but his straps held and he did not fall off the saddle. Aroa received another blow in the head, one the dragoness felt and made her spin twice in the air out of control before rising again and keeping a level flight. The black dragon roared triumphantly and withdrew to hide among the clouds.  

Eki and Nahia returned with Tein-Urdi-Jot, and it was then that they noticed Aroa and Logan had been hit.

Are they all right? Nahia asked Eki, very worried.

There was a moment of silence where Nahia feared they might be hurt.

Aroa tells me they are bruised and stunned but fine. They received a couple of hard blows, but nothing serious.

Nahia huffed in relief.

Thank goodness… what a scare.

Tein-Urdi-Jot hovered in the air beside them.

Eki-Ilargi-Ausar and rider, congratulations for the evasion maneuver. Aroa-Zuri-Indar and rider, you did not execute the movement correctly. You must react earlier and execute the maneuver a lot faster and more controlled.

Thank you, sir, Eki replied.

We will improve, sir, Aroa promised.

We are going to continue this practice. You will fly north, turn around, and come back, passing again under the arch of clouds. As you can guess, you will be attacked without warning. You must master the evasion maneuvers perfectly. I will explain what to do and how to improve, since the attacks will come from head and tail. These are more difficult to avoid than lateral attacks.

As they received Tein-Urdi-Jot’s explanations, Nahia knew they were going to be attacked from every direction and that they would have tons of difficulties. She was not wrong, and the great blue dragon’s warning was more than premonitory. They were attacked from different angles, and the hardest to dodge by far were the attacks from the head and tail. Eki was quite fast and his evasion maneuvers were very good. The silver dragon executed them well, but even so, when they were attacked from the tail Eki was not swift enough, since he had to do a nosedive first and the attacking dragon had hit them in the back half, making Eki summersault through the air. Nahia thought they were going to get killed. They dropped down very fast while Eki tried to slow their fall and control his flight. The silver dragon succeeded, but they were very close to crashing.

When it came to attacks from the head things did not go any better, since they had to pass under the attacker. It looked simple, but the problem was that the attacking dragon was larger and coming at a tremendous speed which Eki was unable to emulate. The attacking dragon hit them with its closed claws on the head, both dragon and rider. Nahia felt as if her head had been torn off, and she was dizzy for the remainder of the exercise.

Aroa and Logan did not have better luck and suffered strong blows during the head and tail attacks. There was not a mishap, by sheer luck.

That is enough for today. Go, rest and recover from the blows you have received. We will practice all week until you can execute the evasion maneuvers with your eyes closed, Tein-Urdi-Jot sent them, along with the feeling of severe disappointment for how badly they had done.

When they landed in the airfield, Nahia was overwhelmed and sore.

We nearly died… she sent to Eki.

It was my fault, I was not swift enough, Eki apologized, and Nahia felt it was a heartfelt feeling.

It’s not your fault. We should’ve been warned… or the attacks could have been more restrained…

That is how the best are trained, Eki sent her.

My head hurts terribly. How are you?

Likewise. My head, neck, and back legs are sore. And I cannot get rid of a certain numbness in my mind.

Nahia looked at Logan and Aroa, who also seemed to be talking.

How are they? Will you please ask Aroa? Nahia did not want to ask out loud because Tein-Urdi-Jot and Fradir were arriving now after seeing off the attacking dragons and their riders

Aroa tells me they are more or less like us. She also feels terrible for not protecting Logan better.

Has anything happened to him? Nahia felt a sting of panic.

Blow to the head. And he almost broke his arm.

Almost means it’s not.

Aroa thinks it is not broken but is not sure, he will have to go to the infirmary.

All right, we’ll go. Nahia hoped Logan only had bruises.

Nahia and Logan headed to the infirmary at the fortress to be checked for injuries while Aroa and Eki went to the castle to have their own checked. That night, Nahia was unable to sleep. Her headache was not receding, even after going to the infirmary. She dreamed about surprise attacks that ended with her and Eki crashing at lightning speed against the ground and dying. She was unable to rest at all.


Chapter 36

The exercises with evasion maneuvers became more and more complex with the passing of days. The attacks were increasingly surprising and more difficult to avoid. Eki and Aroa strove to execute the maneuvers, nearly anticipating the attacks, and gradually they improved until the last rounds, where they defended themselves fairly well. The attacks took place in narrow mountain passes and flying quite low, which made the evasion and escape very difficult.

Luckily, everything changed for the better when the turn came to execute attacks. This was much more to Nahia’s liking. They hid in the clouds and attacked Tein-Urdi-Jot and Fradir, which increased the difficulty, but at least it was more fun than being attacked. A lot more. 

Get ready, Nahia, here they come, Eki sent to Nahia while they remained hidden in a cloud.

You see them? I can’t make them out in the middle of so many clouds.

Yes, to the east. Tein-Urdi-Jot is coming, although not very fast.       

Nahia looked through the clouds in that direction and glimpsed them.

Now I see them.

Get ready, we will attack as soon as they are a little closer.

I’m ready. Nahia grasped her shield and lance tightly.

Tein-Urdi-Jot approached their position, flying a little below the clouds they were hiding in.

We attack! Eki sent her, very excited, and launched their attack, seeking to surprise Tein-Urdi-Jot and Fradir.

They came down upon them from behind at great speed. Nahia could feel the excitement running through her veins. They were going to surprise the great blue dragon and its rider. She readied her lance and shield for impact. It would be Eki who would hit with its claws, but she had to be alert in case she saw a chance to attack during the dragon’s defensive maneuver.

When Eki was close to impact, Tein-Urdi-Jot maneuvered skillfully, dropping down and spinning on itself in a sublime maneuver perfectly executed. Neither Eki nor Nahia had any chance of reaching the great blue dragon. It was too good. They went by and had to straighten their flight after the failure.

The blue dragon got away, Eki rued, accompanying the message with a feeling of failure.

If anyone knows how to avoid aerial attacks, that’s Tein-Urdi-Jot. Don’t feel bad about it.

That is true, but I felt clumsy…

I don’t think that’s the case. Tein-Urdi-Jot is very skilled, and it knows all the tricks and maneuvers.

True. I would like to have his knowledge.

You will, one day.

Now it was Aroa’s and Logan’s turn. They did the same exercise, coming down out of the clouds and trying to surprise Tein-Urdi-Jot and Fradir. The result was the same—they failed. No one who could catch them in an attack.

The exercises went on for days, and the locations were varied. They attacked from the clouds or hidden behind the mountain peaks, in passes, gullies, even coming out of caves and others. Every time they did better and got closer to catching Tein-Urdi-Jot, but they never reached him.

Then they changed the way of practicing. Eki and Nahia played the role of attackers and Aroa and Logan of defenders. Here they did better and were able to reach their partners on several occasions. Then they switched roles and Aroa and Logan were also successful, reaching Eki and Nahia several times Nahia enjoyed those exercises—she felt like an aerial hunter when she attacked and skilled prey when she defended. Logan also enjoyed it. They went to their supper tired but happy because they had enjoyed the practice. Feeling happy was something unusual in Jadrakos, and they were both grateful for it.

After hundreds of attacks and defenses in all kinds of locations, Tein-Urdi-Jot and Fradir finally gave their approval on the advances achieved by Aroa and Logan and Nahia and Eki. So they told them on that morning, and it made all four feel very pleased with themselves.

You have reached a satisfactory level of dexterity. I approve of your skills in attack and defense. Now we will start practicing the most important maneuver a rider must know. This maneuver is fundamental for the survival of both rider and dragon. Because of this, every rider must know it and master it to perfection, they received Tein-Urdi-Jot’s message, along with a feeling of importance.

Nahia was puzzled by this message. The great blue dragon had just admitted that dragons died. He had said the maneuver was fundamental for the survival of the dragons; this was something Nahia never thought a dragon would admit, and yet, Tein-Urdi-Jot had just done so. Had it been a slip of the mind, or was it because the great blue dragon did not care whether the riders knew dragons could die? If this was the case, it was very strange. That riders could die was a fact, and that did not surprise Nahia in the least. She understood that what they were going to learn might be good in her fight against the dragons and to reach freedom. She paid close attention.

“Today you’ll learn how to defend your dragon lord. Needless to say, you must protect them with your life at all times,” Fradir told them.

“Yes, sir,” Logan hastened to say.

Nahia said nothing but nodded. She needed to pretend, she did not want any trouble. Saving the life of a dragon had never entered her plans. Not that she had anything against Eki, who had behaved very well toward her so far, but defending a dragon was not a part of her plans. And anyway, how were they going to protect a dragon? It did not make any sense. The dragons were so powerful that there was not a being capable of harming them, as far as they knew. But doubt came to her mind. Was this actually true?

“What must we do to protect our lords?” she asked, thinking again and with the intention of seeing what information she could get and whether it might be useful for her plans of freedom.

Fradir gave them both a hard look.

“What I’m now going to reveal you can’t divulge. Only other riders know what I’m going to tell you. If you reveal it, the punishment is death.”

Nahia was by now deeply interested. What was this information they could not reveal under penalty of death? It had to be something important.

“The main purpose of a rider and the reason why this corps was created isn’t to attack, since a dragon is more than up to this task. It’s to defend the life of the dragon.”

This was getting more intriguing. Nahia tried to hide how eager she was to know more.

“The lord dragons are formidable. Why do they need our protection?” Logan asked blankly.

That was just what Nahia was wondering.

“Our lord dragons are formidable, indeed, but there are certain enemies that can attack a specific spot in their anatomy.”

Nahia and Logan just stared. They did their best to hide their interest. Nahia nearly jumped forward from how hard she was trying to control herself.

Fradir looked at his lord dragon and Tein-Urdi-Jot nodded, granting permission for his rider to carry on with the explanation.

“Our lord dragons can’t defend a specific spot of their bodies which is vital to them.”

Nahia wondered whether it might be the heart. She did not know where the heart of a dragon was, but she guessed it would be to the left in its chest. Would it be that?

“This weak spot is right under your saddle. That’s where the central nervous system of a dragon is located. If it’s destroyed, the dragon is rendered completely incapacitated. 
Its muscles can’t move because the orders from the mind don’t reach the limbs. It’s as if your back was broken, only worse, since they lose movement of every muscle in their body. Only their mind works, but the body doesn’t respond to orders.”

Nahia and Logan gave each other astonished looks of disbelief. This was awesome news—now they knew that dragons had a weak spot, a critical one they could use to defeat them. It was a very important piece of news. Nahia wanted to jump with joy and cry out to the heavens what they had just found out, for all the races and creatures of all the worlds to know.

“But a dragon can’t be wounded by steel or magic. How can they be hit in that nervous center, sir?” Logan asked, trying to keep his voice from disclosing how eager he was to find out. Nahia was grateful that it was him who asked, because he could hide his eagerness better than her. They would certainly see through her.

Fradir narrowed his eyes at them.

“I need your word of honor that you will never reveal this information to anyone, for the sake of your life and that of your lord dragon.” 

Eki and Aroa were looking at their riders with great attention. Expectant, curious about the reply they would give.    

“On my honor and on my lord dragon’s life,” Nahia swore, knowing she was doing it falsely, because she did intend to reveal it. It might cost her her life for breaking the oath, but she did not care. If it was as important as it sounded, this information had to be known and explored.

“On my honor and on the life of my lady dragoness,” Logan swore.

Fradir nodded.

“The defenses of dragons can be breached by the talons and beaks of their worst enemy: the Gryphons. It is mainly to fight against them that you are being trained here.”

“We didn’t know they could do such a thing,” Logan said blankly. 

“They have golden talons and beaks that pass through a dragon’s magical defenses and scales,” Fradir told them.

“Their beaks and talons are harder than dragon scales?” Nahia was shocked.

Fradir nodded with chagrin.

“They are, and they seek to attack the nervous center of dragons to incapacitate them and therefore defeat them. In fact, it’s their specialty, hence the need to protect it.”

“They attack that weak spot…” Nahia commented, thoughtfully, more to herself than for the others.

“Yes, they know it, and that’s why the riders were created. The saddle and the rider protect the central nervous system of the dragon. They prevent the Gryphons from reaching it.”

Nahia finally understood. That was why the dragons allowed riders. It was to cover their backs, literally. The weak spot they could not protect by themselves. Now it all made sense. The dragons were not going to let anyone ride them unless there was a good reason for it. More so knowing the hatred they felt for the slave races.

“The Gryphons have developed specific attack maneuvers to catch dragons unawares by dropping on their backs out of the blue. They are trained, and they’re very good.”

“Surprise attacks, sir?” Logan asked.

“That’s right. Not only that, Gryphons are just as fast as dragons, and some types of Gryphons are even faster.”

“They are?” Nahia was shocked by this fact, seeing how fast the great dragons could be.

“Yes, in general much faster and with greater maneuverability in the air. They are more bird and the dragons are more reptile. In flight, the Gryphons are far superior.”

“I see, sir…” said Nahia, seeing more sense in it.

“Because of this, the swift dragons were born.”

Nahia and Logan stared at Eki and Aroa.

“They are as fast as Gryphons and almost as maneuverable in the air. They are a special race of dragons created to fight against them. To protect their back, the Riders were created,” the lieutenant explained carefully.

Now everything made sense. Many of the questions Nahia and Logan had been wondering about were answered in that moment.

“All of this only for the Gryphons? Are they so dangerous, sir?” Logan asked.

“They are. They’ve caused many casualties among the dragons. They are so fast and their attacks so fierce that one simple mistake or an ambush in the clouds ends with a dead or crippled dragon.”

“Wow. I find it almost incredible with dragons being so strong and powerful, sir,” Nahia commented, stealing a glance at Tein-Urdi-Jot who remained aside, as if it were ashamed of the situation.

“So are the Gryphons. They don’t have as powerful magic as the dragons, but they have their own magic, and it’s similar.”

“Are there any other creatures as dangerous as Gryphons we must consider, sir?”

Fradir looked at his lord dragon. Tein-Urdi-Jot intervened.

There are. The Golden, mortal enemies of the dragons. More dangerous even than the Gryphons, since their magic is more powerful. But we have not found a trace of them on any of the worlds we inhabit in a very, very long time.

The Golden? Who were they? Nahia thought at once that they might be a possible ally against the dragons, if there were still any alive.

The Golden are Humanoid beings whose skin is golden, just like their magic. They have not been a problem for several thousand years, so we do not expect them to be so now. We believe, although it has not been confirmed, that they were exterminated after thousands of years of fighting. Do not concern yourselves with them. The ones we have to defeat and conquer are the Gryphons. Once we do that the glory will be ours, the swift dragons, since only we can defeat them, the great blue dragon sent them, along with a feeling of tremendous rage which Nahia and Logan felt as if it burned their minds. It made it crystal clear that dragons hated Gryphons to the death.

Nahia had become excited at the mention of Golden Magic. She cursed under her breath for the fact that those who dominated it had vanished. The Golden would have been critical allies since they had Golden Magic, just what they were looking for.

“Let me remind you that this information must not be divulged.  It’s a rider’s secret. You will take it with you to your grave,” Fradir said in a stern tone.

“Yes, sir,” Nahia and Logan said, pretending. They both knew that this information was extremely valuable for the cause. They already knew that the dragons were vulnerable to Golden Magic. But now they also knew where they might attack them to finish them off. They knew the exact spot, their weakness. The more Nahia thought about all that information, the more convinced she was that it had to be known, whatever the cost. Even if they lost their lives for it, this was critical information and it was almost a duty to make it known. Not almost—it was their duty to divulge it.

Do not even think about mentioning it to anyone. I will tear you to shreds with my own claws and eat your hearts if you do. That I promise you. You have my word as a dragon and by the Path that I will fulfill it, Tein-Urdi-Jot sent them, along with a feeling of promise and revenge.

Nahia felt a shiver run down her spine. She did not flinch. She looked at Logan out of the corner of her eye and saw he was more serious than usual. The dragon’s death threat had sunk deep into both of them. Even so, they would not cower. They would be careful, but this had to be known, and it would be.

“Very well, let’s start the exercises of rider defense. The goal is to defend the dragon’s back and protect the vital spot of the nervous system under your saddles.”

Everyone, to the sky. Defense is learned with practice, Tein-Urdi-Jot ordered.

A moment later, they were flying above the clouds.

Keep a steady, calm flight to the north. I will be the attacker. Riders, what you must d is stop me from reaching the saddle with my claws or mouth, which is how a Gryphon would attack. In case you did not know, they can be as big as me but also a lot smaller depending on the subspecies. Prepare for the attack.

They had no time to think, because Tein-Urdi-Jot attacked at once. It went for Logan from the left side and Logan blocked the attack with his shield. He received a hard blow from the closed claws of Tein-Urdi-Jot, but he held up. Next the great blue dragon attacked Nahia from the right side. Nahia knew it was going to hit her hard, so she protected herself with the shield, swapping it to the right side and lifting her lance toward the claws already coming straight at her. She received a terrible impact on her shield and part of the helmet that stunned her.

Tein-Urdi-Jot then flew to Logan and attacked from the front, rising first and then dropping onto him. Logan covered himself with shield and lance, but the blow was so forceful that he bent backward in the saddle and was also left stunned.

Nahia half-recovered and received the same descending frontal attack. From the terrible impact of the closed claws, she was left bent backward to one side and as dizzy as if she had been practicing the Whirlwind Movement all morning.

Tein-Urdi-Jot did not attack them for a while and let them recover.

Are you alright? Eki asked, concerned.

I’m a little dizzy and there’s a concerning pain in my arms from the blows against my shield and lance, but I’ll hold up… Nahia replied, trying to get rid of the dizziness.

And now that you know how difficult it is to defend the saddle when attacked directly, we will go on to the most difficult of defenses: the defense of the rider’s back. I will attack from behind and you will have to defend from the attack. For that, you must turn in your saddle. It is what is known as the rider’s defense maneuver. It is dangerous and must be executed with precision, or the rider dies.

Nahia did not like the sound of that at all. She looked behind and wondered how she might defend her back. It was not possible, the same way Eki could not defend his own back, and that was why she was sitting there.

To defend your back what you have to do, riders, is turn around in the saddle completely and in a quick, measured movement. Fradir will do a demonstration.

Tein-Urdi-Jot hovered in the air between Eki and Aroa, who were still flying gently to the north. Fradir lifted his hand to indicate he was beginning the maneuver and also indicating that they should leave their lance and shield in their grips. Suddenly, he released both straps to the saddle, then lifted his right leg and passed it over the saddle so he was sitting sideways, both legs hanging on the left side. Then he lifted his left leg and passed it over the back of the saddle so he was sitting facing the tail of the great blue dragon. Then he strapped himself in, and a moment later he grasped lance and shield.

Just seeing it, Nahia thought that was extremely risky, since he had unstrapped himself and turned around in the saddle in midair. An abrupt movement of the dragon, a slip, a gust of wind, would send the rider to their death.

Now that you have seen how it is done, it is your turn to try. Go ahead. Prudently. Swift dragons, keep a steady flight so the riders do not fall off.

Nahia swallowed. Luckily there was no wind and it was not raining either, but even so it seemed very, very dangerous.

Don’t worry, I will fly very gently and keep a level flight, Eki sent her, along with a feeling of assurance

Nahia snorted. She was grateful that Eki tried to cheer her, but she had no assurance up here, flying thousands of feet in the air. She focused on what she had to do and unstrapped herself. That action alone made her very nervous. She measured the next step and, gathering courage, passed her right leg over the saddle. In order to do so, she realized she had to put her hands on the saddle and lean on it to help the maneuver. This increased the danger. She managed to pass her leg and found herself sitting sideways on the left side. The feeling was very strange, and she felt herself slipping down that side. She gripped the saddle again to prevent it.

She took a deep breath to try and relax to do the last turn. Very carefully and leaning her hands firmly on the saddle, she lifted her left leg and passed it over the back of the saddle until she was sitting facing backward. When she did it, she felt a great relief. For a moment she forgot that she had to strap herself again, but a slight movement from Eki reminded her. She sought the straps and fastened herself to the saddle the opposite of how she usually did. Then she grasped her lance and shield—she had done it. At once she looked at Logan, who had already finished the movement and was looking backward on Aroa. She felt such a relief that she blew the air out of her lungs hard.

Very well. Now that you know how to do the movement, you must defend the position, Tein-Urdi-Jot sent them.

Nahia knew what was coming, and she was not mistaken. The great blue dragon attacked them from the tail, first Logan and then her. They defended themselves with their shield and lance. They did it as best as they could, but they received tremendous blows.

Not bad for the first day. We will leave it for today. We are going down, Tein-Urdi-Jot sent them.

They flew down and landed. They did not dismount; each rider stayed on their swift lord dragon. Nahia and Logan could not get off without an express order, so they waited. Nahia was dizzy and sore from the experience, and she was sure Logan was too. It had been an intense and tough practice.

Go and rest, and tomorrow we will repeat these exercises in order to improve. You must be able to turn around in an instant. This is what the enemy will give you, not a second more, Tein-Urdi-Jot sent them, along with a feeling of great danger.

Nahia huffed and gave thanks for not having dropped off the saddle.

I will take you back, Eki offered.

Oh, thank you, Nahia sent back. Until then they had always gone their separate ways after training, Aroa and Eki to the castle and Nahia and Logan to the fortress. She was pleased by the gesture; it showed they were bonding a little more. Their relationship was growing, which Nahia really appreciated.

Eki took off with her on his back and headed to the square with the statue. Nahia looked back and saw Aroa following them with Logan on her back. Yes, definitely—the relationships between them and their dragon lords were improving day by day.


Chapter 37

The search and capture of the Snow Panthers became an endless game of cat and mouse through the cold, snow-covered land of Norghana.  Once they had warned Viggo of what was going on, the chase and capture became a very complicated task, if not impossible. Lasgol and Camu and their friends were warned, and although they went on acting where they should and wanted to, they took great care to not stay longer than absolutely necessary in one same place.

The Red Squadron always came close, since they had the information Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt received, but when they arrived at the place where they were supposed to find them, they were already gone. It had happened in Icelbag, where they arrived too late to catch them. Then they went to Denmik, which was another of the areas where they had been operating, and the story was repeated. By the time they got there the Rangers had already slipped away, but not without assaulting two supply convoys first.

One thing that surprised the squadron was that their leader did not seem to despair or get furious from the lack of results. It was more like a bloodhound that had sniffed the trail and was following it to the very end. Nor did it have reasons to berate them, because they never arrived in time to intervene. It was not that the Snow Panthers were getting away from them, it was that the Red Squadron did not locate them in time. They only found the trail of assaults the Snow Panthers perpetrated against dragons and Kraido soldiers.

After traveling through the southern region of the kingdom without capturing them, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt received information from the white dragon that the Snow Panthers were in the east, so it headed in that direction without hesitation. The squadron used the long days of marching to strengthen their friendships. Since their leader traveled by air, they marched in a big compact group. Always, when the great red dragon was far away enough, they all talked and strengthened their bonds. If this endless mission and so much walking through Norghana was good for something, it was to bring the three squads closer together. In Drakoros they had not had the chance, but during these long walks along the Norghanian roads they had many.

On this morning the sky was gray. It was raining, and it was colder than usual.  The Red Squadron arrived at the city of Bilboson in the east, which was under the control of the Red Dragon King. The city was big, crossed by a river, and although it had been brutally punished by the war, it still maintained a certain air of the splendor it once had. There were sections of the city which had been destroyed, but they were trying to save a couple of large trade neighborhoods that had survived. They saw Norghanians working to save what they could of the city under the alert gaze of the soldiers of the Red Dragon King’s army.

The squadron had been provided with some accommodation, better than they would have dreamed. They were waiting for their leader at a small palace that had been put at their disposal. Each squad had taken a wing of the building, with the Igneous in the middle. The place was fairly well preserved, and there were only a few areas where the fire had destroyed furniture and tapestries.

“The first weeks of this meaningless hunt were not bad, even fun, but now after months running around Norghana from west to east and south to north, it’s become a real pain in the neck,” Lily complained, warming herself by the fireplace.

“We’ve only traveled the south of Norghana, but yes, from west to east,” Ivo said smiling.

“What you don’t like isn’t the chase, but the terrain and cold weather of this northern region of Tremia,” Daphne told her as she looked out the window at the palace garden all covered in snow.

“Well, at least today we’re in a cozy place, let’s enjoy what we can,” Ivo said, dropping onto a couch for three and stretching out to his full length.

“Running through the kingdom in this cold weather makes us stronger,” Aiden told them as he sat in an armchair sharpening his sword.

“I can’t understand why they don’t stop chasing after them. It’s meaningless stubbornness, we’re never going to catch them,” said Lily.

“The dragons think it’s important, and they don’t seem to care how long it takes them,” Taika ventured as he calmly paced through the great hall with his hands behind his back and a thoughtful mien.

“It is important, and they will catch them,” Aiden said.

“I doubt it very much, they’re too good. They’re never going to catch them,” said Daphne.

“In the end it’s always the cat that catches the mouse,” Aiden said confidently.

“And you’re a granite-head friend of the heartless cats,” Lily reproached him.

“Here comes our leader,” Daphne warned, “and it’s not alone.”

Three dragons flew down to land in the garden: Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt, the white dragon—which it met with every now and then to get new information and begin another chase—and the black dragon. The two dragons appeared to be talking while, in the sky above, the black dragon flew in circles.

“In my opinion, that white dragon must be someone important among the dragons,” Lily commented, going to the window to watch.

“It must be, because the black dragon seems to be its bodyguard,” said Daphne

“Have you noticed that the white dragon has black streaks and the black one has white ones?” Lily asked.

“Yes, it’s quite curious,” Taika commented.

“It could be a coincidence,” said Ivo, “or perhaps they have found each other and balance one another.”

“You and your balance in everything. That’s not it, for sure,” Lily said.

Ivo shrugged.

“Maybe yes, maybe no. See? Balance.”

Lily rolled her eyes.

“To each his own.”

“I have a feeling we won’t be sleeping here today,” Daphne said ruefully.

A moment later, the white dragon left and joined the black one in the sky above the city and then headed north.

A powerful roar from Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt signaled them to come outside.

The three squads came out into the garden and lined up before their leader.

We have new information about the location of the Snow Panthers. Txar-Zuri-Arrisk has told me they have been seen around the port city of Noroga. We leave at once. We must capture them. It is imperative that we do. Grab you gear and go to administration for supplies, it sent, along with a feeling of importance it always transmitted to them when they were about to get back to the hunt. Then it took off.

“How obsessed that white dragon is with capturing the Snow Panthers.” Lily raised her hands in despair.

“Now we know its name, Txar-Zuri-Arrisk, and I don’t get any good vibes from it,” said Ivo with a shiver.

“I wonder who it is and why it’s so important to capture the Panthers that they don’t give up when the odds of catching them are so low,” Taika said, thinking out loud, although more to himself.

“That’s irrelevant. We have the order. We must carry it out. Plus, a dragon always gets its prey. It never gives up,” Aiden told him.

“Yeah, and you have a rock head which is incapable of letting any common sense get in,” Daphne told him, upset.

An hour after, they were leaving the city with new satchels of supplies on their backs. This time they headed further east and as they went forward it began to snow hard, to Lily’s chagrin, who protested for a long while in vain. In Norghana, spring and summer were short and the snow covered everything for most of the year. Protesting was not going to change that.

They went on for several days. When night came, they slept in their winter tents and each squad did a stretch of watch duty during the night. As usual, their leader slept at a distance. In all the time they had been on the hunt, they had not been attacked. The Norghanians sought shelter in the few cities that still held up and in the mountains. There was no trace of them in the roads and forests.  The group knew that those that were indeed walking through the forests were the Rangers, and among them the Snow Panthers.

They finally reached Noroga, the important port city, and stopped at its gates. The city had been a very important commercial center in its day. Now the western part of the city had been destroyed almost entirely and only the eastern part remained standing,       the part including the docks and large port warehouses.

Separate into squads and search the city first. Then try the caves of those mountains behind it. Find the officers and speak to them as usual. Try to find out the whereabouts of the Snow Panthers and return to report to me if you find the least clue, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt ordered them.

The three squads entered the city and split up as they usually did in order to cover more terrain. A small wall was being erected in the eastern part of the city to provide some protection, since the wall and the buildings of that area were completely ruined. There were soldiers and Norghanians working on that, which looked very shocking.

“Let’s go to the port. Surely there we’ll have some luck,” Lily suggested.

“What you want is to look at the sea,” Aiden accused her.

“Of course I want to look at the sea, it’s beautiful. Besides, the sea breeze is very good for the skin with its purifying salt.”

“I’m not so sure about that…” Daphne said with a look of not being convinced.

They got to the docks, and what they saw lifted their spirits a little. The sea was calm, and the breeze was cool but pleasant. The seagulls flew over their heads and the roofs of the warehouses. There was much activity, with Norghanian workers loading and unloading barges that came and went to cargo and war ships with Kraido soldiers in them. There were also fishing boats with civilian crews unloading their catch.

“What a beauty, the sea,” Lily said, staring at it with her mouth open.

“It is indeed,” Ivo agreed. “Gives us emotional peace, balance, quiet. I love it.”

“It appears infinite. An endless blue ocean,” Taika commented, also impressed.

“War and cargo ships of our army and a lot of supplies. This is a good sight,” was Aiden’s comment.

“We must look beyond the purely logistical points,” Taika told Aiden.

“It is pleasant to gaze at the sea. I must admit that I like it much better than the snow-covered mountains,” Daphne said.

“I told you that. It’s very good for the body and soul,” Lily smiled coquettishly.

Aiden shaded his eyes with his hands to protect them from the brightness and distinguish the distance better.

“Something’s happened in the northern area of the docks,” he said.

Taika looked in that direction.

“I can see dead soldiers,” he said in a serious tone.

“Let’s go see what happened,” Daphne said.

They went down to the docks and through the crowd of soldiers and workers of the port. They reached the end of the last pier to the north and were surprised to see that a ship had been attacked. There were about a dozen dead soldiers on the pier.

“What happened?” Aiden asked a sergeant whose uniform was all bloody. Beside him were two soldiers that looked as if they had not yet got over the scare.

“Norghanians, they caught us by surprise,” the sergeant said.

“The city is secured, isn’t it?” Taika asked, looking around.

The sergeant nodded. “It is, although that doesn’t stop some sporadic attacks.”

“What happened with this one?” Aiden asked.

“They appeared by surprise while the soldiers were loading this ship.”

“Many?” Daphne asked.

“No, they weren’t that many… half a dozen… not more… I’m not sure.”

“And they killed all these solders?” Aiden could not believe it.

“And with so many so near?” Lily pointed at the soldiers patrolling the main docks.

“It was the Invisible Archers… nothing we could do about it,” one of the soldiers said, his voice shaking.

“Invisible Archers?” Lily asked, raising an eyebrow.

“A group of Rangers you don’t see until they hit you with an arrow in the heart,” another soldier said.

“They can’t be invisible,” Aiden insisted.

“These are. Everybody’s talking about them. They appear in different locations, they attack without being seen, and then they vanish,” the sergeant explained. “The soldiers fear them. They believe they’re the avenging spirits of the dead Rangers.”

“They are,” the more frightened soldier said.

“They come for revenge and death hits you unseen,” the other solder said.

“That’s nonsense. There are no invisible Rangers. They hide well, that’s all,” Aiden told them.

“You believe whatever you want, but look at my dead men,” the sergeant replied, pointing at the dock.

“Why have they been attacked?” Taika asked, scratching his chin.

“The cargo has vanished, so it had to be that. They attacked at dawn as my men were loading the ship. There was little activity at that time. It was all very fast—they were unable to even sound the alarm.”

“Very fast. We were arriving, and by the time we got here they were all dead and the cargo was gone,” the frightened soldier told them.

“What was the cargo?” Daphne asked.

The sergeant shrugged.

“Two chests, big ones. They were going east.”

“Which way did they go?” Taika asked.

The sergeant shook his head.

“We never saw them escape.”

“Because they’re invisible,” the soldier who was by now shaking with fear insisted.

“And they’ll come back for more deaths,” the other soldier said.

“Thanks for the information. We’ll go and check the ship, if you don’t mind,” Daphne told him.

“Go ahead. But if you go after them it’s a death sentence,” the sergeant told them.

“They’ll kill you and you won’t see it coming,” the soldier told them as a warning.

They went on board and checked the whole ship. It took them a while, but they went over it conscientiously. At last they left the ship and then the docks.

“Let’s go to the mountains, they’re not here anymore,” Taika said, indicating the white peaks beyond the city.

“Let’s go,” Daphne nodded.


Chapter 38

They headed north of the city and stopped to talk to other groups of soldiers. They were all terrified and all spoke of the same thing—the Invisible Archers.

“Those are the Snow Panthers, it can’t be anyone else,” Lily said.

“It might be Molak, Luca, and the White Foxes,” Ivo suggested.

“If it were another type of ambush, I’d say yes. Invisible Archers that kill in plain daylight? It has to be Lasgol and his friends,” said Taika.

“They’re creating quite a reputation for themselves,” Ivo said admiringly.

“A murderer’s reputation. They killed all those soldiers in cold blood,” Aiden said reproachfully.

“Perhaps you’re forgetting you’re in a conquered city where thousands of Norghanians have died,” Daphne snapped back at him.

Aiden grunted but said nothing.

They reached the northern wall and were let out through a back door that opened onto the forests beyond which began a great mountain range with high peaks. They headed to the first mountains. They walked until they came out behind a forest that opened up on the skirts of the first mountain of the range. They started exploring the area without much hope of finding anything, but it was the order they had received and they had to carry it out.

For a long time they searched without success, contemplating those majestic mountains covered in snow.

Suddenly they heard a wolf howling, a powerful howl.

“There seem to be wolves in these parts, watch out,” Aiden said, holding his lance.

They heard the howl again. It was long, more like weeping than a threat.

“That howl sounds more like a call than a threat,” said Daphne.

“It’s coming from the northeast,” Ivo pointed out.

“Let’s go and see, but carefully,” Taika said.

“It’s not a good idea to get close to wolves,” Aiden told them.

The others moved on, following Taika. Aiden waited a moment and then went after them. They crossed part of the forest. Suddenly, they saw it on the side of the mountain. It was a gigantic white wolf.

“I could swear that wolf is Argi,” Daphne said, narrowing her eyes to see better.

“Is it you, pretty Argi?” Lily asked.

A beautiful snow panther appeared beside it.

“That’s Ona, without a doubt,” Daphne said.

Argi and Ona gave a moan and turned around to enter the mountain.

“I think they want us to follow them,” Taika guessed.

“I was going to say the same thing,” Ivo added.

The group followed them. The panther and the giant wolf led the squad easily along a narrow pass and then up a couple of slopes to the entrance of a cave hidden from sight by its position on the slope. The two creatures went inside.

“We seem to have arrived,” Taika said.

“Be very careful, everyone,” Aiden warned them. He was distrustful and grasped his shield.

They went in. The cave was large and dark. They stopped as soon as they set foot inside—it was not inviting.

“Daphne, will you please light the way?” Taika asked her.

“Right away,” she replied and created a small ball of light that completely lit up the part of the cave they were in.

“I see the remains of a fire at the far end,” Aiden noted.

“Someone’s been here, and by the smell of smoke not long ago,” said Taika.

“The cave goes on toward the bottom. And it seems to go down quite a bit,” Ivo commented, indicating an opening in the wall of rock.

“I’ll make more light,” Daphne said, creating two more small balls of light and sending them to the end of the cave with her mind. As they went into the adjacent cavern and lit it up, they saw it went on into the depths of the mountain. Daphne made the third ball go as far as her mind could send it.

“We’re definitely in a very large cavern,” Ivo commented.

Not move. Not attack, be us, they all received a mental message. Instinctively they all stood still and looked around uneasily.

“Is it you, Camu?” Daphne asked, recognizing who had sent the mental message.

Yes, be me.

“Wonderful!” Lily was overjoyed.

“Is there any danger?” Taika asked.

No, no danger. Only you here and us.

“In that case, you’d better reveal yourselves,” Daphne said.

All of a sudden, coming from the second cave they saw Lasgol, Gerd, Viggo, and Camu, followed by Ona and Argi.

“At last!” Lily cried, beaming.

“Don’t be so glad to see us, you mischievous little scarlet,” Viggo told her.

“But we’ve been on your trail for an eternity,” Lily explained.

“I think they’ve been playing with us. And when they felt safe they summoned us,” Taika guessed.

“That washed-out tiger is most perceptive,” Viggo said, “Or is it a funny zebra?”

Taika shook his head without taking offense at the Norghanian Assassin Ranger’s particular sense of humor.

“Felidae tiger,” he clarified.

“Ah sure, what else could it be,” Viggo made a face of clearly seeing that.

“Don’t pay any attention to him, you’ll get used to his insolence. Well, it takes time, but in the end one gets used to it,” Gerd told them with a smile.

“He’s a bit special,” Lasgol smiled.

Daphne stepped forward and hugged Lasgol, who returned the hug. Then she went over to Gerd and hugged him too.

“You’ve already seen me, so no need for all the mushiness,” Viggo said, avoiding hugs.

“I’m so glad to see you again,” Daphne said, ignoring Viggo and hugging Camu.

“We’re glad to see you safe and sound.” Lasgol smiled happily too.

I much happy see you all and yes want hugs. I like, be good for soul, Camu sent them.

“That’s a great truth,” Ivo said and went over to hug him.

They exchanged greetings and hugs, except Viggo and Aiden, who stood to the side.

“It’s great that you have those rings and we can all understand one another,” Daphne told Lasgol, pointing at the rings he, Gerd, and Viggo wore.

Lasgol nodded.

“Yes, I have another one, similar. My mother gave it to me so I could understand the races of the Frozen Continent. It occurred to me that perhaps other similar rings might be made to use with you. Here in Norghana the magi I consulted with did not know how to make them, so I appealed to a good friend and ally: Asrael. His Arcanes of the Glaciers were able to make them. They’re a gift from the Leader of the Peoples of the Frozen Continent. They created five. We have three. Asrael has one himself, and the last one is our leader’s.”

“Thank him on our behalf,” Lily said. “Being able to understand one another is amazing.”

“I’ll do that as soon as I see him again. He’s very busy now fighting back the dragons in the frozen north,” Lasgol told her, smiling.

“I see mushiness isn’t your thing either,” Viggo said to Aiden. “In my case, it’s not worthy of the best Assassin in Norghana.”

“Are you sure you’re the best Assassin in Norghana?” Aiden asked, curious about his fighting abilities.

“Correction. I’m the best Assassin in all of Tremia. Or I was on my way to it. I’ve been out of the game for a while and right now I couldn’t guarantee it because my faculties are a bit impaired.  But I’m practically sure I am. And if not, I’ll soon recover fully and then I will be.”

Viggo be very funny. Not believe what he say. Believe himself much. Be less.

“Shut up, bug. You grow larger and uglier by the day. Especially the latter.”

I be more powerful by the day. Also more handsome.

“Oh sure, and cows fly in Rogdon.”

“Will you please stop? What will our guests think?” said Gerd. “Sit down, I’ll make a fire and we can eat. We have a lot of supplies here.”

“I find that idea most appetizing,” Ivo said with a big smile.

“You also have two enormous chests, from what I see,” Aiden said, pointing at them at the end of the cavern.

“Those are mine, no touching,” Viggo warned him.

“What’s in them?” Aiden asked him.

“What do you think is in them? Gold and jewels, what else would a chest contain?” Viggo replied as if there could only be that. “But they’re mine. I need them to recover my beautiful bellicose blondie. So don’t even go near them.”

“Let’s sit down and talk. We have a lot to discuss,” Lasgol said. Then he looked at Ona. “Go keep watch outside in case they’ve been followed. If you see danger, come back and warn us quickly.”

Ona chirped once.

“You too, Argi,” Gerd said, pointing outside.

The two left a moment later.  

“They’ll warn us if there’s trouble, don’t worry,” Lasgol told them.

Be very good both. Also ferocious if need, Camu sent them as he lay down a little away from them. He took up a lot of space, and that way the others could sit around the fire.

Once the fire was lit and they were eating something, Daphne told them everything that had happened and their current mission. She did it by summarizing, speaking fast, because they did not have much time. They would have to return to their leader soon enough. Lasgol and his friends listened carefully. Once Daphne finished, the blond ranger heaved a deep sigh.

“I don’t know why they have such an interest in us. Apart from this,” he showed them the golden bow.

“Yeah. That’s what they want. They’re interested in its magic, Golden Magic, almost           surely,” Daphne told them.

Want me for my power. Sure, I more powerful every time.

“Modest you are not,” Viggo told him.

You less modest me.

“In my case it’s false modesty,” Viggo replied sarcastically.

No funny.

“I think it is,” Viggo made a face at Camu.

“We’ve been sabotaging the dragons’ attempts to take the capital and Estocos, which are the two large cities that still hold up,” Lasgol told them. “Initially we fought in the cities, resisting with everything, as you know.”

“You did an amazing job,” Taika congratulated him,

“It was critical that they did not fall, or everything would’ve been lost,” Lasgol went on with a deep sigh. “I wish we could’ve done a lot more.”

“That’s why we’re fighting to save them, together with our allies of the Frozen Continent,” Gerd added.

Saving the kingdom, or what little is left of it, has been our main goal. We’ve renounced everything in order to get it done. It was our duty,” Lasgol said.

“Your fight and sacrifice does you credit,” Ivo congratulated them too.

“Well, we don’t all think the same. There are more important things for me, especially one: my Ingrid,” said Viggo.

Lasgol nodded.

“Rescuing our friends is something we still have to do and it causes us great concern and stress, but we haven’t been able to face it until now.”

“We haven’t forgotten Ingrid, Nilsa, and Astrid. We love them, and we’re going to get them back,” Gerd added.

We never forget. Have to fight here first. But rescue sure.

“I hope you succeed,” Daphne wished them.

“For some time now we’ve taken up guerrilla tactics, as you must have noticed. This is because the capital is now holding up, and that allows us to move around and hit other points of the kingdom. Before we couldn’t do that. Not only us, the White Foxes and three other groups of Ranger Specialists too. We attack a target, cause the most possible damage, and retreat quickly. We don’t fight in the open unless it’s the capital and there we have many places to hide.”

“That’s a great strategy,” Taika said nodding.

“We’ve been attacking supplies convoys mainly. Without them, the army can’t survive,” Gerd said.

“As well as any clueless dragon wandering around alone,” Viggo added and smiled mischievously.

“We’ve seen your work,” Lily nodded.

“Unfortunately, I don’t have my golden knives, or a lot more dragons would fall,” Viggo assured them.

“I’d also give anything to have my golden double-edged axe: Gim’s Death,” said Gerd.

“I understand that you haven’t been able to find them,” Daphne guessed.

Lasgol shook his head.

“We’ve searched everywhere. Nothing. We have no idea where Ingrid hid them. And we really need them. With just my bow it becomes very difficult to kill a dragon, and the others take many risks,” said Lasgol.

I help with my magic too. I develop new skills to fight against dragons, Camu sent.

“Yeah, and thanks to that we’re still alive.”

“It’s also what makes you invisible, right?” Taika asked.

Lasgol nodded.

“Camu makes us invisible, which gives us a great advantage when we attack.”

“And in escaping,” added Gerd.

But I no can attack direct to dragons yet. One day find way. I Superior Drakonian. Sure can.

“And when you do, see if you can learn to speak properly, because at the rate you’re improving were going to die of old age before you conjugate a verb well,” Viggo teased him.

You be very ugly and no be great assassin.

Viggo mimicked being stabbed in the heart.

“Agh.”

“Now that the situation is a bit quieter and we seem to be resisting, we’ve decided it’s time to search for the Golden Weapons.”

“What do you mean about the situation being a bit quieter?” Taika asked.

“Norghania and Estocos are holding up and the dragons are getting ready for a long campaign. They’re repopulating cities and sending people to the fields, mines, and smithies. They need food and weapons. The Frozen Continent is also resisting. The armies die of the cold so far north, and the dragons can’t conquer the Glaciers where the blues-skinned peoples live. The ice is enduring—it’s too hard and the temperature too low,” Lasgol explained.

“Yeah, we’ve heard that and lived through it ourselves,” Daphne said.

“That’s why it’s time to get those weapons. That way we’ll be able to kill more dragons,” said Lasgol. “We’ve realized there aren’t that many of the creatures. Nor have reinforcements of dragons arrived from your world since the beginning of the war.”

“They’re very busy fighting in other worlds,” Daphne commented.

“We’ve focused on the kingdom. Now that this kingdom is half surviving, we’ll concentrate on freeing it,” Gerd added.

“And that’s why we need to free my beloved bellicose blondie who is the one who hid the Golden Weapons,” Viggo stated.

Lasgol and Gerd nodded.

“Are you going to go and rescue her?” Daphne’s eyes opened wide.

Lasgol nodded.

“It’s dangerous, very… we have to go east, to the coast, to Orecor, one of the city-states. It’s still holding. Sabis Gotirus of the regent family is who’s imprisoned her.”

“We believe she’s holding up,” Gerd noted.

“And we’re taking the gold we stole in order to buy her freedom from that Sabis Gotirus,” said Viggo. “Although I’m going to cut his throat after freeing my Ingrid. He won’t be able to enjoy his riches.”

“That’s why you hit the docks…” Lily realized. “A very audacious plan.”

“We have more gold hidden, from other assaults, but we received information that this one was substantially more important so we took the risk,” Lasgol went on.

“Getting to the east coast is very dangerous,” Taika told them.

“It is indeed,” Lasgol nodded. “But we need those Golden Weapons, or in the end the dragons will defeat us. Every time there are fewer Norghanians to fight back. Thousands have died. It’s a terrible tragedy.”

“It is,” Daphne nodded. She was sorry for all the Norghanian people. For all the people of Tremia. But also for the people of Kraido, forced to fight and die against their will. “We must finish the dragons, come what may.”

“That’s the spirit I like,” said Viggo.

“Yes, they must pay for all the deaths they’ve caused: here, in Kraido, and on all the continent-worlds,” said Lily.

“I knew there was something that made me like you,” Viggo told them.

Dragons bad. Kill and conquer. No have heart.

“When do you leave? How?” Taika asked.

“We have two options. One risky, the other less so,” Lasgol told them.

“The risky one involves a Pearl,” Taika guessed.

“That’s right. The other one a ship,” Gerd said.

“The Pearl will be watched. They all are. By dragons,” Daphne told them.

“It’ll take us months by ship. I say we go by Pearl,” said Viggo.

“We have to think it over carefully.” Lasgol was not sure.

There was a howl outside.

“It’s Argi, something’s up,” Gerd said, getting to his feet.

Ona came in and moaned.

Lasgol got up and went to her.

“What is it, Ona?”

The panther turned around and went back out. Lasgol followed her. He looked up from the entrance to the cave and saw the great red dragon flying in circles above them. He turned back in.

“You must leave. Your lord is looking for you.”


Chapter 39

Nahia and Logan came out of the fortress, like every morning, after a light breakfast. They were surprised to find Droken, Captain of Dragon Riders, waiting for them. Lieutenant Fradir was with him. Logan and Nahia realized something was afoot. They had thought they would have flight practice, but if the Captain was waiting for them in front of the fortress, there was something going on. They did not see any dragon, which puzzled them even more.

“Aspiring riders,” the Captain greeted them with a stern face.

Captain, Lieutenant,” they both said, bowing their heads respectfully.

“Lieutenant Fradir has informed me that you’ve passed your flight training.”

“They have indeed, sir,” Fradir confirmed.

“So today you’ll begin the last part of your training,” the Captain told them. “You’re close to becoming Dragon Riders, you have one last thing left to learn.”

“Lieutenant Fradir, call the riders,” the Captain ordered.

Fradir nodded and headed to the fortress. For a long moment, Nahia and Logan waited. There was no reason to be nervous, at least for the time being, so they waited quietly.

Fradir came out of the fortress again. There were four riders behind him, wearing their heavy armor. They walked confidently to where Nahia and Logan were. Nahia watched them out of the corner of her eye. They were familiar; she had seen them in the dining hall. They were veteran riders, part of the group that looked but never talked to them.

“Lieutenant, explain to them,” Droken invited him.

“These are your new partners. With them, you’ll make up what is known as an Aerial Squad,” Fradir told them.

Nahia and Logan exchanged puzzled looks.

“New squad, sir?”Nahia dared to ask, and her face showed her confusion.

“Aerial Squad, which is very different from your Dragon Warlock squad. That is infantry; this is a squad of Dragon Riders. Of course, it’s much more important and has greater rank. This aerial squad allows you to fly in formation against the enemy. Dragon Riders and their lord dragons don’t usually fly solo in enemy territory, especially if important enemies are present. Flying in formation allows for a better defense and hence to lengthen the lives of riders and dragons in hostile territory,” Fradir explained.

Nahia looked at the new squad comrades with more interest. She saw they were all older than them by at least two years. A couple looked even older.

“Meteorite Squad, introduce yourselves, Captain Droken ordered.

Nahia and Logan looked at them, intrigued.

“I’m Rider Tilsa. I wish you confidence and tenacity,” A Felidae Lioness said as introduction. She was powerful and her feline gaze was filled with confidence. She did not appear aggressive, despite being a great cat, rather very assured and experienced, and Nahia liked her. As a rule the Felidae always looked tough, especially the lions. But this lioness had the look of someone not affected by much, who knew what she had to do. Her armor was white, so Nahia guessed she had light magic.

“Rider Morgana,” A Human with long, dark, curly hair introduced herself. She had black, intense eyes and she was beautiful but she looked tough, like someone who as few friends. Nahia found her even surlier than Daphne. “I hope you’re up to standard, rider aspirants,” she said in an unfriendly tone.

“We will be,” Nahia replied, almost reflexively. No one was going to make them cower. That Human acted like an older sister. She also looked capable of knocking her down with a punch, but Nahia was not going to be intimidated. The color of her armor was black, so Nahia guessed Morgana had darkness magic.

“I’m Rider Faden,” a handsome, slim Fatum boy introduced himself. He had blue eyes and light-brown hair, almost blond. “I hope you enjoy the sky and dominate it with your skill and good head,” he said, putting a finger to his temple. The color of his armor was blue, so Nahia knew his magic was water.

“Let me introduce myself, I’m Rider Sarmas,” A Scarlatum said. He was tall,     with bright scarlet skin. “May the beauty of the sky not blind you and may you survive,” he wished them. Nahia noticed the color of his armor; it was brown, so his element was earth.  

“Aspiring riders, you may introduce yourselves now,” Fradir told them.

“Nahia and Logan,” Nahia said, indicating first herself and then him.

“Good luck,” the Scarlatum wished them with a mischievous smile.

“Thank you.” This time it was Logan who answered in a reassuring tone.

“That’s what the four of us hope. Be assured of that. We need to complete the squad,” Tilsa said.

“Right now we’re fighting at a disadvantage,” Morgana protested.

“Fighting? Against who?” Nahia asked, wanting to understand as much of the situation as she could.

“You’ll know in due time,” Captain Droken cut off the conversation in a dry tone.

“The best is expected of you. Only thus will you be able to survive in enemy territory,” Droken said very seriously.

“Those who don’t make the maximum effort end up dead on the battlefield,” Fradir warned them. “Don’t let that happen.”

“We won’t, sir,” said Nahia and Logan in unison.

“In any case, welcome. You’re both quite handsome for Humans. I wonder whether you’ll be equally good fighters,” the Scarlatum told them, looking them up and down with the typical rudeness of his race.

“They’re good fighters. She’s a Flameborn and he’s a Stormson,” the Captain told the riders.

“Well, that’s good news for us,” said Tilsa.

“Two chosen to be riders and both special in the same year. That’s most singular,” Morgana said, raising an eyebrow as if she did not believe it.

“Now that you’ve all introduced yourselves, it’s time to begin the training. Lieutenant Fradir, take charge,” Captain Droken said and left.

“Nahia, Logan, call your lord dragons and I’ll see you at the airfield,” he ordered and left as well. The other four riders also left without another word.

Nahia called Eki using her Power Glare and Logan did the same with Aroa. They were so used to it by now that it came almost naturally. A moment later, Eki and Aroa came out of the castle and joined them by the statue.

We have squad flight exercises, Nahia sent to Eki to warn the dragon what was going on.

The silver dragon looked at Nahia.

Flight formation with others? Eki asked with interest, as if this new experience might give it something to learn it might like.

Yeah, I think so. We’ve been introduced to four riders of the Meteorite Squad, which we’re going to be a part of, apparently.

Then there will be four new swift dragons we will have to meet. I hope they are nice, Eki sent, and in the mental message Nahia picked up certain resistance, as if Eki was not especially looking forward to meeting new swift dragons.

Yeah, there’s no rider without a dragon, Nahia sent, using one of Fradir’s favorite phrases.

Logan was also telling Aroa what was going on.

“Flying with others is going to be interesting,” he told Nahia.

“I’m not so sure…” she replied, guessing that they had enough to handle with Eki and Aroa to now be part of a group with four other dragons.

Everything will be fine. We only have to protect one another and survive, Aroa sent them.

Not sure it will be as simple as that, but I share your feeling, Eki sent.

I think it will be, Aroa sent optimistically.

Nahia would have liked to be able to mentally talk to Aroa, to get to know the dragoness better, to receive the feeling of her messages, but she could not. She could only mentally talk to the dragon she was bonded with. Luckily, Logan told her about their interactions openly and the feelings he received from the dragoness so Nahia could get an idea of what Aroa was like.

Come on, let us go and see what it is like to fly with others, Eki sent.

Nahia and Logan nodded and got in the saddle. A moment later, they were flying toward the airfield.

Fradir and Tein-Urdi-Jot, the great blue dragon, arrived almost at the same time as them. A moment later, the four squad members arrived on their dragons.

Let the lord dragons introduce themselves, Tein-Urdi-Jot said.

The first to do so was Tilsa’s.

I am Azkar-Gorri-Bat, swift dragon, the red dragon sent to all present. It was sizeable, although not as big as Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt, and it gave off a powerful roar of introduction.

The second one to introduce itself was Morgana’s mount. Nahia guessed her dragon     would be as cantankerous as she was or more. It was a large white dragon who contrasted with the black decorations on Morgana’s armor.

I am Zuri-Azkar-Bi, swift dragon, Meteorite Squad, it sent, followed by a roar almost as powerful.

Faden’s dragon was brown and slightly smaller than Tein-Urdi-Jot.

I am Marroi-Hiru-Azkar, swift dragon, Meteorite Squad, it introduced himself and roared forcefully too.

Finally, Sarmas’s dragon lord introduced itself. It was also a powerful blue dragon.

I am Lau-Azkar-Urdin, swift dragon, Meteorite Squad, it sent and also roared loudly.

Nahia realized that the four dragons were quite bigger than Aroa and Eki. These looked like the others’ younger siblings.

Very well, now we will practice formation flight. I will act as squad leader, Tein-Urdi-Jot sent, together with a feeling that it was important.

“Riders, get ready,” Fradir told them.

Nahia breathed deeply and prepared herself mentally for whatever might come.

Tein-Urdi-Jot and Fradir took off and after them the four dragons with their riders, followed by Aroa and Logan and Nahia and Eki. They rose over nine thousand feet high and began to form a line, with two veteran dragons on either side of Tein-Urdi-Jot.

I am going to fly on the right, Aroa’s message reached them.

All right, I will fly on the left, sent Eki.

A moment later, they were in their positions. They were not sure it was what they should do, but given the situation it seemed logical, and they were right.

Very well, everyone, get in a line formation. This is the most basic formation, although it has its purpose, especially to frighten smaller enemies or those who are fewer in number, Tein-Urdi-Jot sent them.

Nahia watched the line, and even flying at one end she felt safer, enveloped by the group of dragons and their riders. She suddenly experienced that feeling of belonging to a squad, of being surrounded by comrades, of being safe, that she had desperately     missed ever since she left her squad friends in Drakoros.

Strength is found in numbers, Eki sent her as if it were receiving what Nahia was feeling.

Is it a saying? she asked Eki. She knew it sounded familiar but couldn’t place where it was from.

Let us say it is military knowledge and also popular. The horde always wins because of its greater number of members.

I guess so. I feel better with my comrades.

I must admit that I do too. The more of us there are the better, especially in war.

Nahia said nothing but thought the same, especially if the enemy was very dangerous. She remembered the Norghanian archers releasing hundreds of Elemental Arrows against a single dragon, and she knew with certainty that it was better to have numbers on your side.

Dragons with aspiring riders, fly at my flanks, Tein-Urdi-Jot ordered.

Aroa and Eki hung back a little and then flew to position themselves as the great blue dragon had told them. The four veteran dragons moved away to either side in a perfectly coordinated flight. Aroa and Eki filled the gaps the two had left. They did so with poor coordination.

When we return to formation, we must keep distances and the movements must be subtle and coordinated. What I just witnessed from the newbies leaves a lot to be desired, Tein-Urdi-Jot scolded them.

Nahia did not find it fair. They had not rehearsed those movements and it was their first time flying with other dragons in formation. She looked at Logan on Fradir’s other side, who was between them on Tein-Urdi-Jot. Logan looked back at her and she felt better.

We are going to practice basic formations. I expect full concentration at all times. The newbies must master this skill in a very short time. We will begin with Lance Point Formation. I will move ahead a body’s length. The two dragons beside me, maintain your position and the others will drop back a body’s length to form the tip of a lance. Move on, Tein-Urdi-Jot ordered and moved forward fast to fly a dragon’s body’s length ahead of Aroa and Eki, who maintained their position as they flew north.

At once, the other two dragons beside them fell back: the first one a single body’s length and the other two on either side. Nahia turned to look over her shoulder and saw that indeed they were forming a tip or wedge. The other dragons had moved swiftly and precisely. Luckily they had not needed to move and the formation had come out perfectly.

They flew in that position for a while and Tein-Urdi-Jot made unexpected turns, changing the direction of the flight. They all had to adapt to the formation quickly. Then they began to go down and up randomly. Again, the dragons had to adapt to the changes with speed and precision. As was to be expected, Aroa and Eki had difficulties. This exercise was not just about following the leader and staying level with it, but keeping the distance and space between them so as to maintain the formation, since the other four dragons locked on to their flight, also maintaining the distance at all times. If Aroa and Eki made a mistake in their positioning, the two dragons that came after them also did and the formation became unbalanced.

You seem to begin to understand how to keep your position, although you still have a lot to correct. Your riders also have to learn to stay in position at all times, even as     I change my flight course, Tein-Urdi-Jot sent them. Everyone understood that it was Aroa and Eki who had to improve.

You’re doing very well, Nahia told Eki to cheer up the silver dragon.

I appreciate your support, but we both know I have a lot to improve.

It seems I do too.

We must look to the veterans and learn. We need to do it as well as them.

Nahia nodded. She looked over her shoulder at the other two riders flying behind them. They were Tilsa and Morgana—she would pay attention to how they did it.

We will now pass on to another commonly used formation: Peel-Off Formation. We start at my signal, Tein-Urdi-Jot ordered.

Nahia looked around to see what would happen, because she had no idea what that formation implied. She did not see dragon or rider moving—they were still flying north, following the leader.

First peel-off, now, Tein-Urdi-Jot ordered.

At that moment, the last two dragons peeled off from the formation, making a turn and dropping toward the ground at great speed. Nahia’s mouth dropped as she followed their course with her gaze. A moment later, the two stalled their drop and glided.

Second peel-off, now, Tein-Urdi-Jot ordered again.

The next two dragons peeled off. Nahia saw the dragon behind her and the one behind Logan dropping down in the same pirouette. They descended at great speed so then brake their fall and glide.

Third peel-off, now, Tein-Urdi-Jot ordered last.

Aroa and Eki peeled off, imitating the pirouette of the other dragons. Nahia felt the turn and grasped the saddle hard. Then they began to nosedive and she held on even more tightly. They had already practiced the way they descended, so she was not too worried. Eki leveled out and rose, and Nahia was able to hold on and maintain her posture during the whole maneuver.

We will repeat formations and flight in every direction until the new members learn how to do the movements as if they were veterans. An aerial squad must fly as one single dragon, all in unison, with synchronized movements. It is the only way to defeat enemy squads, Tein-Urdi-Jot sent them.

Nahia was left wondering what enemy squads Tein-Urdi-Jot was referring to and she thought of the Gryphons. She felt a shiver run down her spine.


Chapter 40

A few days went by and the Red Squadron was still in Noroga. Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt had them searching the Mountains of Dawn and the coast toward the north. The Igneous Squad had reported that they had not found a trail of the fugitives, but that was not the case with the Searing, which had questioned several groups of soldiers. One group had seen the tracks of a snow panther accompanied by a giant wolf a few days before. Although more than two weeks had gone by, this was too much of a coincidence for Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt to not doubt it was them. Hence the three squads were searching the mountains while the great red dragon flew over its peaks.

The Igneous Squad went into a mountainous landscape to the north. The Ardent Squad was to the east of the range and the Searing to the west. Those mountains were as large and high as they were majestic and were covered with snow which made the search quite difficult. Besides, the mountain range spread north and seemed to have no end. Certainly, finding the Snow Panthers was going to be very difficult. Of course they had moved from the cave where they had been the moment the Igneous had left.

Lily stopped to look at the sides of the two mountains they were walking between. She sighed, tired.

“Do we really have to carry these long, heavy ropes all day?” she asked, jabbing her thumb at the pack she carried on her back.

“Of course. They’re to catch the Creature of the Ice. Our leader has ordered each of us to carry one,” Aiden told her in a tone that meant you never ignore an order.

“But we’re not going to catch Camu, you granite-head!” Lily shouted at him.

“An order is an order. You always follow orders,” Aiden said, convinced.

“He ought to be thrown in the sea… with his heavy rock-head he should go straight to the bottom,” Lily said in desperation.

“He’s right, up to a point… we can’t be the only ones not carrying the gear to catch the fugitives. We could get into serious trouble if Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt noticed,” Taika said in Aiden’s defense.

“It would look suspicious if we did not carry the ropes…” said Ivo.

“But they’re big enough to catch a dragon. They’re breaking my back they’re so heavy, and they end in a hook that’s currently sticking between my shoulders,” Lily complained.

“If you want I can carry yours,” Ivo offered. “I can with no trouble at all.”

Lily thought for a moment.

“Thanks, cutie, but it’s my duty. I’m not going to burden you with it!”

“Good for you,” Daphne said. “They’re quite heavy, but we each have to carry our own,” she added.

They went on exploring the area slowly; they were not in a hurry.

“Do you think they’ll still be around?” she asked her comrades.

“I hope so. We did not have time to make any concrete plan, and that’s something we should do,” said Daphne.

“It doesn’t seem to me that we can make many concrete plans in these conditions,” Ivo told her. “Everything is too ‘up in the air.’ Uncertainty rules.”

“You’re not wrong,” Taika agreed. “Besides, there’s too much risk trying to coordinate between us and them.”

“We must find a way to help one another. Only by making alliances will we reach freedom. That’s what Nahia always says, and she’s right,” Daphne insisted.

“Yes, I’m with you, but things are looking very bad,” Lily said, looking up to see whether their leader was nearby.

Suddenly, in front of them, up on the left side of the mountain, Ona appeared.

“Look, we’ve got company,” Taika said.

Argi appeared on the right side.

“They’re coming to get us, without a doubt,” said Ivo.

“Let’s follow them,” Daphne cheered up.

“We shouldn’t…” Aiden began to say.

“Shush, shut up, stubborn little granite-head,” Lily said.

They followed Ona and Argi, who led them swiftly to a new cave on the back side of the mountain. They looked up and saw that Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt was not in the area. Luckily those mountains were immense and the mountain range endless. They went into the cave and found the Snow Panthers waiting for them.

“I see you met the messengers,” Lasgol greeted them with a smile. He was stroking Ona, who was rubbing her head against his leg.

“That’s not difficult, they’re beautiful and fierce,” Daphne told him with a smile.

“That they are,” Gerd said, also stroking Argi who had lain down at his feet like an enormous snow dog.

“Any news?” Taika asked, watching Viggo pacing up and down the cave with an unfriendly look on his face.

“Yes there is. Make yourselves comfortable and we’ll tell you,” Lasgol offered, and they all sat around the fire, which was now out.

“Tell us, we don’t have much time. Our leader is lurking around,” Daphne said in warning, jabbing her thumb upward.

Lasgol nodded.

“You see, we’ve had urgent news, and it’s not good. It’s going to force us to change our plans.”

Much bad news. I very worried, Camu added. He was standing, and he looked distressed.

“I’m going to rescue my beloved bellicose blondie. That’s what I’m going to do, I don’t care about anything else,” Viggo said emphatically.

“Don’t talk like that, you do care,” Gerd chided him.

Viggo shook his head and went on pacing around the cavern, looking very upset.

“We’ve received a message from Aibin, the son of Tor Nassor, the leader of the Desher Tumaini Tribe. It’s about Nilsa, one of our fellow Snow Panthers. It also concerns Edwina, the Healer of the Order of Tirsar who was looking after her. Our friend was finishing her recovery among the Desher Tumaini in the Mountains of Blood in the desert. It seems they have been suffering attacks from the dragons.”

“The dragons attacking a mountain tribe in the desert? Doesn’t make much sense, does it?” Lily asked blankly.

“There’s a Pearl south of the Mountains of Blood and two dragons watch it,” Gerd explained.

“Oh, right, that explains it,” Lily nodded.

“Until now the Desher Tumaini had managed to stop the dragons from entering the mountain. They had sealed all the entrances,” Lasgol explained. “But they seem to have managed to unblock one of the entrances and have captured Nilsa and other women who were with her.”

“Captured? They haven’t killed them?” Aiden asked, puzzled.

“It appears they felt Edwina’s healing magic and they’ve taken them all.”

“Where have they taken them?” Taika asked.

“To the city of Jafarika, east of the mountains. It’s under control of your armies, and there’s a third dragon there.”

“Understood,” said Daphne.

“How reliable is this information?” Aiden wanted to know.

“Absolutely reliable. Aibin sends it. He’s not only the son of the leader of the tribe, but also a very good friend of ours.”

“And besides, he’s the clumsy redhead’s little boyfriend,” Viggo added. “I mean Nilsa, you don’t know her,” he clarified.

Lasgol nodded.

“The information is good. We’ve been having communication with the desert tribe for years. They’re friends and allies. We exchange information often. Nilsa had already recovered from her serious injuries that kept her there for a long time, and she and the Healer Edwina were waiting for the right moment to return. Then this happened.”

I be Greater Hor, a god for Desher Tumaini. Good one, Camu sent them.

“You’re serious?” Lily said, surprised.

Yes, much serious. They consider I god. Treat very well. I very happy.

“I guess that being treated like that would make one very happy,” Ivo replied.

“There are people so illiterate they worship bugs,” Viggo protested.

No-one worship you. You not worshipable, Camu replied.

“There’s one more detail. The dragons are threatening to kill all the women if the Desher Tumaini don’t come out from inside the mountains, their home, and turn themselves in to serve them.”

“The dragon lords wouldn’t do something like that,” Aiden said, offended.

“They do that and worse,” Gerd assured him.

Aiden gave him a look of disbelief.

“The threats are real, and that they’ll carry them out we are all sure, both us and Aibin and his people,” said Lasgol.

“What an awful situation…” Daphne said ruefully.

“Terrifying,” Lily agreed, “because I would guess they’re not going to turn themselves in.”

Lasgol shook his head.

“They know that if they do they’ll be slaughtered, the warriors without a doubt.”

“The dragons wouldn’t…” Aiden started to defend them, but Gerd cut him short.

“Of course they would. They’ve done so in other places. They’re despicable—our lives are worth nothing to them. The dragons will kill them all if they come out from under those mountains of red rock that protect them. They have no heart or feelings.”

There was a moment of silence while they all digested the severity of the matter.

“And you’re thinking about going to help your fried and the Healer,” Daphne guessed.

“Yes, that’s what we’re thinking. Edwina is a very good friend of ours, we all love her. She’s helped us countless times. We can’t let her die. Needless to say, we’re not going to abandon Nilsa.”

“That’s what you’re thinking. I’m going to rescue Ingrid and that’s that,” Viggo said, upset.

“We also want to rescue Ingrid,” Gerd told him.

“Sure, but you can’t find the time. What with saving the capital, dealing with the war, with the Rangers’ duty… I don’t give a hoot about all that. I want to save Ingrid and nothing else. And it’s what I’m going to do. I’ve already waited too long heeding your excuses.”

“Don’t say you don’t give a hoot about all that, because we know it’s not true. You are a Ranger—you have honor and you know what your duty is,” Gerd told him.

“Fiddlesticks! I only care about Ingrid, and I’m going to rescue her.”

“And you’re going to let Nilsa and Edwina die?”

“The redhead is so clumsy that she’ll kill herself tripping over the edge of an abyss and falling in headlong. Saving her is a waste of time. And I have another priority. They won’t kill the Healer, they’ll want to use her magic.”

“Nilsa needs us. She’s in danger, we have to save her,” Lasgol said sternly.

“And how do you know Ingrid is not in danger? She might be in as much danger as Nilsa.”

“We don’t know that, but we do know about Nilsa,” Lasgol said, showing him the message.

“I helped you with the war because you begged me, for duty, honor, and all that crap, but I don’t intend to waste more time. My little blondie needs me, and I’m going to rescue her.”

“Ingrid is strong, she’ll hold up,” Lasgol said.

“And what do you know, weirdo? Do you remember her? Do you remember Nilsa? I bet you don’t.”

Lasgol breathed out very slowly.

“I remember… little, that’s true, but I do have some memories…. They’re coming back with the passing of time…” Lasgol closed his eyes hard as if trying to recuperate more memories.

“Bah, you don’t even remember your beloved. If you did, you wouldn’t be here. You’d do like me and go save her.”

“Astrid…” Lasgol muttered.

“Yes, Astrid. The one I like best of all of you, with a difference. You should be searching for her and not trying to save Norghana. Let others save it. Save yourself and your beloved.”

“Don’t say that, Viggo, deep down you don’t feel that way,” Gerd reproached him.

“Of course I do!”

You not feel that real. We know.

“Shut up, you bug, and don’t tell me what I feel or not.”

“I may not remember much, but I do remember all three of them. I’m not going to let Nilsa die. We’re going to help her,” Lasgol said determinedly.

Say much well. We go rescue Nilsa. Edwina too.

“I know we don’t have a say in the matter, but how are you going to get there and     defeat three dragons and the soldiers of the city?” Taika asked.

“I was thinking the same thing,” said Daphne.

Lasgol sighed.

“We have to go by Pearl, or we won’t get there in time to save them.”

“That complicates things greatly. You go into one Pearl and come out of another, and there will be dragons at both,” Taika said

“At least two at each Pearl,” Daphne said, frowning.

“That’s too many dragons…” Lily said, worried.

“You won’t be able to defeat four dragons,” said Aiden. “It’s suicide to even try.”

Be difficult. We know. Not important, many difficult things we do in past.

“The problem is we don’t have time to think much,” Lasgol said anxiously, and his face showed how worried he was.

“If there’s anything we can do to help, we’re here and we’ll do whatever you need,” Daphne offered.

“You can count on us,” Lily joined her.

Taika and Ivo nodded their consensus.

Aiden snorted, crossed his arms over his chest, and said nothing.

Lasgol looked at them and nodded gratefully.

“We’re going to need help for this. I really appreciate it. I was thinking of calling the White Foxes. With them we could pull it off, but they’re in Estocos. It would take them too long to get here.”

“To the Pearl at the Shelter…” said Gerd.

Yes, must go there to open portal of Pearl of desert.

“Then you’ve already decided that’s what you’re going to do?” Taika asked, looking unsure whether it was the best idea.

“Clearly the fastest and most direct way is to open a portal at the Pearl at the Shelter and appear at the desert Pearl which is right by the Mountains of Blood,” Lasgol explained.

“It’s also the riskiest by far,” Ivo told them. “It’s a very, very unbalanced option toward danger.”

We know much dangerous. We no fear. We do.

“Wow, Camu is very optimistic.” Lily was surprised.

“Oh, a lot more than you think,” Lasgol told her.

“The bug believes everything comes out well always,” Viggo added moodily. “And it doesn’t.”

At least I be handsome, not like you.

Lily laughed out loud.

“He also has a good sense of humor!”

“Yeah, you go ahead and encourage him, that’s all we need,” Viggo grumbled.

“The first thing we need is for you to change your mind and join us, Viggo,” Lasgol told him. “You can’t let Nilsa and Edwina die.”

“Don’t try to sweet-talk me. The redhead and the healer will have to do without me.”

“They can’t, and you know it. If you don’t come with us, we won’t make it, and if we don’t, they’ll die. And very likely we will too.”

“So don’t try. Come with me instead to rescue Ingrid.”

“You’re a pain in the neck,” Gerd told him.

Lasgol was silent, thinking. Then after meditating, he turned to Viggo.

“Here’s the deal. You join us for this mission, we rescue Nilsa and Edwina, and then we all go to rescue Ingrid. You know you’ll get there faster by portal than by ship. A lot faster. And an excellent archer like Nilsa and a Healer will come in handy if things go wrong with Ingrid’s rescue, which is quite possible, as it usually is.”

“Everything gets complicated with you and the bug,” Viggo reproached them.

“You know you can’t abandon Nilsa, don’t make me beg,” Gerd told him.

You come with us and I open portal to Pearl east when Nilsa and Edwina safe. You get fast there.

“You’re dirty cheaters. Using emotional blackmail and magical skills to persuade me.”

“And friendship, love, and camaraderie,” Gerd said with a wink.

“And useless mushiness!” Viggo exploded, uttering all kinds of expletives while he paced around the cave waving his arms furiously.

“Your friend is somewhat peculiar…” Daphne said to Lasgol.

You not know well. Much special.

“Yeah, yeah, we see that,” said Lily.

“He’ll get over it. He gets this way sometimes.” Gerd shrugged it off.

“We need a plan that can work.” Lasgol was thinking it over and over in his head.

For a long moment he considered every angle, until Viggo seemed to calm down at last.

“Fine, weirdo. We have a deal. I’ll come with you to the desert. We’ll rescue Nilsa and Edwina, and then we all go east to rescue Ingrid,” said Viggo and went over to where Lasgol was standing and offered him his hand to close the deal.

Lasgol looked at Gerd and Camu. They both nodded. Ona and Argi moaned.

“Fine, we have a deal.” Lasgol shook Viggo’s hand firmly.

“And nobody dies in the first rescue, because I need you all for the second one,” Viggo told them.

“We’ll try to oblige,” Gerd said, smiling.

Argi howled.

“Will you please tell that mongrel to stop howling? I don’t understand why we have so many animals and bugs with us all the time,” he protested hotly.

To bear you, Camu sent.

Lily burst out laughing. Ivo put his hand over his mouth to hide his laughter.

“See here, that was funny, bug,” Viggo admitted and even smiled.

I no bug, and thank you.

Lasgol smiled and stroked Ona, who had lain down beside him.

“Good. We have the team, now we need a plan.”

“As I see it, this is very easy,” Viggo said, in a better mood now that he had a way to go after his beloved Ingrid. “First we go to the Shelter. We kill the two dragons watching it. If there are any soldiers, we kill those too. Then Camu opens the portal and we go to the Mountains of Blood. There we kill the two dragons at the Pearl which are being a pain. Then we go to the city of Jafarika and kill the other dragon. If the soldiers in the city interfere, we kill them too. We rescue Nilsa and Edwina and go east. Done deal. What’s the problem?”

They all looked at Viggo as if he were crazy.

“Is he serious?” Daphne asked with a look of disbelief.

“Unfortunately, he’s very serious,” Gerd confirmed.

Lasgol made a face.

“Yeah, he’s for real. That I do remember.”

Viggo very funny when in good mood. Very bad with plans, Camu sent them.

“What do you mean bad with plans, bug? My plans are the best.”

Ona growled.

“You shut up, kitty, you’re always against me.”

Ona good. She know you fool. Very bad with plans. Need Egil.

“Unfortunately, we can’t count on Egil and one of his extraordinary plans,” Gerd said sadly.

Argi gave a lamenting howl.

“Do you have anyone good at planning assaults, attack strategies, or something similar?” Lasgol asked them.

“Hmmm… the closest we have is Taika. He likes to think and is always observing and analyzing things,” Lily said.

“Yeah, Taika has a good head for these kinds of things,” Daphne joined her.

Taika raised his hands.

“I’m not sure I’m up for a situation like this that requires such a risky rescue with such a narrow margin of action.”

“We trust you,” Ivo said and gave him a slap on the back.

Taika saw everyone looking at him and snorted.

“Let me think… I’ll see what I can come up with…”


Chapter 41

That morning Nahia and Logan were in the dining hall having breakfast when something new and unexpected happened. The Scarlatum rider, Sarmas, came over to their table and studied them from head to toe.

“You’re both attractive. Curious because, as a rule, riders usually aren’t. Well, except for the Fatum, like our Faden, who really is.”

Nahia and Logan, to whom no one at the fortress had ever said a single word since their arrival, were surprised.

“Thank you… I guess…” Nahia replied, not sure how to interpret it.

“No need to be grateful, I say what I think and I think what I see,” Sarmas said with one of those charming smiles of the Scarlatum.

“Why are you talking to us?” Logan asked.

“Because now you’re part of an aerial squad, our aerial squad. You are granted the approval of belonging to a group,” Sarmas pointed at the table occupied by the other members of the squad.

“Wow, what an honor,” Nahia replied with certain irony in her tone.

“It is, I’m glad you see it that way.”

“You could have spoken to us before,” Logan reproached him.

“No, we couldn’t. Jadrakos is a flying school where rules and traditions are kept. Here you don’t speak to the newbies until they’ve earned the right. More than anything else because there are some who don’t make it and it’s a waste of time. But mainly because that way it’s harder for the new arrivals.”

“That’s heartless behavior,” Nahia reproached. “Helping others should be your duty here.”

“That’s how the best riders are made,” Sarmas said with a shrug. “I did not make the rules of the school, I only follow them.”

“We understand…” Logan said. He knew very well that going against the rules, here or in Drakoros, was suicide.        

“Come to our table, now you belong to the Meteorite Squad,” Sarmas made an inviting gesture for them to follow him.

Nahia gave Logan a questioning look. Logan nodded.

“We’ll come with you,” she told Sarmas.

They went to the table. As they got closer, they noticed that not only the members of the Meteorite Squad were staring at them, but also the rest of the riders.

“Sit down with us,” Faden told them, indicating the free spaces on the long benches.

“Thanks.” Nahia looked at the others and sat down beside the Fatum.

“We appreciate it,” said Logan, sitting across from Nahia.

“You’ve been doing well, keep at it,” Tilsa, the Felidae Lioness, said encouragingly, and her tone seemed to want to infuse them with confidence.

Nahia noticed and was grateful. After being ignored as they had been, this was a nice change.

“Well, but not excellent,” Morgana pointed out. The Human was glaring as if she were angry with them.

“It’s not easy at all, but we’re trying to do our best,” Nahia replied, not understanding why this girl might be angry at them. They had not done anything to her; maybe she was not angry at them but at the whole world.

“Don’t be mean, they’re not doing that bad,” Sarmas said to Morgana reproachfully.

“You can say that! I think they leave a lot to be desired, and let me remind you that they’ll be fighting with us. It might cost you your life.” Morgana crossed her arms in a huff.

“We’ll do well, don’t worry,” Logan said confidently. He looked her in the eye and she held his gaze.

“Perhaps the problem is the dragons they ride rather than themselves,” Faden commented. “They’re not exactly the largest or most powerful dragons. To rule the sky, and who doesn’t want to, you must have good wings,” he said and made his own flutter.

“Yeah, that’s true, you do have strange dragons. Very different from ours, which are large and powerful. That puts you at a disadvantage in the air,” Tilsa told them.

“I believe we chose well. They’re not as big and powerful as your dragon lords, but they have other very good traits.”

“Chose? You mean you were lucky enough to choose a lord dragon and you chose those? You’re crazy,” Morgana threw in their faces with a look of disbelief.

“Wow… that makes it even more remarkable.” Tilsa looked at both of them, intrigued. “A big and powerful dragon not only gives you an advantage in battle, but it’s essential for survival.”

Nahia shrugged.

“They’re beautiful dragons, we must admit, especially the silver one,” Sarmas said. “Although silver ones are the worst fighters: they don’t have Elemental Magic.” He made a gesture of feeling sorry for Nahia.

“We’ll manage, don’t worry,” Logan assured them.

“Now that we’re part of the squad, we’ll be better protected and we’ll have more chances of winning,” Nahia said, meaning that as a group they would come through.

“Sure, by putting us in danger,” Morgana shook her head.

“I don’t understand why you’re mad at us. But I can assure you that we won’t put you in danger,” Nahia told her in an irritated tone.

“She’s not angry at you, Morgana is just like that. She’s always in that excellent mood of hers,” Sarmas said, joking.

“You’re all thinking the same thing, even if you don’t say so. Those two and their dragons make us weaker. We need strong, powerful dragons and riders, not these weaklings,” Morgana said without consideration.

“I can assure you that we’re strong and powerful,” Nahia retorted with narrowed eyes, by now very angry.

“We’ll have to wait and see,” Morgana said, not at all assured.

“Oh, you will,” Logan said seriously.

“They both look strong and powerful,” Faden intervened, “I can feel their magic. Besides, they’re a Flameborn and a Stormson. The problem is the dragons. There’s no place in the sky for weak dragons. No one loves the sky and flying more than I do on the back of a dragon, since we’re not allowed to,” he said, indicating his own wings, “but weak dragons die, and with them their riders.”

“Is that what happened to the two riders you’re missing in your squad?” Nahia asked.

There was a silence and the four veteran riders bowed their heads.

“Death in the sky gets you in the blink of an eye,” Faden told them. “The sky is as dangerous as it is beautiful.”

“Our comrades fought well and died with honor,” Tilsa stated.

“Their memory will always be with us, they were beautiful souls,” Sarmas said.

“They’re dead. They’re nothing now. You two will end the same way. You and your weak dragons. In fact, I don’t believe you’ll even graduate,” Morgana said, very serious.

“We’ll see about that,” Nahia replied angrily. This obnoxious girl had a terrible temper.

“Let’s talk about something more pleasant. Such serious topics and worry about dying is bad for the spirit, and that makes you age. I don’t want to lose my physical attractiveness before it’s time,” Sarmas said, joking. “Tell us, what Talent do you have?”

Nahia took a deep breath and calmed down a little. Sarmas’s relaxed tone and his jokes made her more comfortable.

“I’m a Sorceress,” Nahia said proudly.

“Well, that’s interesting. You’ll surely like that, Morgana,” Sarmas said to her.

Morgana made a face of not being impressed.

“It’s a powerful, useful Talent for someone who knows how to use it,” she replied in clear reference to Nahia and her skill to do so.

“I know how to use it,” Nahia said, frowning.

“What’s your Talent, Logan?” Tilsa asked.

“I’m a Defender.”

“Great, that’s good for us,” Faden said.

“Why is that?” Logan asked, interested.

“We all have offensive Talents, and Nahia’s is also offensive. A little defense will definitely come in handy,” Faden explained.

“What Talents do you have?” Nahia asked.

“I’m a Magus,” Faden told her and made a gesture as if he had made something explode on the table.

“I’m a Warrior.” Tilsa mimicked holding a sword with both hands.

“I’m a Fighter,” Sarmas said, mimicking holding a sword and shield.

“I’m the most powerful, I’m a Necro,” said Morgana. “I’ll use your corpses to our advantage.”

Nahia glared at her with a look that made it clear how hateful she thought Morgana was.

“We have a good aerial squad,” said Tilsa. “And with a Defender and a Sorceress it will be even better.”

“And we’ll survive in the beautiful sky,” Faden added, spreading his arms as if he were gliding.

There was a moment of silence while they all thought about it. Then Sarmas got up.

“We must go to practice. Days fly by, never better said,” he said good-humoredly, “and you must improve.”

Logan nodded and got up.

“And then?” Nahia asked suddenly. “At the end of this flying practice as a squad, I mean.”

“Then they’ll test you,” Tilsa said.

“A test?” Logan asked, raising an eyebrow.

“They’ll send you to the front to fight,” Faden said, “similar to what you’ve already lived in Drakoros. It’s how our lord dragons always seal training—with a test of real combat.”

Nahia and Logan were troubled hearing that, and their faces showed it.

“Take it easy, it’ll be in the air and we’ll all go. The test is with your air squad. We’ll protect you,” Tilsa tried to calm them.

“Don’t sugarcoat it, Tilsa. It’ll be real aerial combat and very dangerous. Try not to die, or better still not to get us killed,” Morgana said, getting up and leaving.

“Seriously? Is it that dangerous?” Nahia asked.

“Only thus do you become a Rider,” Tilsa said, nodding.

The group left the dining hall with Nahia and Logan feeling very worried about what awaited them.

The formation flight training went on for a while, until Aroa and Logan and Eki and Nahia were capable of flying in every formation as if they had been doing it for years. The practice was difficult, since Tein-Urdi-Jot and Fradir expected them to behave as veterans when it was obvious they were not. The days of training flew by. The practice required hard concentration, and that made time go by quickly. Not only the hours, but the days too.

Nahia had to admit that they had improved a lot since their first practice. They now executed the maneuvers accurately, both in timing and positioning. She had learned to sit as she was supposed to on Eki for every kind of formation and maneuver. They repeated the maneuvers over and over every day of practice, as if with every new dawn they had forgotten what they had learned the day before. It was quite frustrating, but it seemed to be the way to make them learn how to do it almost with their eyes closed.

One cool morning they had a meeting in the airfield. Lieutenant Fradir and Tein-Urdi-Jot were waiting for them. Nahia and Eki stood beside Aroa and Logan in the line they formed with Tilsa, Morgana, Faden, Sarmas, and their dragons. Although this line-up was usual before taking off for their practice, when Fradir and Tein-Urdi-Jot addressed them and gave them the instructions for the day, for some reason Nahia felt that this was not a normal day.

“Riders,” Fradir greeted them. “This past week you’ve done some pretty good practice. You’re now able to fly in all the basic formations, and with the addition of the two new riders, the Meteorite Squad is once again complete. That’s why we consider the Aerial Squad training finished.”

For the two aspiring riders and their lord dragons, this means you have completed the required training. Therefore, you will pass on to the last part of basic training. You will have to pass a test of real aerial combat. It is a requisite, a necessary test before you can graduate.

Nahia and Logan were already expecting that, but this did not mean the news came as less of a shock. They were both very worried. They knew perfectly well what a real combat mission represented. They were being sent to risk their lives, and that was not something they could take lightly.

“Aspiring riders, if you pass this last test, you’ll become rightful Riders. I’m sure that all the training you have received will be good for you during the test. Be careful, keep your eyes open at all times, don’t take risks, don’t be caught by surprise, and you’ll return alive.”

“Yes, sir…” Nahia muttered, not sure it would be that way. She had a feeling that it was going to be very dangerous and she feared for Logan. The dark-haired boy looked at her out of the corner of his blue eyes, filled with unease.

This will be a test of real aerial squad combat. The whole Meteorite Squad will go to the test. As you know, you must fulfill the mission you will be given. I hope you come back alive, riders and lord dragons. In order to do so, you must work as a team and make sure the squad remains united and in formation at all times. The enemy will try and break the formation. They will seek to attack you when you are separated from the others. That you must avoid at all costs. Those who lag or separate from the squad perish. Always keep that in mind.

The riders nodded and the dragons roared in unison

“Now, go and get ready. You leave a noon. You will be given gear for the mission.”

May the conquest and glory be yours. May the enemy perish before your skill. Go and win. Return covered with blood and glory, Tein-Urdi-Jot sent them.

The line broke and the riders got on their dragons to return to the fortress. Nahia, Eki, Aroa, and Logan were last. They were a little bewildered and very worried.

The moment has come to show our worth, Eki sent to all.

“I hope we survive whatever it is we’re going to face,” Nahia replied out loud, since they had Logan and Aroa at their side.

If we stay united, we will manage to pass this test, Aroa sent, along with a feeling that they must protect one another.

“It won’t be an easy test, but we must pass it,” Logan said, also out loud.

You will become Riders, Eki sent them, along with a feeling of optimism.

And we will be Riders’ dragons, I am positive, Aroa added, joining in Eki’s optimism.

The dragons’ good wishes implied that all four of them would survive, but Nahia was not so sure that would be possible.


Chapter 42

At noon, the Meteorite Squad was lined up in the square. Nahia, Logan, Tilsa, Morgana, Faden, and Sarmas were standing firm beside their lord dragons.

Captain Droken and his enormous dragon lord, Zaldi- Beltz-Lehen, flew down from the sky, accompanied by Lieutenant Fradir and his lord dragon, Tein-Urdi-Jot. Both dragons landed in front of the squad.

Aspiring riders and lord dragons, step forward, Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen ordered.

Nahia and Eki stepped forward, both nervous. Aroa and Eki did the same. The rest of the squad remained in place, watching in silence.

The great black dragon looked at its rider and invited him to speak.

“The time for the test of aerial combat has come. It’s a critical moment for the aspiring riders,” Captain Droken announced.

Also for their lord dragons, who will have to fight against the enemy and prove their skills in aerial combat while carrying their rider on their back, added Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen.

“This test will take place in enemy territory and will test everything you’ve practiced and learned so far. It will be a dangerous test, since only thus is the rider’s worth put to the test, as well as all the training done to reach this moment.”

The dragon lords must know that the enemy chosen for this test is none other than our worst enemy: the Gryphons.

Nahia and Logan had been hoping that would not be the case. They wished to be sent to face some other enemy. But no, it had to be the Gryphons. Nahia sighed deeply. Logan looked at her and snorted. He did not like the news either.

“You have the opportunity to show your worth and return home with a triumph against a terrible enemy.”

The test is simple, as well as very dangerous. You will go to Gryphoros, the continent-world home of the Gryphons. You will fight against at least two grown-up Gryphons and defeat them. Since the Gryphons fly in groups, you will have your squad with you to face them. You must defeat them yourselves, it can’t be your squad comrades who do it. These victories must be registered to your names.

This did not sound simply very dangerous to Nahia—it was atrocious. She had to go and fight against two Gryphons to prove they were worthy riders. It was one more show of cruelty from the dragons. It did not surprise her; she already knew how heartless and cruel their lords were.

“Don’t fail. It’s the only chance you’ve got. If you don’t succeed, you won’t graduate,” Droken said very seriously.

You have three days. Go, and may the glory of victory be yours, Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen said.

Nahia was puzzled. Where did they have to go? If she had understood correctly, it was the continent-world of the Gryphons. How were they going to get there? It had to be extremely far away.

Dragons, time to leave, Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen sent them.

“Good luck, riders,” Droken wished them.

Suddenly, the ground started to shake. Nahia could feel the tremors right under her boots. A moment later they were climbing up her legs, and she thought it must be an earthquake. She looked at Logan, trying to keep her balance since the tremors now were getting stronger. Logan was holding his arms out to keep his balance, and by the upset look on his face he did not know what was up either.

Something caught Nahia’s eye. She turned her head, and then she saw what was happening. The multicolored dome had begun to rise and levitate; that was what was causing the earth to shake. It was releasing from the ground where it was encased and had started levitating. Only it was not a dome—as it rose vertically, Nahia was able to see the full shape of the object. It was a great sphere, half of it previously buried in the ground. It rose until it freed the whole bottom half of the sphere.

Nahia and Logan exchanged shocked looks. They had not been expecting that at all. They had never known what that dome was for. They had always wondered because, of all the buildings of the aerial school of Jadrakos, it was the only one that did not seem to have a purpose. They were about to find out what it did though. The multicolored sphere was the same on the bottom as on the top that had always been revealed. The tremors stopped once the sphere reached the height where it was free from the ground. It stopped rising and remained suspended in midair. On the ground, under the sphere, there was now a concave hole in the shape of the bottom part of the object. Suddenly, the sphere began to spin on itself.

This new event struck Nahia and Logan dumb. The great multicolored sphere was spinning in the air on itself. The magic required for that had to be tremendous. Nahia noticed the colors were what appeared to provide that magic to the sphere, which went on spinning. Then the object started giving off silver flashes that seemed to be pulses, flashing at steady intervals.

“Oh… I know what it is…” Nahia muttered when she realized that the singular sphere was some type of Pearl.

“They’re going to open a portal…” Logan whispered as he watched what was going on, very intrigued and having guessed its purpose too.

Above the sphere another larger one began to take shape, a much larger one. Translucent at first, it gradually became more visible until it was fully shaped. It was a silver sphere. A second sphere began to form, and this was followed by a third one. Little by little while the Pearl flashed, a great silver sphere took shape. The portal was created over the singular multicolored pearl.

When the portal was finally completed, the time came to go through.

“Get a move on and leave,” Droken ordered.

The portal will lead you to glory or death. Choose the first, Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen sent.

Nahia and Logan took a moment to embrace those words. Then they got onto their dragon lords. Nahia saw that they each had a lance and a combat shield hanging on grips on either side of their saddles. When she saw them and realized they were not the ones they used for practice, the seriousness of the matter jumped to her mind. They were going to fight for real to kill or die, and they were going to do it on a dragon, armed with that lance and shield. She looked at her armor—this was the one for practice. She hoped it would hold up and protect her from the death that would surely come for her before they returned to this place. She was filled with anxiety.

The rest of the squad took off. One by one, they flew around the square, and then with a roar they entered the portal to vanish in its silver lake. It was Aroa’s and Logan’s   turn, who also took a final flight, and with a roar from Aroa they went into the portal. Nahia, who did not want to be separated from Logan for a moment, asked Eki to follow closely.

Here we go, Eki sent her, and with another roar it entered the portal.

An instant later they flew out of another portal into an unknown world. Nahia was expecting to lose consciousness since they had passed through a portal between continent-worlds, but to her surprise that was not the case. She saw how they rose in a sky above a thick forest where there was a Pearl, practically invisible as it was surrounded by towering trees. The portal they had come through seemed to float above the branches of the trees. She had not fainted, and when she threw her head back she saw the portal they had come out of beginning to close. She looked at Logan on Aroa to her right. He was sitting up and had not fainted either. This surprised and gladdened her.

Meteorite Squad, my rider and I take over command as the most veteran of the squad, they received the message from Azkar-Gorri-Bat, Tilsa’s lord dragon.

Nahia was glad Tilsa was the new leader. For a moment she had feared it would be Morgana, and she would not have liked that at all. The dark-haired girl with black eyes was very unpleasant, and Nahia did not trust her leadership skills and capacity to solve difficult situations. She behaved aggressively and was bad tempered with Nahia and Logan, and there was no reason for that. Tilsa, on the other hand, was the most complete of the group, so Nahia approved her leadership over the squad. But she did not know how much influence Tilsa might have on her lord dragon, if any. Nahia hoped she did, but she could not be sure. The dragons were the ones who led, not their riders. The thought made her uneasy.

She thought about her own squad, where the decisions were made by themselves when Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt was not around to give them orders. Here, in the air, upon a dragon, things were very different. If she were flying on Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt, which would never happen, she was sure the great red dragon would not let her make any decisions. It would make them all. In the training they had always followed Tein-Urdi-Jot’s leadership who was Lieutenant Fradir’s lord dragon, so Nahia guessed it would be Tilsa’s dragon lord who would give orders now. Certainly neither she nor Logan or their lord dragons would have any say, since they were too young and inexperienced and they were in enemy territory.

We are in Gryphoros, the continent-world of the Gryphons. It is hostile territory and very dangerous. We must move away from the Pearl we arrived through so it is not discovered by the enemy, granting them knowledge of our entry and exit location. We will rise above the clouds and hide in them. Speed Formation, Azkar-Gorri-Bat sent, along with a feeling of urgency.

The six dragons flew very fast in a tight triangle formation. Nahia and Logan flew behind Tilsa. After them came Morgana, Faden, and Sarmas. The dragons flew very close and with great skill. This formation was well known and used, so they climbed up like an arrow to the clouds and penetrated them. Nahia leaned forward and lowered her head so that Eki could go as fast as possible. Although the silver dragon maneuvered better than the other dragons due to its smaller size, for the same reason it was not as fast and in the speed formations it struggled a little. Nahia had noticed this, and although Eki had not mentioned it, she tried to help the dragon the best she could. Aroa and Logan on her right had the same problem, although a little less since Aroa was bigger than Eki.

As soon as they reached the clouds, they hid in them.

We will wait to see whether we have been spotted by some enemy patrol, resting in open formation, Azkar-Gorri-Bat sent them.

Nahia had a moment of respite, and she began to think about the fact that she had crossed a portal without any negative consequence. That should not have been the case.

Do you know why I didn’t faint? Nahia asked Eki as the dragon flew among the clouds without losing its place in the indicated formation.

It is because of our mental bond. It protects you from the negative effects of the magic of dragons over the mind that the slave races suffer, Eki told her.

Wow, I did not know that. I didn’t even expect it.

It is one of the advantages the bond offers the rider. It also protects them from the mental attacks of the enemy.

Do you mean they can’t affect me? Nahia was cheered by that—it would be an important advantage.

Yes, they might affect you, but the bond makes it difficult. It protects you up to a point, although I must be close.

Close at a magical level?

At bond level, very well specified, Eki said appreciatively, liking the fact that she was so alert and intelligent.

Wonderful, thanks, Nahia smiled. Magic level meant that Eki had to be at two hundred and fifty paces away. But bond level meant two thousand paces, which was very useful.

I am glad you appreciate it. I will do whatever I can so nothing bad happens to you, Eki replied, happy to be useful to Nahia and be able to protect her.

They waited for a moment, watching in the clouds. They did not seem to have been spotted. The sky was peaceful, and below in the distance they could see no Pearl once the portal had closed. It was very well hidden in the middle of the thick forest.

Don’t the Gryphons know about the existence of the Pearls? Nahia asked Eki.

They do know them. They also know that we come to their world through them. If they find one, they watch it. That is why when we cross them we must do so fast and then hide quickly. The Pearls must not be found. It is that way here and in all the other continent-worlds.

I see. Don’t they destroy them if they find them?

Some enemies cannot destroy them. They are too difficult for them. Others with great magic who can prefer to keep them for their great power.

That’s funny. Can the Gryphons destroy them?

It takes them a long time, but yes, they can destroy them.

I see, that’s why it’s better that they don’t find them.

Correct, and also so we do not fall into an ambush. From what I know, Gryphons love traps and surprise attacks. If they find a Pearl, they wait until we arrive and then attack and catch us unawares, Eki explained, and the message reached her along with a feeling of concern.

Have you ever fought against a Gryphon? Nahia dared to ask.

No, my fighting experience is minimal. My interests have always been more intellectual than warrior-like. In my young life I have barely had opportunity to travel and know other worlds. This is my first time in Gryphoros, Eki told her with a feeling of regret which Nahia attributed to the fact that the dragon had not traveled enough rather than its lack of experience in combat.

I see… what about Aroa? Nahia asked, wanting to know whether the dragoness had any experience in combat against the creatures they were about to meet.

I will ask her.

I do not have much experience in combat and I have never been in this world of the Gryphons. The best we can do is follow Azkar-Gorri-Bat’s orders. He is an experienced dragon and has fought in this world several times before. Stay together and we will be protected. Do not separate, she received Aroa’s message along with, as usual, a feeling of protective, maternal warmth. Nahia detected concern too.

I’ve had contact with Gryphons, Nahia sent to Eki.

You have? When? Eki was very surprised.

In Drakoros, in the dungeons. They have a group of Gryphon prisoners there. One of them is a Gryphon-Eagle-Lion king. The others are its retinue.

This surprised Eki even more, and it turned its head to look at Nahia out of the corner of its eye.

This king must be someone important then for him and his people to be kept locked up.

That I don’t know, but it was a king, an impressive creature. Better not come across one of them, it’ll tear us to shreds.

You saw the king up close? Eki was very interested, he wanted to know more.

Very close. The king and its people. There was a Gryphon-Bear-Owl, strong but slow. A Gryphon-Hawk-Cheetah, extremely fast, a Gryphon-Eagle-Tiger, very strong and lethal. But without a doubt, the most impressive and dangerous was the Gryphon-Eagle-Lion, who was a king besides.

I will let Aroa know, I am sure she will want to know this.

Yes, absolutely, Nahia was left thinking about Arran-Lehoizuri, the Gryphon-Eagle-Lion king and what they had talked about in the dungeons. She remembered it was a strong, intelligent being. She almost could not believe she was now in that creature’s world, and seeking combat no less. She thought it was a terrible idea. Horrible. It did not surprise her that Gryphons and dragons had been irreconcilable enemies for thousands of years. The way dragons thought and behaved could only bring them enemies.

The fact that you know the Gryphons might be of help to us. I am glad you have that knowledge. Logan has already told me that he does not have it, only you, she received Aroa’s message.

I don’t know whether it’ll help us, I just wanted you to know that I’ve had contact with them, she sent to Eki, who passed the message on to Aroa.

Nahia felt her shield with her hand, as if to make sure it was still there, hanging from her saddle. She realized she barely knew anything about Eki and Aroa. The dragons had not told them where they were from, or how they had been raised, or where. Or the places they had visited or anything about their families and clans, which were so important for the dragons. Nahia wanted to know everything about these two. But this was not the place or time to ask. She did not know either whether she was allowed to ask since they were dragons and she doubted they would share such information, least of all with slaves like her and Logan. But she was curious to know more about their lives, so she would make a point of finding out. She would have to include Logan in the matter. Surely he also wondered about it and would like to know. After all, the more they knew about their dragon lords, the more chances they had to survive, or so Nahia felt.

It seems certain that they have not seen us arrive. This region is far from their main settlements and they are less vigilant here. Even so, we must keep our eyes open. We might encounter a patrol. We will seek some enemy formation ideal for attacking. Follow my orders at all times, especially the new dragons in the squad. You are young and inexperienced, and here that will kill you. This is not training—this is real, and blood will run. Be alert and perhaps you will get a kill to return triumphant, Azkar-Gorri-Bat sent them.

We will follow orders, Eki promised.

And be alert, Aroa added.

We fly northeast, hiding in the clouds at all times in a closed defensive formation. Follow me, Tilsa’s dragon lord sent.

They positioned themselves in formation and headed northeast. Seeing the forests and rivers she found so alien, Nahia realized suddenly that indeed she was in another world, one she did not know and with creatures she knew were very dangerous and sworn enemies of the dragons. Confrontation, even if she did not want it, was assured, and it would be bloody because the Gryphons were powerful and deadly.


Chapter 43

They flew for a long while, hiding their presence in the clouds. Above them a timid sun seemed to want to hide behind the great amount of clouds floating in the ether. Nahia looked down below to see what kind of continent-world this was. She could glimpse many forests, great rivers, and some lakes. She saw no more than a couple of mountains, but these seemed very high. This led her to wonder where the Gryphons lived. Since she did not know she decided to ask Eki; the silver dragon might know. He was a dragon with an erudite spirit and he would surely have at least some basic notions of their sworn enemies.

I wonder… where do the Gryphons live? In the forests we’ve passed over? On the peaks of the distant mountains?

You are not mistaken. The Gryphons live in the mountains. The peaks of the high mountains. That is what I have been able to read about them and what is common knowledge among the dragons.

I guessed as much, it makes sense. Nahia gazed at one of the high mountains she could glimpse below on firm land.

But they are not just any mountains, Eki sent her, along with a feeling that it wanted to see them.

Nahia made a gesture that she did not understand.

Special mountains?

I think we will get to see them during this expedition, so I will not spoil the surprise, Eki sent with a feeling of great interest.

Suddenly, they saw a group of birds south of their position. They were big, ten of them. They all became alert at once. Nahia watched them with narrowed eyes and her visor lifted. They looked like Gryphons to her, or perhaps she was so predisposed to seeing them that she saw them whether it was them or not. She could not tell what kind, since they were still too far away to say for sure, but judging by their size they were Gryphons for sure.

We climb and hide among the clouds! Quickly! They must not see us! they received Azkar-Gorri-Bat’s message.

The whole squad climbed as one and vanished in thick clouds that seemed to be bringing a storm from the north. Once inside they flew more slowly, keeping level and enveloped by the cover the cloudy mass offered them, which was considerable both in thickness and width.

Nahia sighed in relief when she found herself surrounded by clouds, since she thought it very unlikely the Gryphons would see them up there.

We are going to identify those Gryphons. We will get closer among the clouds and see whether they are a suitable prey to attack. Reconnaissance Formation, Azkar-Gorri-Bat sent.

The squad flew into position and slowly approached the group of Gryphons that were flying south. They did not seem to be looking for them but to be heading somewhere. What Nahia was able to begin to see through the clouds was that they were very big Gryphons. She sensed danger, as if her subconscious was warning her to get away from them.

They are Gryphon-Eagle-Tigers, Azkar-Gorri-Bat sent, along with a feeling of great danger.

Suddenly, they heard a mixture between a roar and the shrill call of a raptor. It was the leader of the Gryphon-Eagle-Tigers. Nahia was able to glimpse it. It was as large as Tilsa’s lord dragon. The head and wings were those of a white eagle and in size and span as big as an adult dragon’s. The body was that of a powerful tiger. The mix between the eagle head and the tiger body was awesome. Nahia thought it magnificent; it seemed to radiate an aura of animal power and danger. She remembered the one she had seen in the dungeons on Drakoros, and this leader she was seeing now looked even more dangerous still. Surely because it was flying free and was lord of this domain. She noticed that its head and neck were covered with white feathers while the beak was golden, like the claws on its four tiger legs.

Group of ten adult Gryphon-Eagle-Tigers. They appear to be going hunting. Attacking them would be too dangerous. There are four more of them than us and we have two newbies. We will let them be and change our course, heading northwest, Azkar-Gorri-Bat sent and then executed the maneuver, which they all followed at once.

Nahia did not want to face those Gryphons-Eagle-Tigers. She had the feeling that they were too dangerous even for adult dragons with experienced riders. She pictured Faden and his lord dragon fighting against one of them and could not picture it clearly. She was supposed to think that the dragon with its rider, both of which were experienced, would be able to defeat the Gryphon-Eagle-Tiger, but for some reason she had her doubts. Especially after having seen Gryphons firsthand as she had in the dungeons. They had impressed her greatly there. Here, in their own world, flying free as lords and masters, they were even more so. She was not the only one who felt that way.

Those Gryphon-Eagle-Tigers have impressed me. Incredible creatures—they look very powerful and lethal, Eki sent her.

I assure you they are, and intelligent, Nahia sent back.

I would like to be able to study them. They must be as fascinating as they are formidable.

I doubt they’d let themselves be studied. They’re quite quarrelsome and proud from what I’ve seen. No, better not try studying them.

I see. Like us then. Even so, I would like to learn about them. Everything I have heard is what the dragons say, and it is all bad. Terrible, really. They equate them with vile monsters that must die. Seeing them fly like that, in a group, so powerful and proud, almost regal, makes me doubt whether they are really as abominable as we have been told they are.

Perhaps today isn’t the best day to find out.

True. Not today, but in the future I hope I might be that lucky, Eki wished optimistically.

Nahia was left a little puzzled from that exchange with Eki. It sounded as if the young silver dragon was questioning what the dragons said about the Gryphons. This was very strange. Dragons did not question dragons or the Path they followed. This made her think that perhaps Eki was a different kind of dragon altogether.

They went on reconnoitering the sky and the land under the clouds in search of a suitable prey and avoiding at all times being spotted, which made the search harder. They could only fly in areas with a great density of clouds where the squad might hide their presence from the enemy. Six dragons, four of them sizable, were difficult to hide, especially in enemy territory, as that world belonged to them.

We are not taking risks. We will fly in the clouds, they received the order from Tilsa’s dragon lord, who was turning out to be very prudent and experienced. Nahia appreciated this, since she did not want to die on her first aerial incursion.

They crossed some gray clouds, and all of a sudden something appeared before them. It was not a bird or group of birds. It was no Gryphon either. It was something solid and large that floated in the midst of the clouds. Nahia was numb; she simply could not believe what her eyes were seeing. In the middle of the clouds rose a tremendously high mountain with a great white peak. Since the clouds impaired her vision, Nahia had to narrow her eyes to see better and make sure that what she was seeing was not some funny optical effect. No, it was not. There was a huge mountain floating among the clouds right in front of her.

That is where the Gryphons live, Eki sent her, excited.

I can hardly believe what I’m seeing. Nahia was blinking hard; she just could not believe her eyes.

We dragons have realms in the clouds. The Gryphons have mountains that float in them.

I guess they use their magic to make them float, like the dragons…

You guess correctly. Only with magic can the earth levitate in the sky and not fall.

Have they always lived like that? I find it unbelievable.

I do not know whether it is a consequence of the dragons’ attacks or if they have always lived like that, but I would like to know. I find the fact that both they and we live in the sky and not below on land something significant. Worthy of study, no doubt.

Hum… it might be, Nahia agreed, guessing that it could not be a coincidence that two of the most powerful creatures, both physically and magically, and capable of flying should live in the sky.

Suddenly, from the upper part of the mountain came a group of Gryphons. They were of a considerable size.

We are before one of the mountain-realms of the Gryphons. We must withdraw. There might be hundreds of Gryphons in it. Evasive maneuver to the east. Now! Azkar-Gorri-Bat sent urgently.

As one, the whole squad turned and flew away from the great mountain of the Gryphons. As they escaped, Nahia was able to get a better look at the Gryphons coming out of the mountain. They were Gryphon-Eagle-Lions.

They were majestic creatures, as large as a thousand-year-old dragon. They had the head of a white royal eagle, enormous wings on the flanks of a lion’s body and tail. With such a powerful body, watching them fly made them look like mythical creatures. They emanated undeniable strength and power. One of them gave a shrill cry in between an eagle’s cry and a lion’s deep roar. It was a sound Nahia had already heard, and it froze the blood in her veins just like the other time she had heard it.

Those are truly fearsome, she sent to Eki.

I see them. Awesome creatures. I wouldn not want to have to speak to one of them. They are huge and look very powerful. I had read about them, about how dangerous and terrible they are, but seeing them has extremely shocked me. They are a lot stronger than me, than Aroa… in a fight we would have all the odds of losing.

Let’s hope we don’t come face to face with one.

We had better tread very carefully in this world or there could be a tragedy, Eki sent her, along with a feeling of great worry.

They flew away quickly and continued their search. There was no luck and they flew for a long while, changing directions every now and then without going too far from the point of entry they had arrived through. If they needed to fly out in a hurry, they must not be very far from the Pearl to open the portal.

Nahia thought that an escape, if they were pursued closely, would be impossible since the enemy would discover the location of the Pearl. That made her nervous. If they were found out and chased, unless they managed to fool the pursuers they would not be able to escape. The sky was covered in every direction and that helped them, but if the clouds flew away pushed by wind? If they were left without a way to hide, they would not be able to lose their pursuers. The more she thought about it, the more uneasy she felt, so she decided not to think any more about it and calm down. So far they had not been spotted and things were going well.

At that moment, Azkar-Gorri-Bat’s message reached them.

Group of ten Gryphons spotted south. We will approach and identify them. Maximum precaution, Reconnaissance Formation.

Nahia had a bad feeling. She looked at Logan and Aroa. He looked back at her. The thickness of the clouds prevented him from seeing the restlessness in her eyes, but he could also foresee that combat was near.


Chapter 44

From her position, Nahia could not see anything but thick clouds all around. She felt the dampness and cold, but it was as if someone had put a thin bandage over her eyes. She could glimpse something, but very little; everything was foggy, and the white and gray that surrounded her prevented her from seeing clearly beyond a couple of handspans. This made her get nervous. The feeling of being unable to detect the risk they were taking made her very uneasy. She knew there was danger at hand, but she could not see it. She looked down, right and left, but she was unable to locate the Gryphons, and this made her uneasiness grow worse.

I don’t see them, do you? she sent to Eki.

I just saw them right in front of us, three thousand feet below us.

Nahia’s eyes swept the area Eki was indicating and finally glimpsed some Gryphons. They were not Gryphon-Lions or Gryphon-Tigers, but they were big. She could not see very well what type they were, but she had the impression from their size that they would be dangerous.

Azkar-Gorri-Bat gave them his opinion about the enemy group.

It is a group of Gryphon-Owl-Bears. Being a group of ten, it is the right prey for a surprise attack. They are slower than us but quite strong, so be careful. We need our newbies to defeat two of them. The rest of us will do tasks of distraction and protection. Get ready.

Nahia was very uneasy. Gryphon-Owl-Bears were strong and looked fearsome to her. She could not understand how they were considered accessible targets. To her understanding, they were not in the least. Those bear claws and owl beaks must be very dangerous.

Time to attack, Eki warned Nahia.

This is a mistake. We shouldn’t attack them like this, without any provocation or need.

I will not say that I do not share that view, but there is no choice. We have to prove our worth in combat against a Gryphon, and we must come out victorious. So the Path demands, Eki replied, and its message came with a feeling of nervousness.

This isn’t an honorable way to behave. Attacking other creatures by surprise only to shed their blood is brutal and cruel.

And even so, we have no choice. It is the way dragons understand life. Conquer and victory or death. Do not rebel, that will only lead you to death. The dragons do not forgive those who disobey their orders, Eki sent her, but not as a threat, rather a warning so nothing bad would happen to her.

I know… I don’t want to rebel… Nahia sent, although she did want to rebel. However, right now she knew it would be useless and cost her her life.

Get ready for the surprise attack. We will go down at top speed in Spear Point Formation. The two newbies will attack the two Gryphons flying further behind. Attack the owl head from behind—it is the way to surprise and defeat them without them turning and counterattacking. Riders, prepare your lances and shields for the attack.

Nahia took a deep breath. She grasped her lance and shield and held them in position while she shook her head. This seemed like a tremendous mistake to her and treacherous, brutal, inexcusable behavior.

We fly down and attack. For the Path. For the glory of conquest. Now!  Tilsa’s lord dragon sent, along with a feeling of great excitement and aggressiveness.

The squad came down from the clouds in Spear Point Formation onto the group of ten Gryphons peacefully flying south. They came down at maximum swift dragon velocity. The riders leaned forward in their saddles with their lances and shields well grasped and close to their bodies. They were flying at an astonishing speed.

Nahia narrowed her eyes while the wind hit her body and helmet hard from the high velocity they were flying at. The visor protected her eyes, but not entirely, and tears started running down her cheeks. She did not know whether it was the wind in her eyes or the rage she felt for committing this treacherous attack. Likely both.

The descent was so swift and direct that the Gryphon-Owl-Bears did not see them coming. The squad of swift dragons took them completely by surprise. Besides, the attack was well executed. Tilsa and Morgana attacked the leader of the group of Gryphons. They fell on the enemy like lightning and hit them with tremendous force. The dragons’ claws sought the owl heads and hit them from behind with great force, digging in with their claws to cause greater harm. They attacked the first two Gryphons, who received the attack with shrieks of surprise and pain. From the tremendous impact and the terrible tear of the dragons’ claws, the two Gryphons fell in the void, dropping like dead weights, unconscious or lifeless.

Nahia and Logan dropped onto the two Gryphons flying further back a moment after the attacks in the middle and at the head of the group occurred. Aroa hit the owl head quite accurately, and from the impact and her claws the Gryphon seemed to faint for a moment and started to drop, flying in circles toward the ground. Eki hit his mark too, but the impact and the attack of his claws was not enough to knock out the Gryphon. The creature remained conscious and turned against Eki with a war shriek-roar that froze Nahia’s blood.

And with this, the surprise of the attack ended. The other Gryphons turned in the air and identified the attackers. They heard shriek-roars of alarm and war cries, and the Gryphons reacted and counterattacked. One of them went for Tilsa and another for Morgana. They attacked with beaks and claws, trying to reach the dragons’ heads. Faden and Sarmas were attacked by two others, also with claws and beaks. The movements of the Gryphon-Owl-Bears were clumsier than the dragons’ in the air, but they defended themselves like cornered beasts, with awesome strength and frenzy.

Nahia and Eki found themselves face to face with the Gryphon they had just attacked. It had blood on its head and its owl eyes were red with rage. It lunged at Eki’s head with its four bear claws, delivering strikes that Eki dodged, maneuvering to one side. One of them, though, Eki was unable to avoid, and three grooves appeared on the silver dragon’s neck. Nahia noticed that the bear claws were golden like its golden owl beak. She knew instinctively they had to be Golden Magic. And when she saw Eki’s blood running down its neck she had no doubt—the attack had pierced the dragon’s scales, and that could only be done with Golden Magic. How those creatures could have that type of magic she had no clue, but it was clear to her in this instant that their beaks and claws could kill a dragon.

Eki, hold on, I’ll help you! Aroa sent them as the dragoness reacted and charged at the Gryphon. Aroa hit the Gryphon with her claws in the right wing. Several large feathers flew off and the Gryphon shrieked in rage. The attack unbalanced it and it lost altitude so Eki was able to recover.

Thank you Aroa, Eki sent.

Careful with its claws and beak, they are very dangerous, Aroa warned.

At that moment, the Gryphon Aroa had stunned appeared behind them. It had recovered and was attacking with a furious gleam in its owl eyes.

Aroa, behind you! Eki warned the dragoness.

Aroa looked back just as the Gryphon attacked with its beak. The attacker reached one of her wings and Aroa grunted in pain. The dragoness grew unbalanced and dropped altitude, leaning toward her right side.

We have to help! Nahia warned Eki.

Coming! Eki lunged behind the Gryphon as it was going to strike Aroa, this time with its claws.

Terrified, Nahia saw Logan using his lance against the Gryphon’s claws to protect Aroa’s back. He struck one claw hard, deflecting it, and stopped another by cutting in with his shield on the trajectory toward Aroa’s neck.

Eki came to help Aroa and struck the gryphon with its claws in its left wing, making the creature destabilize and fly off in a curved course to one side.

The fight in the air became bitter. The dragons caused feathers and pieces of bearskin to fly off with their attacks. In turn, the Gryphons sought to take out the dragons’ eyes with their beaks or a piece of neck to finish them with their claws. The attacks and counterattacks were ferocious in the middle of the air, and the shriek-roars sounded very loud. The swift dragons were faster than the Gryphon-Owl-Bears, but these flew with greater skill. The Gryphons as a rule had better maneuverability than the dragons, and this showed in the battle.

Tilsa’s and Morgana’s dragons, together with their riders, managed to bring down their opponents which fell to the forest, not without having received a couple of wounds in the frantic defense of the Gryphons at the surprise attack. Unfortunately for the half-bird, half-bear creatures, both Tilsa and Morgana were very good in combat and their dragons were strong and highly experienced. They did not give the two Gryphons the least chance and went for their heads. They had no mercy. The claws and strength of the dragons’ attacks, plus the accurate lance thrusts of both riders, overcame the Gryphons’ resistance and desperate fight for their lives.

Meanwhile, Sarmas and Faden went on fighting. Their adversaries had changed tactics, finding themselves at a disadvantage before dragons stronger and more powerful than them and with riders who knew how to fight well with the lance and shield. They switched to magic attacks from a distance. Every time the Gryphons approached the dragons, the dragons and riders rejected them with their claws or their riders’ lances, so they switched and tried to attack from a distance with their Elemental Magic. The Gryphon-Owl-Bears maneuvered and separated from their rivals to a hundred paces in the air. They opened their beaks and a gust of elemental fire came out of them and hit their enemies. The dragons’ innate defensive magic stopped the attack, preventing it from reaching their scales. Faden and Sarmas leaned to the other side of the saddle with great skill to avoid being reached. They were left hanging on one side with the dragons’ bodies in the way of the attack. The dragons maneuvered in the air, and swerving toward the Gryphons counterattacked with Elemental Breaths as well. The innate elemental defenses of the Gryphons activated and they did not manage to hurt them. It did not seem like magic would tilt the fight.

Nahia saw the Gryphon she was fighting against attacking and got ready. She stopped a claw strike with her shield and nearly lost it from the tremendous strength of the blow. The Gryphon went for Eki’s head and she attacked the side of its bear body with her lance. She did not think she would penetrate the creature’s skin, but to her surprise she did. Gryphons did not have skin as tough as dragons. Her attack upset the Gryphon enough so that it could not hit Eki’s head with its beak. The silver dragon noticed and gave an abrupt turn to the right so fast that it surprised the Gryphon completely. And not only the Gryphon—Nahia was also astonished with the incredible speed Eki had just reached. She had never seen the dragon fly this fast. In fact, she felt a shiver. One moment they were nosediving, and the next they were flying up like an arrow. The creature, surprised by the swift attack, tried to veer toward Eki, but the silver dragon placed itself at the creature’s tail before the Gryphon could do anything about it.

Attack its wing once I am at its side, Eki sent to Nahia.

You got it. Nahia was not sure whether that would work, but she decided to trust the silver dragon.

You have to hit the upper part of the wing where there is flesh and bone, not the feathers.

Nahia understood.

I’ll try. Hitting the upper part would not be easy at that velocity and with the Gryphon maneuvering in the air to defend itself.

Eki increased his speed and reached the Gryphon. The dragon left the Gryphon’s tail and placed itself beside the creature like lightning, Nahia did not waste any time and hit hard twice with her lance. She tried to reach the upper part of the wing, the most exposed and closest to her. To her surprise, she caused two wounds and the creature roared with rage. Nahia knew they were not serious wounds, but perhaps they would impair its flight so they would have the advantage. The Gryphon began to turn to face and attack them, and Eki made another abrupt turn at great speed to avoid it.

We have to maim it so it retreats. Hit it again on the same wing. If you can, in the same spot.

Yeah, that’s what I was thinking too. Go ahead, I’ll try and hit it.

Eki went back to the Gryphon’s tail, as they had been taught to do in their training, and coming out with a push, Eki placed itself on top of the wing and attacked it with claws. The Gryphon tried to dodge, but Eki was faster and managed to strike the injured wing. Several feathers flew off and the Gryphon changed course to avoid them. Eki was already expecting that and flew beside it at tremendous velocity. Nahia saw her chance and struck with her lance again, causing it another couple wounds on the same wing, almost in the same spot. The Gryphon shrieked and began to lose altitude fast.

I think it is retreating, Eki sent to Nahia with cautious optimism.

Nahia let the air out of her lungs loudly.

I hope it doesn’t come back.

They did not have time to check, because Aroa needed help. She was fighting against the Gryphon, and they were both bleeding from the sides.

We have to go and help! Eki sent Nahia, together with a feeling of fear for the dragoness.

Let’s attack, I’m ready! Nahia said reassuringly as she grasped her lance tightly.


Chapter 45

Eki flew at the Gryphon with tremendous speed.  Nahia already knew the silver dragon was impressively skilled at maneuvering. Eki did it better than anyone else in the squad, being the smallest. But what she was seeing now was something different. The dragon was flying even faster than in training. And it was not just a feeling. When they went to attack, the distance between the place where they were and the Gryphon they were attacking was reduced to nothing in the blink of an eye. It was absolutely impressive. Not only that, Nahia had a very odd feeling, one that made the hair on her nape stand on end and her skin crawl. It was magic. She felt magic, and it could only come from Eki, since she was not using it.

They reached the Gryphon, which did not even see Eki arrive due to the silver dragon’s immense speed.

Right wing, Eki indicated to Nahia.

All right. Nahia readied her lance to attack.

The gryphon was engrossed in fighting against Aroa and Logan with its claws and beak. They were rejecting it with force, although not with the desired skill. They still needed to go through a lot of combat sessions like that to have the necessary experience and be great aerial fighters like their comrades were. Aroa was not as big as the other dragons and that Gryphon-Owl-Bear was a rival the dragoness could defeat, but not easily. It was going to cost Aroa a few wounds. Logan was doing a stupendous job of protecting the dragoness’ back. The Gryphons knew very well where to attack dragons and were not forgiving. If Logan had not been protecting Aroa’s back, the Gryphon would have already tried to hit the central nervous system’s spot. As Logan had already executed the rider’s defense maneuver accurately, turning around in the saddle twice, the Gryphon-Owl-Bear was now trying to attack the head of the dragoness to seriously blind or wound Aroa.

Eki placed itself above the Gryphon’s wing while it was trying to reach Aroa’s eye with its beak.

Now! Eki sent to Nahia.

Nahia visualized the spot on the wing where she had to strike and did not think twice. She hit it hard. Once, twice, three times in a row before the Gryphon even reacted. A shriek-roar let them know the attack had wounded it. Logan, on his side, also reached the Gryphon’s flank with his lance, and it immediately made an evasive diagonal, downward maneuver.

Let us make sure it is gone, Eki sent to Nahia.

Good, let’s go. Nahia prepared for the chase and grasped her lance and shield tightly.

Eki went down like lightning after the Gryphon, which was already slower than a swift dragon. Once again, Nahia felt the distance separating them vanished in the blink of an eye and Eki arrived at the Gryphon’s tail faster than any other dragon could.

Get in position in 3,2, 1… Eki sent her.

The countdown prepared Nahia for the attack.

An instant later, Eki placed itself above the wounded wing and attacked with its claws. The Gryphon veered and Eki with it, the dragon placing itself so Nahia could strike. She did not hesitate and delivered two attacks with her lance in the same spot she had struck before, which appeared featherless and sported a nasty, open wound. Nahia regretted making the wound worse, but she knew it was the only way to discourage the Gryphon and drive it to give up. She did not want to kill it or even wound it seriously; what she wanted was for it to fly away. A shriek-roar told her the attack had been successful. The creature flew down to the forests.

Nahia was about to tell Eki not to follow it when she saw something out of the corner of her eye. She only saw it for an instant, but it was enough to realize the danger.

We’re under attack! Evasion maneuver! she sent Eki.

The silver dragon turned its head and saw something coming down toward them at enormous speed. At once, Eki executed an evasive maneuver. Claws skimmed Eki’s head at great velocity while the dragon lunged in the opposite direction of the attack, avoiding it.

Nahia saw the attacker pass by them and realized what it was. She felt they were in serious danger. She recognized a Gryphon-Hawk-Cheetah, the fastest of Gryphons. It was the size of a young dragon, only it flew and maneuvered at a speed three or four times faster than a dragon. Nahia already knew it. It was a mixture between a hawk and a cheetah. That had to be the reason for the incredible speed it flew at and which they could not equal.

She looked up and saw three others arrive, flying at great speed. Further behind, two more seemed to be following. The first headed toward Faden and Sarmas and their dragons, which were still fighting against the Gryphon-Owl-Bears.

Nahia realized that Eki might get away from them because it was turning out to be extremely fast in combat, but the rest of the squad would not be able to. She was not wrong. Faden and Sarmas were hit before they even saw them arrive. Morgana did see they were attacking her and tried an evasive maneuver, but the Gryphon-Hawk-Cheetah reached their back quarters and she was forced to do a rider’s defensive maneuver, turning around in the saddle.

Warn Aroa not to fight but to evade, they’re too fast! Nahia warned Eki.

Warning her, the silver dragon replied, making another dodge at once in the opposite direction he had been flying.

The claws of the Gryphon-Hawk-Cheetah skimmed Nahia’s head at devilish speed, but she managed to hunch down in the saddle.

Sorry, but it is terribly fast.

Don’t worry, you make sure to avoid it. Nahia looked for Logan and Aroa above them and saw they were in the middle of an evasion maneuver.

Attention, Meteorite Squad! These are Gryphon-Hawk-Cheetahs! We evade to the south! Everyone, Whirlwind Movement! Now! Tilsa’s lord dragon sent them.

Nahia could not agree more. They all followed the order at once. This was her least favorite maneuver, since they dropped in a diagonal to the south, executing the Whirlwind Movement. But they had to get out of there, or the enemy, which was much faster than they were, would give them serious trouble.

The six were dropping down in a Whirlwind Movement toward the forests. Three of the Gryphon-Hawk-Cheetahs flew in pursuit while the others stayed guarding the Gryphon-Owl-Bears who had survived the attack.

Of all the evasive Whirlwind Movements they had made, this one they were executing to escape from the Gryphons was undoubtedly the fastest they had ever achieved. Nahia was riding close to the saddle, leaning forward and holding on with all her might so that the turns would not throw her out of it. Her stomach and mind were holding up, probably because of the tension of the moment, and the enemies on her tail did not let her think of anything else but getting out of there any way they could. The fear she felt also helped.

Suddenly, she saw the Gryphon-Hawk-Cheetahs catching up with them. She witnessed then the use of the Whirlwind Movements she had always doubted. The first one reached Sarmas, who was bringing up the rear of the squad, and tried to hit him. But it could not. Sarmas’ dragon was spinning on itself, and the Gryphon’s attacking claws missed completely when the dragon spun and kept dropping. A second Gryphon reached Faden and attacked from behind. At that moment, Faden’s dragon spun on itself and the attack failed. The Gryphon tried again, but since they were spinning down in a diagonal it was unable to hit the dragon accurately and only managed to wound one of the dragon’s hind legs instead of its head, which was what it was aiming at.

Nahia, who was looking back and saw it, realized that the Whirlwind Movement was really worth it. Then a third Gryphon caught up with Aroa and Logan in the blink of an eye. Despite the spinning movement, the Gryphon managed to reach Aroa’s flank, who grunted in pain. Logan defended the dragoness with his lance, but with the turns he could not reach the attacker.

We have to help them! Eki sent to Nahia.

Get close and I’ll attack it, she sent back determinedly.

Eki came out of the Whirlwind Movement and flew straight at Aroa and Logan. They kept spinning down in the Whirlwind Movement with the Gryphon stuck to their tail, trying to reach them. Nahia could see that the Gryphon was faster than Aroa, just like the others were faster than Sarmas and Faden. The three were in danger. They were not going to be able to dodge those lightning-fast Gryphon-Hawk-Cheetahs.

Attack the flank, Eki sent to Nahia.

Nahia felt that strange magic again and Eki flew off at the Gryphon. The silver dragon reached it in an instant at a devilishly velocity. Nahia attacked before the fast creature could react. She plunged the tip of her lance in its side, under the wing, hard. The skin of the cheetah was less tough than the bear’s, and the tip penetrated deep. The Gryphon gave a shriek-growl of pain and turned on them in midair to attack them. Eki swerved like lightning, and Nahia was able to attack again and plunge the lance in the same side of the first impact. The Gryphon shrieked again and with an abrupt movement it withdrew, flying north away from them. Nahia felt bad for wounding the creature, but she could not let it hurt Logan and Aroa.

Thank you both! They received from Aroa, who was bleeding now from the neck and side.

Attention! Nosedive maneuver at top speed with low flight over the river through the trees! they received Azkar-Gorri-Bat’s order.

Nahia wanted to protest—that was extremely dangerous, and more so with two Gryphons still trying to kill Sarmas and Faden, who were in trouble.

Nosedive at maximum speed. Now, Azkar-Gorri-Bat ordered.

The six plunged vertically, heading straight to the forest about nine thousand feet below them. They did so with impressive skill and coordination. They went down very fast toward the river that ran in the middle of a great forest. The problem was that the two Gryphon-Hawk-Cheetahs chasing after them were faster than they were. They did not leave their tails and tried to attack Sarmas and Faden again, who had the attackers right behind them. They were both hit, suffering claw strikes on their heads and backs. At the speed they were going down, they could not turn around to defend themselves from the attack. If it had not been for their armor and helmets, they would have died. Sarmas was rendered unconscious and Faden seemed to have been wounded in the back, in spite of the rider’s armor.

They’re attacking the riders, not the dragons, Nahia sent Eki.

It occurs to me that it might be a tactic. If they get rid of the riders, they can attack the dragons on the back, in their central nervous system. And those Gryphons are extremely fast, they would reach their goal.

I think you’re right. Then Nahia saw they were heading straight to the river and were going to crash if Eki did not fly off. We’ve got to brake!

Coming!

Nahia did not want to look. She knew that flying low after a nosedive at that speed was not something Eki was good at. She tried to shut her eyes, but she had no time. Azkar-Gorri-Bat executed the low flight with accuracy. Morgana and her lord dragon followed without touching the water. Aroa skimmed it and nearly crashed but was able to control her flight over the river and keep going. Eki flew off enough at the last moment so that only his tail touched the water. This caused the silver dragon to lean to one side, then he straightened out, leaning to the other. Luckily the river was very wide and they did not crash into the trees. For Nahia the maneuver was a complete success, seeing the way they were going. Sarmas’ and Faden’s dragon lords managed to finish the maneuver, but with the two Gryphons on their tails.

They followed the course of the river close to the water. Nahia looked back and saw that the Gryphons had caught up with Sarmas and Faden again and were attacking them. They were going to kill them to gain access to the dragons’ backs. If they did not do something, their comrades were going to die. They would not manage to get rid of those fast pursuers.

Attention! Keep flying low. Zuri-Azkar-Bi and me, full inversion in 3,2,1, now! Azkar-Gorri-Bat ordered.

Tilsa’s and Morgana’s dragons rose vertically while the rest went on straight. A moment later, they executed a full circle on themselves to drop down behind the two Gryphons. Nahia, who was looking back, could not believe the maneuver she had just witnessed. They had not been taught that—it must be an advanced maneuver.

Azkar-Gorri-Bat with Tilsa and Zuri-Azkar-Bi with Morgana attacked the two Gryphon-Hawk-Cheetahs from behind as they were about to kill Sarmas and Faden.

Aroa-Zuri-Indar, full turn to the right and attack the side. Eki-Ilargi-Ausar, full turn to the left and attack the side, Azkar-Gorri-Bat ordered.

They both obeyed, and when they made the turn they found they were facing the sides of the two Gryphons. They attacked just as Azkar-Gorri-Bat and Zuri-Azkar-Bi attacked from behind. The two Gryphons, taken by surprise by the maneuvers, tried to fight, but there were two dragons larger than them that they each had to defeat. The fight was brief. The dragons’ claws and the riders’ lances wounded the Gryphons and they fell to the river, defeated.

Good work, Meteorite Squad! Now, let us get out of this world and back to ours! Azkar-Gorri-Bat sent them and, following the river, they headed to the Pearl.

Nahia could not believe what they had lived through here. She looked at Logan, who was flying beside her, and sighed deeply when she saw that he appeared to be okay. She thought the idea of leaving the Gryphon’s world was excellent.


Chapter 46

The Snow Panthers arrived at the entrance to the Shelter with the first light of dawn. They intended to enter the valley quickly and without being seen. They saw that there were no soldiers at the Frozen Peak entrance, which surprised them, but they knew better than to question good fortune, so they went in. Lasgol was leading, carrying Aodh’s Bow, the Golden Weapon, in his hand, followed by Gerd, and with them went Ona and Argi. Viggo and Camu brought up the rear.

They passed through the frozen cave where the whole nightmare with Dergha-Sho-Blaska, the Immortal Dragon, had begun and from which they still had not recovered. The consequences of that adventure had been disastrous. Lasgol had problems with his memory and magic. Egil was still a prisoner in Drakoros. Nilsa had been kidnapped in the desert, Ingrid was imprisoned in the east, and Astrid was missing in Erenal. Some day they would finish recovering, but they still had a long way to go and many injuries and evils to heal. Of course, Viggo had to comment; he could not resist himself.

“I told you it was a real dragon.”

“Yeah, we know,” Gerd told him. “You don’t need to remind us every time we come through this frozen cave.”

“Of course I need to. Only thus will you learn to pay attention to me when I say something. It was a dragon. I told you so. I was right. You weren’t.”

You say many things not true.

“Shut up, bug, and stop growing so much, or you won’t be able to get through this cave. You’re so fat that you’re brushing the walls.”

I not fat. Be like this. And I can go outside mountain. My hands cling to rock.

“When did you say you were going to hibernate again?”

Not know. Body say when.

“Well, try to sleep a whole decade. What peace we’d have.”

You no funny, and very ugly.

“I love you too.” Viggo blew him a kiss.

“Leave poor Camu in peace and behave,” Gerd chided.

“¿Me? I’m a charmer. Everybody says so.”

“Everybody you pay to say so,” Gerd retorted and laughed.

“There might be some truth in that,” Viggo grinned.

They went down to the valley and Lasgol set a fast pace through the trees. They had to approach the Lair without being seen, and it was more than likely there would be a dragon watching it. They soon got confirmation of this. They saw a young dragon flying overhead. It was brown with red streaks. Lasgol entered a thick forest and headed to the deepest part. They had to avoid being seen. They knew the area perfectly well—they had spent a long time training to become Specialists—so it was easy for Lasgol to get close to their target without leaving the forests which kept them hidden from the dragon watching from the sky. They hid in an oak forest in front of the Lair and watched.

There was no trace of soldiers from Kraido in the area. This did not really surprise them, since the invaders were short on troops lately. Above the Lair, the Pearl seemed to watch the passing of time imperturbably. There was a young red dragon with blue streaks beside it resting.

“Two dragons and no soldiers,” Lasgol commented. “Viggo, go and make sure there’s no one inside the Lair. Better not to take any risks.”

“Consider it done,” Viggo replied as he ran like lightning through the trees to go and see.

“Two young dragons. They must be powerful, but at least they’re not large veterans,” said Gerd, looking at one and then the other.

Lasgol was also studying them.

“In these cases we have to be very quick and neutralize one. If we confront both, we’ll die.”

Ona moaned.

No worry, Ona. We defeat, Camu sent her in order to calm her.

“Take it easy, we already have some experience on how to fight against the dragons,” Lasgol said so they would be calm.

Viggo returned after a moment

“All clear. The soldiers left a long time ago. We only have to deal with those two dragons and then we can leave.”

“That was according to your plan, which we’re not going to follow,” Lasgol told him.

“We’re going to follow Taika’s plan,” said Gerd.

“I don’t like that plan, mine’s better,” Viggo grumbled.

Your plan no better. Your plan very crazy,

“And what would you know, bug.”

“Taika’s plan is safer, we all agreed. That’s the one we’ll stick to.” Lasgol ended the argument.

“How long do we have to wait?” Viggo asked impatiently.

“Not much I don’t think. A day or two at the most,” Lasgol calculated.

“Ufff… with my plan we’d already be in the desert.”

“Yeah, or dead,” Gerd said.

They waited, despite Viggo’s protests. They went deeper into the forest so as not to be seen and relaxed. It turned out that Lasgol had calculated fairly well. A day and a half later, at nightfall, a new dragon appeared, flying over the Shelter.

“That’s not a young dragon. It’s a veteran one and very powerful,” Gerd said.

“Yeah, that’s Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt, leader of the Red Squadron,” Lasgol identified it.

“The pain-in-the-butt that follows us everywhere we go. When I get my golden knives back, I’m going to take its heart out,” Viggo threatened.

“I’d be careful with that one if I were you. I think it’s rather powerful,” Gerd warned him, making a face.

The great red dragon landed beside the Pearl above the Lair. The other two dragons that seemed to have been waiting for it started communicating with it. The three moved their heads, but since it was a mental conversation the Rangers did not know what they were saying.

The Red Squadron appeared in the distance a while later. The three squads arrived at a run, looking as if they had been running nonstop for days.

“There they come, and they look dead tired,” Gerd said.

“They’ve run all the way from Noroga, following the coast without resting. They must be tired indeed,” Lasgol commented.

“That’s because they’re carrying steel spears and shields, plus backpacks. All of that’s very heavy,” said Viggo.

“They appear to be in good physical shape. From what they’ve told us, they were forced to train hard at their Academy,” said Gerd.

“Well, it will have come in handy for this long-distance race,” Viggo nodded.

The three squads reached the Pearl and stopped a few paces from their leader, which was no longer speaking with the other two dragons but was opening a portal.

“The plan is working, all right,” Lasgol commented. “We’d better get ready.”

I ready. Gerd help.

“Yup, everything’s ready,” Gerd nodded.

“This had better turn out right…” Viggo said without much assurance.

It took Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt a moment to open the great portal above the Pearl. The great sphere that seemed made of liquid silver flashed strongly once the portal was completed.

Be selecting rune of destination, Camu warned.

“Can you tell which one is it?” Lasgol asked him.

No, be too far.

“Then we’ll have to risk it,” Lasgol said.

The great red dragon selected the rune in the Pearl they had to travel to and the portal flashed, indicating the destination was locked. Night was falling, and the flash spread throughout the darkness that surrounded them. An instant later, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt entered the portal. Without wasting time, the three squads began to go up to the Pearl to follow their leader.

“Our turn,” Lasgol told his friends.

“Let’s go,” Gerd replied.

Gathering momentum, Lasgol, Gerd, and Viggo got up on Camu’s back, where Gerd had placed ropes and a harness so they could hold on and not fall off.

“Take the potions,” Lasgol reminded them.

“Will they work?” Viggo protested.

“Annika has spent years investigating. She’s improved them to the best of her abilities,” Lasgol told him.

“Yeah… maybe… I bet I end up vomiting.” Viggo shook his head. “Why do we have to go on the bug? The last time we didn’t faint, or don’t you remember?”

Lasgol shook his head. He did not remember.

“To make sure,” Gerd told him. “In case something happens and we do faint.”

“Fine,” Viggo shrugged.

“Tie yourself tightly to Camu’s ropes. If the potion fails, we can’t fall off his back,” Lasgol said.

They all drank the potion.

I activate Extended Camouflage skill. No one see. We invisible. All be close me.

“Ona with Camu, flat against him,” Lasgol told her.

“Argi, with Camu,” said Gerd.

The two obeyed at once.

“Go on, Camu, as fast as you can, and be careful with the two dragons,” Lasgol pleaded.

Yes, I fast and careful, he sent back and raced off from the forest straight to the portal above the Pearl. Ona and Argi ran on either side of him. All were covered by the invisibility dome of Camu’s skill and could not be seen.

“This is a nefarious plan, what a horrible mount,” Viggo grumbled as they were racing up the side of the Lair toward the Pearl.

Camu was running as fast as he could and slipped in between the two young dragons that watched the portal. One of them heard something and turned its head, and Camu went past it.

Ona, Argi, leap now! He indicated to them as he also leaped into the Pearl. Ona and Argi took a tremendous leap and climbed onto the Pearl. Camu did not jump as high, but he managed to put his paws on the Pearl and clung there.

The dragon who had heard something was looking in every direction. It suspected something. It must have messaged the other dragon, because it also started looking around the Pearl. Camu hastened to finish climbing the Pearl and entered the portal. Ona and Argi went in with him.

Camu came out of the portal on the other side. But the danger had not passed—on the contrary, it was much greater. He found himself beside a white dragon with red streaks. He stood still as a statue and looked around. He was in the midst of some red rocky mountains the color of blood, and he knew them very well. They had come out at the desert Pearl, as they had foreseen. On his right, a little further away, he saw Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt communicating with another red dragon with lilac streaks. The three squads of the Red Squadron were a little further left, waiting for orders.

Not move. Be together with me. Much danger.

Now came the most critical moment of the plan. They had to slip away without being detected. Unfortunately, they had been unable to contact the Desher Tumaini in time for them to prepare a distraction when they arrived. That would have made this step a lot easier, but even if they had sent a messenger hawk, it would have taken a long time to get here from Norghana. Time was what they did not have.

Camu did not know whether his friends were unconscious or not. The potion had worked well before, so he was hoping it would this time too. Then he felt Lasgol leaning his hands on his back noiselessly. He was conscious, which encouraged Camu. Gerd did the same, and then Viggo. The potion had worked: they had not fainted. This was a very good sign, because he would not have to worry about any of them falling off his back if he had to run.

Everything good so far. We in desert. I try slip, he sent to his friends. None said anything, but the three leaned against his back. With that dragon so close, a single sound or word and everything could go sideways. Very much sideways, since there were three dragons here and a squadron of Dragon Warlocks. Camu knew he had to get away from there without being seen.

With extreme care, he took a step forward soundlessly. Luckily, he left no prints on the red rock of the mountain. He took another step and looked at the red dragon out of the corner of his eye. It was too close, but there was nothing he could do because it was where he had come out of the portal.

Then the white dragon looked to where they were. Camu stopped. Had it seen anything? No, not seen, but perhaps it had heard something? It started sniffing the air. That was very bad. They had to get out of there fast. Camu moved again, very careful where he stepped and trying not to make the slightest noise. As he moved on, the white dragon went to the spot where they had come out of the portal. It was still sniffing the air. Camu looked back, fearful that it might have discovered his trail. The white dragon looked to the portal. Camu took three more steps now that it had its back turned toward him.

No one move or make any noise, he sent them very anxiously.

Suddenly, the white dragon called the other two, and they went over to it and started sniffing around.

Seek our trail. I get out here, Camu sent them as he climbed a rock that formed a sort of peak to go down the other side. He went down a rocky slope and saw that he could no longer be seen from the plateau where the Pearl was.

I go down. Must escape, he sent them and went down another very steep slope that took him closer to the desert sand. Since the bottom of his paws adhered to practically everything, he had no fear of tumbling down the slope. His riders, though, were something different. He could feel how they were holding onto the ropes tied around his body so they did not fall off with the pronounced forward-tilt of his body.

He kept running north, because the Pearl was south of the mountain. He went on with his invisibility dome activated. Argi and Ona were so well trained and good they were right by his legs so they were not seen at all. The range of his extended invisibility had grown with time and because since his last hibernation he had become more powerful with his magic. Even so, it was not too big of an area, so they had to be careful that no one strayed out of it.

Little by little and very carefully, Camu followed the mountain slope to the north. Every now and then he looked back, fear tightening his chest, and seeing they were not being followed, he took courage and went on. After running for a long while, he stopped between two slopes that formed a long rocky gully and waited. He thought they had made it and was about to stop his invisibility skill, which was already consuming his inner magic, when he saw Irakas-Gorri-Gazt fly overhead. He was so startled that he crouched. The great red dragon flew over them in circles, as if searching for something. A moment later, the other two dragons appeared and also started flying in circles over the red mountains.

You can speak, dragons fly high and no one else here, he sent to his friends.

“They seem to be looking for us,” said Lasgol. “Can you keep your invisibility up?”

For now yes, but not much time.

“If they’re searching, it’s because they detected something,” Gerd said, troubled.

“Something? We’ve brushed by several dragons. The fact that we’re alive is a miracle!” Viggo burst out.

“What’s important is that we’re here and still alive,” Lasgol replied.

Yes. I do plan very well.

“Yes, you did, wonderfully,” Gerd congratulated him.

“Yeah, sure, you almost bumped into the white dragon, and besides, I think the dragon smelled you,” Viggo accused Camu.

I not smell.

“You must smell because it was sniffing at you,” Viggo retorted.

Not me, you.

“Yeah, sure, I bet you farted from fear and the dragon smelled it, not to say you might have poo…”

“Viggo, shut up, you’re a real torture,” Gerd told him. “You have no idea how much I miss Ingrid, to put you in your place.”

“I miss her more,” Viggo replied with a deep sigh. “And her cold, straightforward character, my leader, my warrior.” And he sighed again.

“We must seek shelter. I see a cave at the end of this gully between slopes, try to get into it,” Lasgol told Camu.

Don’t know if fit.

“Let’s try. Those dragons are going to be searching for us for a long time,” he told him.

All right.

Camu moved on between the two slopes, toward the cave at the end.

“The potion worked,” Gerd said gladly.

“Half-worked, because my head hurts as if I’d been hit with a hammer.”

“We didn’t faint, which is the important thing. And our stomachs don’t feel it so much,” Gerd said cheerfully.

“What about our heads?” Viggo frowned.

“Nothing is perfect,” Gerd shrugged.

They reached the end, and indeed there was a small cavern. They got off Camu and went in.

“It’s clear and it doesn’t have another way out,” said Lasgol. “Camu, see if you can fit in.”

I try. Bit tight.

Camu managed to get inside, and soon they were all in the cavern. They could not be seen from the sky. The only way they could be spotted was if someone stood at the very entrance of the cave, so Camu was able to stop his extended invisibility skill.

“Well… the first stage of our plan has been successful,” Gerd said, pleased.

“Yeah, and without any bloodshed. That’s a feat,” Lasgol said cheerfully.

“I’d rather there had been some bloodshed,” said Viggo.

“Yeah, how odd that you should think that. It’s not always the best option,” Gerd said.

“What are we going to do now, apart from hiding here like desert weasels?” Viggo demanded.

“We’ll wait until they stop looking for us. It’s nighttime—they’ll soon get tired since they can’t see much,” said Lasgol.

“Fine, but don’t let the bug move much or he’s going to squash us,” Viggo replied.

I ignore you. Be very happy with Ona and Argi.

“Taika was right, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt took the bait as soon as it was presented,” Gerd said, going over the plan.

“Fake bait,” Viggo specified.

“Yeah, the fake plan we wrote out and which they presented to their leader as if they had found it in the cave following our trail,” said Gerd.

“Which specified that we were leaving the region to come here,” Lasgol commented.

“The little dragon could not hurry enough to come racing here,” Viggo grinned ironically.

“The plan established that we had left the region weeks ago. And he fell for it. That dragon thought we’d already be here and it came without wasting a moment, as we guessed it would. Very well thought out,” Lasgol said.

“What I can’t understand is why it believed the plan.” Viggo was doubtful.

“Because the writing looked authentic and it was the Igneous Squad who delivered it. It would not suspect one of its own squads,” Gerd told him.

“It should. I suspect everyone.

“That’s not true. You trust us,” Gerd said.

“I don’t trust the weirdo, he doesn’t even remember who he is.”

“Thanks, Viggo, you fill me with confidence,” Lasgol replied with irony.

“Not my fault that you don’t remember me.”

“You I remember fairly well. It’s those I love the most and care about that I can’t remember. That was the punishment of that twisted dragon,” Lasgol replied with a pang in his heart.

“Then don’t pretend you remember me. You’ve always loved me, more than Gerd for sure,” Viggo said.

“No way,” Gerd shook his finger at him.

“More than the bug, for sure.”

Not true. Lasgol and I brothers.

“With time, I’ll remember everything. I keep getting images in my mind and feelings… I only need time… and I’m working on it. One day I’ll remember everything and I’ll also recuperate my magic, I’m sure.”

“Well, just to save you time, I can tell you that you and I were like soul twins. You liked Gerd so-so and the bug not at all,” Viggo told him.

Be all lies. You not believe him.

Viggo smiled mischievously.

“You’re so trusting. One day you’ll learn.”

At that moment, two figures appeared on the red rocks. They approached Camu at a crouch. Slightly built, they had ruby eyes and were armed with javelins. They were warriors of the Desher Tumaini Tribe. They knelt before Camu, very honored, and called him Hor.

Warriors find us.

“Wonderful. They’ll take us inside,” Lasgol told them.

A moment later they were walking up a slope following the warriors. It was the wee hours of night and the dragons had stopped searching for them. The desert sky was star-studded and allowed them to see well enough to follow the warriors. After a while of going up and down red rocky slopes, they arrived at a cavern. This one was also a bit tight for Camu, but he just barely managed to get through. Inside, the warriors called and one of the rocks shifted to one side, leading to a larger cave. The group entered the Desher Tumaini’s domain.


Chapter 47

They went along different tunnels of red rock inside the south part of the Mountains of Blood, led by the two warriors with ruby eyes who had found them outside. The group was glad to be safe inside the great mountain of red-rock walls. Camu was delighted. Every time they went by caverns where warriors practiced fighting or women worked, they all bowed showing their respect.

Once inside the Mountains of Blood, they joined Aibin, the youngest son of Tor Nassor, who came to welcome them to a large cavern well lit by torches.

“What a joy to see you again!”  Aibin said, opening his arms in a sign of courtesy. The young, handsome warrior with skin weathered by the desert and ruby eyes seemed to carry a heavy load on his shoulders.

“The joy is ours,” Lasgol said, greeting him with a nod.

“This is my older brother, Abon Aleasor. He is the leader of the tribe now. My father, our beloved and venerated leader, died last year.”

“We are very sorry to hear that, he was a great man,” said Lasgol, who remembered the man well enough to have feelings for him.

“He was always good to us,” Gerd said, “my deepest condolences,”

“And mine,” Viggo added.

“He lived a long and prosperous life and was an example to follow. We will all remember him always,” Aibin said lovingly.

Very good man. Great leader, Camu sent.

“The Greater Hor is too kind. My father would have been very happy to hear this,” Aibin bowed at Camu, showing respect.

“He would be indeed,” Abon added, also bowing at Camu respectfully.

“Your Norghanian is very good,” Gerd told him.

“I spent time in the north of Tremia learning so I could be a good leader for my people someday,” Abon replied.

“Indeed, an excellent preparation,” Gerd agreed.

“My brother is leading us now during these difficult times,” Aibin gestured toward him.

“I do what I can, following my father’s teachings and principles, but it’s complicated to reach his level when the difficulties are so great.”

“The dragons?” Lasgol asked.

“The dragons and the armies of those beings, the ones called Feline-men. They have the bodies of large cats but they walk and fight like men,” Abon told them.

“Yes, Taika already told us that the dragon king, Ram-Mar-Oia, is responsible for the conquest of the whole south of Drameia, under the control of the Nocean Empire. Their armies are made up of Felidae—they are lions, tigers, panthers, and cheetah-men. Tough fighters.”

“They are. We’ve fought them here. They couldn’t come into our realm under the mountains. A few months ago they stopped trying. They had to return to the city of Jafarika. The Noceans there turned against them. Now they control the city.”

“Tell us, what do you know of Nilsa and Edwina and the other kidnapped women?”

“They have them in the city of Jafarika. The ultimatum ends in three days. If we don’t leave our mountains, they will be killed,” Abon told them with great sadness.

“We’re very worried.” Aibin could not hide his fear for Nilsa’s fate in his eyes.

“Three days doesn’t give us a very large margin to work with,” said Lasgol.

“Let’s use my plan. It’s the only solution we’ve come up at this point,” Viggo proposed.

“Let’s wait and see how things develop before we take drastic measures,” Lasgol told him.

“Eat with us. We can talk more quietly about everything that’s happened. It’s an honor for us that you’re here with a benign Greater Hor, a god no less,” Abon said.

I happy be back.

“It’s an honor for all our people,” Abon assured him.

They went with the brothers, and while they ate delicious desert dishes the tribe of the ruby eyes served them, they talked about everything happening in the desert. Then they all went to sleep some, since the following day promised to be a complicated one.

At mid-morning, Aibin came into the cavern where the Panthers were sleeping.

“What news?” Lasgol asked him.

“The great red dragon has been flying over the mountains. Then it went to the city of Jafarika, and there it spoke to the blue dragon that rules the city.”

“It’s gathering information,” said Gerd.

“Asking about us,” Viggo said.

“Yes, that’s very likely. But this isn’t the news. It came back and has opened a portal.”

“It has? What for?” Lasgol was surprised.

“It left. Alone. Its squadron has stayed with the other two dragons.”

“Wow, will it have gone back for reinforcements?” Gerd wondered.

Lasgol was wondering too.

“It doesn’t need reinforcements to capture us. It has its squadron and two dragons out there, and another one in the city.”

“Then why has it left?” Gerd asked.

“It hasn’t located us. It was hoping to find us here but couldn’t sniff out our trail. It must have gone for more information. To meet with the white dragon that leads our capture and see if we’ve appeared somewhere else.”

“Yeah, that might be it,” Gerd nodded.

“Well, if it’s gone, now’s the perfect time to act,” Viggo said, jumping to his feet.

Lasgol breathed deeply.

“You might be right. It won’t take long to return, and when it does our chances will dwindle. We have to act before it returns.”

“You’re finally listening to me!” Viggo raised his hands in the air as a sign of triumph.

“Aibin, let’s plan the rescue. We need your warriors.”

“You can count on them. We’ll defend our people to the death.”

“Very well, because we’re going to take Jafarika,” said Lasgol.

Aibin’s face changed.

“There are soldiers inside, and a dragon.”

“But the walls are quite damaged, according to what you told me yesterday.”

“Yes, they haven’t been repaired. Here in the desert it’s difficult to lay siege to a city because of the lack of food and water. The walls are pretty useless apart from protecting the city from the wind of the desert.”

“We’ll take advantage of that.”

“Call your brother, there’s no time to lose.”

“All right.” Aibin ran off.

A few hours later, the Snow Panthers came out of the Mountains of Blood through a secret grotto. They remained watching the surroundings, careful not to be seen. The two dragons were beside the Pearl without moving. They seemed to have orders from Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt to watch it. Lasgol knocked an arrow in his golden bow. Viggo and Gerd did the same with their bows. Ona and Argi were with Camu. Once they were within sight distance, Camu activated his Extended Camouflage and they all became invisible.

Lasgol saw that further beyond, on a slope, the Red Squadron was resting. Their plan had reached this point. Once they contacted the tribe they would have to establish a new plan according to the situation they found, so the Igneous Squad did not know what was going to happen next. Lasgol did not know how they were going to react to what was coming. He hoped they reacted with courage and integrity. They would soon find out. They had no time to agree on something with them.

I near white dragon, Camu sent them.

They went forward as one, the three humans with a hand on Camu since they could not see him. Ona and Argi walked right by Camu even though they could not see him. They seemed to do it by animal instinct.

Unfortunately, the only way to take the city and rescue Nilsa was by first getting rid of those two dragons. If three dragons got together, plus the army at the city, they would not be able to fight against them—this they were very clear about. Lasgol had finally decided that attacking a dragon was very risky, and taking on two was crazy. But there was no other option.

We are three hundred paces, Camu warned them.

“Very well, get ready,” Lasgol whispered. “I’ll attack the white dragon first. You attack the red and distract it.”

“Ready,” said Gerd.

“More than ready,” Viggo said,

“Ona, stay with Camu until I tell you.”

Ona moaned once.

“Argi, you too with Camu,” Gerd told the wolf.

Lasgol concentrated. He sought his lake of inner magic and gathered a good amount of energy. He was going to use two skills combined to cause more damage. The problem was that due to what the Immortal Dragon had done to him, his magic did not always obey him. He shut his eyes to concentrate. He wished with all his might that this time they would work. He was going to call upon two skills he had recovered, or almost recovered. There were others he had possessed and was now incapable of summoning. He knew he had them, not because he remembered them but because his friends had told him about them. They had also recovered that tome of Egil’s where he had written down everything he knew of each and every skill of Lasgol’s. He had another tome about Camu’s skills too; Egil had passed his notes from his notebooks and had not told them about it. Sigrid, the current leader of the Rangers, had them now.

He sighed. Thanks to these tomes he had been able to start recovering his lost skills. He knew details about them—what they were called, how to summon them—and that was extremely important. Egil had done an amazing job detailing everything. When Lasgol had been lost in Norghana without his friends, he had recovered some skills naturally without knowing why or how. He had even developed some new ones spontaneously. The world of magic was as complicated as it was surprising, but now, thanks to Egil’s tome that Sigrid had given him, Lasgol knew about all the skills he had once mastered. And he wanted to recover them all. He did not know how long it would take him or if he ever would, but he was certainly going to try.

He called upon his True Shot skill and immediately afterward Powerful Shot, then sent a flow of his magic to the golden bow. He had been practicing this combination day and night in the hope of improving his odds of being able to use it when he needed it. Both the Ice Magi and the leaders of the Rangers had recommended he use it to reconnect his magic with his mind, since the link was fractured. They had also assured him that it had not been severed irreversibly and that this was why he could still use his magic and call upon some skills. This had eased him greatly, and it also gave him hope. It had also reminded him that he had already suffered a similar situation in the past, although he did not remember what or how he had fixed the problem.

He opened his eyes and waited to see first the two green flashes and then the golden one that must occur in his arms and the golden bow. But they did not come. Lasgol felt the energy he had gathered wasting away when the attempt failed and his skills did not activate.

“It’s for today, weirdo,” Viggo whispered to him. “If those dragons come out scouting, they’re going to see the ruby-eyed warriors coming up the river and they’re going to massacre them.”

Lasgol knew Viggo was right, and this only made him feel more pressure still. He concentrated again and tried once more with more emphasis. But he did not make it and wasted his inner energy. He snorted and tried to calm down; it might be the pressure and not the magic that was making him fail. He had to control the intensity of the moment. He breathed in hard and let the air out through his mouth. He tried again. Luckily, it was the first attack and they had not been discovered yet. If he failed, as he was doing, once the attack had begun, it was going to be a big problem. A very serious one. To make things more difficult, his magic failed again. He did not lose spirit and tried again. The same thing happened, and now he did begin to worry and despair.

The white dragon beat its wings. It looked ready to take off. It was now or never. He called upon his skills and opened his eyes. The two green flashes came and almost at the same time the golden one. Lasgol released the arrow. It was aiming at the dragon’s right eye. The True Shot made sure it did not miss, although the dragon moved its head to look up. The Elemental Fire Arrow hit the eye and burst. The Powerful Shot skill made the arrow plunge in to the shaft, penetrating the eye. The magic of the bow made any magical defense impossible.

The power of the impact made the white dragon throw its head to the left and roar with rage and pain. Lasgol had calculated from past experience that the dragons hit this way almost lost that eye. The explosion seriously wounded it, since it burned the eye with the fire. This was added to the fact that, penetrating to the shaft, the damage it caused was tremendous. The arrows were special, of the hardest Norghanian steel, not wood. They used them to blind the dragons. Since the invasion, they had been developing new weapons against them. The steel arrows with an elemental explosive charge were most efficient against the beasts’ eyes, one of their very few weak spots.

Two more arrows went straight at the head of the red dragon. They sought its eyes but they did not manage to hit them because it moved its head a little to look at the white dragon. Gerd and Viggo managed to hit it in the forehead and above the mouth. They were both very good archers, with years of practice in the Rangers and vast experience gained through a thousand and one adventures throughout Tremia. It was not the first dragon they attacked, and it would not be the last. Viggo preferred knives, which were his specialty, but he also used the bow like an expert. There were two explosions of earth and dust and blinding, stunning substances. The dragon shook its head and roared furiously.

The two dragons tried to react, but the surprise of the attack made them take too long. That, and the fact that they could not see the archers attacking them.

Lasgol released again, a simpler shot this time, to ensure he could do it and that the magic did not fail him. He used only True Shot, and he aimed at the same eye. He wanted to make sure the dragon definitely lost one eye. The Fire Arrow flew swiftly with a green flash followed by the golden one and burst against the dragon’s eye, although it was moving its head so as to not offer an easy target. The True Shot skill ensured Lasgol never missed, even if the target moved. The arrow adjusted its flight to find its target. It was not infallible, but only rarely it had not hit the bull’s eye. It hit true, and when it did there was another explosion of fire that burned the eye. The arrow penetrated, albeit not as deep as the other one. The dragon roared in pain and fury. This time Lasgol was sure he had rendered the right eye useless; now he had to do the same with the other one and the dragon would be finished.

Gerd and Viggo released again as fast as they were able to at the red dragon’s head as it tried to see through the cloud of smoke and dust that enveloped its head. Both arrows hit the head again. Gerd’s hit on one side of the eye and Viggo’s above the other. There were two new stunning explosions and the dust cloud intensified around the dragon’s head, which roared furiously because the explosions obscured its vision and the bursts annoyed it.

The white dragon opened its mouth and sent its elemental storm breath, which spread two hundred paces ahead. It kept up the flow of lightning, seeking to find the archers it could not see. It moved its head from side to side, sweeping the area in front of it and forming a cone with its breath of death.

The group was three hundred paces away. This was the distance they knew they had to maintain at all times with a dragon if they wanted to stay alive. The two dragons would not reach them unless they moved forward, since their greatest reach was two hundred and fifty paces. Since they did not see the attackers they did not move, but the red dragon also began to use its breath to attack everything in front of it.

Three new arrows flew toward the dragons, and now that they were alert they were able to determine where they were coming from and hence where the invisible archers were. The arrows hit their mark and created more trouble for the dragons, which decided to move forward to reach the archers and hit them with their breaths.

“We have to move,” Lasgol told Viggo and Gerd, seeing the dragons were coming toward them. “Let’s move a hundred paces to our right.” Lasgol needed to reach the white dragon’s good eye before things got worse, because once they lost the advantage of surprise the dragons would have the upper hand with their immense physical strength and magical power. Too many advantages for such a small group of Rangers.

They moved as one. They were well trained; Camu moved and they all moved with him, since being invisible they might trip over one another. It was not only that the enemy could not see them, but they could not see themselves or their friends.

“We release at three steps,” Lasgol told his partners in a low voice. His words were almost muffled by the noise the two elemental breaths of storm lightning and fire made.

Lasgol released at the third step and used only True Shot. He did not dare combine it with Powerful Shot in case he failed. He could not make a mistake now. The dragons were moving forward, sweeping the area with their breaths, and were almost two hundred and fifty paces away so they could reach them. His magic did not fail him, nor did the bow’s, and there were the green and the golden flashes. The arrow flew true toward the white dragon’s good eye. Gerd and Viggo shot at the red dragon.

Lasgol’s arrow burst with a flame and plunged in shallowly, wounding the eye. He almost had it. Another True Shot and he would render it blind or practically so. The white dragon roared in pain and stopped its elemental breath. Gerd’s and Viggo’s arrows hit their target once again—the head. Gerd’s hit its right eye. Viggo’s missed the left eye by a finger. They both created serious vision problems to the dragon when they burst and filled its eyes with blinding substances. The smoke and dust surrounded its head, but the dragons had seen where the arrows came from before they had hit them, so they knew where their attackers were, even if they could not see them.

The two dragons leaped forward, beating their wings, and stood a hundred paces from them. The Rangers were within reach of their elemental breaths.

Camu saw it.

I create Anti-Magic Dome, he warned his partners.

“We have one more shot before they realize Camu is protecting us. Let’s all release at the left eye of the white dragon. Fire Arrows, at my signal,” Lasgol said to his friends.

They both felt in their quivers and chose an Elemental Fire Arrow. They had them marked, and just by touching the feathers they knew what type they were. Lasgol nocked another Fire Arrow on his bow and, lifting it, aimed at the white dragon’s eye.

The two dragons, now sure they had the invisible archers, sent their breaths of fire and storm at them. Directly. The Rangers should have died in an instant, but the two breaths hit the anti-magic barrier Camu had raised all around them and nothing reached them. The two dragons opened their eyes wide, unable to believe what they were seeing. Their breaths died without reaching the bodies of the enemies they could not see.

“Now!” Lasgol cried.

The three arrows flew at the same time—Lasgol’s with skill and magic, Gerd’s and Viggo’s only with the skill of experienced rangers. At that distance and with the dragon not moving its head because it was attacking and stunned, the three hit the eye. There were three explosions of fire, and the three steel arrows plunged into the dragon’s eye.

Lasgol knew they had completely blinded it before the dragon started roaring with pain.

“We’ve blinded it. Now the other,” he told his friends.

“That red lizard with wings isn’t going to be fooled now that it’s seen what happened to the other one,” Viggo told him.

“Release at its eyes, it’s the best option we have,” Lasgol told them.

The white dragon found itself blinded and moved to one side, roaring, aghast. If there was only one dragon, which was how they usually attacked them, they would now all approach it and finish it off, but the problem was that the red dragon was still whole and they no longer had the element of surprise. The red dragon roared desperately several times. It must be calling the Red Squadron, because they came toward the dragons.

“We have company,” Viggo warned.

“This might be a problem,” Gerd said.

“Let’s focus on the red dragon,” Lasgol said in a whisper.

And as if it had heard and knew it was going to be attacked, the dragon gave a powerful leap forward and fell on them with its claws stretched forward. It could not see them, but it knew where they were and had decided to attack them by surprise with its powerful claws. It was going to destroy them with its claws or squash them with its enormous weight.

Watch out! Camu warned them, since his anti-magic dome could do nothing against a physical attack. Only the invisibility gave them some protection.

Lasgol saw the attack coming and threw himself to one side to avoid it. Gerd jumped backward and Viggo, the nimblest, to the other side. Ona leapt agilely to get out of the area of impact. Argi also jumped, but the dragon’s tail fell on him and hit him hard. The dragon hit Camu, who was unable to move away. He was not agile, rather the opposite, and he received a blow from one of the dragon’s claws. His scales, as hard as the dragons’, stopped the claws from penetrating or scratching him, but he could not avoid the blow he received, which was very hard. He was unfortunate, and the blow hit him on the side and winded him. He was left bent over in pain, lying on the ground. And with it they lost the invisibility and the anti-magic dome.

There you are, you insidious worms! I see you at last! the red dragon with lilac streaks sent them, and it did so with such rage that Lasgol, Gerd, and Viggo felt as if they had been hit with a hammer on the head.

“Separate!” Lasgol cried, trying to overcome the mental blow.

Gerd and Viggo began to move away so as not to offer a single target for the dragon to attack the three at the same time, but the red dragon realized.

Stop, treacherous Humans! it sent them, along with a mental attack.

All of a sudden, the three felt a tremendous pain in their minds, so strong that they could not even think. They doubled down, falling forward.

“Argh,” Gerd cried.

I’m going to fry those cheating minds of yours. It sent another mental attack, stronger than the one before.

The three felt agony in their minds. It was as if it were burning their minds with intense flames. Gerd fell to his knees and, dropping the bow, he put his hands to his head. Lasgol was trying to resist. He remembered he had a skill to protect his mind, but he could not remember how to summon it.

“Blasted, stinging lizard, you’re going to remember this moment….” Viggo threatened the dragon as he also fell to his knees.

You are the ones who will pay for this! I will kill you all! it sent them and hit them again with another mental attack that left them lying on the ground, unable to bear the pain.

Camu recovered from the blow and ran to help his friends.

Stop. I order you. I Higher Drakonian. You obey me.

The red dragon eyed him with an air of superiority.

One day you might be a powerful Higher Drakonian. Now, however, you are just a youngling. Neither I nor any of us owe you respect or obedience.

You leave in peace or fight with me.

The red dragon laughed with guffaws that sounded like roars.

Your anti-magic protection will not save you from me, it told Camu and jumped again, using its wings to fall upon Camu, who tried to get out of the way. He almost succeeded, but the red dragon attacked a second time with its claws and caught him in the head. The blow was so hard it made Camu dizzy.

Ona and Argi attacked the dragon by leaping onto its neck and plunging in their teeth to defend Camu. They were both left hanging from its neck. They could not          pierce through the scales with their fangs, but they could press hard. This annoyed the dragon greatly; it had trouble breathing. It moved its neck from side to side, but Ona and Argi did not let go. Their bite was tremendous. The dragon used its front claws to hit them and sent them flying. They fell with a moan and lay there, wounded.

Not attack. Leave them, Camu sent to it.

What do you care, they are nothing but beasts.

Be my brothers.

The dragon laughed again with roars.

You are nothing but a drakka. Without another word, it attacked Camu a third time with tremendous force and hit him in the side again. Camu lay on the ground, stunned and winded.

The white dragon was still roaring desperately while taking uncertain steps, blinded as it was.

Red Squadron. These are the ones you seek. Tie up the Higher Drakonian and the blond one with the golden bow. Grab the bow and kill the others, it ordered imperatively.

Lasgol was trying to get to his feet and fight, but he could not from the pain he felt in his mind, which was so strong he could hardly move. Gerd and Viggo were the same. Lasgol realized that the dragon was maintaining its attack on their minds.

The Red Squadron approached Camu, following the dragon’s order. They took out the ropes they had each brought for this purpose. The Ardent Squad stood beside Camu and their members handled the ropes with hooks to throw them over Camu to hold him down. The Searing Squad took Lasgol to Camu to tie him up as well. Logar kept the bow. The Igneous Squad went over to Viggo and Gerd and put their spears to their necks.

Lasgol looked at the three squads in the midst of the agony he was feeling.

“This… is your chance… for freedom…” he told them.

Shut up, you stupid Norghanian. They are Dragon Warlocks and serve their dragon masters to the death.

“You can… stop… being slaves…” Gerd tried.

“Fight… for freedom…” Viggo told them.

Shut up, you insignificant beings! Dragon Warlocks, kill them now! the red dragon ordered.

Daphne exchanged a look with her friends. They all nodded. Then she looked at Brendan and the members of the Ardent Squad, and they all nodded too. She looked at Logar and his comrades from the Searing Squad. They all nodded.

What are you waiting for? I gave you an order!

“For freedom!” Daphne shouted.

“Death to the dragons!” Lily yelled.

The Igneous Squad ran to attack the red dragon with their spears. Brendan and his     squad members threw their ropes over the dragon’s neck. Logan left the golden bow beside Lasgol and with his comrades ran to grasp the other end of the thrown ropes.

What are you doing? Have you lost your mind? The red dragon could not believe what was happening. It was totally unthinkable. A squadron of warlocks was attacking it, a dragon—it was impossible. Only it was not. The slaves were rebelling and fighting for their freedom.

As one, the members of the Ardent and Searing Squads pulled down on the ropes with all their strength and the weight of their bodies. The dragon’s head fell against the ground of red rock.

I will kill you all for this treachery!

“In the eyes, quick!” Daphne shouted.

“Two and two,” Lily said, seeing Aiden was not attacking.

Taika and Ivo went for the left eye while Daphne and Lily went for the right one.

The dragon, totally taken by surprise from the attack and the impossibility of the slaves rebelling, did not react fast enough. By the time it tried to free its neck, it felt Daphne’s and Lily’s spears penetrating one eye. It roared in pain, and Taika’s and Ivo’s spears penetrated the other one.

The dragon roared, enraged and in pain, and pulled with all its might upward with its neck to lift its head off the ground. It did not manage with its first attempt—the six members of the Ardent Squad were on one side of the ropes and the six of the Searing Squad on the other pulled it down to the ground—but the strength of the dragon was tremendous, and driven by the fury of finding itself half-blinded, it managed to raise its head in its second attempt. All the members of the squads were left hanging from its neck on either side. They did not let go. They did not want to yield—they were not only risking their life but their freedom.

Camu, half recovered, called upon his anti-magic dome and moved toward his friends. At once Lasgol, Gerd, and Viggo were freed from the mental attack of the dragon.

“We shoot!” Lasgol told his friends.

He grabbed the golden bow and Gerd and Viggo grabbed theirs.

The dragon managed to throw off half of those hanging from its neck. Daphne, Lily, Ivo, and Taika threw their spears at the eyes of the dragon. Taika hit his target and the dragon roared, beside itself.

I am going to roast you all! the dragon sent them and tried to use its fire breath upon all those in front of it.

But when it opened its mouth, its breath of fire did not come.

Accursed ones, I will fry your minds! it cried and tried to launch a powerful mental attack.

Nothing happened.

You should respect a Higher Drakonian, Camu sent it.

At that moment, the dragon realized Camu was denying its magic.

Nooooooo! it yelled, enraged, and received Viggo’s and Gerd’s arrows inside its mouth, which burst in flames,

Lasgol, who had stood beside the dragon, released a Powerful Shot and sent practically all the energy in his inner pool into the golden bow. There was a green flash, followed by a very intense golden one. The arrow made a beeline and went in under the dragon’s snout, penetrated, and went on up to reach the brain, where it burst in an explosion of fire. The dragon could not even roar. It opened its mouth as wide as it would go and wanted to scream but was unable. The explosion and the arrow destroyed its brain completely. It was incinerated. The red dragon leaned to one side and collapsed, dead, on the red rock.

There was a moment of total disbelief. They all looked at the great fallen dragon. They could not believe they had defeated it.

Lasgol walked over to it, aimed his bow, and with another Powerful Shot he put an arrow between its eyes.

“The dragon is dead,” he called out.

“Victory!” Daphne cried, beside herself with joy.

“We did it!” Lily shouted, raising her arms in the air.

“The dragon is dead!” cried Brendan.

“We killed the monster!” Logar cheered.

The three squads cheered like they had never done before in their lives. They had killed a dragon. Not only that, they had started the insurrection. They had killed a dragon in combat. It was a historical occasion for Kraido and its peoples. Not only for them, but for all the worlds, since the repercussions of that death, of the victory achieved here by the Red Squadron and the Snow Panthers, would be remembered in the annals of history. Of Kraido, of Tremia, and all other worlds.


Chapter 48

The city of Jafarika stood before them, surrounded by the desert except on the east side where the great river Esher flowed. A force of about ten thousand Desher Tumaini warriors waited, crouched. They were waiting for dawn to assault the city. They had come up the river from the Mountains of Blood, avoiding the Great Abyss where the evil Earth Hor lived.

The Snow Panthers and the Red Squadron were sailing toward them by the time dawn began. Abon had lent them a swift vessel so they could go upriver to the Nocean city. They had followed the river as fast as the winds would allow, and they were almost with the bulk of the warriors led by Aibin, who waited for them to arrive to attack the city. The winds were already warm before dawn and brought with them the sand of the endless deserts that spread east and west. That entire region was a desert of dunes with a great river and a few oases where life endured.

“It’s a pity I’m in a hurry to rescue Ingrid, otherwise I’d have stopped at the black abyss and paid a visit to that horrendous giant worm,” Viggo commented from the boat, looking toward the desert.

“Don’t be stupid, the last time it almost ate you alive,” Gerd told him.

“Excuse me? The last time I nearly killed it, which is very different.”

“How are you going to kill it if it’s a hundred times bigger than you?” Gerd replied.

“I don’t know why you say that. You’re ten times bigger than me, and I could knock you down any time.”

“I’m not ten times bigger than you. Not even twice as big. And I’m one head taller, which you always forget. And you couldn’t knock me down, not even in your dreams.”

“No matter how big you are, don’t think I wouldn’t knock you down like a hundred-year-old oak felled by a Norghanian axe.”

Gerd made a fist.

“Come and prove it.”

“You’d never hit me on the head with that. You have too good a heart. You’re as good as you are big.”

“In your case I forget how good I am,” Gerd retorted and made as if to hit him on the head.

“Are you two always like that?” Daphne asked as she watched them from beside her squad. They were all sitting on the wooden floor with their spears and shields ready.

Yes. Viggo always making noise for nothing, Camu sent them. He was at the stern of the boat, filling it he was so large.

“Shut up, bug, I don’t make noise. My thoughts are almost art. We should have a poet with us so he’d make up poems about all my adventures and achievements.”

Gerd was drinking water, and he choked.

“It’ll be from all your exaggerations.”

“Let me remind you that I just killed two dragons. A red and a white one.”

“Let me remind you that we all killed them,” Gerd corrected him with a wave at all of them and then pointing his finger at Lasgol who was asleep, extenuated by his excessive use of magic.

“Well, two more dragons on my account of exceptional dragon killer,” Viggo proclaimed cockily.

“I see that with this one entertainment is assured,” Lily told them.

Much noise, little common sense, Camu sent them.

“Shut up, bug, without me you couldn’t conquer that desert city.”

Yes conquer. Have warriors and have Red Squadron. We not need you.

Viggo waved his hand as if to say he did not care what he said. Then he turned to the Red Squadron.

“I have to admit that you impressed me,” he said. “I had my doubts about whether you’d join us or not.”

“We have as many reasons as you do to want to finish off the dragons,” Lily told him.

“More, in fact,” said Daphne.

“We’ve been under their yoke far longer than you,” Taika explained.

“You’re just being conquered now. We were conquered thousands of years ago,” Ivo said. “Imagine living under their rule.”

Viggo signaled that he did. “Looking at it that way, I understand.”

“We only needed a chance,” Brendan, of the Ardent Squad, told him with a wave at his comrades. “We all want freedom, to get rid of the dragons forever. To be free.”

“And the chance presented itself,” said Logar of the Searing squad.

“And we took it,” Daphne added.

“Yeah, you’ve amazed me. I wasn’t sure you would, but I like you,” Viggo said. “Now, don’t fail me here and let’s finish this mission.”

“We won’t fail,” Brendan and Logar said.

“We’ll manage to free the city, and it’ll be the beginning of the rebellion,” Daphne stated.

I worried for Ona and Argi, Camu sent.

“Me too. But I know they’re in good hands. The Desher Tumaini healers are very good. They have that healing pond, they’ll get well,” Gerd tried to reassure him.

“If they healed Nilsa, they can heal Ona and Argi without any trouble,” Viggo said reassuringly.

The vessel reached the eastern dock of the city. Aibin and the Desher Tumaini warriors were waiting there. They woke up Lasgol, who had trouble coming to after the wear and tear of the combat.

“Have we arrived?” he asked, grabbing his golden bow.

Gerd nodded.

“The moment has come.”

“Let’s go then.”

“Sure you’re up to it, weirdo?” Viggo asked him.

“I’ll be up to it, don’t worry.”

I protect. You easy.

“I know, I appreciate it.”

“Red Squadron. Are you all with us?” Lasgol asked.

“We are!” Logar replied, “Count on us!” Brendan added. “You already know about us,” Daphne told him.

“Very well, thank you all for your courage and principles,” Lasgol replied.

“Thank you for showing us the way,” Taika said.

Lasgol nodded and motioned them to follow him. They disembarked and went to talk to Aibin, who was in the lead. They were facing the non-existent eastern wall of the city, which being the closest one to the river had been the first to be destroyed. Now all they could see were a few ruins of the wall and the first rows of houses of the city, which had also been destroyed. The walls that had held up were the north and south ones. The western one was also quite damaged.

“What’s the situation?” Lasgol asked him.

“They’ve just realized we’re here. A patrol of Felidae has arrived. They are wearing brown. When they saw us here, they withdrew. They’ve gone to warn the dragon, most likely.”

“Understood.” Lasgol looked at the thousands of Desher Tumaini warriors; he calculated ten thousand.

“How many soldiers of the dragon king are there in the city?” he asked Aibin.

“About three thousand,” Aibin told him. “Nocean civilians about five thousand.”

“I guess we can’t ask the Nocean army for help, can we?” he asked Aibin.

Tor Nassor’s son shook his head.

“The Noceans and the Desher Tumaini are enemies. They’ve always been. They won’t help us, even against the invading army.”

“That’s not very intelligent on their part,” Gerd said.

Aibin sighed.

“Old rivalries are very difficult to bury in this desert that doesn’t forgive or forget past betrayals.”

“I see,” Lasgol said, already expecting they would not have help from the Nocean army. Besides, they were probably too far away to come to their aid.

“If we could speak to the soldiers, we might prevent bloodshed,” Daphne said.

“I don’t know whether they’re with you,” Viggo told her.

“The message has been spreading throughout all the dragons’ armies, it might have reached here too,” Lily said.

“Look where we are. There’s nothing but this river and desert all around. Nothing spreads here but the burning sand we’re stepping on when the desert winds blow it away,” said Viggo.

“This desert is a place that demands respect. But that doesn’t mean the soldiers of this city haven’t heard the message,” Ivo argued.

“Well, I doubt you can go and ask them,” Viggo told them.

Suddenly they saw the blue dragon rise above the city.

“Get ready, all as one!” Aibin ordered his warriors, who at once replied with an “Uha!” all together.

Lasgol, Gerd, and Viggo were already knocking arrows in their bows. The squads stood, forming a triangle, protecting the archers and Camu, who was with them.

But the dragon did not come to attack them. It headed west, to the Mountains of Blood.

“It’s going for reinforcements,” Daphne guessed.

“Well, it’s in for a surprise,” Viggo said. “It’s only going to find the dead bodies of its two buddies.”

“The dragon isn’t going to like it,” Lily said.

Lasgol turned to Aibin.

“Do the warriors know what to do if a dragon attacks?”

“They do,” he confirmed. “Lasgol…”

“What is it?”

“We have to save Nilsa. If I lose her… I… will never forgive myself. I love her, you know.”

Lasgol saw the suffering and anguish in his friend’s eyes.

“I know. We’ll save her, don’t worry,” he promised. They had come here to do exactly that, and now they had to do it.

“Do we attack the city?” Viggo asked.

“No, we don’t attack the city. We’ll wait to see what that dragon does.”

“And what of it opens a portal and goes for reinforcements?”

“Then my lookouts will warn us,” Aibin said.

“And we’ll attack the city,” Lasgol confirmed

“Great. Let’s see what happens, I’m curious,” Viggo said nonchalantly.

They did not have to wait long to find out. The blue dragon returned from the Pearl and flew over the city again. It remained there, waiting for them.

“It’s not going to come out. It’s challenging us to go in,” Taika said.

Lasgol nodded.

“We move into the city,” he told Aibin. The leader of the Desher Tumaini turned toward his people and gave the order. A moment later, the ten thousand warriors advanced like a horde toward the city in the middle of the desert. The sun was already rising and its rays fell strong. It was nothing for the people of the desert, but for the Norghanians and the foreigners from Kraido that sun was scorching. They covered themselves with cloaks and hoods to avoid being burned.

“Not to be a bird of ill omen, but approaching a dragon in its city doesn’t seem to me a prudent tactic,” Viggo said.

“But it was you who wanted to attack at any cost,” Gerd told him reproachfully.

“Yeah, but now I’m not seeing it as clearly,” he said, pointing at the soldiers of the brown dragon king who were forming where the eastern wall had once stood. There were about four thousand Felidae.

“I’d give anything to avoid shedding the blood of my brothers,” Taika said in a hapless tone.

“We might be able to avoid it yet,” Lily said optimistically, although her voice sounded as if she really did not believe it.

Lasgol gave the order to stop two hundred paces away from the wall of Felidae who waited to stop them from entering the city,

“We’re going to parley,” he said. “The rest of you, wait for my order. If for whatever reason we die, attack the city and save the captive women.”

Aibin nodded. “It will be done.”

Lasgol, Gerd, and Viggo moved forward. To their surprise, the Igneous, Ardent, and Searing Squads followed them. They formed behind them as if they were their guard of honor.

“We’ve come to free the captive women!” Lasgol shouted with all the strength of his lungs in the Kraido language.

The blue dragon flying over the city roared.

How dare you come to my city and demand anything! They received the mental message of the dragon, along with a feeling of great rage.

“We’ve come to free them. It can be in a peaceful way, or it can be with bloodshed. You choose. I suggest you accept a peaceful resolution.”

The dragon roared, and it sounded like laughter.

I will shed your blood. The desert will drink it up, it threatened them.

“Your comrades already threatened us and perished.”

What are you talking about, Humans?

“About what you’ve already seen. We killed the white and the red dragon at the Pearl. If you don’t want to end the same way, I give you the chance to do the right thing.”

It was not you! It could not have been you! It refused to believe it.

Lasgol looked at Daphne and Lily.

“Yes, it was us,” Daphne said as she stepped up to stand first in line in front of the Felidae troops, who did not miss a detail of what was happening.

“And the same will happen to you if you don’t free the captive women,” Lily said also, stepping forward to stand beside Daphne.

They both made a sign.

The Ardent and Searing Squads advanced, carrying something all together. They left it between Daphne and Lily.

They were the heads of the two dragons. After dying, the abominable creatures lost their anti-magic protection and the Dragon Warlocks were able to pierce the impenetrable scales that covered their bodies with their elemental claws.

“This is the time to fight for freedom! Join us,” Daphne shouted at the Felidae troops.

“The dragons must die! Between us all, we can do it!” Lily indicated herself, the Snow Panthers, and the warriors of the desert with ruby eyes.

“Join us, brothers!” Taika said, stepping up to where Daphne and Lily stood.

The Felidae soldiers were watching with huge, surprised eyes. They were not only seeing the heads of two dead dragons, something unthinkable, but Dragon Warlocks from their army were asking them to rebel against their masters. It was so unbelievable that they were unable to react to what they were witnessing.

I will kill each of you for those crimes! the blue dragon sent, along with a feeling like a death sentence.

Everyone, with me, Camu sent to his friends and the Red Squadron.

“Ready to shoot!”  Lasgol shouted.

The dragon went straight to finish off Lasgol’s and Camu’s group. It came down on them and sent its Elemental Water Breath. A freezing stream came out to freeze everything it reached, inflicting an icy death.

The stream of ice and frost fell on Lasgol and the group, but Camu had called upon his dome of anti-magic protection and the freezing death stream crashed against it without breaking it. Lasgol released with the golden bow and shot the dragon in the mouth as it came. Gerd and Viggo hit it in the head as it approached. The bursts of fire, earth, smoke, and dust annoyed it and it was unable to see well what was going on. It continued flying low, seeking to freeze all the warriors with its breath of ice.

Aibin gave the order.

“Release now!” he told his warriors in their own language.

The dragon, trusting itself, flew low to try and kill as many as it could and did not calculate its own risk. The warriors did not move away from its breath of death. They let it glide over them at a short distance, and then they threw their javelins at it. But they already knew their javelins would not pierce the scales of the blue dragon. They all shot at the two wings with javelins that carried a net. The warriors had tied fishing nets they used in the river to the javelins.

The dragon delivered death to the warriors it reached with its freezing breath as it passed over them. But at the same time several thousands of javelins with nets reached both its wings. The dragon realized and tried to escape by flying off, but it could not. The warriors had tied one end of the nets to their own waists. When the dragon tried to rise, three thousand warriors pulled down on its wings. It crashed on the ground uproariously. It was half buried in the sand.

“Surround it so it can’t escape!” Aibin ordered his warriors.

The Desher Tumaini did so, and those who had not managed to throw their nets did so then. The dragon found itself covered by an infinitude of them; it tried to rise and fly to escape and uttered furious roars, but the warriors pulled on the nets, keeping it pinned in the sand.

Lasgol and his group came over to the dragon and stood in front of it. The dragon tried to kill them with its Elemental Breath, but Camu stopped it.

Accursed fools, I will rip out your guts! it sent furiously.

“Your threats are useless now,” Daphne told it.

“You’re going to die as what you are, an evil beast,” Lily added.

I am a dragon, your lord! I demand that you help me. Free me!

“We don’t have a lord and master. We are no longer slaves. From this moment on, we’re free,” Daphne told it.

“You and yours are going to pay for all the evil you’ve caused,” Lily said.

“Shall I take its eyes out?” Viggo asked casually.

The dragon roared, and this time it was with fear. It tried to turn over, but the strength and number of the warriors prevented it from doing so. It was trapped.

Lasgol stood in front of the dragon.

“I don’t like to have to do this. I gave you the chance of doing good and you rejected it. I’m sorry,” he told it, and calling upon a Powerful Shot and sending his magic to the golden bow, he put an arrow between its eyes to the brain. Then a second one and       finally a third. The dragon died with one last tail lash.

The Desher Tumaini warriors cheered to high heaven as if they had achieved the impossible, and in a way they had. They had killed an Evil Hor.

Lasgol gave the order, and together with his comrades and Aibin and the warriors they headed to the city. They faced the Felidae soldiers.

Taika stepped forward.

“Brothers, the day has come to fight for freedom. Join us. We can be free. You’ve seen the evidence.”

There was an expectant silence. Suddenly, the row of soldiers opened and a group of women came forward.

In the lead were Nilsa and Edwina.

“What do you bet ‘clumsy foot’ trips before she gets to us?” Viggo said, breaking the tension of the moment.

You are hopeless. Camu shook his head.

Lasgol, Gerd, Viggo, Camu!” Nilsa ran to them with tears running down her cheeks and her red hair flowing in the desert wind.

The five melted in a hug as intense as it was significant.

“How are you, little one?” Gerd asked with moist eyes.

“Grateful. You have no idea what it means to me that you’ve come to rescue us.” Nilsa could not stop weeping with emotion.

“It’s been so long. What a joy to see you,” Gerd told her. “You look the same, the same Nilsa as usual.”

“I can say the same, big guy. Though you even look handsomer,” Nilsa hugged him with all her heart.

“We couldn’t leave the clumsiest and most fidgety Norghanian in the hands of the enemy. Too risky,” Viggo said, smiling.

“And you’re as much of a pain in the neck as usual,” she replied and gave him a big hug.

I much happy see you well, Camu told her.

Nilsa looked him up and down several times.

“You’re bigger, more grown up, and a different color, what a surprise!”

But be me always.

“Yeah I know,” Nilsa hugged him and laughed to see him.

Lasgol smiled and hugged her tightly.

“Thank you, Lasgol,” Nilsa said very seriously.

“The Panthers don’t leave anyone behind,” Lasgol assured her.

Nilsa nodded in tears and hugged him.

Edwina came to them.

“The Snow Panthers, it couldn’t be anyone else,” the Healer told them. “Thank you for rescuing us, we were fearing the worst.”

“Never. We will always come to your aid,” Lasgol said.

“How are you?” the Healer asked him.

“Not that well, I’m going to need your help,” Lasgol smiled at her.

“Of course,” she smiled back at him.

Aibin waited for Nilsa to finish greeting everyone, and then she saw him and ran to his arms.

“Aibin!” Nilsa lunged at him and gave him a heartfelt hug. Then she kissed him lovingly.

The warriors welcomed the other prisoners with joyful desert chants.

When the hugs, joyful singing, and reunions ended, the Panthers and the Red Squadron talked.

“So, what now?” Lasgol asked Daphne and the others.

“Now begins the fight for the freedom of our people,” Daphne told him.

“Well, you have a pretty mess in your hands,” Viggo told them.

“Similar to what you have here,” Lily replied.

Viggo nodded.

“I wish you luck. We are going to rescue Ingrid, as we agreed,” Viggo threw Lasgol a glare.

“Yes, we keep our promises,” Lasgol told him.

“We’ll stay here for now. We have to persuade those soldiers to join our cause,” Daphne told him.

“And many more,” Lily added.

“The dragon lords won’t forgive this,” Aiden warned them.

“There’s that too,” said Ivo.

“We’ll have to be very careful,” said Taika.

Lasgol nodded.

“I wish you the best of luck.”

“We all do,” Gerd told them.

“Kill lots of dragons,” Viggo said.

See you again soon. Good luck, said Camu.


Chapter 49

That morning, Nahia got up in a good mood.  She put on her armor, and as she did so she saw the light of day come in through her bedroom window. She thought it was a good day to be alive. The experience in Gryphoros had been so intense that the mere fact of being back in the fortress in Jadrakos filled her with a peace and joy she had not expected to feel. She knew it was not for being back in Jadrakos but for not having died in combat against the awesome Gryphons. Now she knew they were as dangerous and fearsome as the dragons had described them. And she liked this because she had met some beings capable not only of killing dragons, but of intimidating them.

She finished getting ready and heard three powerful dragon roars. She knew at once it was Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen. Nahia went out of her room with her helmet under her arm, and a smile lit up her face when she saw Logan’s gallant figure waiting for her like he did every morning in front of her door. She could not help herself and lunged at his neck to kiss him as if she had not seen him in months

“Wow… we’re in very good mood today…” Logan muttered, taken by surprise.

“We’re alive, we’re well, and we’re together, what more can we ask for?” she smiled without letting him go and kissed him again.

“You’re definitely happy today…” Logan said and smiled.

“I am,” she admitted.

“Is it because of the ceremony?”

“You mean the one we have now where we’ll become riders at last?”

“Yes, that same one,” Logan looked at her, tilting his head.

“Perhaps a little, but it’s more for being alive and having you with me.”

“As long as you’re happy, I am too,” Logan assured her as he motioned her to come out of the fortress.

“Do you know anything else about our Aerial Squad?” Nahia asked.

“Sarmas and Faden are still in the infirmary recovering from the injuries they sustained. They have at least a couple of weeks.”

Nahia nodded. She had already guessed it would take them a while to heal. If it had not been for their armor, they would be dead.

“How’s Aroa?”

“Her wounds are healing well, from what she’s told me. She’s happy we got out of Gryphoros alive.”

“Then she feels the same as Eki, who’s also relieved things did not go even worse.”

“They might have,”

“Yes. You have no idea how happy I was when they managed to open the portal and we got out of there.”

“I never thought I’d be so glad to be in a portal, but yes, I was very happy too.”

Three new roars that sounded as if they wanted to bring the walls down told them to hurry.

“That sounded as if they’re looking for us and are getting impatient.” Nahia said, making a horrified face.

“We’d better hurry.” Logan indicated the way out.

They left the fortress and met with a surprise that made them stop as soon as they set foot in the square. A dozen riders on either side were making a walk of honor, very wide, that led to the statue in the center. Not only that, but beside them their lord dragons were lined up too. The riders were dressed in their silver armor decorated with their elemental colors. They were presenting their spears and shields. Their lord dragons, great and powerful swift dragons, straightened their heads, and when they came out they all roared as one as if saluting them.

Nahia’s eyes opened so wide they almost popped out. Logan’s mouth dropped, and it took him a moment to shut it. They stood still from the shock, and time seemed to stop for a long moment.

At the end of the corridor of honor were Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen, the great black dragon, and its rider, Captain Droken. On his right was the blue dragon, Tein-Urdi-Jot, and Lieutenant Fradir. On the left was Sergeant Trank and beside him Tilsa with her dragon lord. A little further away was Arbocux, the Exarbor Master of Riders, with a large tome in his hands. Captain, Lieutenant, and Sergeant wore their Rider armor with their stripes in full sight.

“Aspiring Riders, come forward,” Captain Droken ordered them powerfully in a voice that reached them like an order.

Nahia and Logan began to walk along the corridor of honor. They could not believe what they were living. Not in their wildest dreams would they have imagined such a scene. That the veteran riders should make a corridor of honor seemed to them incredible. That beside them should be standing their lord dragons was even more unreal and unthinkable. Nahia wanted to ask Logan to pinch her to know whether she was awake or sleeping. It had to be the latter.

When they were halfway along the walk, the dragons roared again, all in unison. Two shadows came down from the sky, and Nahia and Logan watched them fall upon them. Eki and Aroa landed behind them. Nahia and Logan stopped and looked at them.

Let the young, swift dragons escort their riders to us, Zaldi-Belt-Lehen ordered.

“Keep walking, riders,” Droken ordered.

Nahia and Logan did so. They were very nervous, and not only they but Eki and Aroa as well. Nahia could feel the silver dragon’s nervousness and Logan, that of his white dragoness. Without a doubt they could feel their own through the bond they shared. They did not exchange mental messages because the ceremony was solemn and it did not seem right to do so.

The four advanced along the corridor until they were right before Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen and Droken. They stopped and bowed their heads respectfully.

Zaldi-Belts-Lehen roared.

As Commander and Leader of the Aerial School of Jadrakos, it is an honor for me that we may have this graduation ceremony. Such is not always the case. This year besides is a special one, since we have two riders graduating together with their swift lord dragons. This school is known as a school of riders, but it is truly a flying school where both riders and swift dragons learn to fight in the air. This is our realm by right and by conquest.

“Aspiring riders, Nahia, Flameborn, and Logan, Stormson, you are here today to become graduated riders. For this, you require the approval of the school instructors,” Captain Droken announced.

The swift dragon lords do not need approval. But if the riders fail to graduate, they will not become dragons with rider. It is a pity and an embarrassment for which they will remain marked if it should happen.

Nahia felt bad for Eki. She did not mind about graduating or not—she only cared because she did not want to die due to failing. She had not thought that her failure would affect Eki. This worried her. Logan looked at Aroa, and in his eyes there was also concern for the white dragoness. No one had told them that if they did not graduate it would affect the two young dragons. But knowing the dragons and their pride, it did not surprise her either that they should embarrass and humiliate those who did not leave the school with a rider.

“Sergeant Major Trank, do they have your approval?” Droken asked.

“They have it, sir,” the Sergeant nodded firmly.

“Lieutenant Fradir, do they have your approval?”

“They have it, sir,” he nodded firmly.

Tein-Urdi-Jot, do they have your approval? Zuri-Beltz-Lehen asked.

They have it, the great blue dragon gave its approval.

“Do they have the approval of the Meteorite Aerial Squad in the real combat test?” Droken asked.

“They have it,” Tilsa nodded.

Nahia appreciated Tilsa’s gesture. She had not seen her since they had returned from Gryphoros, but from what she knew, she and Morgana were the only ones who had come out unscathed from the incursion in Gryphoros.

Did they shed Gryphon blood and fight with honor? Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen asked.

They did. The two young dragons behaved with courage and honor in the fight. They both have combat scars which so prove it, Tilsa’s lord dragon sent.

Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen moved its head up and down.

This pleases me. In this case, both the riders and their lord dragons will receive the honor of graduating from the flying school of Jadrakos. So I say and so let it be recorded.

Arbocux, the Master of Riders, wrote it down in his large tome diligently.

“It is recorded… the riders are accepted and… their lord dragons.”

The announcement was followed by roars of celebration from all the dragons present, which sounded deafening.

“As Riders, which you now are, you are entitled to your official armor. Sergeant Major Blacksmith Fakros,” Captain Droken called.

The powerful Tauruk came from the smithy. He came with raised chin and after him came six Tergnomus. The first four carried what looked like two suits of armor. They did so carrying each between two. The last two carried a spear and a shield each. The picture was comical. The armor weighed quite a bit, and they were so big that even     between two Tergnomus they had trouble carrying them. The same happened with the Tergnomus who carried the lances and shields. They seemed to have been designed for someone twice their size, and as they walked with them they looked funny.

They reached Nahia and Logan and stopped. They saluted Captain Droken and the others with bows. Then they waited for the order.

“Dress them with their Rider’s armor and hand them their weapons,” Droken ordered.

Fakros nodded and made a sign to his Tergnomus assistants.

Two Tergnomus stepped up to Nahia, carrying her armor. She recognized them—they were the same ones who had taken her measurements when they first arrived in Jadrakos. Suddenly, it seemed to her as if an eternity had passed since that day. The two Tergnomus left the pieces of armor on a red velvet blanket they laid on the floor with extreme care. They treated the armor as if it were a worthy treasure.

At the same time, the other two Tergnomus spread a white blanket on the floor and left the pieces of Logan’s armor on it. The other two Tergnomus with the lance and shield stood, one beside Nahia and the other beside Logan, and then waited. Nahia noticed that the Tergnomus beside her had a lance and shield with red motifs decorating them. Logan’s had white motifs on the silver background of lance and shield. The same with the pieces of armor. Nahia’s had red colors adorning the bright silver of each piece. Logan’s were white, adorning the silver of each of his pieces.

Suddenly, the Tergnomus who had brought the armor began to take off the training armor Nahia and Logan were wearing. They both felt a bit assaulted seeing the Tergnomus handling their armor, and they resisted, forcing the Tergnomus to back off.

Captain Droken noticed.

“Riders, let the Tergnomus change your armor. It’s part of the ritual.”

Nahia and Logan looked at the Captain and had to comply.

With astonishing speed, the Tergnomus took off the helmet, breastplate, and the other parts of the armor with tremendous skill. Nahia thought they did it even better than herself. When they were both left in their under clothes, the Tergnomus started to put on the new armor. Nahia could only notice how much the silver of the pieces glowed in the sun. The Tergnomus worked fast and skillfully, and in a moment Nahia and Logan were dressed in their new, shining Rider armor.

The four Tergnomus withdrew with the pieces of training armor in the blankets. The two who were waiting with lance and shield handed them to Nahia and Logan. Then they withdrew too.

“Wow…” muttered Nahia, unable to hold back her surprise seeing how good-looking Logan was in his bright silver-and-white armor. Armed with his lance and shield, also in the same colors, he looked like a legendary hero.

“You look amazing,” Logan told her and gazed at her proudly.

Nahia could not take her eyes off Logan, and it took her a moment to look at herself. Her own armor was impressive. It shone silver and red, and it was extraordinary.

“Now that you are Riders, you will each need a squire,” Arbocux, the Master of Riders, told them, and he made a sign for the smith Tergnomus to leave. Then he made another sign and two other Tergnomus came wearing silver and red and silver and white. They came over to Nahia and Logan and knelt before them.

“Lantreos,” Nahia’s squire introduced himself.

Nahia made a sign for him to get up. She did not want anyone kneeling before her. Only the dragons requested that. Her squire rose and remained with bowed head.

“Scrudro,” Logan’s squire introduced himself.

Logan also motioned him to rise.

They were both taken aback; they had not expected that.

“These will be your squires. Hand them your lance and shield,” Captain Droken told them.

Nahia and Logan did as they were told.

You wear the armor of a Rider. They have been forged specifically for you. Do not dishonor them, the great black dragon sent them as a warning.

Nahia and Logan bowed their heads.

The lance and shield you have been given are to finish off the enemies of the dragons. Use them to that end. Always defend the back of your lord dragon and help them reach victory and glory, both on land and in the air.

Nahia looked at Eki out of the corner of her eye. She would try to not let the silver dragon be killed, but only because she believed he was a special dragon, different from Zaldi-Beltz-Lehen and the others lined up. Not for the glory of the dragons, which was what least she cared about in the world. Logan would also defend Aroa, who was a good dragoness and deserved to live. Unfortunately, they were both sure that the dragons, in their unlimited eagerness for conquest, would put them both in danger, a constant and deadly one.

“Now that you have graduated, you’ll be wondering what awaits you,” Captain Droken said. “I inform you that you’ll have to stay on in Jadrakos another season, in order to learn advanced maneuvers as you make incursions into Gryphoros. All the riders are going to be summoned, since a campaign is being prepared against the continent-world of the Gryphons. You’ll have a lot of work, so I expect you to become expert aerial fighters in no time. You will be given the chance to fight and improve. Remember that in order to survive in the air, you must be the best.”

Nahia froze. She had not expected that nor wanted it. Her wish was to return to Drameia with her comrades, not stay here, and least of all be sent to conquer Gryphoros. She knew from experience what a dangerous place that world was. Trying to conquer it was crazy. The dragons had already tried multiple times and failed. Gryphons were powerful creatures, capable of standing up to dragons. Attacking them in their world was a mistake, one that would cost many lives, among them those of the riders.

As she reasoned this, a new thought came to her mind. If the dragons made the mistake of going back to try and conquer Gryphoros, they would pay, and very dearly. The cost for them would be very high. This favored Nahia and her aspirations. What they lost in this new conquest, in lives and resources, they would not be able to use in conquering Drameia. Or perhaps they made a double mistake in believing they had Drameia already conquered and that was why they were jumping to conquer Gryphoros. If this was so, even better. The dragons would make a fatal mistake, and that would aid the cause of freedom. It helped a lot, because she and her friends were going to use it.

Logan had a look as if a jug of cold water had been poured over his head. He was thinking the same thing. Discreetly, Nahia made the Butterfly of Victory sign. Logan was surprised, but then he thought about it and nodded also discreetly. He too saw the mistake and the possibility presented to them. He made the sign of the Butterfly of Victory to her.

Leave now as graduated riders and swift dragons. The sky is yours, for combat and conquest. Glory awaits you among the clouds. So says the Path of Dragons, and so we follow it, Zaldi-Belts-Lehen sent them.

Nahia could not believe they had graduated as Riders. She was very happy, not only for the fact, but because they were still alive. She looked at Logan beside her who returned her look, full of hope. Yes, he was also happy. They were together and still alive, and that without a doubt was the most important.

Only one thing troubled her. Her mind could not stop thinking about it: how were they going to manage to join their comrades in Tremia? Nahia knew that without them, no victory was possible. She needed to be with them in order to gain freedom. At that moment she had no idea how she was going to do it, but she was sure it would happen. She would join her squad comrades, and together they would obtain freedom. The how would slowly be defined in the near future with their next steps.

She looked at Logan and her heart brimmed with love and joy. They were alive, together, and one step closer to freedom.


The adventure continues in the next book:
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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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