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THE SECRET OF THE GOLDEN GODS 

This series takes place three thousand years before the Path of the Ranger Series.

Different protagonists, same world, one destiny.
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THE ILENIAN ENIGMA

This series takes place after the Path of the Ranger Series. It has different protagonists. Lasgol joins the adventure in the second book of the series. He is a secondary character in this one, but he plays an important role, and he is alone…
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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 sighed restlessly, letting the air out of her lungs in one long, steady breath. She was trying to calm down, but she was not succeeding. Summer had come, and with it the beginning of the second year of training. They had barely had time to recover from the end of the first year and they were already starting the new martial year. She had not recovered physically or mentally from everything that had happened, least of all emotionally. She had a knot in her chest she could not get rid of. There was no place in Drakoros for weakness. As if wanting to remind everyone, they had been ordered to report for the start of the year that same morning.

She looked at her squad comrades her out of the corner of her eye. They were standing beside her, waiting to be called. Just like the rest of the second-year squads who still had not been called. No one knew what was going on, or what awaited them once they were called. They were in a dark room inside a round building north of the academy. It was tall, made of white limestone inlaid with silver and gold. This was the first time they had set foot in it. Nahia had seen it many times, but she had never known what its purpose was. Today they would find out, and she had a very bad feeling. Her stomach was churning, and restlessness climbed up her throat.

“Take it easy, everything will be all right,” Lily told her and put her hand on Nahia’s arm.

“I’m not so sure…” Nahia told the Scarlatum, looking into her ruby eyes. Even in the shadows of the room, her eyes, her skin, all of her shone with a dazzling intense red hue in the fire of the three torches that barely lit up the large rock hall.

“The best we can do under the circumstances is remain calm,” Ivo said. The huge Tauruk closed his eyes, bowed his head toward his beastly chest, and began to meditate, uttering a peaceful hum in his deep voice.

“It’s not time to relax!” Aiden exploded, looking at Ivo, his Drakonian eyes bulging incredulously. “It’s time to show our worth to our dragon lords!” he cried while he raised his shield and dagger in the air.

“Shut that little dragon mouth of yours, you granite head, and stay still. You might take someone’s eye out,” Daphne snapped. The beautiful Fatum threw him a warning look and shifted her wings to fold them closer.

“I’m an exceptional warrior, I’d never take anyone’s eye out by mistake,” the Drakonian replied, looking offended and lowering his arms.

“Yeah, sure, since you never have uncontrollable frenzy fits…” Daphne muttered under her breath.

“I can hear the sound of fighting,” Taika identified with his raspy voice as he listened very carefully with his great cat’s senses. He was looking toward the double metal door the other squads had gone out through and which closed after them, studying them with his tiger eyes.

They were all silent. The other squads were also talking in low voices in small groups. Nahia could hear the metallic sound of weapons hitting against one another and a muffled scream. Without a doubt, there was fighting beyond that door. Not knowing against who or how made her even more restless. The second year was going to begin very badly, she could feel it.

A moment later, there was no sound to be heard. Nothing disturbed the silence of the room as everyone looked at the door.

Nahia sought Ana with her gaze and saw her at the far end with the Blue Squadron. She was looking down at the floor, and Nahia could see the girl’s fear in her eyes. She was not surprised. They were going to go out and fight, and death would dance around them, guaranteed. Thus was the world of dragons, and thus was this academy. She passed her gaze along the other squadrons until she reached the White one. And she sought Logan. She found him looking at her with his light-blue eyes, his face serious. Seeing he was looking at her, she felt her stomach rise and her cheeks fire up. Logan greeted her with a light nod. Then he made the butterfly gesture, and this touched Nahia’s soul.

“Thank you,” she said silently and returned the gesture.

All of a sudden, they heard a dragon roar. One which Nahia recognized.

Igneous Squadron, present yourselves, they received Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt’s message, their dragon squadron leader.

The doors opened, letting the daylight come in. They had to shield their eyes with their forearms from the bright beams streaming from outside.

“Our time has come,” said Lily.

“The time for our sorrows,” Daphne added, frowning.

“Let’s go out in formation, shield and dagger ready,” Taika told them.

“Glory awaits us,” Aiden stated.

“Better to wish that balance and harmony await us,” Ivo replied, coming out of his meditative trance.

They went out the door with narrowed eyes and lined up in formation, as was the rule. Nahia was in the front row, on the left. Beside her was Daphne, and Lily was on her right. Behind Nahia was Aiden, then Ivo, and on his right Taika. They walked into a great square. Nahia looked at the round, open building that surrounded them. They were in the very center, on a surface of earth and sand. Nahia identified bloodstains in several places. She swallowed hard.

The six squadron leaders were watching them, standing above the walls that formed the inner part of the enclosure. On the outer wall, higher up, Colonel Lehen-Gorri-Gogor was posted in the north and Commander Bigaen-Zuri-Indar was in the south. The leaders of Drakoros, the distinguished Academy of Dragon Bloods, were watching them with their intense, ruthless eyes.

We call this place The Arena. It is where the dragon blood that runs through your veins proves its quality. Here is where you are tested to see whether you are strong enough to continue training, the Colonel messaged them. The force of the mental message hit their minds like a fist, and they had to bear it. Nahia’s head whipped backward, and she nearly hit Aiden in the chest.

Come to the center, they received the Commander’s order, which luckily was less strong.

They obeyed and stood in the center of the great arena. There was no escaping this place. The lowest wall was over forty-five feet tall and the highest over ninety, and there were no ledges to climb up by. A door to the south, through which they had come, and another to the north, both closed, formed the rest of the enclosure.

The north door will open and the first test of the second year will begin. You must fight and defeat the enemies who emerge. This is a test we usually enjoy, since you will demonstrate the skills you have developed during the first year of training. Do not dishonor your leaders in my presence: they will not tolerate it. If you do not manage to come out victorious from The Arena, you will have failed and will not be worthy to continue the training. If anyone perishes, it will be from his or her own inability, the Colonel messaged them once again with such force that it left them reeling.

Nahia shook her head, trying to recover when the great double steel door in the north opened with a chilling scraping sound.

The test commenced.

In order to pass the test, there must not be an enemy left alive. Only the weak or the dimwitted pardon the life of their rivals. There is no place for the weak or the dimwitted among dragons, the commander messaged to them.

“Get ready. Close formation. Shields in front and daggers ready,” Taika said.

“Shields or spheres?” Nahia asked.

“Shields first. We don’t know what kind of enemy it’ll be. We’d better prioritize defense over attack.”

Nahia nodded.

“Take it easy. We’ve already faced other enemies in the ice, and we came out the winners. And my, they were ugly!” Lily commented, trying to cheer the others up by downplaying the situation.

“I agree with you one hundred percent. Everyone take it easy, we’ll get out of this one. We’ll defeat whoever comes out of that door,” Daphne joined her, making a fierce face and showing her teeth as if she were going to bite the first enemy she saw.

“Absolutely, the glory is ours. We’re of dragon blood, we were born for victory,” Aiden cried.

Ivo said nothing. He was breathing deeply as if trying to maintain a state of calm.

“Defensive position,” Taika said as he saw the enemy coming out.

They all flexed their legs:  the left one slightly forward with the shield in the left arm to the front and the right one a bit back. All except Daphne, who was left-handed and mirrored their position. Balance was the most important aspect, and they all knew that.

From the door emerged some enemies that left Nahia puzzled. There were a dozen singular creatures she had never seen before. They were undoubtedly some kind of reptile, very similar to a crocodile, only wider and with stronger limbs. They came running on their four short, powerful legs. What was unique was the fact that they carried two rustic spears on their backs, tied to their bodies with ropes. The reptiles formed a line and suddenly stopped a few paces away from the squad, which watched them closely and with some incredulity.

“Watch out. We maintain the shields for now,” Taka warned.

Suddenly, the reptiles stood on their hind quarters, using their tails as support to stand. They were Aiden’s size, if not slightly taller in this position. They reached behind their backs with a claw and grabbed a spear before grunting and lunging to attack, up right and with their spears in front.

“What…?” Nahia started to ask, unable to believe those crocodiles larger than her could march on foot, wielding spears and grunting threateningly with mouths that had ill-fated rows of teeth.

“Cover up!” Daphne’s urgent warning came from her side.

Nahia reacted, breaking through her surprise. Seeing one of the crocodiles stalking toward her, she raised her shield when she realized it was attacking her. She protected her face as the tip of the spear aimed at it. The spear hit the metal with such force that it was thrown to one side.

“By a hair’s breadth! Thanks!” she said gratefully and let out a loud breath.

“These are serious threats. I don’t like these little monsters at all,” Daphne told her as she deflected another spear with her shield, the point aiming at her stomach. The Fatum flapped her wings to keep her balance. It seemed surreal to Nahia that a creature as beautiful and delicate as her comrade would face another so horrendous.

“You don’t say! They have very bad intentions,” Nahia replied. She lowered her shield a little and looked over the rim at her enemy, which was preparing to attack with its spear again.

“Switch to a line formation,” said Taika, and at once Aiden stood on Nahia’s left and Taika on Lily’s right. Ivo waited a moment until the whole line stretched out and then stood between Daphne and Lily.

“Anyone knows what these ugly reptilian monsters are?” Lily asked as she delivered a thrust with her dagger.

“They’re Saurians. The dragons use them for war and other functions such as this,” Taika explained as he leapt like a powerful cat and hit the Saurian attacking him, striking the creature’s chest with his two powerful hind legs. He threw it backward and it crawled away on the ground several paces.

“Victory is ours!” Aiden yelled at the top of his voice, delivering a terrible thrust to the Saurian attacking him. The Drakonid was as sure of his destiny as the first day, if not even more. “The Igneous Squad will come out victorious!” he cried at the top of his voice and killed the Saurian with a thrust in the middle of its scale-covered chest.

“Don’t break the line,” Taika told them as he stood in his position once more.

“Fighting against other creatures of nature for the entertainment of the dragons is inadmissible,” Ivo commented as he watched the leaders of the academy with his strange Tauruk eyes, more like a beast than a man’s. A Saurian attacked him, and Ivo responded with a backstroke of his shield to the creature’s head with such strength that he left it lying backward on the ground, unconscious.

“I couldn’t agree more,” Nahia said, trying to avoid the attacks of the Saurian that was trying to skewer her without moving too much and losing her position. She managed to stab it in the upper part of its right leg, which stopped its attacks. Luckily, these crocodile warriors had less tough scales than the dragons. Once it was wounded, the Saurian raised its spear above its shoulder and threw it at Nahia. It came straight to her stomach. Nahia moved her arm as fast as she could and covered it with the shield. The spear hit the corner of the shield, which almost did not cover her in time.

“I’ll deal with it,” Aiden told her, and stepping forward, he finished off the lame Saurian with two tremendous cuts to the neck. The Drakonid gave his all with every blow he gave, as if he had to give his all or else he would fail.

Nahia had no time to thank him, because she already had another Saurian on top. The creatures were lunging at them, trying to break their formation with the defending shields. But the squad held firm. All the training and marching time with Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt seemed to be producing results, no matter how much she rued it.

“Our lords are so charming, and they ooze empathy,” Daphne said in a tone of marked irony.

“This is martial training. Our lord dragons are teaching us to fight against different types of enemies. You should be thankful,” Aiden replied.

“You are a rock-head, and a hopeless believer,” Daphne told him as she finished off the Saurian she was fighting by stabbing it in the neck with her dagger followed, by a lightning-fast vertical tear.

“Our masters’ decisions are always right. We’re not worthy of debating them,” Aiden said as he killed another Saurian that jumped on him with beastly thrusts.

“You really are obnoxious, almost as obnoxious as you are ugly,” Lily said reproachfully as she deflected the spear to her face with her shield and plunged her dagger into the Saurian’s right eye. The reptile gave out a sharp moan of pain.

Taika rushed to help Lily and killed the Saurian with a clean cut to the neck.

The fight raged on, and several of the Saurians opted for throwing their spears rather than lunging at them since they could not break their defensive formation.

“These beasts can think, besides fighting,” Aiden commented, seeing their change of strategy.

“All creatures of nature think, Drakonid. Not only us,” Ivo corrected him as he hit a Saurian in the open mouth with his shield parallel to the ground as it tried to bite his neck. The blow was dull and powerful. There was a crack and the Saurian fell backward with its jaws broken. Before it could get back up, Ivo killed it by crushing its head with the side of his shield in both hands.

“Some more than others, especially rock-heads,” Lily intervened as she went over to Taika. Between the two of them, they finished off another Saurian.

Aiden ignored the joke he knew was directed at him. He disarmed the last with a tremendous cut to its holding claw and then he plunged his dagger in the middle of its chest to the hilt. The Saurian grunted in pain and fell over dead.

“There are no more left standing,” he said.

First round completed successfully. You did quite well. It has been entertaining. Your squadron leader has not been dishonored. Let us see if you still succeed when we increase the difficulty of the test. I hope it is so, Colonel Lehen-Gorri-Gogor messaged them.

“What does it mean, ‘first round’? Are there more?” Nahia asked blankly.

“I’m afraid this has just been the warm-up,” said Daphne.

“I don’t even want to know what they have planned,” said Lily.

Nahia felt her heart sink. But when she saw the dragons watching them and enjoying the spectacle of death, she felt rage, white-hot rage. Those despicable beings only lived for death and conquest. One day, they would pay for all the deaths they had caused. And if she could do anything for that day to come, she would. Of that she was absolutely certain.

Get ready for the second round, the message came from Commander Bigaen-Zuri-Indar.

Nahia heaved a sigh while they lined up again, a little further back to avoid the bodies of the fallen Saurians.

The doors opened again with that chilling, scraping sound.


Chapter 2

Nahia took several deep breaths and let the air out in long sighs, trying to control her emotions and stay calm. She was not going to completely succeed, this she knew, but she was trying. She held her dagger firmly in her right hand and adjusted her shield properly. She was glad she had fought well in the first round. The dagger and shield were not her strongest point, but she had defended herself. Although in comparison with her comrades, she lagged behind. She was amazed by the precision and agility Taika managed in weapon combat. Ivo was pure force to which he added great strength, and that was enough for him. Aiden was as brutal as he was foolish, but he also fought well with weapons. Each of them had proved it in combat. She envied them because she had never fought with the ease they possessed.

“Watch out! They’re coming,” Taika warned.

They all watched, alert and tense. Whatever came out was coming to kill them. They identified what looked like a different type of Saurians. They were larger and reddish in color. Nahia noticed that their scales had attached knobs that looked like pieces of rock worn down from the erosion of water. These bumps covered their entire body. Half a dozen came out, walking erect, wielding what looked like three-pronged rustic spears.

“These are larger and uglier,” Lily announced with a frown.

“Careful with those tridents,” Aiden said.

“In my land, they call that a fork, and it’s used to pick hay and grass,” Ivo commented.

“It’ll sting for sure, we’d better avoid them,” Daphne said, wrinkling her nose. The Saurians approaching them were twice her size.

“War forks with three prongs are called tridents. Haven’t they taught you anything in your lands?” Aiden shook his head in disbelief.

“The dragons’ favorite slaves have more access to their knowledge than the other races,” Lily snapped in an accusing tone.

“Envy eats at you because we’re our lords’ favorites,” Aiden told them, raising his head proudly.

“Yeah, sure, the envy of being snitches and fawning over the dragons. I’m sure that really eats at us,” said Daphne, making a face.

“Another group is coming out, watch out,” Taika said.

Following the first reddish Saurians, another group appeared made up of four others. These were also big, albeit slightly less thick. They had violet-colored scales, and their bodies were also covered with knobs. What surprised Nahia about the new group was that they were not wielding any weapon but held only long staves. Perhaps they attacked with them, but she found it odd since they were decorated with teeth, bones, and strips of what looked like scales of Saurian skin.

“Those don’t look like warriors…” she commented out loud.

“Well, I’m sure they’re not cheerleaders,” Daphne said, watching them with narrowed eyes.

“I don’t like them. The color purple usually brings trouble,” Lily said, shaking her head.

“The color isn’t what causes trouble, it’s what those who wear them do,” Ivo said, stretching his shoulders.

The Saurians walked slowly between the remains of their dead comrades on the ground. They were watching them, and in their reptilian eyes Nahia glimpsed a gleam of what she thought was hate. The six red creatures stopped a few paces away from them, while the violet ones remained a little further back.

“The four behind don’t seem to be going to attack,” Aiden said, puzzled.

“Oh, they’ll attack, otherwise they wouldn’t be here in the middle of The Arena,” Daphne reasoned, not missing a detail of the scene before them.

“Do we hold our positions?” Lily asked.

“Those staves they’re carrying… they remind me of the ones the sorcerers of the ice used, on the Frozen Continent in Tremia. They’re different, but I’d say the style is similar,” said Nahia.

“Then those four might be sorcerers or shamans,” said Lily.

“True. They might have magic. We’d better reverse the formation, quickly,” Taika said, and in his tone there was worry.

“Then let’s do it,” Aiden agreed.

The three boys stepped to the front and the three girls stepped back. They had the switch so well rehearsed and memorized that they did it seamlessly, almost without thinking.

“Front line, hold the formation. Back line, switch to magical attacks,” Taika told them.

Nahia, Daphne, and Lily sheathed their daggers and slung their shields on their backs quickly. The red Saurians were already moving forward with their tridents held in both claws with the clear intention of skewering them.

“Elemental balls, quickly,” Nahia urged her two comrades.

They took out their Learning Pearls and prepared themselves. Nahia concentrated and awoke her inner dragon, just like her comrades were doing. Now she found it easy to summon him. He appeared the moment she called, emerging from the center of her chest. Her magical skills had to be improving. She summoned enough energy to create an elemental sphere and called on an elemental ball. A sphere filled with fire appeared hovering above the palm of her right hand. It burned dangerously, displaying all the power of the element of fire.

After a moment, a white energy ball appeared on Daphne’s palm, which radiated the blinding elemental power of light. The Saurians attacked the first line with their tridents when Lily managed to create hers. It was blue, and it radiated the elemental power of water. Aiden, Ivo, and Taika defended themselves by blocking with their shields. They were clearly at a disadvantage, since the Saurians’ tridents were three times longer than their daggers. The Saurians attacked, trying to skewer them with strong piercing thrusts, but from a distance her team’s daggers could not reach their opponents. The creatures hit hard, lunging their tridents forward.

Taika saw the problem and acted.

“At my signal, we jump forward, attack, and retreat,” he told Aiden and Ivo.

Ivo nodded. “Fine.” The Saurians were trying to hit his legs as he shielded himself as best as he could.

“Victory is ours!” was Aiden’s reply as he blocked with his shield and attempted a thrust that fell short.

“Now!” Taika said, and all three lunged at once.

Taika had no trouble dodging the trident thanks to his innate feline agility. He attacked with a swift thrust at the red Saurian’s chest. Ivo had to deflect the trident with his shield in order to move forward. He was too wide and not agile enough to do it any other way. He delivered a powerful slash at the Saurian’s stomach. Aiden was not very agile either, but he managed to stand sideways and jump forward, avoiding the enemy trident and reaching the Saurian. He delivered a stroke to the center of its chest.

Then something surprising happened. The three attacks hit their mark, but none caused any wounds. The daggers hit the knobs that covered the bodies of these Saurians and bounced off. They could not penetrate the creatures’ defenses. They were hard as rock. The three tried a second attack almost instinctively when the first one failed. They could not penetrate that armor of stone and red scales.

“Get back!” Taika called when he realized they could not hurt them.

The three leapt back and stood in formation once again, blocking with their shields.

“Why can’t we hurt them?” Aiden asked with annoyance, shaking his head.

“They have skin like rock, steel weapons don’t penetrate it,” Taika said to the rest.

“Perhaps magic?” Ivo suggested.

Nahia saw the Saurians were attacking, and now they were doing so two against one. Their comrades, who were now shielding themselves with difficulty, were not going to be able to avoid being hurt.

“Let’s attack!” Nahia told Daphne and Lily.

“Fine!” Daphne said, already raising her hand to deliver her elemental ball.

“Careful that we don’t hit one of our own,” Lily warned as she calculated the throw she had to make so the following elemental explosion would not hit Taika, who was in front of her.

“Aim for their backs, quickly,” Taika urged. He had been wounded in his right leg and was bleeding.

Ivo was hit in the shoulder, and although the scales of his armor protected him, they were not enough. One of the trident prongs penetrated the armor, wounding him. The Tauruk ignored his wound and continued blocking the tridents with his dagger and shield.

Aiden was furious because he could not manage to wound the two Saurians trying to carve into him with their weapons. He was also wounded in the arm and thigh, which were both bleeding, but he continued defending himself with more energy than the enemies attacking him.

“Ivo, eyes!” Daphne warned him. She threw the ball of light energy straight at the two Saurians in front of the Tauruk. The creatures had managed to once again wound his ribs.

The Tauruk saw the ball pass by, brushing his right ear, and he shut his eyes just as it hit the two Saurians. They were so close that they both received the burst of light in the face. They growled and shook their heads. But it was too late—they were blinded by the power of the ball of light.

Lily threw the ball of water in a high, short arc. It fell right behind the two Saurians trying to finish off Taika.

“Taika, jump!” Lily warned him.

When it hit the ground, the ball of water burst hard, freezing everything around it. It hit the two Saurians’ legs, tails, and backs. They were frozen, stuck to the ground. They tried to free their legs, but it was impossible. The lower part of their legs and the end of their tails were frozen and stuck to the ground, covered in ice and frost. Taika had jumped, regardless of his wounds, and had managed to avoid being hit by the icy explosion.

Nahia sent her ball of fire at the two Saurians attacking Aiden. Unlike her partners, she did not throw the fire with her hands but with her mind. She directed the ball from the palm of her hand until it was above the heads of both Saurians, then a little higher to pass over them. She still found it hard to believe she could wield the ball of fire with her mind and magic. She found it fascinating, and it stunned her. Once the ball of fire passed over the two Saurians, Nahia simply dropped it on the ground, and when it hit The Arena it exploded with massive flames.

Aiden covered his face with the shield in case the flames reached him. The flame burst behind the two Saurians and they caught fire. Nahia wondered whether their rocky armor would protect them. It did not. The flames consumed the two Saurians while they were trying to put out the fire by rolling on the ground. Nahia realized her flame had been more powerful than she had expected. She needed to be careful, or she might burn one of her comrades. She was surprised it had happened—she had used the same amount of energy she always used. She did not understand why the explosion had been more powerful. It might be nothing, just luck, or perhaps there was more to it and there was something else she needed to understand. She would have to analyze it.

Taika moved onto the two half-frozen Saurians and tried to kill them. As he did so, one of the creatures with violet scales pointed its staff at him. It opened its mouth and uttered some strange sounds, like prolonged gargling. Suddenly, a green substance flew from the tip—half liquid, half gas—which headed straight at Taika’s body, as if emerging from a powerful jet source.

“Taika, watch out!” Lily called out.

The great white tiger leapt to one side. But because of his wounds, he was not quick enough. The substance hit him in the left arm.

“Argh!” Taika grunted in pain and dropped his dagger.

“What is it?” Lily asked.

“Don’t let them hit you, it’s acid!” Taika warned them as he shook his arm, grunting in pain.

The warning came too late. Another violet Saurian sent acid flying at Aiden, who tried to avoid it but was not quick enough. It fell on his cloak and part of his side. With amazement, he watched as the acid ate the fabric and penetrated between the protecting scales into his flesh.

“Arghhhh!” he grunted painfully and threw himself on the ground. He began to roll around to avoid the attack.

“We have to help them against those shamans!” Nahia had a second ball of fire in the palm of her hand. She saw a Saurian shaman looking at her and instinctively knew it was going to attack her. It was preparing to launch acid from its staff. She did not hesitate for an instant—hesitation meant death. She looked at the ball of fire, looked at the shaman, and with her mind and magic she sent it directly at the reptile’s torso. The shaman launched the acid attack, directing it with its staff. Nahia saw the jet of acid coming toward her in an arc as it covered the distance that separated them. She thought she had been too slow. She was wrong. The ball of fire impacted and the Saurian burnt completely as the flames burst. The acid attack reached her right foot and Nahia stepped back. It died when the Saurian died.

“Let’s finish them!” Lily threw an elemental ball of water at the Saurian shaman that was attacking Taika. The tiger was now rolling on the ground like Aiden while the shaman chased him with the acid jet that burst from its staff. If it touched him, Taika would die a painful death. The tiger was rolling as fast as he could, fleeing from the deadly stream. The shaman was not moving from its place, simply directing the acid jet with its staff. Lily’s elemental ball of water hit its legs. The explosion of ice went up its whole body and it froze on the spot, body and staff. The acid attack abruptly stopped.

“Help, to me!” Ivo suddenly cried.

The Saurian shaman had launched its attack of acid at him, and the enormous Tauruk was covering himself behind his shield. The steady jet of acid that came out of the staff struck the shield, and it was beginning to eat through the metal. A greenish gas was surrounding Ivo, who began to retreat, stumbling. He seemed to be getting dizzy. Daphne had stepped aside swiftly to let him pass, and she stepped forward to avoid the jet of acid and throw her ball of light energy at the Saurian shaman. The ball exploded at its feet and the burst of light blinded it. It started to swing its staff right and left, without seeing, scattering acid in front of Daphne and Ivo. The Fatum leapt backward to avoid it and also started feeling sick.

“The greenish gas the acid releases… is… bad…”

“It’s every… where…” said Ivo, falling on his back.

“Coming… Ivo….” Daphne tried to help him, but she only managed two steps before fainting.

Nahia saw it and realized that in the center there was more green gas. It had accumulated there. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Taika approaching like a lurking predator, heading for the blinded shaman. He was making a detour to avoid being hit by the acid it was still launching right and left. He stood behind it, and with a powerful leap he knocked the creature down. Since he had lost his dagger, he used his jaws and claws to kill it in the purest feline style.

The shaman attacking Aiden, on the contrary, almost had him. The Drakonid was not as agile as Taika, and his rolling was more predictable and clumsy.

“Watch out, Aiden, hold on!” Nahia warned him as she ran straight toward the last Saurian shaman. As she ran she tried to create a new ball of fire, but for some reason she could not. She did not know whether it was because she was running or because she could not concentrate. Most likely some of both. The Saurian shaman saw her coming straight at it and redirected its staff and jet of acid from Aiden to her.

Nahia saw with horror that the jet of acid was coming at her. She was not going to have time to reach the shaman. She stopped short and called upon her inner dragon, gathering a large amount of energy and forming it into elemental fire energy. She opened her mouth and released it as fiery Dragon Breath. She did not know why she did that, since she was not going to hit the Saurian with her breath. It was out of reach of the attack. But she had been acting on instinct, a decision that might cost her her life, since her attack had fallen short while the shaman’s reached her.

The jet of acid fell on Nahia and she prepared for terrible suffering. There was nothing she could do, since she was in the middle of launching her Dragon Breath and could not stop it. The acid and fire met, and the fire won. The acid did not reach Nahia’s body but was destroyed by her breath of fire. She was completely taken aback—she had been convinced the acid was going to destroy her.

The Saurian was also greatly surprised. It took a step back and seemed to hesitate. Then it changed tactics. It attacked with its jet, trying to hit her right side, and as Nahia realized she gathered more energy from her inner dragon, maintained her breath of fire, and broadened it to cover more terrain before her. She moved her head fast and directed her fiery breath against the acid stream coming at her from that side. Once again, the fire destroyed the acid, burning it completely, even the nauseating gas it emitted. Her fire consumed everything.

Nahia saw her chance to attack. If she managed to direct her breath at the acid without stopping, keeping it steady, she could reach the Saurian. What she was not sure of was how much inner energy she had available. Or whether she could reach her enemy and burn it to ashes. But since she had no other choice, she decided to try. She desperately hoped her inner dragon’s energy would not run out. Not knowing her own limitations was a real problem. Something else she needed to learn about herself before it cost her her life.

She advanced toward the Saurian, projecting her fire, both eyes fixed on the stream of acid in case it changed direction. It did. The Saurian tried to hit her from the left and then aimed straight to her head. Nahia was able to counter the attacks. She moved her       head to the sides and up and down, directing her breath of fire. She was beginning to understand that this skill was very powerful, more than she had initially thought. The only drawback was that the reach was short. The fire only reached a couple of paces forward, although the cone of energy she was capable of creating could swallow a human from head to foot.

She was three paces forward when she saw the Saurian step back, still shooting acid. They were going to play cat and mouse. She would move forward and it would step back. Her concern over not knowing how much energy she had assaulted her again. Would she have enough? Or would she end up dead once she was left without defenses? That would be a horrible death. The thought of it sent a chill down her spine and she nearly lost her concentration and the breath of fire. No, she could not afford to doubt. She concentrated and continued gathering energy from her inner dragon, transforming it into fire and sending it to her elemental breath. At that moment, she glimpsed a figure behind the Saurian. She was filled with relief when she saw it was Taika. The Felidae leapt onto it and knocked it down. As he held it against the ground, he killed it, tearing off a chunk of its neck with his tiger jaws.

Nahia stopped sending energy to her breath of fire, which died out in an instant.

“Good work,” Taika said and nodded respectfully at her.

“Same.” Nahia returned the respectful nod as she turned to check whether there were any other Saurians alive. They were all dead. She looked at the door the Saurians had used to enter The Arena and saw it was still closed. There did not seem to be more enemies. She ran to see how Daphne and Ivo were.

She reached them and knelt beside Daphne. She felt her pulse and saw that she was alive. She was relieved to see Daphne was only unconscious. She checked Ivo’s condition; he was also alive and unconscious.

Aiden was sitting on the ground, complaining of a sore side. She sought Lily and saw she had also fainted from the greenish gas. Nahia went over to her and made sure she was alive.

Second round completed successfully. Some casualties, it would seem. Not as good as we had expected. You should have won more easily and not lost members of the squad, Colonel Lehen-Gorri-Gogor messaged them, along with a feeling of distaste.

Nahia looked at the great dragon with her head bowed. She felt like shouting how despicable she thought it was, but she held back. It would make no difference, and it would cost her her life.

Prepare for the third round, the final one, Commander Bigaen-Zuri-Indar’s message reached them.

Nahia’s head was thrown back, not from the powerful mental message but from the surprise.

“What do you… third round…?” she muttered.

She looked at her comrades lying on the ground, unconscious. Then at Aiden and Taika who were wounded. They could not keep fighting. The squad was undone.

The north door opened again.


Chapter 3

Nahia could not believe it.  There was a third round, and they had no time to recover. It was not only despicable, it was cruel. Coming from the dragons, she was not surprised. To expect a fraction of empathy or compassion from those monsters was hopeless. They would never get any, ever. The hate Nahia felt for those tyrannical beings grew exponentially. One day they would get their due, she was confident. Somehow they would get the punishment they deserved. She only hoped to be present to witness their downfall.

There can only be one winner left in The Arena. Make sure it is you, the Commander’s message reached them.

“Let’s group up!” Taika called as he ran toward Nahia.

“Coming!” Aiden cried, running toward her as well.

“Wake up, Lily. We’re in danger. You have to recover,” Nahia urged her comrade, trying to make her come to. But Lily did not react to her words. Seeing the seriousness of the situation, Nahia started to shake her hard by the shoulders. But even then, her friend would not react.

A single figure appeared through the large doors, walking heavily. It was huge, a colossal Saurian the combined size of six Tauruk-Kapro that came out into the sun of The Arena. It walked like a gigantic crocodile on its four powerful legs. Half its body, from head to tail, was covered by red scales. The other half had purple scales. Rocky knobs covered its entire body and legs. It appeared to be dressed in armor made of worn stones. Nahia knew the moment she saw the creature that this Saurian was not only enormous but also terribly dangerous.

“That Saurian is going to be a major problem,” Taika commented, having drawn the same conclusions as Nahia.

Aiden arrived, holding his side, a look of pain on his dragon face.

“It’s strong and armored. Our weapons will be useless.”

Taika nodded.

“We’ll have to use magic.”

“My magic isn’t my best asset…” Aiden said regretfully as he watched the huge Saurian walking toward them, slowly but covering quite a distance with every step.

“Come on, Lily! Wake up!” Nahia shook her violently. Unfortunately, her friend did not come to.

“Let’s get Daphne and Ivo out of the way, quick,” Taika said to Aiden.

The Drakonid nodded, and they ran to drag them away. They had no trouble with Daphne, but they had to drag Ivo, each of them grabbing an ankle. He weighed as much as an ox. They moved them back enough to keep them out of danger for the moment and then went back to Nahia, who could not bring Lily back.

“We’re taking her away,” said Taika.

Nahia nodded. “Okay.”

Taika slung Lily over his shoulder and ran to leave her beside Daphne and Ivo before running back. Nahia saw the blood both Aiden and Taika were losing and the acid burns on their bodies.

“You don’t look very good.”

“It won’t stop me from fighting. I’ll defeat the great Saurian,” Aiden said with confidence, staring at the terrible reptile that was already upon them.

“I can also fight,” said Taika.

“I wish I had my medicine with me, I might be able to help.” Nahia felt terrible for not being able to help them, more so because she had the knowledge of how to do so. If she could at least stitch their wounds and bandage them… but she could not.

“Don’t worry about that now. We have to fight and survive,” Taika told her in his silky voice, trying to soothe her.

“Yes, for us and for them,” Nahia realized, looking at their three unconscious comrades. That monster would kill them if they did not win.

“The Igneous Squad will win!” Aiden puffed his chest and looked at the great Saurian with challenging eyes.

The monster reached them and stopped its heavy steps. It let out a growl the three understood as a threat. Taika and Aiden already had the Learning Pearls in their hands. Nahia, for her part, was ready to use her elemental fire.

“Let’s try to go around it. It doesn’t look very agile or fast,” Taika said.

“Okay. I’ll go to the left side.” Aiden ran with a look of pain. His wounds were taking their toll physically, no matter how much he tried to wave them aside.

Taika ran to the other side, and Nahia noticed he was limping more than before. They were not going to hold up long.

The great Saurian looked both ways, following Aiden’s and Taika’s movement, but it did not move. It was still on its four legs. It moved its head but not its body. It was watching them, apparently deciding who to attack, and the fact that they had separated had puzzled it. It would have to choose who to attack first.

Nahia did not know where to run, so she stayed in front of the monster. She sought her inner dragon, gathered inner energy, and created a ball of fire. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw that Aiden had a white ball on the palm of his hand. Inside it were bolts of lightning that seemed to want to break the sphere containing them and escape. Taika’s ball was as black as night. Seeing her comrades ready to attack with their magic made Nahia’s confidence increase. Between the three of them, they could defeat that being. They were full of power.

The monster looked at Nahia, and taking a huge step forward, it opened its enormous teeth-filled jaw and tried to eat her. It had decided who to attack first. Although it was massive, it moved quite fast when it attacked. It was obviously a predator, and it was certainly a master of jumping its prey.

Nahia’s reaction was pure survival instinct. She threw the ball of elemental fire into the open mouth with her hand, just as it was coming down to close around her. The ball hit the mouth and exploded. A powerful flame filled the mouth of the great Saurian.

A growling cry of pain came from the Saurian’s throat as it shut its mouth and stepped back. It had hurt, a lot. It growled again and opened its mouth, letting out the flames. A moment later, the flames were extinguished in its mouth.

Nahia snorted. She had been very close to being that monster’s breakfast, but she had made it retreat. She began to create a new ball of fire and looked at Aiden out of the corner of her eye to see whether he was attacking. He was not. The ball of storm he had created had become unstable and gone out. He was shaking his hand, hard—he had hurt himself. He tried to create another ball but could not. He complained with words of rage and started to lose his cool.

At that moment, Taika threw his black ball at the Saurian’s head. He hit it squarely. There was an explosion of darkness that surrounded the monster’s head entirely. It could not see and began to growl in rage. The blackness remained around the point of impact and did not fade away.

Nahia sighed. This gave them a respite. Aiden went on trying to use his magic. If he did not succeed, they would be finished. Taika tried to create another ball of blackness to keep the monster blind and therefore unable to attack them. This time it was the Felidae who could not create his sphere of blackness. Nahia sighed again. Her comrades were very good with weapons but struggled with magic.

Finally, Aiden managed to use his elemental air magic and attacked the Saurian. He threw his ball of storm directly at its side. Upon impact, it burst as if a storm had broken and a dozen bolts of lightning began to hit the side of the monster.

The great Saurian growled in pain. Steel did not penetrate its defenses, but magic did. It attacked Aiden with its snout, but he ran to the monster’s tail, which began to turn. As Taika had guessed, its movements were slow and clumsy, more so when it could not see. As it turned, Nahia threw another ball of fire, this time at its back. The burst of fire hurt it and it grunted in pain. It stopped turning and faced Nahia again to attack her.

Aiden then attacked the monster’s back with another elemental ball of air, creating lightning that fell on it.

Unable to see anything, the wounded monster flashed purple, and suddenly it opened its mouth and a stream of acid came out of it.

“Watch out, Nahia!” Taika warned her.

Nahia had seen acid fly out as if a dam had broken in its mouth, and she jumped backward so it would not hit her. Since it could not see with the blackness that surrounded its head it had not been able to aim, and that had saved her. If it had aimed, she would have died bathed in that rotten-smelling green acid. Thinking about the smell, she realized she might faint, so she rolled to one side to get away from the stench.

Aiden ran to his initial position and threw another ball at the back of the monster’s head. A storm of lightning broke over the monster. The blackness began to fade and Taika noticed, throwing another ball of darkness to keep it blind.

The monster, furious, started spewing out acid in every direction. It could not see them but was trying to hit them anyway.

“Move back, watch out!” Taika leapt backward, but as he landed he lost his balance from the pain of his thigh wound and fell on his back.

Aiden moved away from the acid falling beside him, but when he turned his body punished him with a sharp pain in his side. He doubled over and was unable to continue attacking. Nahia saw her two friends were in trouble and decided to attack. She could not use her Fire Breath because she would have to get too close and the Saurian might bathe her in acid. She also noticed that the ground around the monster was beginning to be filled with acid and a cloud of green gas was beginning to form. The stench it let off would make her faint. She decided to attack from a prudent distance. She summoned her inner dragon, and gathering a larger amount of energy than usual, she created a ball of fire.

The monster continued spewing acid at everything in front of it, moving its head from side to side while Taika and Aiden backed up, escaping the acid and the stinking gas that lay in wait. All of a sudden, the Saurian rose on its hind legs and kept its balance by leaning on its tail. From the new height it went on spewing acid blindly right and left, only now it was more dangerous since its reach was broader.

Nahia looked at the elemental ball of fire and then at the Saurian. Seeing her enemy standing erect, large and imposing, she decided to send more energy and made it grow. She created a ball twice the size of what she was used to. The feat made her feel proud. But she soon realized the ball was beginning to destabilize. There was too much energy in it. She would not be able to maintain it as a sphere. Fearing it might explode in her hand and kill her, she used her mind and sent the ball against the Saurian’s torso. The ball impacted, and there was a large burst and fearsome flames which punished the monster’s body. It let out a growl of pain and rage. It beat its chest with its front legs, trying to put out the flames.

Now she had a chance. Nahia saw the possibility of reaching it squarely on the head. If she did, she had the opportunity of hurting it for real, even killing it. She sought her inner dragon and gathered a good amount of energy. She created the ball of fire and began to send it more energy to make it bigger. She wanted to finish off the great Saurian with one final, powerful attack. She had to be careful not to destabilize the sphere, or else she would be the one who died.

All of a sudden, she began to feel a tremendous heat, one that came from inside her and which spread throughout her body. Her heartbeat began to gallop, too fast.

“Oh no…” she muttered under her breath.

She could feel her skin burning. She began to have trouble breathing. She recognized the symptoms at once. She was having one of her seizures. Her condition was manifesting itself—at the worst possible moment, when she was trying to control the stability of the ball of fire she had created. Her pulse ran at a breakneck pace, and with it she began to lose control of the ball of fire. Fear climbed up her neck.

“Not now!” she muttered in frustration.

She tried to calm down, breathing deeply through her nose and letting the air out in long breaths. But it was not going to work. Not in the middle of one of her seizures. She needed the remedy she carried around her neck. But if she reached for it, the ball of fire would destabilize and burst, killing her. She fell on her knees. She could no longer breathe. Her pulse was racing like a herd of wild horses, and she was suffocating. She felt cramps and a tremendous stinging throughout her whole body. The ball of fire began to lose its spherical shape. It was going to burst.

With a final effort, she sent the sphere at the Saurian with her mind. Then she fell to one side and began to convulse on The Arena’s floor. The ball was about to impact when it destabilized and exploded with a big flame. It only partially hit the great Saurian, but the force of the explosion unbalanced the monster, which fell backward on the ground of The Arena.

Nahia saw it fall while she struggled to reach her neck with her right hand to grasp the container with her grandmother’s remedy. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Aiden slamming a ball of storm on the head of the fallen Saurian. Taika also attacked, creating more blackness and making it impossible for the Saurian to see them. To Nahia’s and Taika’s surprise, Aiden attacked with one magical sphere after another without failing to create them. Nahia realized that the Drakonid had entered one of his frenzies and that he would not stop attacking until the enemy was dead. Or him. The curious thing was that when he entered that state of half-madness, he could create perfect spheres.

As she managed to reach the container and put it to her mouth, Aiden finished killing the Saurian with ball after ball of elemental power of air in the shape of storm lightning. Once he did this he sat down on the ground, exhausted, his gaze lost. Taika went over to him to make sure he had not hurt himself.

The remedy took effect and Nahia was able to stop shaking uncontrollably. Her pulse slowed down, returning to normal, and her breathing improved. She was very tired, too much to move. She was left lying on the ground, alive, which was what mattered. They had killed the great Saurian, and this cheered her up. She felt bad for the creature, but there could only be one winner in The Arena, and it had to be them.

Taika came to her side, limping and with dull eyes from exhaustion.

“How do you feel?”

“Almost as well as you,” she replied and tried to smile but could not. Taika did not try to move her. He left her lying on the ground and sat down beside her. “How’s Aiden?”

“He’s contemplating the void.”

“That’s a good way of describing it.”

“He’ll be himself again in a while. He did not get hurt.”

“Thank goodness…”

“Yeah, I had to move away from him in case he hit me.”

“Well done.”

Third round completed successfully. Well fought, although you had some odd behavior. It was entertaining but anomalous. I am sure the leader of the Red Squadron will correct that, Colonel Lehen-Gorri-Gogor messaged them, along with a feeling       that they had not done all that well.

The north door opened again. Nahia’s eyes widened, thinking that a new horror was entering the square. It was the Tergnomus. About twenty of them came out and began clearing away the bodies of the fallen Saurians.

You may leave The Arena through the north door and head to the infirmary. They are waiting for you there to dress the wounds inflicted during the test. Carry your fainted and wounded squad comrades, they are your responsibility, the Commander messaged them.

Nahia looked at Taika and sighed.

“We can’t expect anything else of them…” the Felidae Tiger whispered to her.

“I know, I wasn’t expecting otherwise,” Nahia said.

“Let’s get them away from The Arena, then we’ll find a way to cope,” said Taika.

“All right.” Nahia managed to get up, with Taika’s help. She was nearly dead with exhaustion and pain.

They went over to their unconscious comrades when Lily came to.

“What … ha… happened?”

“Take it easy, we’re all right. I’ll tell you all about it later. You have to help us get Ivo and Daphne out of here.”

“Sure… yeah…” Lily muttered, getting to her feet.

Between the three, they dragged Ivo first while the Tergnomus worked fast to empty and clean The Arena. Nahia realized then that another squad would come in shortly and have to pass through the same experience they had. She thought of Ana and Logan, hoping would succeeded. They had to, but she knew there would be wounded and that there might even be casualties in their squads. She wished with all her being that death did not take them. She looked at the dragons out of the corner of her eye and again felt overflowing hate and rage against them. They had no right to make them go through this. What was the need? They were only entertainment. They were abominable, and Nahia hated them with every breath she took.

“We won… didn’t we?” Aiden came over to them.

“Of course. We’re the Igneous Squad. Victory is ours!” Taika told him.

“Of course. It can’t be any other way,” Aiden said, looking very confused.

Nahia knew that the Drakonid did not remember the final part of the fight, hence his confusion.

“We’ll explain later. We have to get our comrades out of here.”

“Fine, let’s get them out.”

Nahia and Lily took charge of Daphne while Taika and Aiden took care of Ivo. They had won. Now they needed to be healed, urgently.


Chapter 4

Nahia found the infirmary a strange place. The outside of the building was beautiful, with a white marble façade and walls that seemed to shine at all times, even during the cold rainy days of winter. It was a much more elegant building than the administrative one beside it. The inside, on the other hand, was not so pretty. It was divided into four long sections where the wounded were looked after. The floors, walls, and ceilings were of the same white marble as the outside, only these always had blood on them, and today more than usual.

They were in a section with two other second-year squads that had finished the test before them. Nahia and her comrades had crawled their way here, in a pretty bad state, but it looked like the other two squads were even worse. She noted that they were badly hurt, but at least their wounds were dressed and they were resting in cots. It was now their turn to be tended to, and they needed it badly. They were taken to some other cots where they could rest.

A long blood stain in the ceiling had Nahia fascinated. She did not understand how it could have gotten up there. No matter how creatively she thought, she could not see how it might have happened.

“Stop staring at it. It’s bad luck,” Lily told Nahia.

“Bad luck?” Nahia was pulled out of her thoughts.

“The Scarlatum believe that whoever looks at or mentions blood, calls it.”

“Calls it, as in attracts it?”

“That’s right. If you don’t want to see your blood, don’t look at others’. Least of all, don’t mention it,” Lily said and pointed at the ceiling.

“I had no idea the Scarlatum were superstitious.”

Lily laughed.

“It seems to me that you know very little about us.”

“About you and everyone,” Nahia admitted, nodding.

“For the Felidae, on the other hand, blood is something very valuable,” said Taika. The great white tiger was lying on his cot and was pointing at the floor beside her, which was stained with her own blood.

“Yeah, that’s why it’s important to keep it inside your body,” Lily told her, smiling.

Nahia watched the Tergnomus who was stitching up Taika’s wounds. Beside him was an Exarbor, who was studying the acid burns the Felidae had suffered. They both wore red clothes and had a round white rune featured on their chest and back. They were different. Being dragon runes, Nahia did not know what they meant, but she guessed they meant surgeon and nurse. It was what made the most sense, since the Exarbor was giving instructions to the Tergnomus.

“We try, but we don’t always succeed,” Taika smiled. He did not seem to be hurting from the care he was receiving, although it was likely painful.

Nahia looked at the two next cots where Daphne and Ivo were lying. They had just been examined by an Exarbor surgeon, and now two Tergnomus nurses were tending to them. They had stitched their wounds and dressed them with disinfectant and ointment. They had also made them drink some green tonic. The problem was that they had still not regained consciousness, which had Nahia worried. She was afraid they would not wake up. When someone fell into unconsciousness due to trauma, they did not always wake up.

In another cot in front of them was Aiden. He had stained the floor and part of the mattress with the blood from his wounds. They had just been stitched up and were now being dressed. They had all been given different ointments, and one in particular interested Nahia. It was blue and used to combat acid burns. As the Exarbor surgeon who had seen to her had explained to her, it helped them recover from the burns so that the scars were not so deep. Some even disappeared. Aiden grunted while he was being cared for.

“Take the soothing tonic,” Lily told him.

“We Drakonids bear the pain. We don’t take potions to ease it,” he replied in an offended tone, as if the Scarlatum were insinuating he was weak.

“Sure, because you’re rock-heads,” she replied, drinking the tonic that eased the pain. She showed it to him. “It even tastes good.”

Aiden shook his head vigorously.

“There are no shortcuts to glory. Victory is obtained through pain and suffering, with bloodshed and sweat.”

Lily rolled her eyes.

“It’s like listening to a poet at a funeral.”

“You’re quite right,” Nahia had to admit. “The Drakonids’ philosophy of life is pretty funereal.”

“I’ll take the tonic. There’s no need to suffer in order to appear strong. It only brings more pain, and pain is never good. It’s the way our body tells us that something’s not well,” Taika commented.

“Strong is he who overcomes pain and kills his enemies,” Aiden said as if he were repeating a mantra.

“I’d say that’s being a brute rather than strong,” Lily amended him.

“One must overcome his limitations in order to triumph over his enemies and reach glory,” Aiden went on reciting.

“Can’t you knock him out?” Lily asked the Tergnomus who were looking after them.

“We’d like to, but it’s not very ethical,” one of them with a corkscrew-like nose replied.

“Good idea. Better if you cause him more pain so he reaches the glory he’s after sooner,” Lily changed her mind with a naughty grin.

“We can’t. That’s also unethical,” another Tergnomus replied. This one had one ear that was pointier than the other.

“Pity,” Lily shrugged.

“I did not know you Tergnomus were so ethical,” Nahia said, surprised.

The two nurses looked at her, annoyed.

“We, Tergnomus, have a concept of duty and work that surpasses amply that of the other races. For us, duty is fundamental and a priority,” the one with the corkscrew nose told her.

“And part of a nurse’s duty is to be ethical with the patients,” added the one with disparate ears angrily. “The rest of the races would do well to follow our example instead of disparaging us for our size.”

“I don’t mean to disparage you at all…” Nahia said, shaking her hands. The Tergnomus’ reaction had taken her by surprise. They really had a most cantankerous character.

“Yeah, that’s what they all say when we’re present and the opposite when we’re not,” corkscrew nose added.

“I realize clearly that duty and ethics are very important to you and that we’d do   well to imitate you,” Nahia said soothingly. She did not want them to become even more cantankerous.

“You would do very well indeed,” asymmetrical ears added, nodding.

“You should be more like us,” the other one agreed.

“Especially in that sympathy you squander,” Lily replied.

Both Tergnomus looked at her with hatred.

“You, Scarlatum, are too vain and haughty to truly appreciate what virtue is,” the one with the horrible nose told her, and he left with a disdainful wave.

The other nurse looked at Lily an instant longer, as if he wanted to murder her with his gaze, and then left after his colleague.

“Aren’t they charming,” Lily commented ironically.

“You shouldn’t mess with them. You know they’re very touchy,” Taika said.

“What they have is a cantankerous, boisterous character,” Lily said with a look on her face that clearly meant she was planning on pestering them more. “They deserve a little of their own medicine.”

“Reproaches are no good. Better a couple of well-placed punches,” Aiden suddenly said.

They turned to look at him blankly.

“And why’s that?” Nahia asked the Drakonid.

“The only way to put a Tergnomus in their place is with a couple of punches, good ones. Everything else is useless. They’ll always believe they’re right and keep on being as unbearable as they possibly can.”

“And with two punches they won’t?” asked Nahia, who did not find this method very suitable.

“They won’t change, but at least they’ll be quiet,” Aiden specified.

“The Drakonid’s life philosophy is overwhelming,” Lily joked.

“Laugh all you want, but the next time a Tergnomus gets in your beard, you’d better give him a good slap.”

“Beard? What beard? I don’t have a single hair on my beautiful face,” Lily replied, offended.

“And when you want a Scarlatum to shut up, mess with her physique. It never fails,” Aiden said, then he doubled up with pain and stayed very still in his cot.

“Nonsense. The Scarlatum aren’t that vain,” replied Lily as she unobtrusively felt her chin for any hairs.

Nahia wanted to assure her she had none on her pretty face, but she had the impression that Lily wanted to make sure herself.

Taika said nothing and listened, lying in his cot. Nahia wondered what the Felidae society might be like. From what little she knew, they were a race of hunters and fighters of great agility and strength. And yet Taika wasn’t like that. He always stayed away from arguments, and was very flexible and rational, although when he fought his Felidae side came out through his agility, strength, and ferocity.

The surgeons and nurses continued tending to them for a while longer until they were sure they were all out of danger and their wounds properly dressed. Nahia was still worried about Daphne and Ivo though.

“When will they wake up?” she asked the surgeon who was treating them once he finished.

“They should be awake by nightfall. If that’s not the case, we’ll intervene.”

“Are they in danger of dying?”

“Everyone who is brought to this place is in danger. But I don’t think it’s life-threatening. They’ll recover.”

“Thank you,” Nahia said, sighing with relief.

The Exarbor left at his slow, calm pace. Nahia was surprised that the Exarbor were the surgeons, because of their slowness. She could not imagine them behaving quickly in a critical situation when a patient was between life and death. On the other hand, she could picture the Tergnomus, although the Exarbor were very good at retaining knowledge. Of all the races, they were the most scholarly and had the greatest knowledge. That did make them good surgeons, and from what she had seen in all her visits to the infirmary, all of them were.

She continued thinking about what had happened during the test. She could not stop a little flame beginning to burn in her stomach. There was no need for them to go through that. It was one thing to train someone in the art of war and a completely different one to make them bleed, suffer, and even die. That she could not accept.  Least of all knowing it had been partly for the entertainment and enjoyment of the dragons. They had surely betted on who failed and died. She looked at her comrades, bandaged and hurt, at the members of the other two squads who were like them, and the flame of rage took on more strongly. Blasted dragons without a soul.

At that moment, the Rock Squad of the Brown Squadron arrived. Nahia watched them; they were very battered, even more than her team was. They looked very bad. They left two of their members on the cots, and two Exarbor surgeons accompanied by Tergnomus nurses began to check on them at once.

“Don’t let them die!” They have to live!” Vivian said, the Scarlatum of the squad.

“Move away and let the surgeons work,” a Tergnomus nurse told them.

“They’re in terrible shape, they have to be saved,” said Aiya, a pretty Fatum girl whose face was covered in blood and sand.

“Everyone, move back! Let us work!” another of the Tergnomus nurses shouted, and he pushed through with the usual bad temper of his race.

Nahia was watching in anguish. From what she could see of how they were carrying the two wounded, the situation was really critical. One of them, Fangas, a black panther Felidae, had deep cuts and was losing a lot of blood. The other, a human boy called Doyle, seemed to have received a shower of acid, probably from a great Saurian. He had horrible burns all over his body, and he was pretty disfigured.

The two Exarbor surgeons worked at a speed that surprised Nahia. For a moment, they did not look like Exarbor but like humans working at top speed. Nahia had never seen them behave like that, and she could not help but stare in fascination. She was not the only one. Beside her, Lily was staring with wide eyes. Taika and Aiden were also watching without fully getting off their cots. There was too much noise not to do so, and the tension of the critical situation was palpable.

The members of the Rock Squad withdrew and let the surgeons and nurses do their work quickly and efficiently. There was a graveyard silence in the area while they tried to save their lives. Everyone looked on with faces drawn by sorrow and anguish. The wounds were serious and the possibilities of survival very few, if any. Nahia swallowed with difficulty, a knot forming in her stomach. She wished with all her heart that the surgeons and nurses would save them. They could not die, they did not deserve that.

Finally, the surgeons moved away from the two wounded. The expectation increased even more. Everyone strained their necks to see the outcome. The nurses finished their work. They moved back from one of the beds, revealing the Felidae who had arrived after losing so much blood. She had bandages practically all over her neck and she looked horrible, but she seemed to be alive.

“They saved her,” Nahia said with a deep sigh of relief.

“They saved her, but not the other one,” Aiden said coldly.

Nahia looked at the other cot and saw that the last of the nurses was covering Doyle’s head with a sheet stained with blood and acid stains.

“No! You have to save him!” Vivian cried when she saw that her squad comrade had died.

“We did…. everything possible,” the Exarbor surgeon told her.

“They must live!” cried Aiya sorrowfully, tears running down her cheeks.

“His wounds… were too serious. The acid killed him. We could… only alleviate his suffering… during his last moments. There was nothing… else we could do.”

The sobs and weeping of their squad comrades filled the area.

“The poor wretch…” Lily said sadly.

“A horrible and painful death,” Taika agreed.

“The tests our lords give us are only to make us stronger,” Aiden commented.

“What do you mean, to make us stronger? The tests they give us are despicable! Just like they are!” Nahia shouted, unable to contain the wrath that started in her stomach, creating a fire. Nahia’s reply had come out at the top of her voice, and it had been heard throughout the section they were in. At least three other squads had heard her and a dozen surgeons and nurses.

“Nahia… calm down…” Lily told her, seeing that many heads were turning toward them, which would only lead to problems.

“I don’t want to calm down! They’re killing us for sport! They’re monsters without souls!”  Nahia burst out, jumping up.

Aiden threw his head back, surprised by his comrade’s reaction.

“We shouldn’t judge the designs of our lords. It’s not our place…” he started to say.

“Of course we should judge them! They enslave us, they make us suffer, they kill us! They deserve death, not us!” Nahia could not hold back her burning wrath.

Now everyone was staring at her. The looks of the members of the other squads were of absolute incredulity. Some started to nod. Others looked at her as if she were crazy. No one remained indifferent to the outburst of fury they were witnessing.

“Nahia, you’ve already said too much. Shut up or they’ll kill you for this,” Lily said, her voice serious and filled with concern.

“I don’t want to….” she started to protest when Taika’s paw covered her mouth. The tiger had risen from his cot and was standing behind Nahia.

“You’re right, Nahia. But being right and shouting at the four winds won’t get you anything except an exemplary punishment. The dragons will kill you for this. There are other ways. This isn’t the path you should follow if you want to stay alive,” Taika’s raspy, serious tone entered Nahia’s ears with a calming effect.

But, Nahia was so furious and beside herself that although she understood what Lily and Taika were telling her, she could not stop shouting her hatred and rage against    those evil beings. It was stronger than her, and she did not care whether they killed her. She even felt it would be better to die than to go on serving those monsters.

“It’s the rage that’s dominating you. You must calm down, let it go,” Lily told her.

Taika did not take his paw off her mouth, so Nahia could not speak. She tried to scream, but the sound did not leave her mouth.

“Everyone’s looking at us. You’d better not say another word, or it’ll cost you your life,” Aiden advised her.

Nahia wanted to say things, many things, everything she thought about the dragons, and seeing Aiden with his dragon face telling her not to made her want to even more. But then, suddenly, her grandmother’s face came to her mind. Seeing Aoma, Nahia calmed down almost at once. The hate and rage she had been feeling slowly faded as if blown away by breeze. Her grandmother represented love, peace, quiet, and that was what seeing her gave her. She realized her mistake in letting herself be driven by her emotions. She could not allow herself outbursts such as this one, not in the world she lived in, not in the realm of dragons. She had made a big mistake, and she hoped it had not cost her her life.

“Are you calmer now?” Lily asked her.

Nahia nodded.

“Promise you won’t shout?” Taika asked her.

Nahia nodded again.

“I think she’s calmed down,” Lily said to Taika.

“All right. I’m going to let you speak. Please don’t shout,” he asked her.

Nahia shook her head.

Taika removed his paw from her mouth.

“No…. I’m not going to shout again…”

“Thank goodness,” Lily looked relieved.

Taika went back to his cot with a grimace of pain.

“Thank you… both. I don’t know what came over me…”

“It’s the accumulated tension,” Taika told her.

“Also you have a tendency to light up,” Lily smiled at her as she rubbed her shoulder fondly.

“Yeah, well, I didn’t know it was verbal as well,” Nahia made a horrified face. She looked around and saw the rest of the members of the squads going back to their own businesses, only a few still staring at her.

“This is going to cost me dearly, isn’t it?” Nahia asked.

“That’s for sure,” Aiden confirmed.

“Let’s hope it’ll only be a regular punishment…” Lily told her.

“Let’s hope for that,” said Taika.

Nahia was left worrying. She was unsure of what had happened. She did not usually lose her head, and least of all start shouting against the dragons filled with rage and hatred. But the truth was, she did feel rage and hatred. Those feelings were tumbling inside of her, and she had to learn to control them. She could not allow this to happen again. She was risking her head. She would learn to control her feelings; she had no other choice, because changing her feelings was impossible.


Chapter 5

At noon the day after the initial test of the second year, they received the call to go and lineup. They were still at the infirmary, where they had spent the night and the morning under observation. Daphne and Ivo had come to the evening before, and the surgeons and nurses had looked after them to make sure there were no side effects. Apparently, the acid’s toxic gases could leave a person suffering from heavy headaches and memory loss. According to the tests they had given them, that was not the case, and the Fatum and Tauruk seemed to be fine that morning.

“That’s all I needed, to lose my memory on top of everything I’ve been through,” Daphne commented angrily, rubbing her temples.

“There are things in life which might be best forgotten,” Ivo said philosophically.

“Surely not you…” Nahia said to the great Tauruk.

“Oh, you’d be surprised…” Ivo replied, passing his hands along his long bull horns.

“It seems we all have an imperfect past,” Lily said, smiling and winking at Ivo.

“Not me. My past is impeccable,” Aiden said, who was already impatient to leave. His displeasure showed on his mini-dragon face.

“Oh sure, and what else would you say!” Daphne waved her hand in disbelief.

“I’m telling the truth. I always do. I’m loyal and honest.”

“To the dragons,” Lily added, throwing him a look of rejection.

“As the rest of you should be.” Aiden crossed his arms and turned his back on them. More to look toward the exit than for anything else, but also to show his discontent with the group on that matter.

“We have to go and line-up. If we’re late, even coming from the infirmary, we’ll be punished,” said Taika.

“Yeah, we’d better go now. I don’t like this place at all anyway,” said Lily.

“You don’t like it? But there’s a lot of red, and that’s your favorite color,” Daphne teased her.

“Yeah, it is, but red is better on skin, garments, and jewels, rather than on the floor and walls.” Lily laughed.

They left the infirmary, following Aiden, who was already marching at a fast pace. He did not want to be late and was waving them on.

Until they arrived at the square to line up, Nahia had not stopped to think about what the new year would be like. She had endured enough while surviving and helping her comrades come out alive from the second year’s initial test. The first thing she saw that she did not like at all was that their squadron leader was waiting for them. She could not help cursing her bad luck under her breath. Why was he there? It was a new year, did they not have a new leader? She did not want to stay under Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt’s commands.

“Look who’s waiting for us,” Daphne commented in a low voice as they headed toward their leader with a frown and a look of disgust.

“We’re under him, again?” Lily huffed, unrest showing on her face.

“From what I’ve seen, the leaders change… different courses have different leaders,” Taika said, scratching his proud tiger head thoughtfully.

“Well, it’s looking at us,” Nahia said sadly.

“The other squadrons are also heading toward their leaders,” Lily commented as she watched them with narrowed eyes.

“The lucky ones who were able to leave the infirmary,” said Daphne, wrinkling her nose.

“Yeah, because the dead will never line up again,” Nahia said, and the flame of rage and frustration began to burn at the bottom of her stomach.

“It’s a real shame they died like that, at the beginning of the second year, after having survived the whole first year,” said Ivo, shaking his head sadly.

“Such is the Path of Dragons. You fight and you win. Or you die,” Aiden said, sure of himself.

“By the design of those despicable beings,” Nahia said.

“You should probably keep your voice down…” Taika advised as he looked toward two of the huge dragons in the square waiting for their squadrons.

“Yeah, and better not say it out loud, although we’re all thinking the same thing,” Daphne agreed, winking at Nahia.

Red Squadron, line up before your leader! The mental message was unmistakable.

“Well, it seems we still have the same leader… how nice…” Lily heaved a deep sigh.

“I’m delighted… outwardly… because inside…” said Nahia.

“We’d better not talk about inner feelings,” Taika insisted.

“Look on the bright side. Better a familiar bad dragon leader than an unknown good one…” Ivo told them reflectively.

“I’m not so sure… I doubt it,” Nahia replied.

“All dragons are good for us. Our lords will make us Dragon Warlocks, and then we’ll reach great glory in their name.”

“We should break this one’s granite head in two,” Daphne commented.

“Yeah, to see if we can get some common sense into him …” Lily joined her.

“I’ll bring the pick,” Nahia added.

The great red dragon was waiting for them in a different place from last year. It was the same area, on the right of the square, but closer to the castle, as if because they had moved forward in their training they were now a step closer to being able to enter the majestic building. Perhaps it was only coincidence and it had nothing to do with anything. Whatever the reason, their leader was waiting for them there, and beside it was the fire banner. She could also see, out of the corner of her eye, the other five dragons and their squadrons lining up in front of them, all aligned with the center of the square. They had all come closer compared to the previous year, so her guess seemed to be right.

Nahia remembered then that the second-years lined up along the center of the large main square. The third-years did so at the lower part of the square, in front of the castle. They did it at different times during the day. If the first-years lined up at first hour, the second-years did so at noon. The third-years before dinner. The previous year she had not given the matter any thought, had not even considered the idea that where they lined up meant something. This year she was noticing, and she could see a clear progression in positioning by year and proximity to the castle.

They arrived to line up in front of Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt. They knelt and waited for the Ardent and Searing Squads to also line up beside them in the same manner. Nahia noticed that the Searing Squad had lost a member and that he had been replaced by one from the Black Squadron. Morgan, the dark-haired human boy previously belonging to the Searing Squad, was no longer there. He had been replaced by Balk of the Darkness Squad. This could only mean he had died too. The flame seemed to have found fuel, because it grew in Nahia’s stomach without her being able to stop it. She tried to quench it, since a mistake in front of Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt would cost her her life. The Academy and this whole world ruled by dragons were despicable.

Attention, all! Stay on your knees!  They received the message, along with a feeling of annoyance. It appeared the lethal, powerful red dragon was not pleased. As you have already guessed, I will continue being you squadron leader. It is the tradition of the Drakoros Academy that the leader assigned the first year to each squadron remains the leader until graduation. Therefore, you will have me as your leader this year and the next. Those of you who survive, of course. The first-years have already lined up this morning, and they have been assigned new leaders who will lead them until they complete their training or die. Thus, from now on you will be known in the Academy as the Second-Year Red Squadron. And as you must have guessed with your dim minds, the most senior Red Squadron are the third-years. Such is the Path of Dragons, and thus we follow it.

Nahia thought about the poor, unfortunate souls who must have arrived that same morning, like she had one year before, and she felt pity, because she knew how much they would suffer and that not all of them would survive the first year of this merciless military academy. She wondered what leader the First-Year Red Squadron would have. Surely it would be like Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt, if not worse. For some reason, as she imagined another colossal red dragon leading she had the feeling it would be dangerous and evil. Like all dragons, in fact. Ivo was right, better the bad you knew…. She wondered whether the three squads would also be named the same. Maybe not. She remembered that Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt had chosen the names himself for the squads. She determined to find out, more out of curiosity than anything else. She also wanted to know how the dragons’ martial systems worked. Something else came to her mind: what would happen once they graduated? Would they still be the Red Squadron? Or did they go on to be part of another squadron or larger group? Or perhaps the Red Division? She decided not to go over it in her mind right then. She would find out—if she survived, of course.

The performance of my three squads in the initial test of the second year has been disappointing. The Igneous Squad behaved extravagantly, which nearly cost them the test. The Searing Squad lost one member which we had to replace with someone from the Black Squadron. In case you do not know, I will say that the Darkness Squad of that Squadron has been dismantled due to multiple casualties.

Nahia had to clench her jaw to contain the flame burning a hole in her stomach, scorching her inside. Not just her stomach, but her heart and soul as well. Merciless and despicable dragons without any feelings. If it were up to her, she would judge and sentence each of them to death. But simply thinking about it, she realized how impossible such a thing was and she felt powerless and weak.

The performance of the Searing Squad was weak. The Ardent Squad started strong, but it nearly lost two members in the end who are still in the infirmary. It was a disappointing spectacle and a personal humiliation. You have left me in a very poor place in front of the Colonel. This is a dishonor I will make you pay for. Oh indeed I will. The mental message was accompanied by a feeling of disappointment and fury.

With a heavy heart and rage, she looked at the Ardent Squad. She had already noticed that two members were missing. She was glad they had not died. She wondered whether their injuries were very serious. Whichever way it was, at least they were still alive, and if they had not been replaced she guessed they would soon return to their respective squad, which cheered her up a little. She hoped they recovered quickly.

This second year will be harder than last year. It is only natural, since you are stronger, both physically and magically. I expect you to also demonstrate greater emotional strength. This coming year is crucial. It is here where we will see who stands out and who is to going to make it. Some who have reached this point believe they have enough with what they have learned already that it is a great achievement. They are wrong. Reaching this level only means it is time to prove you can finish the training. And you had better prove that.

Nahia heard Lily sigh and glanced at her. The Scarlatum did not look pleased. Neither did Daphne. They were likely thinking along the same lines as Nahia: it was going to be a harrowing, terrible year. They would suffer and run the risk of dying on too many occasions, and no one would be exempt.

A most interesting training awaits you. You will learn to use new, more powerful weapons like the sword. It is a noble weapon, capable of cutting a life with one stroke or ending another with a penetrating thrust. You will also be taught new magical skills, some that will amaze you. But that is not all. You will find out your Talent Mark, something singular which each of you possesses. That will be an interesting process. It will open up a whole new world for you to discover, one of skills and dexterity you do not even know you have yet.

Everyone looked at Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt blankly. All except the Drakonians, who were smiling with their eyes fixed on the floor. They knew what their leader was referring to. Daphne, Lily, and Nahia were obviously fed up with Aiden always knowing everything that went on with the dragons while they had no clue.

I see your interest is aroused. The same way that you have an affinity with one kind of elemental magic, you also have it with other types of magic or martial skills. In this second year, you will pass the Test of the Talent Mark to find out what additional affinity you might have. I can promise it will surprise you, and many will not like it. But the Path of Dragons says you must accept and develop your Talent Mark, and so that is what you will do whether you like it or not. Otherwise, you know what awaits you.

This new Talent Mark Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt was talking about left Nahia a little puzzled. She did not fully understand what it was about. They had already passed the test of alignment with their elemental magic. Each and every one had shown an affinity. What could this new talent be? She did not know, but she was sure it would bring complications and pain. Of this she was certain, especially because Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt had mentioned that some would not like the result.

I remind you that you are forbidden to speak to the other years. You may only speak with squads of your same year, and only at certain times. The newly arrived first-years will take your place in the first-year squads—yes, the squadrons and squads remain the same as you move up. Therefore, you will be the Igneous, Ardent, and Searing Squads for the three years of training. As you pass each year, the members of the new year will take your places and you will take those which the year ahead of you leave vacant.

Nahia had already suspected this, although she had not had confirmation until right then. Nahia, Daphne, and Lily exchanged understanding looks. The dragons and the martial academy loved established order. They were rigid and had fixed ideas. They did not find it efficient changing squad names every year, or changing the Squadron’s designation. What changed was the squadron leader each year. What this meant was that there were three Red Squadron leaders. Nahia only knew hers, but she guessed the other two would be very similar: enormous dragons, fiery red, and as evil and merciless as any other. She was sure.

This is whenever there are enough surviving members to continue as a squad. Those that do not have enough receive members from other squads or disappear completely.  This year, you will see that certain squadrons have less squads. There are years when a whole squadron is left without any components and is therefore eliminated. The leader of that squadron receives a tremendous dishonor and has to face the Colonel’s punishment. It is an exemplary punishment which I do not intend to receive. Therefore, you had better not die this year. I expect you to reach the third year. If not all three, at least one. I will not suffer the humiliation of losing an entire squadron.

Nahia was astonished. She could not believe that Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt could be so heartless. Their leader did not care at all whether they died—the only thing that mattered was not looking bad before the Colonel of the Academy. Knowing there was a punishment for the dishonor of losing squads seemed like an aberration to her. They were not punished for failing their squads, but because it was considered dishonorable. If it were not because Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt would kill her where she stood for complaining, she would say everything she thought about the dishonor that losing a squad meant. She could not understand that, for those monsters, their lives had no value at all. In their eyes they were nothing but inferior beings without any worth who had to serve them and die. Nothing else.

She heaved a deep sigh to try and calm down. She noticed she was very nervous. Her pulse was too fast, and this worried her. She could not have another seizure, least of all in front of her squad leader. She managed to relax somewhat, thinking that so far nothing had been said of the incident at the infirmary. Perhaps it had not reached her leader’s ears. She hoped this was the case. But as she was thinking about it she saw Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt meet her gaze directly with eyes that shone like burning embers. The leader knew. This was not good at all.

It has been brought to my attention that someone in my squadron showed unworthy behavior in the infirmary.

Nahia clenched her jaw. She was not going to be let off. For a moment she had believed that perhaps no one had snitched, but that was impossible given the circumstances. There had been Drakonids in the infirmary, and they would not have hesitated to snitch on her. Not to mention the Exarbor surgeons and Tergnomus nurses who would probably give her away. She was not sure whether these two races would do such a thing because she did not know them well and did not know their feelings toward the dragons. But in any case they were their servants, so they might look for a reward or their masters’ favor like the Drakonids did.

Stand up, whoever it was! Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt messaged with hatred, and they all received the message as if they had been slapped in their mind.

Nahia shook her head to recover a little and stood up as fast as she could, which was still slow. She did not want the leader to get into a fit or lash out at any of her comrades.

You? The Flameborn? Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt seemed surprised as well as angry.

Nahia said nothing and bowed her head. She remained standing, looking at the ground. She was not supposed to address a dragon, so she did not. Everyone’s eyes turned to her—unobtrusively, but toward her.

I cannot fathom why someone born with such a special power as you have is not capable of assuming it and developing it in all its splendor. You do not understand that luck has smiled on you, that you are special, powerful. Or perhaps it is because of it that you act in an irrational and uncontrolled manner. It is interesting… disappointing, but interesting.

Nahia’s pulse accelerated as she received Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt’s messages, which were loaded with disappointment and anger. She concentrated on not letting her condition get the better of her at that moment. She had to stand firm and not have another seizure. Everything was already going badly.

I must give you an exemplary punishment, one which will unfortunately end your insignificant life, since you have not been capable of taking advantage of the gift the dragons have given you. And yes, it is our gift, since your power is born of our blood, that of dragons, not the useless human blood that mixes with ours. That only weakens it. That is why you are lesser beings and will never achieve anything.

Nahia tried to swallow but could not. Her throat was like a desert canyon, and besides there was a knot in it. The moment she had always feared ever since she had found out she had dragon blood had arrived. She was going to die at the hands of a dragon, and her premonitions were going to come true. She ought to feel great fear, panic even, and yet she did not. She had been fearing this day for so long that now that it was here she felt as though it had always been inevitable. The sooner it was over, the better. She was going to die. She had known for a long time. She had dreamed it a thousand times. It was time to face the facts.

Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt opened his mouth and roared loudly. Nahia thought he was going to bite her head off. Her knees shook, but she stood firm. She shut her eyes and awaited the end.

There was a moment of silence.

Very tense.

Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt spoke.

I should kill you, since your offense requires it. Yet you intrigue me, Flameborn. You are an unusual case. Because of that, I will not kill you directly. I will give you a deadly punishment, but you might still come out of it alive. It depends on you. Although, in order to come out alive from the deadly sanction you will have to use your power, that of a Flameborn, because otherwise I very much fear you will not survive.

Nahia listened to her sentence and was left not knowing what to think. The leader had sentenced her to death, but she had a chance to save herself if she used her special power. She had no idea what the leader meant or how to come out alive. In any case, she had not had her head bitten off, so she could well be grateful. She hid her joy for not dying right there and then and decided not to think about her possible death for now. When the moment came, she would face it.

You will report to the dungeons after training. This time you will go to the depths, and there you will discover what terror is.

The sentence left Nahia frozen. Her, and her comrades as well, who were staring at her with eyes filled with fear and concern for her fate.

Now, go to the barracks and find a new room. The second-years are on the second building. Then go to Administration for your new clothes for this year. From there, break your fast and then start your lessons. Tomorrow I will see you here at noon. Do not be late, or else you will also visit the depths of the dungeons, and let me tell you, few come back from them, if any.


Chapter 6

They went to their dorms quickly. Aiden went first, looking back at Nahia to see how she was doing. She noticed that the rest of her squad was looking at her too. In fact, they were not the only ones—the Ardent and Searing Squads who were marching beside them were looking at her as well.

“I seem to be the Squadron’s attraction,” she commented, annoyed, not at those watching her but at their leader, which had not the least empathy with anyone.

“That punishment sounds tremendous…” Lily told her. “Are you all right?”

Nahia shrugged.

“I think so. There’s nothing I can do but take it, so better not to think about it too much.”

“That dragon is heartless. It deserves its eyes gauged out,” Daphne said, enraged.

“Shhhhhh,” Taika said, glancing quickly at the other two squads. He was walking behind Nahia at a lively pace. “Remember, they listen every step of the way. If it’s not one group it’s the other…”

“And their intentions aren’t benevolent in all cases,” Ivo sentenced, taking long steps to keep up.

Nahia sighed.

“I can’t understand why not, seeing what goes on here, what goes on with dragons in our world.”

“Don’t blame them. Fear overwhelms them, and they don’t know anything but the reality of slavery they live in,” Taika said.

“Even the Felidae? As fierce and powerful as you are?”

“Even my people. We’re fierce and powerful, yes, but also mortal and slaves. The dragons are more powerful, strong, and ruthless than we are. My people are also afraid, although they might hide it.”

“Mine too, and we’re the strongest of all the races,” Ivo intervened. “Nature teaches us that there’s always someone stronger, more powerful than you. In Kraido it’s the dragons. We should always fear them, for our own good. That’s not cowardly, it’s intelligent. Confronting them openly is suicide. It happened on the day of the Great Insurrection, and it will happen again if it’s repeated.”

Aiden looked back and was about to add to what they were talking about. But on second thought he said something different, changing the subject.

“We must hurry to the barracks.”

Nahia did not want to argue with her comrades. She knew she was furious, and it was not because of what they were talking about but because of what had happened and the deadly punishment that had befallen her. She was almost more furious than afraid, and this surprised her. She should be deadly scared, but the rage dwelling at the bottom of her stomach was more powerful that the terror her heart felt at that moment.

They arrived at the barracks. The three long, great buildings were unmistakable. Placed against the wall, they represented a small oasis in a desert of evil. From what they had experienced so far, once you got to the barracks you were safe until you left them again. The first-years were in the farthest building and the third-years were in the one closest to the castle. They went to the one in the middle, the building designated for second-years. Since Nahia had been talking and then she had lagged behind, lost in her thoughts, the Ardent and Searing Squads got ahead of them. Aiden began to curse in his own language, and although no one understood him, they could all clearly understand his meaning and the reason behind it.

The second-year barracks was almost identical to the first, at least in its colossal structure and size, three stories tall and boasting a very wide space. The door was also high and wide enough that a dragon could get through. Nahia thought that if a dragon ever entered the barracks, it would be to punish them. She imagined their leader coming in and releasing flames along the corridors. As they were crossing the great lobby, she dismissed the horrible idea. She was very affected and she only saw flames and death at every step. They reached the stairs that went right and left up to the next floors. Nahia noticed that this building was more decorated than the first-year one. The walls had silver runes and the windows also had silver decorations, but they were more elaborate, as if the second-years held a higher standing than the first. Or at least Nahia interpreted it that way as she looked all around with eyes wide open.

Aiden, who had run in, came out again, very angry.

“I went through the whole first floor. They’ve taken all the rooms because we were late!”

“Blame your dear lord dragon squadron leader,” Daphne told him.

“Yeah, we’re late because of his punishment for Nahia,” Daphne said.

“Impossible… my lord isn’t to blame… it’s the fault of…!”

“You’d better not say anything you might regret afterwards,” Daphne threatened him with her finger.

“We have picks and are longing to open that granite head of yours to see whether we find something other than rock, which I’m sure we won’t,” Lily said.

“You’re… the worst possible squad!” he cried angrily and left the building.

“Well, now that we’ve gotten rid of the faithful servant of the dragons, we can find the room we like the best,” said Lily.

“Let’s go, I don’t see why we shouldn’t,” Taika replied with a light smile.

“Please don’t pick one on the third floor, then we have too many stairs to go up and then down every day,” Ivo pleaded.

“I like the views from above,” Daphne said.

“Be good,” Nahia said, “Ivo has trouble with the stairs … with those legs of his…”

“Okay… if we have to…” Daphne gave up.

Lily got the first room on the right at the second floor. Daphne was happy because it looked out on the square and had pretty good views, albeit not the best.

“I like it,” she admitted. “But next year I want the top floor,” she told Lily.

“Consider it done,” she smiled back and high-fived her.

Ivo, coming into the room last, huffed.

“I hate stairs.”

“Well, you’d better get used to them, because next year we’re taking the top floor,” Daphne told him.

“Next year is very far away,” Ivo replied with a look that meant they still had to see whether they would get there.

“I liked that hand-clap gesture,” Nahia commented.

“Come and high-five with us, it will cheer you up,” Lily told her, smiling.

“What are we celebrating?” Nahia asked.

“That the girls of the Igneous Squad are awesome,” Lily replied confidently.

“That’s right. The best,” Daphne joined her.

“That really is worth celebrating,” Nahia agreed.

The three high-fived and smiled. They were going through hard times, and any little moment of joy was a lot to be grateful for. One this simple cheered them for a while.

Ivo and Taika looked at one another and then shook their heads but with smiles on their faces.

“We’d better start organizing,” Taika said.

“Consider it done. Boys at the entrance, girls at the far end. I’ll start putting up the dividing screen,” Lily said with a lively smile.

“We can switch if you want,” Taika offered.

“Better not, the rock-head always wants to be next to the door to run out like lightning the moment the first light comes in through the window,” said Daphne.

“Besides, the bathroom is at the far end and we want to be close,” Lily smiled.

“Fair enough, no changes,” Taika said, nodding, and sat down on his cot.

Ivo was already trying his.

“Is it just me, or is this cot more comfortable?”

“I’d say it is,” Nahia replied as she also tried hers while Lily put up the dividing screen.

“That’s funny,” Daphne lay down on hers and shifted her wings to settle them better. “Yup, it is more comfortable,” she confirmed.

“It appears that this year we have more comforts…” Nahia said, surprised.

“Considering that this year is going to be a lot harder, it’s the least they could do,” Lily said with a lilt. “It’s going to do wonders for my beauty rest.”

Aiden appeared at the door of the room looking calmer.

“This isn’t such a bad room, given the circumstances,” he said.

“We chose it only for you,” Lily said ironically.

“Sure, and Drakonids fly,” Aiden replied as he lay down on his cot.

“That’s just what we’d need,” Daphne whispered to Nahia and Lily. The three laughed and Nahia felt slightly better. Her comrades were delightful. They managed to draw a smile out of her even in the worst situations. They lifted her spirit, and it was priceless. She had been very lucky to end up in the same squad as them.

Aiden got to his feet and was in a hurry once again.

“We must go to Administration. There’ll be a long line. If we lag, we’ll be late for lineup. We’ll have to skip getting something to eat at the dining hall.”

“No way!” Ivo stood up, “No one’s going to skip going to the dining hall. What’s this lunacy? Do you have a fever?”

“Of course I don’t have a fever. Drakonids barely get sick. I’m only saying that we can’t be late for lineup.”

“We won’t be, and we definitely won’t be skipping a meal. Let me remind you that we haven’t eaten anything in a day and a half,” Ivo said, running out the door.

“You can’t mess with a Tauruk-Kapro’s food,” Taika commented, following his             enormous comrade.

“Instead of thinking about duty, he thinks with his stomach,” Aiden went out after them shaking, his dragon head.

Nahia, Lily, and Daphne followed them with a smile on their lips.

Just as Aiden had foreseen, there was a line at Administration. A very long one. They had to stand in line and wait for the other second-year squads to enter the great long stone storehouse and come out with their backpacks.

“This is terrible,” Aiden was muttering, “we’re so late. An intolerable delay.”

“It doesn’t matter what you say, we’re not going to skip the dining hall,” Ivo replied nonchalantly, and he started to meditate with his eyes closed and his hands up toward his wide horns.

“I hope they give us fancy colorful clothes. I want to show off my figure. All the training from the last year has highlighted my curves and I look spectacular,” said Lily, making a roguish face while she posed as if the whole world were looking at her.

“If I’m not mistaken, this is a military academy run by dragons. Flashy isn’t ‘in,’ and drawing attention even less,” Daphne corrected her, glaring at her to stop posing.

“Well, that’s a shame. I look so good in clothes that highlight my Scarlatum beauty, my irresistible physique,” she said without the least embarrassment.

“Are all your people like this, or are you the exception?” Nahia asked her, who wanted to forget what had just happened and thought a change of conversation would be a good idea.

Lily looked at her with an amused expression.

“This beautiful and irresistible, you mean?”

“This vain, you mean,” Aiden replied.

“Thus spoke the ugliest and least attractive of the species of Kraido,” replied Lily, who made a “how ugly you are” face.

“I agree with that statement,” said Daphne. “Undoubtedly the ugliest of all races,” she added.

“We Drakonids don’t give value to physical beauty and all that nonsense,” said Aiden, dismissing Lily’s and Daphne’s comments.

“Of course, because you don’t have any. Not even the tiniest bit. You’re the ugliest thing on earth and in the realms in the clouds.”

“We’re the most powerful and appreciated of all the races. What you are is envious.”

“Oh sure, of looking like a miniature dragon and having a granite-head. That’s what I’ve always wished for in life,” Daphne said, looking horrified.

Lily put her arm around Nahia’s shoulders.

“We Scarlatum are beautiful, seductive, and fascinating. Both girls and boys,” she explained with a delightful giggle and gaze. “Our little horns and this scarlet skin make us irresistible.”

“You are also very untrustworthy… to say the least,” Aiden added.

Nahia looked at Daphne to see what she thought. The Fatum said nothing, but she made a sign that Aiden did have a point.

“Don’t pay any attention to that marble-head. We Scarlatum are the most pleasant and fascinating creatures. You’ll always feel good with us. The lack of trust some feel is because they’re overwhelmed by our personality.”

“I see. So you’re all charming,” Nahia said with a smile. The truth was, Lily was charming, beautiful, and seductive, apart from being an awesome comrade. Nahia envied her self-esteem, good humor, and self-confidence. Her resilience was amazing. Of the whole squad, she appeared the least affected by the adversities they had to live through. It was as if her confidence and positivity were as bright as her red skin.

“Besides, who better than a Scarlatum to brighten your day? The company of a Drakonid is like a punishment imposed by the dragons.” Aiden glared at her like a resentful dragon. “The Tauruk-Kapro are so brutish and uncivilized that it’s better not to be near them. They might stampede over you or hit you with their horns, something they do very often.”

“With the exception of some who are somewhat different,” added Ivo, coming out of his trance for a moment.

“Yes, with the exception of Ivo,” Lily agreed. “The Felidae are too reserved and feline. If you get distracted, they’ll claw at you or plunge their fangs in your neck. Too much warrior in them.” Taika smiled but shrugged, accepting the comment. “The Fatum are as beautiful as they are delicate and boring. With the exception of Daphne, who is a fighter.”

“Thank you, friend,” Daphne smiled.

“And as for the humans, what can I say? Neither fish nor fowl, a little bland for my taste. Always worried, grief-stricken… they enjoy life very little,” said Lily. “So the Scarlatum are definitely the best company.”

“If you look at it that way…” Nahia made a face of being left with no other options.

“Listen to me, you’ll do well with me,” Lily smiled at her.

Nahia smiled back. The Scarlatum really did cheer her up.

They waited for the previous squad to finish and went into the building, walking over to the long counter. They leaned over it to see the Administration Tergnomus. There they were, the short, tireless workers. They fascinated Nahia. She found them very special beings, like creatures from a fairy tale with their reduced size. Half that of a human, their hands and feet large in comparison, their long noses shaped like a beak, with ears that were also long, pointed, and curled back. Nor was their curly hair normal, since it had a greenish tone. Their dark eyes showed a surly character and their skin was something between white and brown with a green hue in the mixture. They were really special. To Nahia they were intriguing beings she would like to know better, except for their horrible temper, which always got in the way.

“Next squad! We haven’t got all day!” the Tergnomus yelled angrily.

“Hello, Hiputz!” Nahia greeted him, remembering the Chief of Administration.

“Chief Administrator Hiputz,” another surly Tergnomus standing behind him corrected her.

“Oh yes, of course, Chief Administrator Hiputz,” Nahia hastened to correct herself.

“I don’t understand why they take themselves so seriously,” Daphne commented, straining her neck to see them better. She was not very tall and the Tergnomus were behind the counter, which hid them completely.

“Because we are important, Fatum who doesn’t fly, unlike other races. Without us this academy would not function and everything would collapse,” Hiputz replied in a surly tone.

“Our dragon lords would find other servants to replace you,” Aiden said haughtily.

“There are no better servants than us in all of Kraido. No one can replace us,” said a third Tergnomus, joining the conversation and glaring at Aiden with disdain.

“If you say so…”

“They’re adorable, so tiny and ugly,” Lily said, smiling charmingly.

“Nothing more useless than a Scarlatum. All they know is how to look in a mirror and proclaim to the world how beautiful they are,” Hiputz replied.

“Hey! No need to be rude,” Lily said, upset.

“I’m not being rude, I’m only telling the truth. A Tergnomus works ceaselessly all day. What does a Scarlatum do?”

“Well… we… do our things,” Lily muttered, taken by surprise at the Chief Administrator’s verbal attack.

“No one is more hard working or helpful than a Tergnomus,” the second Tergnomus added, and he said it grumpily, as if wishing to find someone to refute him.

“Nor more efficient,” the third one added in an angry tone.

“Nor with a worse character,” Daphne told them.

“Only with this character can we put up with the other races,” Hiputz told them. “Tell me your squadron and squad, we’ve already lost enough time with you. Time flies and doesn’t return, and the work doesn’t get done by itself.”

“We’re the Igneous Squad of the Red Squadron,” Auden said proudly and puffed out his chest.

“By the looks of you, second-year.”

“Yeah, and what’s wrong with our looks?” Aiden asked, puzzled by the comment.

“Nothing, you look like second-years. You don’t have the first-year look, when you think you’re going to be eaten by a dragon at any moment, and you also don’t have the look of a third-year, who seems to have come out of a nightmare with dragons.”

“You have a good eye,” Lily said and winked at him.

“Don’t try to use your charms on me, I’m immune to Scarlatums,” Hiputz warned her.

“Everyone in Administration is immune,” the second Tergnomus assured her.

“What a shame. I’ll drop by some other time to see whether that’s true,” she smiled, exuding charm.

“You won’t get anywhere,” the third Tergnomus said.

Lily smiled again and blinked hard.

“We’ll see, my choleric little ones.”

“Igneous Squad of the Red Squadron of the Second Year, leader Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt, right?”

“That’s right,” Aiden nodded proudly.

“A renowned leader. Have you lost any members?”

“We haven’t, although the Searing Squad has,” Aiden explained.

“I’m surprised you haven’t lost any members with Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt as your leader, since he is one of the toughest and most renowned dragons of the whole academy.”

“We are the best squad of the whole academy,” Aiden sentenced proudly.

“Really?” Hiputz waved it aside as if he did not believe it. He looked at his assistants and made a sign to them indicating the storage behind them.

“We’ll go for the backpacks,” the second Tergnomus said.

“Right away,” said the third, and they left with that wobbly walk characteristic of their race.

Nahia stood on tiptoe to see where the two Tergnomus went. They turned left and disappeared between large wooden crates. Nahia could not understand how they could navigate through the endless storehouse with its thousands of crates everywhere. It was like an endless wooden labyrinth, but those Tergnomus seemed to know where everything was and found it fast. It was amazing.

“The first-years of the Igneous Squad of the Red Squadron came this morning,” Hiputz commented as he wrote down something in his huge inventory ledger.

“Did they? What did they look like?” Daphne asked.

“They looked like lambs about to be slaughtered, like you did last year.”

“We did not look like that,” Aiden protested crossing his arms.

“Yes you did. They were assigned Maisu-Gorri-Osogaiz as their leader.”

“Is he a famous leader?” Taika asked, interested.

“He is,” Hiputz nodded, “almost as much as Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt. He’s a worthy leader of the Red Squadron.”

“And who’s the leader of the Third-Year Red Squadron?” Taika asked again with interest. Nahia looked at him out of the corner of her eye. If the tiger Felidae was asking so much about the leaders of the Red Squadron, there had to be a reason.

“That’s Zaintz-Gorri-Gaiztona. They say he’s the best and most powerful of all the leaders,” Hiputz said, and his irascible tone dulled when he said it, as if he were afraid of even mentioning the name of that dragon.

“Is it a very powerful red dragon?” Taika asked.

“Not only very powerful but also incredibly tough, the toughest of all leaders.”

“More than ours?” Aiden asked in a tone of disbelief.

“That’s an open debate, and there are bets on it. Some say that the most powerful dragon of the academy is Zaintz-Gorri-Gaiztona, others say that it’s Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt. It is also well known that they are rivals and enemies.”

“They’re enemies? But they’re leaders of the Red Squadron,” Nahia said blankly.

“Dragons are very territorial. In this case, the territory is the Red Squadron. If the Academy didn’t forbid it, they would challenge one another to a duel to show which is the most powerful.”

“A duel?” Taika asked, paying close attention.

“A death combat, one against the other,” Hiputz explained.

“Dragons fight death duels against one another?” Nahia asked, very surprised.

“Of course. That’s how they prove who the most powerful one is. But it’s forbidden at the Academy. The Colonel would put them in the dungeons or have them killed if he found out there’d been a duel here.”

“Duels also occur among pupils,” Aiden told them.

They all turned to look at him, taken aback.

“That’s right. But they’re also forbidden. In the case of the pupils, the winners aren’t killed, they’re sent to the dungeons. So you’d better not get into any duels. Or do so if you want. You’re grownups, after all,” Hiputz warned them.

The Chief Administrator’s assistants returned with their backpacks. A third Tergnomus was with them and each one was carrying two backpacks on their shoulders, one on each. Nahia found the way they carried the backpacks funny. They left them on the counter, or rather threw them onto it.

“Here you have the backpacks with your clothes,” Hiputz told them. “As for the weapons, I hope you still have last year’s. If that’s not the case, let me know and I’ll replace them, but I’ll have to inform your squadron leader…”

“We have our weapons,” Aiden hastened to assure him.

“Good. Try not to die this year. Not that I care for you. The truth is, I hate to see good material go to waste.”

“You’re such a charmer. Your concern for us is so touching,” Daphne said reproachfully, glaring at him with hatred.

Hiputz looked at her as if her comment went right over his head.

“Next squad!” he shouted at the top of his voice.


Chapter 7

From Administration, they went back to the barracks at a quick pace and up to their bedroom to put on the new second-year clothes. They took out the contents of the backpacks, and soon they found out whose was which. The six were so different physically that there was little doubt. Nahia and Daphne were the most alike in that sense, especially after the first year of training. Nahia had improved her muscles, and so had Daphne, but in Nahia’s case it was much more evident. She had arrived at the academy in a weak condition, and now she was almost as strong as Daphne. This made her happy. She had improved a lot, and it was because of her hard work and the demands of the Academy. The weak did not survive here.

“What a disappointment...” Lily was looking at the content of her backpack and did not look happy with what she had spread on her cot.

“Leather boots, breeches, a long-sleeved tunic, and a cloak. It’s what we got last year,” Daphne counted, pointing at each garment.

“Yeah, in black and covered with red dragon scales,” Nahia confirmed, checking hers.

“The Tergnomus at Administration have gotten our sizes right again. What an eye they have,” Ivo said, pleased as he started putting on his new clothes. He was in a hurry to go to the dining hall and eat something, and they all knew it.

“I was hoping this year they’d be different,” Lily said with regret. She was not happy at all and was shaking her head.

“The cloaks are different. They have the image of a larger dragon embroidered in silver in the middle of the back. It’s bigger than last year’s, and the pose is also different. This dragon looks fiercer and more lethal. Below the embroidery is the number 2, now that we’re second-years,” Aiden said proudly and lifted his chin while he took it all in.

Lily sighed.

“And I was expecting intense orange garments... to match my scarlet skin...”

Daphne put her hand on Lily’s shoulder.

“We’re already pretty visible with these red scales all over our bodies. I don’t think it’s good to draw so much attention, least of all if we do so highlighted in deep orange.”

“Not good at all,” Taika confirmed, shaking his head.

“All right, fine... black and red it is...” Lily said, resigned, and she began to get dressed.

The rest also got dressed, and while they were doing so Taika mentioned something as a warning.

“Remember that although the scales covering our bodies offer quite a bit of protection, it’s not perfect. Steel can penetrate the parts in black in between the scales. We also don’t have protection on our hands or face. Be careful.”

Hearing the warning, Nahia remembered what had happened to Maika and how she had died. A great sadness plunged her heart into a bottomless well. Every time she thought about her friend, she felt a terrible uneasiness. Not having been able to save her tortured her. She knew it had not been her fault, but that did not make it easier to bear. She understood Taika’s warning and she was grateful, but remembering what had happened to Maika broke her heart.

Daphne nodded.

“Yeah, we’d better be careful. Death is stalking around this academy. Stalking all its pupils.”

“And out of it as well,” Lily added.

“The protection our lords provide is more than excellent. Consider that it’s a lot better than regular armor. Of course it’s not infallible, no armor is,” said Aiden.

“Let’s be careful. Nature looks after those who look after themselves,” Ivo lectured in a philosophical tone.

Nahia agreed. Each one of them had to look after him or herself. But this sounded a bit selfish to her. They also needed to look after each other.

Once ready, they headed to the dining hall. This time it was Ivo who was leading, taking long strides. Aiden was trying to keep pace with him and not miss a step. The rest followed slightly behind. They saw other second-year squads also heading to the dining hall in a hurry.

They arrived and from acquired habit they went in, deep in their own thoughts about everything that had happened in the initial test, what their terrible leader had said, as well as what Hiputz had told them. That, and what awaited them in this second year of training, which was going to be harder than the first. They were going to find themselves in very tight spots, and their lives would be in danger. The Drakoros Academy was a place that did not forgive mistakes or weaknesses.

A woody voice stopped them.

“Squadron... and squad... please,” it requested slowly.

They turned around when they realized it an Exarbor was addressing them. They saw one of the two Exarbor at the door of the dining hall was speaking to them.

Nahia was surprised. They had not spoken to them other than on the first day and on some specific occasion when they had needed something from the dining hall, which was seldom. If you did not arrive at the set hours, you got no food. It was useless to plead with the Exarbor at the dining hall, everyone knew that.

“We’re the Igneous Squad of the Red Squadron,” Aiden replied with his usual pride and stiffened up.

“Second-year,” Taika added.

“Err yes, now second-years,” Aiden confirmed and showed him the cloak with the number 2 on the back.

“Very well... the second-years of the Red Squadron... are in the middle to the left,” he directed them in his slow, woody voice, pointing in the right direction. “I am counting on the squad to be whole.”

“It is. We are a squad that looks after itself, and it plans on staying whole until we finish all the training in this academy,” Ivo replied.

“Wise behavior... complicated achievement you are looking for...” the Exarbor commented, and they all looked at him blankly. The Exarbor had a notebook in one hand, and he wrote down something in it with his index finger, from which issued some green ink. “Igneous Squad, whole... good prospects... the three tables... of the Red Squadron... are painted red... like last year. Your table... has the name of... your squad on it.”

“Thank you, we see the Ardent and Searing Squads are already seated,” said Taika.

“Very well. Go and sit down... today is a different day... you need to get your strength back,” the Exarbor said.

“Thank you, it is and we’ll do that,” Taika said with a slight nod.

The group went over to their table and sat down as they were used to. They greeted the members of the other two squads briefly. They were already eating, and based on the smell it was venison roast with carrots and leeks.

“Like last year but closer to the entrance door,” Ivo said, looking at the counter where they served the food.

“And closer to the middle of the counter where we ask for our food,” Lily said to Ivo with a wink.

“Yes, a little closer, thankfully. I’m going to order before the guys from the Ardent and the Searing Squad go for seconds and leave me without all the good slices.” Ivo got up and headed to the counter before anyone could reply.

“The stomach of this Tauruk will be his doom,” Aiden predicted.

“And your granite-head will be yours,” Daphne told him.

“My head knows how to control my impulses, unlike others’,” the Drakonid replied proudly, lifting his chin.

“Let’s eat and recover our strength, we’re definitely going to need it,” Taika advised them, bringing peace to the table.

“Very true. We have to excel in the second-year classes. We have to be the best squad,” Aiden sentenced, and he stood up and went for his food.

“I can’t understand how after a whole year here he still thinks the way he does,” Daphne commented as she watched Aiden leave. “I wonder what they brainwash them with in their land to end up like that.”

“With great Saurian acid,” Lily laughed. “I bet they steam bathe them in the toxic vapors.”

Daphne laughed.

“That must be it, I agree.”

They all went for their food, and once they were served they came back to their table. While they ate the delicious roast the Tergnomus cooks had prepared, Nahia noticed the rest of the tables. At that moment, only the second-years were in the dining hall, since the first- and third-years would have eaten in the morning and would now be in training. This was indeed a singular day, since they had come out of the infirmary at noon instead of the first hour of the morning like they were used to. Nahia was grateful for the extra rest, and she was sure her comrades were too.

She felt strange with the dining hall so empty. It was always full when they went to eat, and now it was kind of forlorn. She dismissed it, since she knew it was because the other two years were missing, and finished eyeing the whole dining hall. The six second-year squadrons had arrived already. She searched for Logan and Ana, and when she saw them sitting at their new tables she felt better. A feeling of relief and well-being overwhelmed her. She looked at them for a good while until they realized she was looking. They looked back as soon as they noticed. She waved at them unobtrusively and smiled. Ana and Logan greeted her the same way, although their smiles were fainter. Nahia overlooked it—it was the way they were. Ana was always fearful of what might happen and Logan was very reserved, smiles were not his strongest point.

Seeing her friends soothed her. Suddenly her grandmother came to mind and she felt a mixture of nostalgia and loss. She longed so much to see her, to know whether she was all right, to share an afternoon with her at the cabin preparing medicinal potions like they used to do. They would talk about so many things, small, daily things, not too important but that would fill their afternoon and their hearts. The company and love of a loved one was the most valuable thing in life, she realized now. The separation, not knowing how she was, was killing her. She would give anything to be with Aoma and enjoy those dear moments with her. Unfortunately, it could not be. And this made her hate the dragons even more, since they were the ones who had separated them by force and did not allow her to contact or receive news from her grandmother.

She tried to not let herself be driven by negative thoughts. She would see her beloved grandmother again, she knew. She was sure. She only needed some time. She noticed that Ana had that troubled look on her face like she was about to weep, and that was usual for her. But she was tough; she had managed to pass every test, and from what she had told Nahia, she was not bad in the weapons or magic classes. She was a surprising girl. Nahia had been worried about her the whole first year, but Ana had managed to finish the year and here she was, which meant she had also passed the initial test of the second year. She could not help worrying about her, especially after what had happened to Maika, but she hoped Ana would survive the second year.

She was less concerned about Logan. He was strong, agile, and intelligent, much more than she was, so it did not make much sense to worry about him. She would be better off worrying about herself. And he was not only good in weapons training, he was also good in magic. From what Nahia had been able to find out from him, which was not much, because he found it hard to open up and talk about himself—well, about himself and about others, but especially himself—he was quite good in magic. And if he considered himself quite good, knowing him he had to be really good.

She sighed. This eased her a little. Someone who was strong physically, with skill using weapons and magic, and on top of that had a good head, could not fail in the academy. On the contrary, he should excel. Unfortunately, in Drakoros anything might happen of course. Because of this she was not altogether easy. She did not want anything bad to happen to Logan, under any circumstance. Just the thought of something happening to him made her heart shrink, and she had trouble breathing and swallowing. No, nothing bad could happen to Logan, or she would have a seizure and never recover.

Logan stopped looking at her to talk to a comrade who was speaking to him, and Nahia felt as if a bright light that had been shining on her went out. And once again she felt alone, which seemed odd. There were all the squadrons of the second year here, she should not have felt that way. She thought about it, and that was when she realized what it was and why she felt that way.

“There are a lot of people missing...” she said to her comrades.

They looked at her blankly because of her sudden comment, then looked up at the other tables.

“You’re right,” said Daphne, “there are people missing.”

“More than I had guessed...” Lily said, looking sad.

“There have been some casualties, it’s normal. Training in Drakoros is the best, and the most demanding,” Aiden said, waving the matter aside.

“Some casualties? I’ve counted twenty-eight who aren’t here,” Nahia retorted, beginning to feel the flame of fury at the bottom of her stomach.

“So many? That’s horrible!” Lily put her hands to her face.

“I also thought they were fewer, but now that I’m counting, you’re right. It’s a tragedy,” said Daphne, shaking her head and looking very crestfallen.

“Not all of them have died, there are five or six at the infirmary who might recover,” Taika said.

“Even so, we’ve lost twenty-two comrades in one year of training. It’s awful!” Nahia cried.

“A monstrosity,” Daphne agreed.

“Such is the Path of Dragons. Not all of them walk it to the end,” Aiden proclaimed as if he were reading from a tome.

“The Path of Dragons is an aberration. The kidnapping and death of twenty-two young people, and the wounding of six others, can in no way be justified. How can you without your face dropping off from shame?” Nahia said reproachfully. The flame grew, burning her stomach.

“I don’t have to justify anything. It’s the design of our dragon lords. Thus it is, and we have to accept it.”

“Well I don’t intend to accept it!” Nahia cried furiously.

“Calm down, Nahia, the two watch dragons are looking at you. Don’t risk your life for this,” Taika warned her.

Nahia looked at them out of the corner of her eye. They were always there, two dragons, watching them, making sure they behaved as they wanted them to in the dining hall. She felt like getting up and yelling at them.

“Don’t do anything that might cost you your life. Now is not the time. You wouldn’t achieve anything—not here, and not like this. It would be a wasted death,” Ivo told her.

Nahia had both hands on the table and had made as if to get up unawares. The flame that burned in her stomach pushed her to rise and fight those murderous dragons. But Taika and Ivo were right. It was not the right time or place. It would be a waste to get up and confront those two dragons. They would kill her and it would all be for nothing. She sat down properly, lifted her hands off the table slowly, and let out her breath in a ragged sigh.

“Thank goodness, for a moment I was afraid you were going to lunge at those two dragons,” said Lily.

“Your eyes were burning with fire and rage,” Daphne told her.

Nahia tried to calm down and did not speak until she had. Her comrades watched her with concern, and even Aiden looked worried.

“Forgive me. I don’t know what’s with me. Sometimes my stomach burns terribly and I find it hard to control myself.”

“It’s the rage for this injustice we live in,” Ivo told her. “You have to learn to control it. If the rage controls you, you’ll die. The dragons won’t forgive disrespect.”

“That’s for sure, they don’t know forgiveness,” said Daphne, looking at Nahia with worry in her eyes.

“Raging and showing it before the dragons would be a very dangerous mistake, one you can’t allow yourself. Be very careful,” Lily insisted.

“You’re right. Everything that’s happened in the time we’ve been here has affected me a lot. I think it’s changing me...”

“That’s not bad, necessarily,” Ivo told her. “We all change with the experiences of life, the good and the bad ones. You just have to make sure you change for the better. Don’t allow hate and ire to mark who you become, because I promise you won’t like that person.”

“Thanks, Ivo, I understand what you’re saying,” Nahia put her hand on the Tauruk’s strong arm.

“My advice is that you meditate, relax your mind, and thus you’ll be able to better control your bouts of wrath.”

“Not sure meditating is really my thing...” Nahia made a doubtful face.

“It certainly doesn’t work for me,” Daphne commented, frowning.

“I’m not much for meditating,” Lily admitted. “I’m more for action.”

“Without thinking,” Aiden added in a serious Drakonid tone.

“At least I have something to think with, not like you, rock-head,” Lily poked her tongue out at him and made a funny face.

“I don’t meditate as such, but I do try to always stay serene and think calmly without being hasty in my decisions,” Taika said in his soft, raspy voice.

“I think I could do that,” Nahia cheered up a little.

“Try that then. The most important thing is to maintain your balance and peace with nature, and for that you must start with yourself,” Ivo advised her.

“Thank you, I’ll do that.”

“We must go to the first class of the year, it’s time,” Aiden said, getting up.

“But...” Lily started to protest, but when she saw the other squads also rising she did not finish.

“What will be the first class?” Daphne wondered out loud.

“Let’s go to the Square of the Path behind the castle. The studies Exarbor will be at the fountain. They’ll know what training we have today and where we have to go,” Aiden suggested.

“Fine, let’s go then,” Taika nodded, and they set off.

Nahia left the dining hall with a heavy heart and uncertainty climbing up her throat. The second-year classes were beginning, and who knew what awaited them.


Chapter 8

All the second-years left the dining hall and hastened to go around the great castle. There was no doubt, they were heading to the Square of the Fountain to ask which class they had to attend that day, the first one of the second year at Drakoros Academy.

“It looks like we’re not the only ones whose leader hasn’t told them what class we have to attend today,” Daphne commented.

“The leaders know at all times what class their squads are in and where. If ours hasn’t specified, it’s for a reason. It’s not our place to question it,” Aiden lectured.

“Sure, it’s never our place to question anything the dragons do,” Daphne replied in an acid tone.

“That’s right, since we are their servants,” Aiden said as he sped up to leave the other squads behind. Ivo no longer had any interest in going fast, rather the opposite, and he lagged a little.

Lily sighed.

“I don’t know about you, but I’m not fully recovered from the beginning of the year. And I’m not complaining about the food, which by the way was great and it agreed with me. I was so hungry I almost bit Ivo.”

Nahia widened her eyes, surprised by the comment.

Ivo lagged a bit more.

“I thought you were eying me with tender eyes…”

Lily smiled and Ivo shrugged.

“I hope the first class is simple…” the Scarlatum commented, stretching her arms and shoulders as she walked.

“Don’t get your hopes up…” Daphne said, shaking her head. “I bet that because it is the first day they have some surprise for us. It doesn’t matter that we haven’t fully recovered from the initial test of the second year.”

“Let’s take it easy. It’s the first class. Let’s pay attention and be alert. We’d better maintain our composure and wait for the events. If they’re good, perfect, if they’re bad, we’ll face them with our training,” Taika told them.

“Yeah, we’d better do that,” Nahia let out her breath. She had the same feeling as Daphne—it was not going to be an easy day. Besides, no matter how much they prepared for anything negative, they would have to get through it so Taika’s comment lacked this coda. Even so, she agreed with the Felidae Tiger.

They arrived at the Square of the Path behind the castle. Nahia liked this place. It was round and silver colored, with dragon runes carved around the contours. On sunny days it shone intensely. But what she liked most about the square was the fountain, which was also round. In its center, a tall geyser launched water over forty-five feet in the air.

“Quick, quick, we’re last!” Aiden urged them, waving earnestly.

“Look for the Exarbor with the red apron. I don’t see him,” Daphne told him, pointing at the fountain.

As usual, there were six Exarbors standing around the fountain with their backs to it. Each one was wearing a different-colored apron. They changed positions every day and you had to look for your own. Nahia thought that the Exarbor were playing a game with them, or teasing them. But since those beings never laughed, she opted instead for the first hypothesis. They amused themselves by unsettling the pupils of the Academy. They did not smile or say anything, but Nahia thought their branches and leaves were greener than the other Exarbors’, as if the entertainment did them good. Perhaps it was like that. Or perhaps they simply took a place without paying too much attention. She looked at them, but the thought did not really fit in. Their dislocation seemed too ordered; they did it on purpose, she was certain.

“Here’s the red one, quick!” Aiden was bouncing in front of the Exarbor and waving his arms so his comrades would see him. He was just on the other side of the fountain, toward the middle.

“Does he really believe we don’t see and hear him?” Lily was shaking her head.

“This little wingless dragon with the granite head is quite intense,” Daphne huffed.

“In his defense, all the second-years are surrounding the fountain, they look like a swarm. He must think we can’t see him properly with all the ‘to do’,” Taika said.

“Yeah, go on and defend him,” Daphne said reproachfully.

“He’s not the only intense Drakonid, look,” Ivo said with a nod toward the fountain.

They looked and very soon identified all the Drakonids, who were indeed the most excited. They shouted, bounced, and gestured in an attempt for their squads to be faster.

“Why don’t they put them all together? How peaceful it would be for the rest of us,” Lily huffed,

“Precisely so we don’t have any peace, or don’t you know the dragons by now? They’re twisted to the bone,” Daphne replied.

“Yeah, you’re right.”

“We’d better go with him before he has one of his seizures,” commented Ivo.

“Yeah, that’s all we need right now. He’s capable of wreaking havoc,” said Daphne.

They went around the fountain to where Aiden was. They had to make their way through the squads who had already found their Exarbor and those who, like them, were still trying to get to them. Nahia found that bit of chaos amusing, given the circumstances. It was painful that she had to find amusement in such silly things, but in this place everything was sorrow and suffering, and fun was created from nothing.

They reached Aiden, who was outraged, his dragon eyes burning. The Searing and Ardent Squads had overtaken them, and they had to wait until they were told first where they had to go. Nahia could not hear the Exarbor giving directions to the Searing Squad. But when they left she stood behind the Ardent Squad and was able to hear how they were told to proceed to weapons training. She did not like this much—she preferred magic training, which she was more skilled at. The second year was not starting well. Was nothing going to come out right for her? She had to report for her punishment after weapons class, which would be frustrating and exhausting.

The Ardent Squad left, and Aiden wasted no time.

“Second-Year Igneous Squad of the Red Squadron,” he presented his squad to the Exarbor very fast and with urgency in his voice.

The Exarbor of Studies with the red apron looked at the six from head to toe, as if he were examining them. Then he consulted an enormous tome he had in his open branch-like hands.

“Red Squadron… Igneous Squad… Second Year… first day, week one… Second-Year Dragon Magic…Building of the Arcane Arts… Second-Year Sun Classroom.”

Nahia’s head snapped back. She could not have heard correctly, or the Exarbor had made a mistake. They had weapons class. That was what he had told the Ardent Squad. And what was the Sun Classroom?

“Very well, let’s go,” Aiden was already turning around.

“Wait a moment,” Nahia raised her hand and took a step forward to stand in front of the Exarbor.

“I must have heard wrong, or there’s a mistake. Doesn’t the Ardent Squad have weapons training?”

The Exarbor looked at her, bowing his head that looked like the end of a tree trunk, only with eyes and nose covered with bark.

“There is no mistake… nor have you heard wrong…”

Nahia was even more dumbfounded.

“But we always have training with the Searing and Ardent Squads.”

“That’s true, what’s up?” Daphne raised an eyebrow, looking accusingly at the Exarbor.

A sort of subtle grin appeared on the mouth of the Exarbor, almost imperceptible, but Nahia saw it.

“That is during the first year of training… the second year is different…” the Exarbor of Studies said cryptically.

“What do you mean by different? It did not sound good to Lily either, and with arms akimbo she was staring at the Exarbor, waiting for an answer.

“In second year… training … is more diverse…”

“Couldn’t you be a bit more cryptic?” Daphne said.

“Yes… indeed I… can…”

“He’s making fun of me!” Daphne said accusingly with disbelief written all over her face.

“What’s this about the Sun Classroom? Have they also changed the directions of the classrooms?” Nahia asked, baffled.

“That is correct… they are no longer colors… now they are astral… symbols…”

“And why’s that? To confuse us even further?” Lily asked, frowning.

The Exarbor looked at them again, one by one, from head to toe. Then he wrote something down in the tome with his finger.

“Go to your training… you are late… there will be punishment…”

Seeing they were not going to receive a straight answer and that they were the last of their squadron, they ran off. No one wanted to be punished the first day, Nahia least of all. She already had hers awaiting her in the evening.

They arrived at a run in front of the Arcane Arts building. Nahia found it almost as impressive as the great castle. The main differences were that the castle was rectangular and the magic building was round, as well as smaller in size. In any case, it was spectacular. The outside façade was silver, decorated with runes and other symbols of dragon magic. They were not mere signs and emblems, but instead looked like spells and words of dragon magic engraved on the building’s surface. Nahia was intrigued by them, as well as the huge white pearl on the building’s roof.

They ran inside, and by habit they turned left, toward their last-year classroom. Nahia did not. She stopped as soon as they rushed in and looked around, trying to find her bearings. The building had three floors, each of them round, which stood on the one immediately below. She looked at the garden of trees with gold and silver leaves around another of the large fountains that spouted water about forty-five feet high. Nahia had always wondered upon entering whether those trees were real or not, and she still did not know. She looked up, toward the wide rooftop where the huge white sphere was standing. She had no idea what it might be for either. Perhaps it was only ornamental, but she was not convinced of that idea. Such a pearl on top of that building of magic must have some function, she was sure.

“Wait, it’s not there,” Taika told them.

The others stopped and looked around like Nahia. Other second-year squads were in the corridors, looking for their classroom. They looked as lost as they were.

“That’s right, that’s the first-year classroom.”

“The second-year classes are on the next floor,” Taika remembered.

“Yes, we have to go up to the second floor,” said Nahia.

“Let’s go then,” Aiden said, running off.

They had to dodge the other second-years who were also going upstairs.

“Here it is,” Aiden said, staring at the door and then at the symbol above it, “I think…”

“You think? What do you mean you think?” Daphne asked

Aiden was staring at the symbol and scratching his chin.

“I’d say it’s a sun, isn’t it?” he asked, somewhat confused.

They all looked at the silver symbol.

“Yeah, it looks like a sun…” Lily commented.

“It’s a mixture of sun and dragon…” Nahia ventured, tilting her head studying it.

“It must be a dragon rune that represents a sun,” Taika guessed.

“Yup, that’s what I think too,” said Ivo.

“Well, let’s go in,” said Aiden as he pushed the door open with confidence.

The first thing they noticed when they walked into the big room was that the dragon about to teach them was a huge white creature. It was at the far end of the classroom, which was also round with silver runes engraved on the walls at mid-height. It was a male dragon, powerful, with strong legs, neck, and tail. They could not see its maw since its mouth was closed, but it had to be fearsome. It seemed to be communicating with three very old Exarbor who each carried a big tome in their hands with leaves.

Nahia guessed that, judging by its size, the dragon must be close to eight hundred years old. It was only a guess, of course—she was not yet capable of telling the age and power of a dragon, although she was beginning to be able to tell more about them. Considering the size of the Academy’s Colonel, a thousand-year-old dragon, which was much larger, this white dragon must be around that age. It had the eyes of a large reptile, white like its scales. They gave it a singular look, as if it were blind or mystical. It looked at them as they walked in, so it was not blind. If it was mystical, which she doubted, they would soon find out.

You have arrived just in time. A little later and we would have had a problem. Get to your places and line up with the other two squads, the dragon messaged them, and the way Nahia felt the message gave her the impression that there was something odd in it. As if the threat were true and at the same time fake, and this puzzled her.

Aiden made a horrified face as they lined up beside the two other squads. They had been very close to being late, which would have landed them a punishment. If the dragon looked odd, the classroom looked familiar. It was similar to the last year’s albeit somewhat bigger. It did not have benches on the side opposite to the dragon, so they guessed they would have to stand during the lessons, which was going to be exhausting, since the classes lasted several long hours.

They stood beside the other two squads in a semicircle against the southern wall. The next thing Nahia found odd was that the squads with them were not the Ardent or Searing; they were with one squad from the Brown Squadron and another from the Blue Squadron. They were not even from the same squadron, which meant that during their second year they were mixing the squads for lessons. She found it curious and a bit confusing. They were used to learning and practicing with the Ardent and Searing Squads. Switching them out for new squads they did not know was going to make things difficult. She sighed. It could be no other way. This year everything was going to get complicated, as she was beginning to see.

She realized that the other squads were eyeing them with the same looks of confusion and concern. They were all thinking the same thing: classes were going to be trying.

This year you will begin your study of dragon magic with me. Let me introduce myself: I am Gezur-Zuri-Ikus, and I will be your trainer until the mid-term test. Let me remind you that you are still at the regular level of Dragon Magic. Later on you might move up a level, depending on how you behave in this class. I hope you are skilled with magic. I do not like clumsy or incompetent pupils. You all have the capacity to develop your magical potential, since our blood runs through your veins. Whoever is lagging behind in magic and believes that being good with weapons is enough, they are wrong. You must excel in both subjects. A Dragon Warlock is just as lethal with a weapon as they are with magic. Some of us are of the school of thought that magic is more powerful. In any case, you must excel in both disciplines.

Nahia was better at magic than weapons and physical combat, more than anything else because her body was not strong enough yet. She still lacked muscle and physical strength. On the other hand, magic did not seem to need muscle but a powerful inner dragon, and this she did appear to have.

Now I will test you. It is to see the progress you have made in the path of magic. I want to know how far you have come. I have high expectations, and I hope you will not disappoint me. Stay very still and lined up. It might hurt a little, but it will not be too much. Young ones like you, strong and tough, are expected to bear this type of pain without flinching. Magic and pain often go hand in hand. They are partners. You will learn to master your magic and the pain it might entail. That is if you are worthy of continuing in this academy.

Nahia looked at her comrades out of the corner of her eye; what was that dragon going to do? She noticed that Ivo and Aiden were nervous. They were not doing well in magic. Taika had improved some, but not too much. The three preferred weapons. Luckily, Daphne and Lily were doing well in that subject. Nahia worried about her male comrades.

The dragon shut its eyes and a moment later, all of a sudden, it flashed with a bright light that made everyone look away. Nahia was puzzled and wanted to see what was happening. She narrowed her eyes and tried to see what the dragon was doing. A wave issued from its white, scaled body, like a pebble skipping across a lake. The difference was there was no water here. The wave, white in color, spread outward, increasing in diameter. Nahia found it interesting, until she realized it was filling the whole classroom and would reach them presently. That she did not find interesting.

Daphne and Lily shivered nervously beside her.

“Don’t move…” she whispered as low as she could.

“That wave is going to hit us,” Daphne replied, also in a barely audible whisper.

“It won’t hurt much, that’s what it said. Bear with it,” Nahia tried to calm them. Although she really was not sure, she expected it would not be too painful.

“Let’s hope so, I’m not a fan of suffering…” Lily’s eyes opened wide and she looked very nervous.

Nahia saw the wave reaching her and shut her eyes. She felt how the energy that formed the wave surrounded her, first at the waist. Then it spread throughout her body, as if it were really soaking her. And then suddenly she felt sharp pain radiating throughout her body. It was as if she were being stabbed with thousands of nails everywhere. Wherever the wave hit her it hurt. A lot. Sharply. This was not simple pain, it truly hurt. She clenched her jaw and made her hands into fists to bear the suffering.

Daphne and Lily beside her were also holding up as best they could. She heard Daphne grunt as she shivered without shifting. Lily gave a small cry and then she stomped with one foot and then the other. Behind Nahia, Aiden did not flinch or say anything. The wave did not seem to affect him or he was trying to pretend it did not. It had to hurt, so he had to be pretending. She looked at Ivo and Taika out of the corner of her eye; the Tauruk was frowning and wrinkling his nose. He was not happy, it hurt him too. He closed his eyes and started to meditate. Nahia knew because she could hear his characteristic “Ummm” as he did. How could he meditate in the middle of this intense suffering, she had no idea. Ivo was special, no doubt. Taika’s muscles were tense and the hair of his nape stood on end. He seemed capable of jumping on the dragon at any moment.

They were having a hard time, but they were not the only ones. The other two squads were also withstanding the pain of the dragon’s scrutiny. They were all bearing it. She could hear some dull grunts and muffled cries but no protests or loud cries. They all knew better—they had to bear the pain, it was as simple as that. If not, they risked their lives. Showing weakness was the worst thing they could do before a dragon. It would not tolerate it if they could not cope with the pain. That would be a clear sign of weakness, although Nahia did not see it that way. Pain was the body telling a person that something was not well, and the more pain, the worse the problem usually was. Since Nahia was a healer, she understood pain as a warning from the body. And she saw no reason to put up with it. She knew several beverages that mitigated it, her grandmother’s specialty. The pain would not leave the body until it was healed or whatever external thing causing it stopped doing so.

For a moment that felt eternal, the wave continued going up and down their bodies, from head to toe. Nahia suddenly felt the pain concentrating in the center of her chest, very deep. She shut her eyes and tried to understand what was going on in the midst of the sharp pain. What did the dragon want? She had the impression it was not simply measuring her magical potential or the level she had reached at the beginning of the second year. There had to be easier ways for a dragon to find out that information from its pupils. She did not know why, but she had the feeling this dragon was not being honest with them. It was looking for something else, which surprised her a little. Dragons were evil, but they did not bother with deceit and lies. They were direct and brutal. Deceit and subterfuge did not seem part of their character. On the other hand, deceit and lies might be considered evil, and that did fit their behavior. This interested Nahia—the more she knew about dragons, the higher her chances of surviving them. Not only that, but also of finding a weakness in them. They surely must have one, although she had not yet found it. Perhaps she would. Yes, she liked the idea, so she saved it. She must find their weak point.

The torture went on for a while and no one gave in. They all held up; some with difficulty, but they all stood firm. At last the wave faded, and with it the pain they had been feeling. There were snorts of relief and some panting.

I see you are holding up. That pleases me. But I have noticed you suffering too much. That is not good. I recommend you get used to pain, as it will accompany you for the rest of the path. Avoiding it only makes you weak, and you know what happens to the weak in this Academy…. Well, the results I have obtained from the analysis are not as disastrous as I feared. There are some here with true magical potential. There is also a group of mediocre pupils who must discover their potential, or they will never reach the mid-term test.

No one said anything, but they all feared being in the mediocre group. Nahia looked askance at her comrades. Ivo and Taika had worried faces. Aiden was still pretending, but Nahia noticed that his eyes were dull. He was not shining with the confidence that often characterized him, so she guessed he was also worried. Daphne and Lily had looks of doubt in their eyes. They were trying to determine whether they were mediocre or not. Lily raised her chin and smiled. Nahia guessed she had decided she was not part of the mediocre group. Daphne’s expression was one of anger. At herself, probably, for doubting her magic, or so Nahia interpreted it because she knew Daphne was good in magic.

The dragon turned to the Exarbor and seemed to communicate with them. The three Exarbor bowed, showing respect to the dragon. They did so with their usual slowness, and for a moment it looked as if they were going to break in half the same way a branch snaps. Their bodies did not look at all flexible, rather the opposite. Since the norm was to see them standing still, planted somewhere like oaks, it was very funny to see them bend, albeit barely.

Now that I know each of your magical levels, it is time to start the magical teaching. I am sure you are going to enjoy what I will teach you very much, the message reached them clear and powerful, and Nahia had the feeling they were not going to enjoy it, but the opposite. Once again, she wondered whether the dragon was lying.

The three Exarbor stepped forward, and each one stood in front of one of the squads.

“Let the pupil Frank of the Stone Squad, Brown Squadron step forward,” the Exarbor in front of that squad called.

The Fatum hesitated a moment and then stepped forward.

“Let the pupil Alice of the Ocean Squad, Blue Squadron step forward,” called the next Exarbor.

The Fatum of that squad also took a step forward.

The Exarbor who was in front of Nahia and her comrades spoke next.

“Let… pupil Nahia… of the Igneous Squad…”

Upon hearing her name, Nahia started. She breathed deep, tried to calm down, and stepped forward. She would have to face whatever came next.


Chapter 9

Very well, I have chosen you three to begin with the second-year magical instruction because you are the most advanced in this subject. It does not surprise me that two Fatum are the most apt of their squad—they are a race with great affinity with magic. But that a Human is the most advanced of her squad is slightly less common, to say the least. Humans are usually behind Fatum and Scarlatum in their magical skills, yet this Human is different, special. She has a magical potential which is rarely seen. She is an anomaly, and that makes her interesting. We shall see how far she can get                  with her potential. I hope she does not fall short and disappoint me, Gezur-Zuri-Ikus messaged, accompanied by a feeling that it expected success. Nahia, on the other hand, detected that it really did not. She wondered whether the others also detected this or if it was only her.

The blind-looking gaze fixed on Nahia. She realized and became nervous. If a dragon’s gaze was already intimidating, that of these white eyes was even more so. She swallowed and was not the only one who noticed the scrutiny she was being subjected to, because the dragon went on staring at her for a moment longer. A long moment, at least it seemed so to Nahia, since she knew everyone was looking at her.

I trust the rest of you will also develop your power to your limits. I will not accept anything less. For each one of you those limits are different, and only you can find them. Those who do not reach their limits will embarrass me. I do not recommend that. I have no tolerance for those who do not strive to give the utmost of their possibilities. Therefore, in my training you had better give it your all.

If Nahia had already been somewhat nervous, after this harangue she was truly uneasy. She breathed in deeply a couple of times and prepared for the lesson.

You are going to learn a new elemental attack. It will help you when you do not have a weapon at hand or an enemy disarms you. Dragons have physical weapons available: our claws, for instance. They are a very powerful weapon, so we do not need to resort to steel like the rest of the inferior races. A dragon does not need a dagger, sword, or spear. We have claws harder than steel and we can destroy armor. Some of you have claws too, but not all, and those of you who do have them, they are not strong enough to compete with steel. You cannot pierce it. What I am going to teach you is a skill that will provide you with Dragon Claws. Not only that, but they will be elemental besides, since elemental power is superior to physical power.

Nahia had not been expecting this. She tried to imagine what this skill would be like and could not come up with anything convincing in her mind. She looked down at her hands, which were not very strong and also quite small in comparison with her comrades’ hands. She could not fathom how they were going to become elemental dragon claws. She looked at the Fatum Alice of the Ocean Squad who was on her right and saw that she too was looking at her own hands. The other Fatum, Frank, had his eyes shut and seemed to be concentrating. He must be imagining it as well.

The three selected, give me all your attention. The rest, watch and learn. The Exarbor will now provide you with an important object. One you already know but which is different because it has grown in power and will help you achieve new goals this year.

Each Exarbor took out of a bag they carried at their back, what looked like a Learning Pearl, and handed it to the three chosen. Nahia took the Learning Pearl in her hand, and at once she noticed it was bigger and heavier than the one they had used the first year. She also noticed, and she was not sure how she could tell, that it had more power inside it, quite a lot more. This was a more powerful Learning Pearl.

This object filled with power is no longer a pearl, it is a Sphere of Power, and therefore you will call it a Learning Sphere. You will all be given one which you will use            during the whole year. Those who reach the third year will have the opportunity of working with the Learning Orb, which is even more powerful. But let us not get ahead of uncertain events. First you must get through this year, finish it, and survive. I hope you do, the message reached them with a feeling of encouragement, yet Nahia detected that it was not altogether sincere, as if the dragon really did not expect them all to succeed.

Nahia stared fixedly at the center of the Learning Sphere and she thought she could see the energy inside it moving in a spinning spiral. But then a moment later she saw nothing. She kept staring at it but was unable to pick up the strange effect again. What she was certain of was that this object had a power inside that seemed to be alive. This shocked her.

Now you must form a link with the Sphere. It is similar to the one you formed with the pearl but slightly more powerful. Do not fear, there is not any risk involved. It will be easy and almost painless, since your magic is already advanced. Close your eyes and use your mind to detect the sphere. Open your minds to it. Let it in. A link must form between it and you, one both mental and magical.

Nahia did as they were told and felt the pearl trying to interact with her. A thread of energy reached her mind. She had already guessed it would be like this and did not resist it; on the contrary, she allowed it. The sphere sent a charge of energy, which entered Nahia’s mind. A moment later another thread of fluctuating energy issued from the pearl that went to the center of her chest. Nahia knew it was interacting with her mind and inner dragon of energy. She let it work. Finally it sent two charges of energy to her mind and inner dragon simultaneously, linking with her. What Nahia had not been expecting was that this would be so painful. She felt two very sharp stings which caused a terrible pain, both in her mind and chest. Nahia doubled over with pain and nearly dropped the sphere.

She tried to straighten up, but the pain was very intense and she could not. That dragon was not telling them the truth. What was this about the process being almost painless? It hurt a great deal! She clenched her jaw hard and bore it as best she could until after a while the pain vanished just as quickly as it had come. At that moment, the sphere snapped the two threads of energy that kept them linked and gave off an intense silver flash.

Nahia opened her eyes and saw that Alice and Frank were suffering the same torture she had just gone through. They were both doubled over, coping with the pain and trying not to drop the sphere. It took them a while longer to complete the link, and they had to withstand the pain the whole time. Nahia thought about her friends. If she and the two Fatum were the most advanced and had still suffered so much, she did not want to think what the others would have to go through. Magic always had a price, and it was often one of pain and suffering.

Good, I see you have done it. It has been harder for you than I had expected. I am not very happy with the progress shown. You will have to do better from now on.

Nahia could not believe that was the message they were receiving. The link had turned out to be incredibly painful. Gezur-Zuri-Ikus should have warned them or at least not kept it from them, and least of all show displeasure. Was there not a single decent dragon? Probably not. She dismissed the negative thoughts about her instructor and focused on the positive. She was happy she had managed to establish a link with her Learning Sphere. She had also managed to bear the pain which, although intense, she had been able to cope with it. Once again, she detected how the inside of the sphere contained energy moving to form a swirl, and this delighted her. An instant later, she could no longer see it.

Now that you have established the link, it is time to learn the first skill: Elemental Dragon Claw.

The three chosen pupils stopped looking at their spheres and paid attention to Gezur-Zuri-Ikus. They did so though with bowed heads, since they were not supposed to either look at or speak to a dragon. No one forgot this rule, because it was a distraction punished with death.

Reach out with your dominant hand while holding the Learning Sphere with the other.

The three did as were told. They were all right-handed, so they all reached out with their right hand while holding the sphere with the left.

Now, using the sphere, I want you to create a ball of elemental energy and maintain it on your dominant hand. Make it twice as big as the sphere. Go ahead.

Nahia shut her eyes and looked for the bright and powerful dragon of energy in the middle of her chest. Once she called upon it, it immediately became visible. It was as if it were waiting for her to call. Every time she did she found it easier to summon it and make it appear. It was as if the more often she used it, the easier and faster the response came. She concentrated and opened her right hand. She drew energy from the dragon and used her alignment with the element of fire to create a flaming ball on the palm of her hand.

She opened her eyes and saw the Learning Sphere flashing a silver-white color. Nahia was expecting this; it meant it would help her with the magical process. The ball of fire stayed hovering above her hand. She sent a little more energy to make it bigger. She had to admit that it seemed incredible that she could do that, and even more impressive that now it was easy not only to create the elemental ball of fire, but to keep it stable under control and hovering above her hand. It was a true achievement of her mind and magic working together. Besides, she could move it and throw it with only her mind, without using her hand. If anyone had told her she would be able to do something like this a little over a year ago, she would have thought they were crazy.

She looked to her right unobtrusively and saw that Alice had created a ball of the water element. Frank, on his part, had a ball of the earth element. They were the same size as hers, and they were both controlling them without any trouble. Nahia wondered whether they could throw them with their minds. They most likely could, since they were the most advanced of their squads in magic. This made her think that perhaps she would coincide with them in the mid-year test. They did not know what it would be like yet, but surely a competition of some sort. Better not to think about it. The two Fatum were not her rivals, at least not today. Today they were classmates. She found it hard to see them as such, being from other squadrons. Perhaps that was the purpose of mixing them, to see how they got along and whether there was rivalry, which would most likely be the case.

Very well, now that you have created the elemental balls, what I want you to do is make them penetrate your hands. You must be careful and do it slowly. The elemental ball must come down until it touches the palm of your hand, and then it must penetrate it without being destroyed.

Nahia could not help making a horrified face. The ball was not only burning, but when it impacted against something it exploded. If this happened it could tear her arm off and burn half her body. No, her whole body, considering its size. She did not like the idea at all. It was very dangerous, too dangerous. There was going to be an accident with horrible consequences. The look of terror on the two Fatum’s faces was very much like Nahia’s. They also feared an accident.

By the looks on your faces, I can tell you do not have the necessary confidence to do the exercise. It does not please me. If I ask you to do something, you will do it, not only without hesitation, but with total confidence, because if I have ordered it is because it can be done. Doubt has no place in my classroom. Whatever I say must be performed with full confidence. Do not ever let me see more looks like those in my presence.

The three chosen students changed their faces at once. They tried to look confident, even if it was clear the confidence was false. Nahia, besides, had the feeling that this dragon was not altogether truthful. She was certain the ball of fire might explode and seriously injure or even kill her. This made it even harder to project confidence.

Move along. Do as I have explained, now, Gezur-Zuri-Ikus ordered, and the message came with a feeling of annoyance.

Nahia concentrated. She had no choice but to obey. That dragon was not going to tolerate more hesitation. She was not sure what was more dangerous—whether to put her hand into the ball of fire or hesitate and receive the dragon’s punishment. The consequences were similar, so she took the risk. She called on her inner dragon and gathered some energy. She would use it to guide the ball of fire. This required complete concentration and a clear mind to move the ball, besides energy for the ball to move. Very carefully, Nahia made it come down, slowly, until it almost touched the palm of her hand.

An intense heat, which became a sharp pain, told her that the ball was already brushing her hand. It burned, a lot. Luckily, the flames of the ball went upward and not down, but the pain was still great. She clenched her jaw and her eyes became teary. Her hand was roasting.

Once the elemental ball touches the palm of your hand, concentrate on pushing the ball gently downward until it engulfs your hand. You must visualize your hand inside the elemental ball without it breaking. It is fundamental that the ball does not break.

With complete concentration, Nahia closed her eyes and visualized in her mind the ball of fire descending onto her hand until it enveloped it. The pain was intense, but she knew she had to bear it and not break her concentration, or the ball would burst into flames and that would be her end. She quickly dismissed this idea and focused on seeing her hand inside the burning ball. She used the energy of her inner dragon to lower the ball and complete the action. She felt an even greater pain, and then an instant later the pain vanished. She opened her eyes. To her colossal surprise, her hand was as she had seen it in her mind: inside the ball of fire.

Nahia was spellbound. She could not believe that her hand was inside the ball of fire and that the ball had not exploded, or that her hand was not burning either. She looked at Alice, who at that same moment managed to envelope her hand in her ball of water without it bursting and freezing her alive. She opened her eyes, and her look of surprise was as great as Nahia’s. A moment later, Frank managed to make his ball of earth engulf his hand without making it burst into thousands of shards of rock that would have destroyed him. His look was of great relief rather than surprise.

You see? You did it, like I said you would. Doubt must leave your minds. You must always trust my orders. Now that you have the elemental ball around your hand, the next step is to give it shape. All three of you watch my claw, Gezur-Zuri-Ikus showed them its right claw. I want you to concentrate on the elemental ball and mold it into the shape of my claw. Do not worry if it is not exactly the same now, what you must achieve is to create an elemental claw. Begin.

Nahia took a deep breath. That was not going to be easy. She looked at Gezur-Zuri-Ikus’s claw and tried to memorize it. It was a colossal claw, powerful and lethal. Then she gathered more energy from her inner dragon, and focusing on the ball of fire that surrounded her hand, she started to try and change its shape. The first thing she noticed was that she lost control. This made her nervous. If it destabilized, it would explode. She shaped it into a ball once again, which she had under control, and tried anew. But the moment the ball began to change it began to destabilize with the risk of explosion.

You must send more energy to the ball in order to keep it stable while you manipulate it. Send as much energy as necessary so it does not destabilize.

The instruction arrived just in time. Nahia sent a great amount of energy to her ball and felt it become stable. She started manipulating it, shaping it into a claw, and when she started to lose control she sent more energy. Little by little, using a lot of energy, she managed to create a claw. She looked at it proudly, surprised. Surrounding her hand was a claw of fire. The most astonishing thing was that while the outside was burning, the inside was not. Her hand was all right. The elemental claw had five long, curved nails which surrounded her fingers and extended twice their normal length. To Nahia it felt like an enormous gauntlet of fire with rapacious, sharp flaming fingers.

All of a sudden, she lost control of the elemental claw, and it looked as if it was going to lose the shape and explode. At once, Nahia called upon her inner dragon and sent more energy to maintain the claw in its present form. She succeeded and breathed out in relief. She had managed to create the claw, but maintaining it was another story.

Her two partners in the exercise were having much more trouble than her. Alice fought for a long time to mold her claw. She was sweating and looked as if she were having a hard time. It took her a good while to manage the shape of the claw, but she did not give up and fought with her ball of water until she succeeded.  Once she finally did, she relaxed and nearly lost the stability of the claw, but she managed to control it at the last instant. Her gasp echoed against the walls. It took Frank an eternity to achieve the claw. His problem was not maintaining stability, he did fine with that, but the shape. He could not mold it into a claw. In fact, he looked at the claws Nahia and Alice had created and tried to copy them. It was then that he finally managed to give it the correct shape.

It appears that the three advanced pupils have succeeded. That is a good sign. But to complete the skill you have to test it. You will now execute an attack with the claw. It is as if you took a swipe with your hand, only it will be the claw that impacts. Measure the distance well and control the claw so it does not destabilize. My helpers will be your targets.

Nahia did not like the way that sounded. The three Exarbor went to fetch something in some chests at the end of the room. They came back with their usual slowness. Each one was carrying a metal shield on one arm. Nahia knew they would have to hit the shield and felt bad for the poor Exarbor who, apart from being old, looked brittle.

Each Exarbor stood in front of one of the pupils and held the shield up with one of their branch-like arms and maintained it in front. Nahia saw the shield and the poor Exarbor behind it and did not want to deliver the blow. She was sure she would hurt him; those beings were helpless and fragile.

Hit the shield with your elemental claws. Let us see how powerful the skills you have created are.

Nahia hesitated. But that was not Frank’s case. The Fatum delivered a cross cut at the shield the Exarbor was holding in front of him. It was a restrained blow, he did not use much strength, but even so the claw hit the steel and bits of rock and steel flew off from the impact. To Nahia’s surprise, the claw dented the shield, three deep scratches appearing on the polished metal surface. He had made three important clefts in the metal shield.

There were cries of surprise. Alice followed Frank’s example and also delivered the blow. She did it with a vertical swipe, going from the top to the bottom with her watery claw. An instant before she hit, the water became ice and the claw gained a frozen edge. When the ice met the metal, Nahia thought the ice would break and not penetrate the steel, but she was wrong. Bits of ice and steel flew off everywhere. Three deep vertical clefts marked the shield.

The two Exarbor withdrew after the blow. They kept the shield on their arm, but they looked tired. All eyes were focused on Nahia now, including the dragon’s white eyes. Nahia felt a shiver running down her spine. She had to perform her attack or the dragon would not forgive her. She looked at the poor Exarbor holding the shield and decided to execute a gentle attack. She delivered the swipe without much force, parallel to the floor. When the claw hit the shield there were sparks and fire, as well as some metal, but she only scratched the shield. There were no clefts, but at least the Exarbor had not suffered from the blow.

What kind of an attack is that supposed to be? You really do not believe that this pitiful swipe is admissible here, do you? Hit again and this time do it for real, or else the next attack will be on one of your squad comrades. And there will not be a shield in the way.

Nahia looked down at the floor and was thoughtful. Gezur-Zuri-Ikus’s threat was terrible and she was sure it would be carried out. Dragons had no mercy whatsoever and never threatened in vain. She resigned herself.

“I’m sorry…” she muttered under her breath and delivered a new attack, this time hard. The claw of fire struck across the shield and there was a burst of flame upon impact. The Exarbor dropped the shield, which fell to the floor in flames. In the midst of the flames, three deep clefts could be seen.

That was much better. You should have hit even more forcefully, but we will teach that. As you have seen, when force is used, the impact produces a small elemental burst. That allows the impacted surface to be damaged. Then the elemental claws themselves destroy the surface. As you have seen in the three exercises, elemental earth, water, and fire are capable of damaging steel. Therefore, when you find yourselves disarmed, you can use your elemental claws. With them you may pierce armor. Not yet, but with study and practice you’ll get there.

Nahia was surprised by the power of the elemental claws. If they could really pierce steel with them, they would be quite useful in combat. The attack’s reach was short though, shorter than a dagger’s, which put them at a disadvantage if their opponents were armed with swords or spears. They would have to be careful in that regard. Nothing was perfect in the world of magic; everything had its limitations.

The three chosen students will now help the rest of their squads create elemental claws. I recommend that you do not hurry, especially if you are mediocre or simply backward when it comes to magic, because you might lose an arm or even die. The Exarbor will help you, but remember that in the end it is you who must achieve success.

Nahia turned around and looked at her comrades. Daphne and Lily looked worried, but there was a certain optimism in their eyes. Aiden had his chin up with confidence, although his eyes showed doubt, much doubt. Ivo and Taika each had very troubled looks. They knew it was not going to be easy, more so with the risk they were taking.

“Cheer up, we’ll do it,” Nahia whispered and made a sign of confidence. Then she remembered the pain she and the two Fatum had suffered when they linked with their spheres and felt sorry for her friends.

The Exarbor came over and handed them their spheres.

“It is time to link up and start practicing,” he told them.

They took their spheres with troubled looks.

Nahia sighed.

“It won’t hurt too much,” she lied.


Chapter 10

Nahia came out of the library. She had left her comrades studying the tomes of magic the Exarbor in the class of magic had told them they had to study. They had made barely any progress in creating their elemental claws. Nahia had tried to help them, but she was not a great teacher. Daphne and Lily had achieved small advances, but due to the risk they were running they had preferred to go slow and be safe. Nahia was all for that—the last thing she wanted was for her friends to lose an arm or die in an accident.

She headed north of the Academy, and as she did she looked up. It would soon be dark. She wanted to hurry and get to the dungeons before night fell upon her. Not that the light of day remaining would help her at all inside that dark world, but she did not like arriving at night. It seemed to her like pushing her luck. It was already bad enough that she had to go down into that pitch-black world. Better do it while there was still some light outside. Besides, since her punishment this time was one of the really bad ones, it was better to arrive with light to receive it.

She went past the gym. It was not the straightest path, but she wanted to go by in case Logan was there. Every time she went by the gym she walked over in case she saw him. This evening she wanted to see him, more than anything else to say goodbye in case she did not survive the punishment. Fear overwhelmed her, and she could not shake it off.

She walked up to the north door of the gym and looked inside. The dragons allowed them to go and practice there, so she was not expecting any trouble. She looked upward and saw two dragons on the lookout, watching. She sighed. The dragons controlled everything in the Academy. One false move and death would come down mercilessly.

Nahia stayed by the fountain outside while she sought out Logan inside the building. It took her a moment because the place was quite busy, but she saw him. He was practicing, fighting with the Felidae in his squad on one of the mats. When she caught sight of him her stomach fluttered, a sincere joy filling her.

She had to wait a little while until they finished fighting. Nahia knew she could not delay much. She had to report for her punishment after class, and it was already time. Luckily, Logan looked outside after a while. Nahia raised her hand and waved at him so he would see her.

Logan did and came out to the fountain at a trot. He was all sweaty from the effort, and his muscular arms attested to the strength he used in the fights.

“Nahia, I’m glad to see you. How are you?” he asked, and there was a certain concern in his tone.

“Fine. So far, I’m fine. I’m on my way to my punishment…”

“Oh, yeah, I know,” Logan looked at her with worry.

“You know?”

“Everyone knows,” Logan looked toward the gym where people were still practicing and gave a nod.

“Do they? Everyone?” Nahia was very surprised.

“Rumors spread fast through the Academy, this one faster than others.”

“Why faster?”

“It’s very rare for someone to speak out the way you did.”

“Against this place, our situation? Dragons?”

Logan nodded.

“No one usually does that.”

“They should,” Nahia frowned. Only thinking about it made her angry all over again.

“No one dares. The consequences are serious.”

“Even so, they should speak out. Keeping quiet and accepting this fate of suffering we’ve been dealt isn’t the way.”

“Speaking out so openly against the dragons isn’t the way either.” Logan looked into her eyes. He was worried. “You’d better be careful. They could have killed you.”

“Yeah… I just couldn’t hold back.”

Logan looked up to one of the lookouts where a dragon was watching and lowered his voice.

“It’s one thing to think that the dragons are monsters without a heart, and a very different thing to proclaim it. Many think like you, but speaking out isn’t an intelligent thing to do.”    

“If no one speaks out, if no one stands up to them, nothing will change. We’ll keep suffering and dying. We’ll be those monsters’ slaves forever.”

“Those thoughts do you credit, but you must never say them aloud. If it reaches the dragons’ ears, you’ll die. They’ll never forgive such a serious offense.”

“Don’t I know…”

“You have to be more careful. If you feel the need to express those thoughts of rebellion your heart harbors, you must do it in private. Otherwise, we’ll lose you.”

“Are you worried about me?” she asked to see his reaction.

“Of course I’m worried about you. I don’t want you to die,” Logan replied sincerely.

“I’ll try to control my rage and not die.”

“You have to do better than try. Promise me you won’t let fury dominate you,” Logan’s gaze fixed on Nahia’s eyes.

Nahia heaved a deep sigh.

“Okay, I promise.”

Logan’s face relaxed.

“Thanks.”

“You’re welcome,” Nahia replied, smiling because of the concern Logan felt for her.

“Do you know what punishment awaits you?” Logan asked, looking north, toward the dungeons.

Nahia shook her head.

“No, but I know it’s dangerous. I might not come back out…”

“Don’t say that. You have to come back. Any way you can.”

“I’ll try, but this punishment is deadly.”

“In that case, take extreme precautions. Make sure you use your head and survive.”

“Yeah, it would really be a drag if I died in there tonight. I couldn’t keep my word to you.”

“Survive and honor your word.”

Nahia nodded.

“I’ll go now, wish me luck.”

“I wish you survival.”

“That is much better than luck, you’re right.” She smiled at him and left. She had a funny feeling when she saw Logan watching her leave. She could not quite say what it was, but something stirred in her stomach.

It took her a while to get to the dungeons, even though she was walking briskly. She had forgotten how far they were. They were right by the north wall at the end of the Academy. She did not like that area at all. Both the building and the surroundings gave her a bad feeling. She looked at the dark fortress with its high walls and four round towers with their spirals that went all the way up to the tip at the top. The towers were a small replica of the main building, where she had to go. What people could not appreciate from the outside were the lower levels, the dungeons themselves, which were buried under the building.

She thought about Egil, who must still be a prisoner in the first underground level. She would try to speak to him if she could. She would probably not be able to, given the circumstances, but if she had a chance she would take it. The Tremian interested her a great deal. Not only because he was from another continent-world, but because in some way she could not understand yet she felt like their paths were linked. Egil had a lot of information she and the people of Kraido did not have, and she had the feeling it was important. And regardless of the information, he was also important. Unfortunately, they had not been able to talk much at the end of the first year of training. Nahia had been on rotation between sectors during her punishment, and that complicated things a lot when it came to seeing Egil and talking to him.

She noticed the four young elemental dragons watching each of the corners of the high walls of the somber fortress: red, blue, white, and brown. Two more watched the entrance, one black and the other crystal, also young and strong. With them they represented each of the six main elements. This was not by chance—it was for security reasons. A dragon of each element, to counter any escape attempt by whoever they had locked up in the dungeons. Nahia had only seen three or four prisoners: a Human, a couple of Tauruk-Kapro, and a Scarlatum. She could not understand what they needed so many dragons for. Then she thought of the lower levels. Perhaps they had dangerous prisoners down there. It had to be that.

The two dragons at the door looked at her when she stopped in front of it, standing still and with her head bowed. It was what she had to do, but even so it made her nervous. That place and the dragons unsettled her. To avoid feeling even more nervous while she waited for the door to open, she remembered what had happened in the Frozen Continent, especially Lasgol, Egil’s friend and his companions: Camu, the creature that looked like a dragon without wings, the panther, and the wolf that accompanied him. Somehow she also felt like they were all important. It was the funniest feeling, as if something inside her told her so. It did not happen with other people at the Academy, or with the dragons. Only with Egil and his friends from the other continent-world. This intrigued her considerably and at the same time puzzled her. Why did she have these feelings? Were they real, or was she imagining everything? She did not know, but she would find out. So far she could only guess until something happened that shed light on her questions and feelings.

All of a sudden, there was a metallic sound behind the door and it began to open. A Tergnomus came out, one she already knew well. It was Tarcel, the dungeon’s principal Tergnomus.

“Don’t you ever learn?” the Tergnomus made a face, and his face, naturally unfortunate in looks, made itself uglier still.

“It appears I’m rather slow to learn,” Nahia replied with a shrug.

“If you keep coming here, you’re not going to live long,” Tarcel told her, shaking his head.

“I’m sure there are others who have been punished more than once.”

“Yes, there are those hard-headed who are repeat offenders. But if you keep on like this, you are going to be the most punished ever.”

“Is there a prize?”

“Yeah, yeah… joke about it.” Tarcel made a face of despair and motioned her to enter the building.

Nahia went in, and as she set foot in the lobby her nerves and the bad feelings the place transmitted to her returned.

“Well, since you already know this place and Framus, I’ll take you to him so he can assign you your cleaning rotation,” he said and began to lead her into the main building of the dark fortress.

“I’m afraid this time the punishment is different…”

“Different? Have you done something serious?” Tarcel looked at Nahia with surprise in his eyes.

“It would seem so.”

“Uh, oh, that’s not good at all for you. Let’s go to the register and we’ll see what punishment has been dealt to you.”

“All right…”

They entered and went over to the dungeon’s entrance control Exarbor, who waited behind an oak desk with several huge open tomes.

“Nahia Aske… Red Squadron, Igneous Squad…” he said, recognizing her.

“Yep, that’s me.”

The Exarbor read from one of the tomes.

“Punishment of a month … underground level three.”

“Underground level three?” Tarcel’s eyes opened very wide. “This time you’ve really done it.”

“Given by… Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt… leader of the Red Squadron… Second Year.”

“Punished by your own leader,” Tarcel shook his head. “How can you be so clumsy?” Tarcel was beginning to show the Tergnomus’ infamous bad temper.

“Have they ever sent anyone so far below?”

“No, never so far below. You must have done something really bad to infuriate him so.”     

Nahia sighed.

“Yeah, I did do something…”

“I guess you already know, but I must warn you that underground level three of the dungeons is considered deadly because of the creatures locked up down there.”

“Am I going to die then?”

“You should have thought of that before doing whatever it was you did,” Tarcel said in a huff.

“There have been… survivors…” the Exarbor told her.

Nahia let the air out of her lungs.

“At least that’s something.”

“You need a bracelet for underground level three. Wait a moment,” Tarcel vanished into a room at the far end and took a while to return. While she waited, Nahia became more and more nervous.

“Do I have to do cleaning?” she asked the Exarbor.

“You have to… do the feeding…”

“Oh, boy…” Nahia had the clear feeling she was going to be the food.

Tarcel came back and put the silver bracelet on her wrist.

“Don’t lose it.”

“Serpetuss?”

“And worse.”

“Worse?” Nahia was pale.

“As I said. Don’t lose it. Now come with me, I’ll take you down,” Tarcel told her.

Nahia followed the Tergnomus, and they came to the door that opened onto the stairs. The Tergnomus took his keys from his belt and opened it. They went down the black stone stairs. Every time she went down, she felt she was descending into a lugubrious, dark place.

They reached the first underground level, and instead of opening the metal door that accessed it, they continued down. For this, Tarcel had to open another metal door that let them keep going down the stairs. Nahia felt they were going down into the dark depths of an abyss. A few torches lit the stairs that went down, on and on.

They reached the underground level two and stopped in front of the great metal door that accessed it. Two torches, one on each side, lit up the entrance, and Nahia was grateful for a little more light. Based on the number of stairs they had come down, Nahia calculated they must have descended about five stories. The underground level two was very deep, which meant there were either lofty ceilings or several rock stories between levels one and two. Most likely both. Suddenly, the shadow the torches made seemed to move, as if a breath of air had touched them, only there was no breeze and barely any air.

Nahia felt a tingling in her chest where her inner dragon resided. Magic? Was her inner dragon telling her there was something magical here? The shadows against the wall in front of the door began to shift. Nahia glanced at the torches quickly. The fire was burning exactly as it had an instant before. Then how could the shadows drift against the wall?

“Something odd is going on here…”

“Odd?” Tarcel eyed her, raising an eyebrow.

“The shadows… they’re shifting…”

“Oh, that’s the Drobeltz. They watch the stairs.”

“The what? I can’t see them.”

“That’s their purpose, to watch without being seen.” Tarcel took out of his belt what looked like a tiny oil lamp, and walking up to one of the torches, he used it to light it. The lamp let out a silver light, and suddenly Nahia saw them.

On the wall in front, there was a creature black as night that looked like a very large lizard. It was twice Nahia’s size. She could only glimpse its contour. Nahia looked everywhere, frightened, and saw another one of the creatures over her head, clinging to the ceiling. Nahia started back in fright. She spotted a third one on the stairs that went down against the wall. They were very still, and a forked tongue went in and out of their mouths. They did not seem to have eyes.

“Don’t be scared. They are watchers, they won’t do anything to you as long as you wear the bracelet.”

“And if I lose it?”

“They’ll eat you. So do not lose it. They have no eyes, but they do have very sharp teeth and a developed sense of smell. They like fresh meat very much. You won’t see them fall upon you. You will only feel their teeth burying in your flesh before you die horribly. They like to eat their pray slowly, keeping them alive. Because of the freshness, you know.”

“That’s horrible.” Nahia put her hands to her face.

“Come, we must go on. We still have to go down quite a bit,” he said and opened the door that accessed the stairs to keep going down.

“Quite a bit?”

“The underground level three is very deep.” Tarcel put out his tiny lamp and hung it back on his belt, and at once the creatures vanished into the reigning darkness. Nahia glimpsed a shadow moving and guessed it was one of the creatures. A shiver ran down her spine.

She said nothing and followed Tarcel as he continued descending. The Tergnomus had short legs, but they went down and up stairs with great ease. It was as if they bounced on them. It must be because their bodies barely weighed anything, or perhaps they had “bouncing” muscles or tendons.

As they went down deeper and deeper, Nahia found more darkness. She could barely see a thing, even with the torches. It was as if the walls of black stone swallowed the firelight. She thought about asking Tarcel to light the way with his lamp, but she assumed there were more of those creatures, and she really did not want to know where they were. Probably above her head.

They reached the underground level three at last. If Nahia had calculated that to reach the second level there were about five floors, to go down from the second to the third she calculated double. They were in the depths of the earth and most likely surrounded by Drobeltz. Nahia felt another shiver.

“I’m going to open the door. The first room is safe. Don’t worry.”

Nahia nodded. At least there was a safe room. Then she thought again and realized that meant the rest of the rooms were not. In underground level one there were sectors filled with rooms. If it was like that here, it must mean there were many dangerous rooms.

They went in and saw that there were half a dozen Tergnomus working in the room. These were stronger and more weathered than Tarcel and the other Tergnomus of the upper levels. They seemed as though they had been at the gym with Logan for a few years.

“I have a Human for punishment,” Tarcel announced.

The Tergnomus stopped working and turned to look at them.

“This Human isn’t going to last one night here,” the one who looked like the toughest of the bunch said.

“I know, Utrek, but she has to serve her punishment.”

Utrek came over to Nahia and looked her up and down. “She’s too weak to go in there,” he said, pointing at the metal door that must access the underground level with his index finger.

“Do you want to speak with her squadron leader? She’s from the Red Squadron.”

Another of the Tergnomus, this one with copper hair, whistled.

“Red Squadron no less? There’s nothing to do about it then.”

“I’ll assign her to you, Burgor, so you’re happy,” Utrek said.

“Me? Better not.”

“What punishment does she have?” Utrek asked Tarcel.

“One month. Feeding.”

Utrek laughed with loud acid guffaws.

“I have a gift for these things. You keep her, Burgor.”

“It’s not fair,” Burgor protested, stomping the floor. “I’m already behind with the food. This skinny Human will delay me even more.”

“She won’t bother you for long,” another Tergnomus said.

“That’s true,” nodded Burgor.

The more they talked, the more nervous Nahia became. This looked very bad indeed.

“I’ll leave you to it,” Tarcel said as he went to the door. He stopped and turned to Nahia. “Good luck, you’re going to need it.”

The Dungeon’s Principal Tergnomus went out and locked the door with the key from the other side. Nahia swallowed. She had no escape.


Chapter 11

Burgor examined Nahia from head to toe.

“You will do everything I tell you without complaint,” he told her, pointing his finger at her.

“But…”

“Silently!” Burgor chided her rudely.

“Listen to what the Feeding Chief says and you might live until tomorrow,” Utrek said.

“That might be wishful thinking. Maybe too wishful,” the copper-haired Tergnomus said.

“Put on the repulsor,” Burgor told her, indicating a closet at the far end of the room.

Nahia did not ask what the repulsor was. She did not want Burgor to yell at her in a temper. She went over to the closet, opened it, and saw a series of thick belts that looked made of metal hanging from a bar.

“Take one you can wear, there are all sizes, and hurry up, I haven’t got all night,” Burgor said, wrinkling his Tergnomus forehead.

Nahia picked two of the smallest belts, tried one on, and since it fitted correctly she kept it.

“Come on, our shift has started,” Burgor said as he headed to the metal door at the other end of the room. He opened it with some heavy-looking keys.

“Good luck, I hope you survive,” Utrek told her.

Nahia glanced at him in case he was being ironic, but he seemed to mean it. She followed Burgor.

“Come, come, we’re delaying, and if they don’t have their food on time things get ugly.”

They went into another room where there were about ten other Tergnomus, each busy with something different. They were all wearing repulsor belts and silver-colored flat hats on their heads.

“This is the feeding gang,” Burgor said as he fetched two hats like the others from a hanger on the north wall. He gave one to Nahia and put the other one on.

The Tergnomus looked at her, first with surprise, then with distaste.

“Be careful, Human, and follow the instructions,” one of them with a very red nose told her.

“Few survive here,” another one warned her in a pessimistic tone. This one had several warts on his forehead.

“Yes… I know…” was all Nahia could mutter as she put on the hat.

“Let’s go, there’s a lot to do and little time to do it,” Burgor said in a lively tone.

The whole team finished getting ready and got going. They went through a third room that had six doors. In pairs they headed to each one, and Nahia went with Burgor to the last door on the right.

“Let’s go!” he ordered.

The gang went out, each through their door.

Nahia followed Burgor outside. She was struck numb. Before her, an enormous cave opened up, lit by torches. At the far end there were more caves, many more, as far as the eye could see. This place looked like a huge collection of underground caverns.

“Is this the dungeons?” Nahia asked blankly.

“Yes, this is it.”

“But they’re caverns…”

“And the prisoners are in them.”

“Oh…” Nahia was puzzled. This was not at all like underground level one with its rocky cells with metal bars. Here there were only caverns and more caverns.

“Follow me and step only where I step,” Burgor ordered.

Nahia did so and something odd happened. Wherever Burgor stepped, a wide silver line, four paces wide, appeared on the floor.

“Don’t step out of the silver path,” Burgor warned in a serious tone.

Nahia had no intention of doing that. They entered the great cavern in front of them and found a convoy formed by six carts pulled by animals Nahia had never seen before. She watched them. They were built like oxen, but they looked like reptiles, strong creatures with very wide legs. They pulled the carts in pairs.

“What are those animals?”

“They are Yakretils, strong and adapted to living in caves. We use them to carry the meat to the cavern dungeons.”

“The carts are loaded with meat?”

“That’s what I said, wasn’t it? Do I have to repeat myself?”

“No, forgive me.” Nahia did not want to argue with Burgor, who was showing the characteristic temper of the Tergnomus.

“Every pair you saw come out before is in charge of a convoy like this one. Each one does a different route and feeds the prisoners on their route. We have route 1.”

“The easiest?”

“Hah! This girl’s funny. There is no easy one. They’re all complicated. Come on, we have to get onto the first cart to guide the others.”

They reached the leading cart and climbed on it. When they did, Nahia saw that the carts were indeed loaded with meat. Raw meat. She identified parts of cow, sheep, goat, even sacrificed mules. It sickened her, but she concealed it.

“Those carts? Where do they come from?” Nahia was looking around and could only see caverns and rock.

“From the loading area,” Burgor pointed at a cave behind them. The food containers are loaded every day with pieces they send down from above, from the surface. When they are finished, they leave them ready in line on every route and we do the delivery.”

“They bring down all that food from above every day?”

“Yes. And before you ask, it’s done through what we call the loading well. They bring it down with pulleys. The unloading team is on the surface, at the back of the fortress-prison.”

“Wow… you are definitely well-organized.”

“We’re Tergnomus, of course we are well-organized,” Burgor replied, as if he was offended by the comment.

He snapped at the creatures and the convoy of carts began to move forward. To Nahia’s surprise, the strange oxen-reptiles walked in unison as if synchronized, following the first cart where they were sitting. As they went forward, the silver path appeared in front of them and the beasts followed it without deviation. It was just wider than a cart. Nahia guessed it was imbued with magic, but for what she did not know.

As they went into the vast cave at a slow pace, Nahia kept looking around in every direction. This underworld was enormous and puzzling. She thought that based on the size of the place, the carts were going too slow, but her perception of time might also be influencing that. She wanted to finish the delivery as soon as possible and return to the surface.

They went past two caverns, one on each side of the convoy, and Burgor called a halt.

“Time to work,” he told Nahia and got down from the cart. He went to the last one and Nahia followed him, making sure she stepped exactly where the Tergnomus did, which was on the silver path. She did not set a foot outside it.

All of a sudden, an enormous creature emerged from the cavern on the left and ran toward them. It was tremendous, over fifteen feet tall and very muscular. It looked like a mixture between a bear and a gorilla. It roared loudly as it ran toward them, showing its fearsome teeth and fangs. It was coming straight at them, its intentions sinister. Nahia nearly ran away from sheer fright.

“Don’t move!” Burgor warned her.

Nahia stood still. She did not know how she managed, since the enormous beast was sprinting straight at them, roaring. She thought it was going to kill her. She could barely stop herself from moving. When the beast was almost upon them, both their belts flashed silver and the monster was thrown backward violently. It flew over thirty paces and fell on its back hard against the floor. Nahia could see that the monster had a silver collar around its neck.

“The repulsor works as long as you’re on the silver path,” Burgor told her, indicating it. “If you step out of it, it doesn’t work, and then…” he mimicked snapping a twig with his hands.

“I see… the repulsor and the path are imbued with dragon magic. Like the beast’s collar,” Nahia guessed, trying to find sense to the system.

“That’s right. Powerful magic, but with limitations. That’s why there are… accidents…”

“Yeah… I see. And the silver hats we’re wearing?” she asked.

“For protection.”

Nahia looked up at the ceiling of the cave.

“Will something fall on us from above?”

“No. Not for that.”

“Then what for?”

“You’ll see.”

The answer did not put her at ease.

“Shouldn’t I know…” she started to say, but Burgor interrupted her.

“It’s time to work, not talk. We have to unload the first cart.” Burgor turned the cart, leading the beasts pulling it. He did it so that the back was toward the monster that had been left lying on the floor. Nahia watched the oxen-reptiles turn the cart easily without leaving the silver path. They were well trained. They had probably done this a million times.

“Let’s see if you’re stronger than you look.”

Nahia said nothing. She thought it was better for Burgor to find out for himself. The carts had a system of pulleys which, by turning some wooden levers, lifted the trailer, the pieces of meat dropping to the floor. Burgor began to turn the lever on his side and motioned for her to do the same on hers. Nahia began to turn it and soon discovered it was hard and required quite a bit of strength. She huffed. This was going to be tough. She used both hands and managed to make the lever turn. She turned and turned as much as she could, trying to imitate Burgor, who did it much better and easier. The back part of the cart tilted and several pieces of meat dropped to the floor.

“Two for this one,” said Burgor and pointed at a third piece that had dropped. “Help me with that one.”

Nahia nodded and stepped over to the piece of meat. Between the two of them, they returned it to the cart. Burgor was small but strong for his size.

They put the trailer back down, turning the two levers in the opposite direction until it was flat again. Burgor returned the draft animals to their position and then they went on, slowly but surely.

Not long afterward, they stopped at another cavern, this time on the other side of the silver path. Burgor maneuvered the cart and they repeated the operation on the opposite side. Nahia could not see whether there was any creature there or not, but she guessed there was since they were unloading food.

“Three pieces here,” said Burgor.

They unloaded and this time three pieces dropped, which pleased Nahia. She preferred not having to carry pieces of meat. Her strength would soon give out.

Large, round, bright eyes appeared in the midst of the darkness. Nahia had a fright and started back. The creature, whatever it was, did not come out. It stayed in the dark, watching them.

“Don’t worry, it won’t jump you. It doesn’t like leaving the dark.”

“What is it?”

“It’s an Armiar. It’s a sort of large hairy spider, the size of two carts like this one. It’s entirely black, and it almost never leaves the darkness.”

“I’ve never heard about this creature.”

“That’s normal, it’s not from Kraido.”

“It’s not from our world?”

Burgor shook his head.

“Here there are creatures from other worlds that our dragon masters have captured and brought, some for study, some for their amusement, others as hostages.”

“Hostages? I don’t get it…”

“Some of the creatures, or monsters here, whatever you want to call them, are important in their world of origin. Our lords keep them alive as prisoners. I’m sure there’s some reason.”

“Oh … then they’re intelligent, not mere monsters.”

“Correct. All the creatures here are intelligent. Some much smarter than you,” Burgor said.

Nahia was unsettled. The dragons had prisoners from other worlds here, intelligent creatures. The more she discovered about dragons, the less she liked what she found. She took comfort thinking that in order to defeat an opponent you first had to know them well, learn their weaknesses. She still had not found any, but she was finding out more things about the dragons and she considered this a positive thing, even if she did not like what she learned.

They continued carefully delivering the pieces of meat. Nahia saw that each cavern was inhabited by one creature. They were most strange. Some were extremely aggressive, like one that had the body of a lion and the head of an eagle and which tried to kill her instead of eating the meat. According to Burgor, some of the creatures preferred live flesh, considering it tastier. Nahia did not like being considered savory food in the least.

This place was terrible, and with every step there was less light illuminating the way. It was as if the further in they went the greater the horror of the place. Besides, the fact that the delivery was taking so long was making Nahia nervous. If they went faster, there would be less chances of being assaulted. Going so slowly, there were a lot more. The slowness was due to the draft animals, which did not seem to be in a hurry at all.

They reached a very deep area of the caverns.

“Be extra careful here.”

“Why’s that?”

“The prisoners in this area are very dangerous.”

“But the repulsor will keep them away, won’t it?”

“Not always…”

“Not always? What does that mean?”

“So sometimes there are deaths.”

Nahia could not believe her ears. They might die. He was surely exaggerating, otherwise Burgor would not be here.

“Do Tergnomus die?”

Burgor looked at her angrily.

“Not usually the case, so don’t mention it, it brings bad luck.”

“Then those being punished like me die?”

“As a rule, yes. The prisoners usually leave us in peace. We don’t matter to them, and since we bring them food and water they let us be. Someone has to do the job of keeping them alive. Besides, from what I understand, we taste very badly and they don’t like our flesh.”

Nahia let the air out of her lungs slowly and adjusted her repulsor higher just in case, although she feared it would not help much. Her bad premonition was growing strong. A very bad omen, one of death.

They arrived at a large cavern and Burgor stopped the convoy. The maneuver to unload one of the carts began.

“Half a cart,” he told Nahia.

Half a cart?  What creature needed half a cartful of meat? It would have to be a colossal one, and that was not going to be good for her.

“Come on, help me.”

Nahia set to work with Burgor. They unloaded half a cart in front of the cavern.

“Let’s keep going, we shouldn’t stop long here.”

Nahia thought it was a great idea to go faster. The bad feeling was overwhelming her. As she was about to get back on the cart, she saw a shadow coming out of the cavern. A huge one. She turned to look at it. She should not have. An enormous black dragon emerged from the cavern with a chilling roar.

“Come on, get up or you won’t live!” Burgor urged her.

Nahia jumped onto the cart. The dragon approached but stopped. Nahia saw it had a silver collar around its neck, a very thin one. The dragon saw her and reached out with its neck toward her. The repulsor belt flashed, as well as the dragon’s collar, and its head was thrown backward.

Human… fresh blood… she received the dragon’s mental message, along with a feeling of rage.

“Let’s go, quick!” Nahia shouted at Burgor.

Burgor snapped at the beasts and the convoy of carts went underway.

Come to me, Human, she received the mental message.

Nahia felt the desire to jump off the cart and go to the dragon, to do what it ordered. The silver hat shone and the desire she felt to go toward the dragon, of following its wish, was interrupted. Nahia realized then that the hat was a protection against the dragon’s mental messages.

Come to me, human. She received the next message with such strength and persuasion that Nahia nearly jumped off the cart and ran to the dragon. She was about to do some when Burgor, with lightning-fast reflexes, grabbed her arm.

“Stay where you are!”

Nahia realized she was being manipulated. She shut her eyes and tried to protect herself, to deny the force making her go toward the dragon. Almost unconsciously, she sought her inner dragon and it woke up. She gathered some energy, not really knowing what to do with it. She did not know any skill that might protect her from the mental message of a dragon.

Burgor urged the beasts and they went away.

We will see each other again, human, the dragon sent her, along with a feeling that it was going to devour her.

A tremendous shiver ran down her spine. The black dragon meant it. It would not stop until it had eaten her.

“Why are there dragons down here?” Nahia asked, and the question came out as a cry of rage.

“Because there are!” Burgor replied, angry with her loud tone.

Nahia tried to calm down. She would not get anything out of a Tergnomus by shouting at him.

“I mean… how is it possible? The dragons are the lords of the Academy, of all Kraido. I don’t understand… why are they here, as prisoners?”

“Dragons have enemies from other worlds and from this one,” Burgor replied, a little less hotly.

“The dragons lock up enemy dragons down here?”

“Only some. In general, the dragons kill their enemies or rivals. They prefer that punishment to locking them up in the dungeons.”

“That doesn’t surprise me…”

“But some are sent down here. We don’t ask why, it’s none of our business,” Burgor said, wagging his finger.

“Then there are dragons down here that have committed somecrime that others have decided to keep alive?”

“That’s right. Don’t ask me what crimes they’ve committed and against which dragons, because I don’t know. It’s not our business, and neither is it yours. The business of dragons belongs to dragons alone,” he said and glared at her angrily.

“Yes, yes, of course…” Nahia did not want to force the issue. “How many are there?”

“In this section of the caverns? About a dozen.”

“And in all?”

“Why do you ask so many questions? What do you care!” Burgor replied rudely.

“I’m just… curious…”

“Curiosity kills. More so down here. Focus on not being eaten. That’s what you must do. If you want to survive, of course.”

“Of course I want to survive!”

“It doesn’t sound like it with so many questions!”

“Okay… I won’t ask any more questions… but you might’ve warned me about the dragon prisoners.”

“You shouldn’t have angered a dragon lord and thus saved me from having to put up with you,” Burgor replied in a huff, glaring at her.

Nahia had no choice but to accept that the Tergnomus was somewhat right, although she did not like it. She also saw that by attacking him she would only make her situation there worse, and it was already bad enough.

They continued delivering food. They reached the next two caverns and the situation was repeated. They were caverns with dragon prisoners. They unloaded as fast as they could and both dragons, one blue and one brown, tried to persuade Nahia to come near them with mental messages that were incredibly persuasive. Between the hat and Burgor’s yanks, Nahia managed to get onto the cart and keep going on both occasions.

The worst thing was that the situation repeated itself further on. Two other dragons appeared, one white and one bright, and they were more interested in the fresh flesh still alive than in the load arriving. The hat and the belt repelled them and Nahia jumped up onto the cart to go on before it was too late.

Unfortunately, she knew she was doomed. Sooner or later, the protection was going to fail. It was not strong enough. One of those dragons was going to eat her alive.

“This hat and the belt won’t protect me from those dragons, will they?”

“Your punishment is a deadly one, but I guess whoever punished you already told you that,” Burgor said with a certain acidity.

“Yes…”

“Well then, no words needed. Do your work and try to survive.”

Nahia thought about fleeing. She looked back and saw the dark passage between the caves. The silver line had vanished.

“If you’re thinking about fleeing, go ahead. I encourage you to do so.”

Nahia looked at him, unsure.

“Really…?”

“Yes, you’ll save me the trouble. Many have fled. Usually fear overcomes them and they run away.”

“And do they manage to escape?”

Burgor shrugged.

“We don’t know. We’ve never found the bodies.”

Nahia sighed deeply. She had thought it would not be possible.

“We’re coming to the most dangerous part,” Burgor told her and pointed up front. A curve in the path they were following vanished inside a new dark cave. “I advise you to prepare yourself.”

“More dragons?”

“That’s right. And these are the powerful kind.”

Nahia felt finished. She would not be able to resist their mental urging.


Chapter 12

They went on, and after taking the bend they entered a dark, great cave.  There was no natural light and barely any torches or oil lamps to shed much light. The strongest light was that of the silver path that guided them and which, to Nahia’s surprise, lit up the darkness that surrounded them. Unfortunately, when she looked at the bottom of the cave that opened to the right or left or up at the lofty ceiling she could not see anything. It was a world of darkness; only what was close to the path was visible.

Burgor stopped the group of carts.

“Hurry up,” he told Nahia as he set to maneuver one of the carts to unload.

Nahia went to help him while her eyes darted right and left for any threat. She reached the lever and started turning it with all her strength to give it speed.

There was a roar. A terrible roar. A dragon. Nahia felt a shiver run down her spine.

Human flesh. Fresh. She received a powerful message, stronger than the others, as it hit her mind. The hat flashed protectively. Nahia felt like it was not going to be enough protection.

“Quick, we have to unload and keep going!” Burgor urged her.

Nahia was turning the lever with all her might. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw behind her, in the shadows of the cavern, an enormous dragon. It was red, and its eyes seemed to be on fire.

The pieces of food dropped, but the dragon was staring at Nahia, not the food they were serving it.

“Come on, get up, quick!” Burgor shouted.

Nahia jumped onto the cart, but this time she did not place her foot properly and fell to one side. She hit the front wheel of the cart and bounced back in the direction of the dragon. Nahia stood up and realized she was off the silver path. The dragon’s head lowered toward her at great speed, showing its fangs and maw.

“No!” she cried. She looked down at her belt, but it did not work, neither did the hat.

You are mine, she received the message with such force that Nahia put her hands to her head.

“You’re off the path!” Burgor warned her.

Naha realized that her protections were not going to work. She saw the open mouth and the deadly teeth of the dragon come down toward her. It was going to eat her.

Acting on instinct, she threw herself to one side at the last moment. The dragon’s mouth snapped shut right beside her head but missed the bite. Nahia rolled on the floor away from the dragon but also farther from the carts and Burgor.

You are nimble, Human. But you have moved away from the path. You have no protection. Or salvation.

Nahia looked toward the path and, getting back on her feet swiftly, she ran, trying to reach it.

Stay where you are, the dragon’s message reached her. A message with a crushing power. Nahia fell to the floor and felt as if a slab had fallen on her and she could not move.

That is much better, the dragon sent her, and once again the power of the message flattened her against the floor. She could see the carts and Burgor. They were three paces away. The Tergnomus on the cart had his hand stretched toward her.

“Come, crawl over here.”

Nahia tried, but it was impossible for her to move. She felt a colossal weight on her body. It was crushing her.

Do not interfere, minuscule servant, or you too will be my dinner today. I do not like the taste of your race, but I will eat you all the same for putting your long nose where you should not.

Burgor withdrew his hand at once.

Continue with the delivery. There is nothing for you to see here.

The Tergnomus looked a Nahia, who reached her hand out to him.

“I’m sorry,” he said, and looking away, he snapped at the beasts. The group of carts vanished beyond another bend in the great cavern.

Nahia knew she was lost. That dragon was going to eat her. She managed to turn over and lay on her back, looking up. She could see the dragon and the murderous look in its eyes.

“Don’t kill me,” Nahia pleaded, lifting her hand to the dragon’s head looming over her.

As you can understand, rare is the occasion when we can enjoy something different down here. You do not honestly think I am going to pass on this delicious opportunity?

“I have very little flesh. I’m nothing but skin and bones,” Nahia said in despair.

The dragon laughed with loud guffaws.

You are witty. Indeed, there is not much flesh on your bones, but I shall enjoy the little you have immensely.

Nahia realized she had no way out. That dragon was going to eat her alive. There was no escape. She thought about her grandmother, that she would never see her again. She thought about Logan, Ana, her squad. Everything ended here. She was going to die at the hands of a dragon, as she had always feared she would. The premonitions she had always felt were going to come true in the end. She had lasted a year in the Academy. It was a lot more than she had expected on the day of the Ceremony of Servitude. It infuriated her to die like this, in this dismal underground world. Without having achieved anything, without having changed anything for her or her own.

Let us see how tasty your flesh is.

The rage started the flame that burned in her stomach. The one that had driven her to this dreadful end. That flame began to burn her guts. If she was going to die, it would be fighting. She called on her inner dragon and gathered as much energy as she could. The open mouth of the dragon came down on her head with the intention of closing down on it. That monster with red scales and murderous eyes was going to kill her without any pity. Fear climbed up from her stomach to her throat, but the mixture of rage and fury she felt was more powerful, and Nahia transformed her energy into elemental. She had no time to take out her Learning Sphere, so she called upon her Elemental Breath skill directly. She had never done this, so she did not know whether she would be able to create the skill without its help. She opened her mouth, and when the dragon’s deadly teeth were about to snap shut on her neck, she released her breath of fire. A flame larger than the ones she generated in class issued from her mouth. Nahia directed it to the dragon’s teeth as they were about to bury into her neck.

The flame hit the teeth and the upper part of the dragon’s mouth. With a roar of rage, the dragon closed its mouth and moved away from the cone of fire that came out of Nahia’s mouth. She could not believe it—she had rejected the dragon’s attack. It was amazing. She noticed something else. Judging by the way it had withdrawn its head, the speed it had moved with, she had the impression that her elemental breath had hurt it. Was that possible? She had always believed dragons were invulnerable. That was what everyone said, that they could not die by steel or magic. It was common knowledge, it had always been said. But she had just rejected the attack of a dragon with her magic. Perhaps she had only taken it by surprise and it had moved away from the flames out of instinct. Yes, that had to be it. No human could hurt a dragon.

How dare you attack a dragon, you minuscule Human! With our own magic besides! it sent to her, along with a powerful feeling of fury that made Nahia’s head snap back. She lost her elemental breath. Lying on her back on the floor, she only wanted to get up and let out her inner fury.

“I’m only defending myself, dragon,” she said and glared at it with rage.

Defending yourself? Do you not know that dragons have a natural magical protection? You probably do not. Your magic cannot affect me, neither can your weapons. Steel cannot pierce my scales. And your elemental magic cannot pass my magical defense. This knowledge I give to you. Consider it my parting gift.

It was as Nahia had guessed. Nothing could affect the dragons. Any resistance, any attempt to rebel against them was useless. Here was her proof. Yet something inside her told her she should not believe this. Every being had its weaknesses, some vulnerability. No matter how much the dragons believed they were the gods of this and other worlds, they were not actually. Nahia did not know why she had these thoughts, but so it was. Perhaps it was because of her desperate situation, with no way out. The certainty that she was going to die made her think of things that gave her some hope, when in truth there was none.

“You are heartless monsters,”

I am not saying we are not. We are what we are. What the Path of Dragons marks.

“One day you’ll pay for this, for all the evil you’ve caused the world,” Nahia said with rage.

I highly doubt it. There is no one in this world or any other who can make us pay for anything.

“Someone will, one day. You’ll be defeated. You’ll know what punishment and suffering are.”

Some of us already know that. Or do you believe we are down here for pleasure?

“You ought to suffer so much more, a thousand times more,” Nahia said wishfully.

Your time has come, Human. I will kill you with your own elemental power, so you see what true power is like. The great red dragon opened its mouth, from a greater distance than Nahia’s skills reached. It launched its own elemental breath, one of fire with great intensity and reach.

“No!” Nahia cried, and she covered her face with her arms reflexively.

The flames reached Nahia with great intensity, enveloping her. She was going to be consumed in an instant. She felt the burning heat enclose around her, and it made her feel a furious rage against that murderous monster and its entire species. It was a horrible way of dying, without any reason or need, simply because that heartless dragon felt like it. The fury she felt unleashed and awoke something inside her, in the center of her chest. She thought it was her inner dragon, but her energy burst outward. A massive amount of energy launched from her body, golden energy.

She thought the fury she felt was keeping her from feeling the pain that should have consumed her. But she did not feel the heat either. That was weird. She moved her arm away from her eyes. The red dragon was still sending its fire breath at her. The flames surrounded her, but she was not burning. She realized then that her scales were shining bright gold, and then she realized her entire form was shining with an intense golden glow. The flames hit the glowing light her body was giving off and could not penetrate it. The golden glow stopped them. They could not reach her skin. Not even the searing heat reached her; she was protected by her own magic.

The dragon stopped attacking her with its elemental fire breath.

Well, well, you are no common Human. This is indeed a surprise.

“But you, you are just another dragon. Just another evil and twisted monster. Like all the rest.”

Fire does not harm you. You are a Flameborn. There are not many cases like yours.

“And yet there are many like you.”

You had better put away that furious tongue of yours, or I will bite it off. You might be immune to fire, but you are not immune to my claws.

Nahia took out her dagger.

“Come and take it from me,” she challenged it, filled with fury.

The dragon laughed with loud guffaws.

That is exactly what I will do. Let us see if when you feel my claw on your flesh that you remain so cocky.

The great red dragon moved to stand over Nahia and raised its huge right front claw.

Stop, Lehen-Gorri-On, another dragon’s message came.

Nahia felt that message with even more strength than those from the red dragon. Whoever sent it was very powerful.

The red dragon looked toward the cavern on the other side of its own and a little to the right. Nahia tried to see what was happening, but she had her back against the floor so it was complicated. She strained her neck anyway to try and see. All she could make out were some silver claws.

You deprive me of my entertainment, Garran-Zilar-Denbo?

That Human is special, can’t you see?

She’s a Flameborn, so what? There have been others, she’s not that special.

If you look more carefully and intently, perhaps you’ll see she’s more than just a Flameborn.

The red dragon fixed its eyes like coals on Nahia. It stared at her for a long moment and Nahia felt the hair on her nape stand on end. It was using magic, but for what she did not know.

I see threads… of silver… is that what you mean, my lord?

Exactly that, Lehen-Gorri-On.

I cannot determine their origin or destination. They might not be anything. They might not matter at all. 

Or they might be everything and be important and you are simply not capable of seeing it.

Yes, my lord. That might be too. Does my lord see the origin and destination of those threads?

Nahia felt the hair on her whole body prickle again. She could not see it, but she felt energy around her, a lot of powerful energy. It did not come from the red dragon but from the one behind her back. She twisted her head and neck and saw part of a silver chest. It was a silver dragon.

I see some origin, yes. The destinies have not been yet formed. But they are thick, important threads.

Forgive my ignorance, my lord. I am sorry, the red dragon sent and lowered its head, making a deep bow. Nahia realized she was listening to the conversation between the two dragons. That could only be if they wished it so. They could speak to one another directly and she would not get anything. Why were they letting her in on their exchange?

Free her. Let her get up.

Right away, my lord.

Suddenly, Nahia felt the huge slab she had felt on top of her vanish. As if the red dragon had lifted it and thrown it far away. She was able to sit. She half-turned as she sat on the floor and looked at the dragon behind her. It was indeed silver, but not only that, it was colossal. That dragon was over two hundred feet long. She could see it clearly because its body gave off a silver glow that lit up the darkness around it. From the size of its body, the gigantic head, and the horns on it, she knew it was a male and a thousand years old. Not only that, judging from the magic emanating from its body, she knew it was extremely powerful, more than her squadron leader and more than the Commander and Colonel of the Academy.

Are you all right, Human? She received the mental message from the silver dragon. It modulated it so it was not strong for her and accompanied it with a feeling of safety, as if wanting to let her know it would not hurt her.

This surprised Nahia, who was grateful.

“I am fine… given the circumstances.”

I see. They are not pleasant or favorable circumstances.

“No, they aren’t. Am I going to die?”

The silver dragon’s eyes shone, also the color of silver.

We are all going to die. We are always dying. From the day we are born.

This philosophical reply from the dragon put her off.

“I mean, are you going to kill me?” Nahia looked at the red dragon and then at the silver one.

We are not going to kill you, the silver dragon reassured her, and the message came with a feeling that it was being honest.

Nahia did not know what to think. Just a moment before, the red dragon had wanted to eat her. It had tried to burn her to a crisp.

“That one either?” she asked, jabbing her thumb in the direction of the red dragon.

No, not that one either.

“Because you told him not to?”

Because I asked him not to, yes.

“Are you his leader? His lord?”

The eyes of the silver dragon shone bright again. Nahia noticed that its ancient mouth curved slightly.

I am his spiritual guide.

“Oh, well.” This left Nahia absolutely puzzled.

He does my bidding out of respect for me, but I am not his lord, nor do I have any power over him or the other dragons imprisoned here.

“I find this very confusing… strange…”

That is because you come from the Academy and everything in your world is ruled by the military hierarchy.

“It might be, indeed.”

Come closer, I want to see you better.

Nahia hesitated. The dragon was wearing a silver collar and had not crossed the silver path. It remained on the other side. Thinking twice, it was better for her to          walk to the path. Now was her chance. She started walking briskly while out of the corner of her eye she looked at the red dragon, which let her leave. She reached the silver path, which lit up when she stepped on it. She let the air out of her lungs in relief. Then she realized that with the silver dragon being so enormous and powerful, her protections would most likely be useless.

“Will they be of any use against you?” she asked the silver dragon, pointing at her belt and her hat.

I am afraid not. Their protective magic is not strong enough for some of us. But I assure you that you have nothing to fear from me.

Go with Garran-Zilar-Denbo. You do not know who you stand before, Human. You ought to prostrate yourself before his importance. Do not dare oppose him or we, his followers, will finish you. He is a Primeval Dragon. Show respect, uneducated Human.

“A what?” Nahia looked at the red dragon and then at the silver one. She had no idea what it was talking about, but it was evidently clear that she was before an important dragon. Also that it had followers, and this last fact puzzled her greatly. She had never heard of a dragon having followers. She had always thought they were military or hierarchical.

Don’t force her to choose, Lehen-Gorri-On. She must follow her destiny of her own free will. She must make the decisions that will give shape to crucial events to come.

Nahia was even more confused with this message. Her decisions were going to lead to crucial events? She could not believe that. She was no one, a strange Human, nothing else in a world dominated and ruled by fearsome and evil dragons. How could she be of any significance in that world?

Are you coming to me or staying on the silver path? Garran-Zilar-Denbo asked her.

Nahia did not know what to do.

“I don’t know…”

Think carefully. This is an important decision. The first of many that will unleash important events. Or not. It is in your hands to decide.

The message did not put her at ease or clarify what to do. Perhaps the silver dragon was only toying with her. Having fun. It might be. They were locked up down here without any entertainment or anything to do. Perhaps she was the entertainment. She looked into its eyes. No, this dragon was not mocking her. She did not know what it wanted. But it was not teasing her. She could see that in its deep silver eyes. This was no regular dragon. She detected enormous power within it. And not only that, she detected that it was someone of great importance, although she had no idea who or why she felt that way. But this is what her instincts told her, and as a rule they never failed her.

“I have to decide…” she said under her breath.

Decide, Flameborn, Garran-Zilar-Denbo sent her, and Nahia felt like this would be one of the most important decisions in her life.


Chapter 13

Nahia thought for a moment. She had the option of refusing the great silver dragon. She could stay on the path and try to find Burgor, or go back the way she had come. If she did not leave the path and ran fast, she might make it. That was her best choice. Assuming the dragon kept its word. Nahia looked at it and felt like it would let her leave. Yes, that was the safest option, the one she should take.

She sighed deeply. She was almost certain, but there was also the risky option, that of going with the dragon and finding out what it wanted from her, or with her. This choice was a gamble, it was dangerous. Besides, she had the feeling it entailed more risk for her, not only right then but later on, in her future. The most sensible option was not to risk it, she was well aware of that. She had enough problems as it was. But, on the other hand, those who never took risks never gained anything. Her dear grandmother had taught her this old saying, and she was dead on. The circumstances had brought her before this Primeval Dragon, and perhaps something good might come out of it. Running away back to the surface would not change her life and world. Perhaps by staying, she might make a change that led to something. Or not. In any case, she would not know unless she tried.

She watched the imposing dragon out of the corner of her eye and wondered why she felt like this encounter was significant. Was it the magic emanating from the majestic creature? Was it affecting her? She sighed and thought a bit more before making her decision.

“I have decided to come with you,” she told Garran-Zilar-Denbo.

A brave decision. Risky, but brave, the dragon moved its head up and down.

Nahia blew the air out of her lungs and, leaving the silver path, walked over to where the colossal silver dragon was waiting. As she walked over, all kinds of strange thoughts and feelings assailed her. Most were of deadly danger.

You have chosen wisely, Human, Lehen-Gorri-On’s message reached her, along with a feeling of respect. Nahia interpreted that as respect toward the great silver dragon and not her decision.

She came to stand in front of the impressive creature.

Come into my humble abode, we will be more comfortable and protected, Garran-Zilar-Denbo messaged.

Nahia followed the dragon into its cave. Thanks to the silver light the dragon’s body gave off, she was able to see some of the cave. There were no comforts in it, it was simply a colossal cave that went into the rock. When at last they stopped almost against the far end of the cave, Nahia saw that there was water falling down one of the walls, like a waterfall, and on the ground she found a pretty wide pool. Around it were plants she had never seen.

You may drink the water, it will not make you sick. You may even dive into the pool if you wish.

“How can there be plants here? There’s no light… I don’t understand….”

The great dragon’s mouth twisted again. Nahia interpreted it as a smile, something that did not fail to amaze her.

There is no natural light, indeed. But these plants feed on my light, my power.

Nahia understood then. They used the silver glow of the dragon as nourishment. There were plants that did something similar with the light of the moon, her grandmother had shown her where they came out and their healing properties.

“Why have you brought me here, to your lair?”

It is not my lair, it is my prison cell. I have been locked up here for five hundred years. More, in fact.

“Yes, forgive me. This world is so confusing that for a moment I forgot that you are a prisoner of the Academy.”

That I am. I am held here against my will. Just like the other dragons here.

“May I ask why?” Nahia risked inquiring. She wanted to understand what was going on here and who this powerful, singular creature was.

You may. I am here for going against the leaders.

“You mean the leaders of the Academy? Colonel Lehen-Gorri-Gogor and Commander Bigaen-Zuri-Indar?”

Make yourself comfortable so that I can explain. You are in no danger with me.

Nahia looked around, and somehow she knew that in truth, she was in no danger with the great silver dragon. This feeling, this certainty that she was safe beside an imposing dragon, the most impressive she had ever seen, left her very puzzled. Dragons were synonymous with danger, death, harbingers of evil. Her mind was used to fearing the worst when in front of a dragon. This was not right, it was not normal. Her mind had trouble assimilating it.

“I find it difficult to believe that I’m talking to a dragon… that you haven’t killed me simply for looking at you.”

I can feel your unease. I see in your eyes that your mind does not accept this situation. I do not blame you. I blame us, my race, for all the terror we have always infused in other beings and creatures.

“It’s just that … you’re a… dragon… a really impressive one…”

And that frightens you and makes you uneasy. It is natural. Those are feelings you ought to feel, since my race is not to be trusted.

“Are you?”

That is a very good question. A deep one. For you I am to be trusted, since you and I, although you still do not know or understand it, are linked and twined in the threads of a very complicated, and at the same time important, destiny.

“I don’t think I understand what you’re saying. It’s a little complicated to make sense of…” Nahia put her hands to her head. Garran-Zilar-Denbo’s messages, although measured, came to her powerfully.

Forgive me if my messages bother you. I am used to conversing almost exclusively with my own. Rare is the occasion when I can communicate with another creature that is not of our race.  I will try to soften them.

“I appreciate that,” Nahia decided to sit beside the pool. As soon as she did, the colossal dragon lay down in front of her. It was so big that it filled the whole cavern. Just its tail was tremendously long.

I must say that I like your company. It is a change I am grateful for.

“Is it? I was under the impression that dragons considered the inferior races as insignificant beings without any interest and that talking to them was a total waste of time.”

Garran-Zilar-Denbo moved its head up and down as if nodding.

Unfortunately, many of my people think that way.

“Many? Not all?”

Not all. There are dragons, like me, that appreciate the other races, Humans included.

“Other dragons besides you?” Nahia had trouble believing that.

Garran-Zilar-Denbo narrowed its eyes and looked at Nahia.

Before I answer that, let me analyze you.

“Analyze? That doesn’t sound good. Will it hurt?”

No, I just want to make sure you are who I believe you are and that I am not wrong about you.

This did not put Nahia at ease.

“And if I’m not who you believe I am? Will you kill me?”

The great silver dragon threw its head back.

I am not the kind that kills for pleasure. If you are not who I believe you are, I will not kill you, I will let you leave. You will be able to go back to the surface world, to the Academy.

Nahia liked that answer a lot better. It gave her an opportunity to stay alive. She had to seize it.

“All right, but I want your word, and don’t you forget it.”

You have it. I swear on my honor that I will keep my promise. I am a thousand-year-old dragon. I am honorable and have a very good memory.

Nahia nodded. Once again, she had that strange feeling that this moment was going to be important in her life, now and in the future. Why she was feeling this she had no clue, and it puzzled her. It was like a premonition. It must be caused by the dragon’s great power. Whichever it was, Nahia felt it was so.

She closed her eyes. She did not know what the dragon was going to do to her, but she would rather not see. She wanted to come out alive from this test. She was not sure she would, but she accepted the risk.

Garran-Zilar-Denbo looked at Nahia and began to use its energy. The great dragon was giving off silver flashes, like heartbeats of power that emanated light from its body. The cave lit up with the flashes that bounced off the rock walls. A stream of silver energy came zigzagging from the dragon’s mind to Nahia. The stream reached her chest.

All of a sudden, Nahia felt the dragon’s energy interacting with her own. Her inner dragon woke up, and this scared her. She opened her eyes. The stream of energy seemed to enter her body and access her own. She was about to protest when she realized that a sphere of energy was beginning to form around her. The strangest thing was that it was formed of the dragon’s energy but also of hers. She could feel, almost see, how the energy came out of her inner dragon, and instead of being at her disposal, it went out to join that of Garran-Zilar-Denbo and create the sphere.

“What is this sphere? What are you doing to me?”

Relax. Nothing bad is happening to you, you just need to relax.

Relax? How could she relax in a situation like this? A thousand-year-old dragon was analyzing her and in the process was accessing and manipulating her own inner energy. It was an unimaginable situation. She was becoming increasingly nervous.

Little by little, the sphere finished forming and Nahia found herself enveloped in it. It surrounded her entirely. Then, suddenly the sphere gave out a silver flash. Silver threads began to emerge from Nahia’s body until they reached the outer layer of the sphere. The threads moved as if they had a life of their own and went all over the inside of the sphere without breaking contact with Nahia’s body at one end and the outer layer of the sphere.

Garran-Zilar-Denbo sent more energy to the sphere through the stream it had created, and Nahia felt how the dragon’s threads entered and twined with hers. A strange and unsettling spectacle began to take place. The threads that emerged from her body and those entering from outside intertwined. Not only that, they moved throughout the entire sphere. Some threads twined, others released, then twined again and released again.

Nahia did not understand anything of what was going on, but she found it most unusual. Luckily, she felt no pain. It did not seem to be causing her any problems, so she could not complain, but she did not like the fact that the dragon’s energy was interacting with her own. It seemed like the dragon was invading her privacy. Although, on the other hand, these concepts most likely did not exist for a dragon, a race which believed they had power over everything. And not only power, but sovereignty.

For a long while, Garran-Zilar-Denbo continued sending energy inside the sphere with power and allowed the threads to dance together, changing partners and going through their container in a stream of constant movement. Nahia began to feel rather tired, as if those dancing threads were robbing her of her energy. Little by little, as the analysis continued, Nahia lost sense of time, and when it finally ended, she had no idea how long she had been inside that ball of energy. She guessed it had been quite long. The sphere faded in a moment once Garran-Zilar-Denbo stopped sending energy.

How do you feel, Flameborn?

My name is Nahia, and I feel very tired.” She sat down on the ground beside the pool. “What have you done to me?”

The exhaustion you feel is natural. It is because of using your inner energy, your power.

“I didn’t use my power.”

I did. I am sure you are not happy about it, but it was necessary.

“Necessary for what?”

To make sure your destiny and mine are intertwined.

“That sounds very prophetic, and I don’t fully believe in those things…”

A wise choice, since believing blindly is foolish.

“I have to agree with you on that.”

I have lived a long time and I have treasured some knowledge and wisdom with the passing of time.

“Are our destinies twined? Am I the person you thought I was?”

Garran-Zilar-Denbo raised its head and looked toward the darkness outside of the cavern. It remained thoughtful and said nothing for a long moment. Nahia felt she had put her foot in her mouth by asking such a direct question and it had taken offense.

Our destinies are entwined, it said at last, and the message reached Nahia as if it were a proclamation.

“Oh… okay…”

And yes, you are the person I thought you were.

“You haven’t explained… is that bad for me?”

That depends on what you want to achieve in your life, or how you wish to live it, Nahia.

She was surprised that the dragon would address her by her name. She even found it shocking. A dragon, one so powerful and imposing as this one, calling her by her name? It was unbelievable.

“Hmmm, what if I say I want to live a quiet life…”

I am afraid it will not be like that, as you are already seeing by the course of the one you are living.

“But I don’t want the life I have. I don’t want to be in this academy. I don’t want to serve the dragons.”

It is too late to change the first part of your wishes. You are here, and here you must follow that thread of destiny and see where it leads you. As for serving the dragons, if you do not wish to do so, you will have to change the destiny of several worlds and that, I am afraid, will require a lot of sacrifice and suffering.

“You mean I will not have the quiet life I seek.”

Garran-Zilar-Denbo shook its head.

I fear not.

“But if I serve the dragons, will I be able to live a life of relative peace?”

Relative, yes, as long as you do their bidding at all times.

“Yeah, I figured as much.”

Do not worry for now. You are in the Academy. Follow this path and it will lead you to an important destiny.

“If I choose another destiny, another path, our destinies won’t cross?”

Depending on which one it is, no, they do not. Not all your destinies cross with mine and vice versa.

Nahia scratched her temple.

I don’t understand that. Don’t we only have one destiny in life?”

Yes and no.

“I hate that answer.”

Garran-Zilar-Denbo gave what sounded like a deep guffaw. Nahia had never heard a dragon laugh, and she was dumbstruck.

We have one final destiny, which all our choices and actions lead to. Yet, that final destiny will be different according precisely to those choices and actions.

“I’m not following…”

I will give you an example. You might choose to train your mastery of weapons instead of your magic to try and be the best with weapons of your year. If you do this, you will have a destiny marked by that decision. On the other hand, you might train your magic to be the best instead of focusing on weapons. Your destiny will be different in both cases.

“Will I manage to be the best?”

It depends on the destiny of others.

“Of others? Isn’t it my destiny?”

It is, but your destiny is affected by the decisions and actions of others, by their destinies. If the best one with weapons decides to focus on magic, your destiny will be fulfilled, but if they decide not to do it and be the best with weapons, their destiny will be fulfilled, not yours.

“Well, that’s great.”

Destiny is complicated and volatile. At every moment in time where it is measured, it might show one thing or a very different one. There is no true, unmovable destiny.

“There is one. We all die.”

Garran-Zilar-Denbo smiled, and Nahia was surprised once again to see a dragon’s mouth curve in such a way.

That is true, but the when and how are what make up that final destiny.

“Again, I don’t understand very well, and I’m exhausted…”

Do not worry. The first thing I want you to know is that our destinies are linked and are important. This is the first surprising revelation I will tell you about.

“Then I’m in no danger from you.”

On the contrary. I am going to help you.

Nahia was even more perplexed. Had a powerful dragon just told her it was going to help her? It made no sense.

“Help me?”

Yes, indeed. The first thing is for you to get out of here alive tonight. It is very late. You must return to the surface and continue your classes.

“I can’t go back with the Tergnomus, the dragons will kill me.”

No they will not.

“They won’t?” Nahia looked at the dragon with big eyes.

No, because you are under my protection.

“And how will they know before they eat me?”

Do not worry, they will know. Now go. Follow the silver path to the entrance. The Tergnomus are there.

Nahia did not know what to think of all that. It seemed too good to be true. It was not that she did not believe it, the feeling that came with the messages was one of honesty. She did not think Garran-Zilar-Denbo was lying to her or deceiving her. But she found it hard to believe she was going to get out of there alive.

“Fine. I’ll go back by the path,” Nahia said, standing up. She had no other alternatives; she could not just stay here and miss classes.

Do not step off it and nothing will happen to you.

Nahia took a deep breath and nodded. She left the cave and reached the silver path. The moment she stepped on it, it lit up. This gave her some confidence. She began to walk back toward where she had begun the delivery. It was a long way and filled with dragons and other creatures lying in wait. Besides, she was feeling very tired.

She breathed in deeply and took courage. If she wanted to stay alive she had to get back to the surface, no matter how far it seemed now. She went on carefully, trying to go along the middle of the path. The middle, the middle. She passed by the cave of the great red dragon and looked inside out of the corner of her eyes. In the darkness she saw the dragon’s flaming eyes.

Good luck on your return, Lehen-Gorri-On sent her, along with a feeling that she need not fear for her return. She did not trust the feeling and went on along the path a little faster. She had assumed the red dragon would not do anything to her, since it was a servant of the great silver dragon, but even so, she felt great relief when she left its cave behind.

She followed her route back and arrived in an area where there were other dragons. This made her uneasy. She was not in the section containing the powerful dragons, but the one before. The powerful ones had not bothered her, but perhaps these were not Garran-Zilar-Denbo’s followers, and if they were not they might eat her. This thought made her quite uneasy.

She went past a cavern containing a bright dragon which had come out intending to eat her. And the dragon came out again. It came toward her with its mouth open. Nahia had no doubt it was going to devour her. She stayed in the middle of the path. The hat and the belt flashed and the crystal dragon was thrown backward. Nahia sped up. The dragon recovered and attacked again.

I am going to eat you alive! she received the dragon’s promise.

At that moment, a silver sphere surrounded Nahia. It had several dragon runes around it. Nahia did not know what they meant, but they shone brightly. The crystal dragon stopped in its tracks.

Are you under the protection of Garran-Zilar-Denbo? You have been very lucky, Human, it messaged and then withdrew.

Nahia could not believe her luck and continued running along the path. A white dragon came out from a cavern on the other side. She was expecting it, she had seen it before. The dragon saw the sphere with the runes and stopped short.

You are protected by Garran-Zilar-Denbo, you may pass, it messaged to her and then withdrew.

Once again, Nahia picked up her pace. It appeared that Garran-Zilar-Denbo had considerable sway in this underground world. She was able to prove it when something similar happened with the next dragons she met. She managed to get by without a single one attacking her. She felt an immense relief when she left the area of the dragons.

The last section of the way consisted of monstrous creatures but not dragons. The belt protected her from these, so she had no further trouble reaching the Tergnomus. When she arrived she saw the group of carts, all empty. She went to the door she had come in by and hammered on it. A moment later, it opened, and with eyes like saucers Burgor looked at her, unable to articulate a word.

“I’m back,” Nahia told him.

Burgor blinked hard.

“Impossible…” he muttered.

“Nothing’s impossible with me,” Nahia replied and went in.


Chapter 14

The next morning with the first light, Aiden was already up and ready to begin the day, full of energy.

“It’s dawned! Everyone, up! We have to hurry!” he called as was usual for him and began to get dressed.

Taika jumped out of his cot with cat-like agility, and in the blink of an eye he was ready. The tiger’s movements were quick, coordinated, and accurate.

“Good morning,” he said to Aiden, who returned the greeting with a nod.

“I love that we don’t have to go and line up at first hour,” Ivo said, getting up slowly and dressing calmly.

“You say that because you can go straight to breakfast from here,” Aiden guessed.

“Nothing better than waking up and getting your strength back,” the Tauruk smiled, stretching his arms.

“Why do you always have to make so much noise in the mornings?” Daphne demanded from the other side of the screen.

“Exactly! Aren’t you aware you’re interrupting my beauty sleep?” Lily joined in annoyed, still not out of bed.

“It’s already daylight. We have to get going,” was Aiden’s answer, who never took rebuttals.

Nahia was still asleep, and the noise made her turn over in her cot. She did not wake up but went on sleeping.

Daphne and Lily got up and ready reluctantly, but they had no choice, they had to begin their day of training. It did not take them long to get ready with the exception of Nahia, who did not get up.

“What should we do about her?” Daphne asked, looking at her with concern.

The others came over to see what was up.

“What time did she get back in?” Ivo asked.

“Don’t know, but not long ago I believe,” Daphne replied.

“A short while ago, yes,” Taika confirmed. “I’m a light sleeper and I heard her come in.”

“Poor thing, then she must be exhausted and dead asleep,” said Lily.

“Against all odds she’s alive, which is what matters,” Taika said gently.

“Yeah, her punishment had me very worried. What did they do to her?” Ivo looked concerned.

“She’ll tell us. For now it appears she’s alive and well, which is no small victory,” Daphne commented.

“Yeah, I was also very worried about her. I feared the worst… but she survived, it’s wonderful,” Lily admitted.

“She has to report for line up,” said Aiden. “There’s no excuse for missing a class, they won’t admit it.”

“Not even for a deadly punishment?” Daphne was wrinkling her nose.

Aiden shook his head.

“If she doesn’t show up for line up they’ll punish her again.”

“Blasted dragons!” Daphne cried.

“We can let her sleep and come back for her after breakfast,” Lily suggested.

“Not a good idea. Last night she had no dinner, if today she has no breakfast she’ll faint in training and that would be fatal,” Ivo said, nodding.

“Between sleep and starvation, in her situation I’d say eating’s more important,” Lily reasoned.

“Fine, let’s wake her up,” Daphne said with a look that meant she did not like the idea but there was no other choice.

They woke Nahia up, and it was very hard to get her to rise. She only did so when Daphne poured some water on her face.

“Is it… day… already?” she asked blankly, still unable to fully open her eyes.

“Yes, and you have to get going.” Taika told her. “Can you? Need any help?”

Nahia shook her head amid yawns.

“I can… I’m just tired… lack of sleep.”

“You have to tell us what happened to you,” Lily pleaded.

Nahia nodded.

“It’s… long… and unbelievable… I’ll tell you later…”

“Yeah, now to breakfast, you can tell us afterward,” Daphne told her as she helped her get dressed so she would be quicker.

They arrived at the dining hall and this time found it full. All the pupils of the three years were there or just arriving, like them. They headed to their new table and sat down. The short walk had awakened Nahia, who was yawning less. She started to think about everything that had happened the night before and suddenly she was wide awake, the excitement of all she had been through coming back to her. She felt intense emotions that had been marked with fire in her heart and soul.

“Let’s eat,” Ivo did not waste a moment.

“We must stay strong,” Aiden said as he followed the Tauruk.

“Do you want me to bring you your serving?” Lily asked Nahia.

“If you don’t mind… I have no energy…”

“Of course,” she smiled and went to order.

“Sure you’re okay?” Daphne asked her, worried.

“Yes, don’t worry, I managed to survive.”

“Were things that bad?” Taika asked.

Nahia nodded.

“Very bad, I was saved by a hair’s breadth.”

“Well! That’s bad! They have no right to do what they’re doing to you!” Daphne was very angry.

“Let’s have breakfast and I’ll tell you all about it, it’s been a real adventure.”

“Good,” Daphne got up and went for her serving.

Taika looked at Nahia in the eye.

“You can count on us for whatever you need. We’ll help you.”

“Thank you, Taika, but I got into this mess all by myself. I’ll bear the punishment. But I really appreciate it because I know you mean it from your heart.”

Taika nodded and went for his serving.

Nahia looked around. She was beginning to be more clearheaded, although not completely. The lack of sleep was wreaking havoc in her mind. She realized then that their old table was occupied. She saw a group of six fifteen-year-olds, newly arrived. Their looks of fear, anguish, and of being totally lost were unmistakable. She felt great pity for them. They were the new first-year’s Igneous Squad. Beside them were the Searing and the Ardent Squads at the next tables. All of them had the same look of lambs about to be slaughtered. Nahia’s heart sank to see how young they were and how terrified, especially knowing what they were going to go through and that some of them would not survive the first year.

“Look at the poor things,” she said to her comrades when they came back and started to eat with a nod at the tables.

“They’re us, last year,” Daphne commented with a sigh and a look that meant “poor things.”

“Unfortunate wretches, they look scared to death,” said Lily.

“That’s because they are. I can smell their fear from here,” said Aiden.

“You can’t smell fear. In any case, it would be Taika who could, he’s a Felidae,” Daphne corrected him.

“We Drakonids can feel the fear of our rivals as well or better than Felidae,” Aiden said stiffly.

“You Drakonids are heartless blockheads. You ought to be more compassionate, poor rookies,” Daphne said reproachfully.

“There’s no place for compassion in the Path of Dragons. You should know that by now. They will live or die according to whether they are strong or weak.”

“The fact that there isn’t any compassion in the Path doesn’t mean you can’t feel any pity for them,” Nahia argued.

“I can see they are unfortunate. If I could I’d warn the Drakonids of that squadron, but let me remind you that we can’t speak to them,” Aiden replied.

“Would you warn them out of compassion?” Nahia wanted to know as she threw her head back with surprise. She had not expected that from Aiden.

“No. I’d warn them so they’d be better prepared for the adversities they will have to face and suffer. So that they are stronger. So they show that they are true Drakonids.”

“Blockheads,” Daphne added with a look that said there was no hope for his race.

“It’s a pity they have to go through the same thing we’ve been through. It’s not right. Suffering teaches us, but it shouldn’t be the chosen way to train anyone,” Ivo said. “There are many better ways which work on inner peace and balance with oneself and our environment.”

“Dragons are no friends of balance and inner peace, and least of all the environment,” Daphne said.

“It’s the total opposite,” Lily said, nodding. “They only want war and to destroy everything.”

“There are better ways to teach, that’s true, But the sooner they understand how things work here and adapt, the more chances they’ll have to survive,” said Taika.

“You’re right… I wish we could warn them…” said Nahia.

“I don’t see how…” Daphne replied, looking at the two dragons watching the hall.

“We can’t warn them or speak to anyone. It’s absolutely forbidden. Do you want to die?” Aiden said as if he could not believe his ears.

“I just want to help them… tell them what we’ve been through… we might save some,” Nahia said.

“If our dragon lords find out, you’ll die for disobeying them. They’ll kill you on the spot for breaking a command,” Aiden added.

“If you snitch, I’ll take your eyes out,” Daphne threatened him with a hateful look.

“I’m not going to snitch. If you do anything you shouldn’t and you’re found out it’ll be your own fault, not mine.”

Nahia sighed loudly.

“This is no time to do anything risky and impulsive,” she realized. She was in no state to do anything.

“Especially here. Remember that those two are always watchful,” Daphne nodded in the direction of the two dragons in the middle of the dining hall studying the room.

“Yeah, this isn’t the best place to talk…” Nahia reasoned, knowing it was not the right place to do so. Or if it was they needed a plan, a strategy so they would not be found out by the dragons.

“Better tell us about your punishment. How did it go?” Lily asked, leaning over to Nahia filled with anticipation.

“Yeah, tell us,” Daphne said, and she stopped eating to listen closely.

Nahia sighed long and deep.

“Fine, I’ll tell you…”

Nahia lowered her voice and told them everything that had happened at the dungeons of the Academy with as much detail as she could remember. Her mind was still filled with cotton from lack of sleep, but she thought she had not left out any important details. They all listened, leaning forward on the table to better pay attention.

“Wow! I really wasn’t expecting that!” Lily cried, covering her mouth with her hand when she realized she had spoken too loud and others were looking at her from the nearby tables.

“It’s the strangest and most extraordinary thing I’ve ever heard,” Daphne commented with eyes wide with awe.

“What an experience… amazing. I’m glad you managed to come out of it unscathed. It’s a true feat,” Taika told her.

“I also think it’s extraordinary you survived. I can’t believe they have dragons imprisoned down there,” Ivo said with a look of disbelief.

“I also find it difficult to believe there are dragon prisoners…” Aiden said. “I find it odd that our lords might be locked up…” Aiden was staring at the dragon guards, trying to imagine it.

“Well, they’re a lot bigger and more dangerous than those,” said Nahia, glancing at the two watch-dragons.

“What surprises this one is that there are dragons that aren’t perfect and have been imprisoned,” Daphne guessed, looking at Aiden with a raised eyebrow.

Aiden shook his head.

“Dragons have rivalries between them, they kill other dragons, outside and inside their clans. My people know that.”

“But it surprises you that some are in prison,” Taika guessed.

Aiden nodded.

“I find it hard to accept, yes.”

“Well, you can start now,” Daphne told him.

“This Garran-Zilar-Denbo is a strange dragon. Why do you think it helped you?” Lily asked her.

Nahia shrugged.

“Something about destinies, its own and mine, I mean. It says they’re twined, or something like that. I don’t understand it well either.”

“It’s possible this dragon believes its destiny and yours are connected somehow,” Ivo said. “There’s the belief that some beings are linked by fate.”

“In which culture? Certainly not in mine,” Lily said, shaking her head.

“Nor in mine,” Taika joined her.

“Not in the Drakonid either. We believe that each one of us reaches our own destiny with effort and blood.”

“Sure, especially blood,” Daphne snapped. “We do have something of the kind in my culture, but philosophical and mystical matters aren’t my forte.”

“I’m surprised there is in your culture, Ivo,” Nahia said.

“I did not say there is such a thing in mine,” he said. “I’ve read about it,” he explained.

“Oh, I see,” Nahia nodded.

“It doesn’t really matter what the dragon believes, it helped you survive down there, and that’s what counts,” Lily said.

“True, but it’s always wise to know the reasons and motivations behind the behavior of others. Especially if one’s own life is at stake,” said Taika.

“I heartily agree with our tiger,” Ivo said. “It would be wise to know what reasons the dragon has for helping you. A simple belief might not be all that’s behind its help.”

“Do you think it’s hiding something?” Nahia was troubled.

“It’s a dragon, surely it’ll be hiding the most important information. Don’t trust it. ever,” Daphne warned her.

“I don’t agree. It helped you, you ought to be thankful. It’s a great honor,” Aiden said.

“Don’t listen to this friend of dragons,” Daphne told her. “He’ll only lead you along the path to your perdition.”

“I’m only saying you should thank a dragon lord for its help. It’s not common that they give it to someone of a lesser race,” Aiden pointed out.

“Slave race. Lesser, hardly,” Daphne corrected him.

“They see us like that,” Aiden shrugged.

“Well, they shouldn’t, and they shouldn’t keep us as slaves,” said Lily.

“That’s exactly what I was thinking,” Nahia told her.

“Your ideas are infectious,” Lily smiled.

“I have to go back to that world tonight. If I talk to it again, I’ll thank it. It costs nothing, and although it’s a dragon, I owe it gratitude.”

“But don’t trust it,” Daphne warned her again.

“Yeah, don’t believe everything it tells you. Who knows what it wants from you,” Lily warned her too.

“I understand your concern. I feel the same way, don’t you think I don’t. I have no wish to go back to that underground world of horror. Besides, I didn’t even finish a whole shift, who knows whether something worse awaits me on my delivery route?”

“I doubt it’ll be worse than dragons that want to eat you because they find you delicious,” Lily commented.

“Fresh blood,” Daphne added.

Nahia huffed.

“Yeah, that too.”

“The fact that it introduced itself as a Primeval Dragon intrigues me. Does anyone know what that means?” Taika asked.

Nahia, Lily, Daphne, and Ivo shook their heads. Then they all looked at Aiden.

“I don’t know what it means. I’d never heard of it before,” the Drakonid said.

“Well, something about dragons you don’t know, what a novelty,” Daphne teased him.

“I’ve never said we know everything about our lords. Their culture and history are thousands of years old and complex.”

“Saying no, while acting as if it’s yes, what a way,” Lily told him.

“We can look for it in the library, perhaps the information will be there,” Ivo commented.

“That’s a good idea. We’ll ask unobtrusively. Those Exarbor librarians are real snoops and suspect everything,” said Daphne.

“Let’s hope it’s not a forbidden subject,” Lily commented.

“While we find out what that title is and what that silver dragon wants, please be extra careful down there,” Daphne advised her.

“Don’t worry, I will be. I don’t want to die, least of all down there.”

“Yeah, no dying at all,” Lily said too.

“Let’s get going, we have to go to class,” Aiden said.

“Ufff… let’s see how I hold up,” Nahia sighed. She was extremely sleepy.

“Don’t worry.  We’ll keep pinching you to keep you awake,” Lily said, smiling.

“Good pinching,” Daphne said, making a gesture with her fingers.

Nahia made a horrified face.

“I’m so lucky to have you as my comrades.”

“Of course you are!” Lily said, giggling.

“Others wish they had us!” Daphne said with a laugh.


Chapter 15

They left the dining hall and went to the Square of the Path. They found the Exarbor of Studies with the red breastplate on the eastern side of the fountain. Nahia thought again that the Exarbor stood at a different spot every day to toy with the poor pupils who had to flutter around the square, avoiding other pupils until they found their own Exarbor. Since it was only the second day of the year, the chaos and confusion were even more evident. Not only among the first-years, who looked the most lost, but also among the second-years. The third-years seemed to be calmer and know how everything worked already, or perhaps they only pretended to.

“Red Squadron… Igneous Squad… second year… second day, Week one…Second-Year Weapons Training… Weapons Building… Shooting Star Classroom…” the Exarbor with the red breastplate informed them with his usual parsimony.

They were all surprised to hear the name of the classroom, but they guessed what would happen so they did not bother asking. The training building was the same one they had been going throughout the first year. What changed the second year was the training room.

“Come on! Weapons training awaits. My favorite!” Aiden did not wait a second and trotted off in the direction of the Weapons Building.

Lily sighed and Daphne rolled her eyes. Taika smiled, while Ivo seemed lost in thought, gazing up at the blue sky where a bright sun shone splendidly.

“We’d better go after him or else he’ll fly off his handle when he gets to the building and sees we’re not with him,” Naha said.

“Yeah, we’d better,” Taika nodded and ran after him.

Lily, Daphne, and Nahia followed them, with Ivo bringing the rear. It took the Tauruk a moment to come out of his philosophical reveries.

As they ran, they could appreciate that the rest of the squads of the different years were doing the same. This caused crossing among them and also jams and tripping, but soon the busy square was deserted and all the pupils went punctually to their classrooms. The dragons watched them run from atop their lookouts. Nahia, who was looking up at the watchers as she trotted, thought it must amuse them to see the pupils running like that. For them they were nothing but inferior creatures they enjoyed mistreating.

Aiden stopped about a hundred paces in front of them.

“Hurry up, let’s not be late!” he urged them.

“He had to do it,” Daphne said.

“The comment, and his look of incredulity because we don’t run with all our might,” Lily added.

They arrived at the Weapons Building, which was unmistakable, a structure like a large, long fortress without a surrounding wall, most likely to make it easier to enter. Nahia had always thought they had either taken down the walls or that they were buried in the ground and any day would rise to surround it. The building was enormous, like all in the Academy, and it made a square shape with an open yard inside it. Each of the four sides of the fortress held halls and rooms for training. In the center of the front part of the main building, they could see from a distance the knife, sword, spear, and shield, each a large, gleaming silver. Nahia now knew that those were the weapons they would all have to learn to master during their three years of training. The dagger they were already adept with, and this year the sword awaited, as they had been informed. The spear was tackled in the third year.

They went into the building together with another squad and then met with others running to their classrooms.

“Quick! We were almost late yesterday, and I don’t want that dishonor!” Aiden was shouting as he motioned them to go faster.

“Don’t you see that the corridor is crowded with the second-years who have weapons class today?” Daphne shouted. She could not get through, blocked by the Gloom Squad of the Black Squadron. They had stopped on one side of the corridor and were looking everywhere for their classroom.

Lily dodged them to follow Aiden. The squads were wandering about like them in a hurry, looking for their classes with uneasy looks on their faces. No one wanted to be late.

“This is a total mess,” Lily commented.

“Let’s find the Shooting Star classroom, see who recognizes the symbol. Shouldn’t be too difficult,” Taika cheered them as he dodged other second-years with nimble movements.

Ivo was being unable to dodge anyone with his large body. He bumped into a Kapro, who did not take it kindly.

“Look where you’re going, you blind cow!” he reproached Ivo rudely.

“You look where you’re going, crazy goat,” Ivo replied without flinching.

The two exchanged furious gazes. Nahia, who was coming behind, thought there would be blows. They stared at one another as if it was a duel and the one who looked away would lose. They started snorting through their noses and lowered their foreheads, still staring at one another, and now it looked as if they hated each other. Nahia stopped beside Ivo. It looked like they were going to knock heads or horns. They threw their heads back to gather impulse for the blow. They were not going to do it, this was crazy, or at least Nahia thought so.

Crazy or not, they knocked heads with a loud crack.

“Ivo!” Nahia cried, unable to believe what her comrade had just done.

“That’s how his race solves disagreements,” Taika whispered to Nahia. “Don’t worry.”

“But they might hurt each other.”

“I doubt it. They have very hard heads and horns. Those head bumps are something tribal and accepted in their culture.”

“Well, I find it quite brutish… and dangerous…”

“They know what they’re doing, don’t worry. They’ve been at it since childhood.”

“If you say so… I’ll believe it,” Nahia made a face that showed her puzzlement.

The Tauruk and the Kapro looked at one another for another moment, as if they would kill each other. It looked like they were going to repeat the action. They grumbled in their own language and then ignored each other completely. Each one went his own way. Nahia realized she still had a lot to learn and be amazed at from the races and cultures of Kraido.

“Here it is, this is it!” they heard Aiden shout.

Lily reached him.

“Are you sure?”

“Of course I’m sure. I’m a Drakonid. When we say something, we’re sure.”

“Well, sometimes you’re also in the wrong,” Lily told him with a naughty smile.

“What do you mean in the wrong?” Aiden looked at Lily, and his face said that the comment made no sense to him. His dragon eyes narrowed for a moment as he tried to fathom this, and he looked totally confused.

The Scarlatum slapped him on the shoulder.

“It would appear that one of your storm lightning bolts has fried your brain. I advise you to stop thinking for a while until you recover.”    

“I’m always right when I say something, and my brain isn’t fried,” he protested.

Daphne heard them as she arrived beside them.

“You have rocks in there, nothing else,” she said, jabbing her finger at his dragon forehead.

“This is indeed our classroom,” Taika said, pointing at a symbol on the wall that did indeed look like a shooting star.

“Yeah, and besides it has a ‘Number 2’ underneath so there’s no doubt,” Nahia nodded as she arrived at a run, following Taika.

“Let’s go in, quick!” Aiden urged them.

“Ivo’s not here yet, he’s coming,” Nahia told them.

They all turned around and saw the powerful Tauruk running with heavy and somewhat slow strides.

“Quick? Quick our philosophical Tauruk is not,” Lily said, laughing.

“Nor is he nimble and coordinated,” Daphne commented, watching him arrive.

“He’s strong and tough. That’s more than enough here,” Nahia said.

“True. Our lords applaud strength and toughness in fighters,” said Aiden.

“This one would arrive late to the battle,” Lily stated gleefully, jabbing her thumb at Ivo.

“When he runs he can reach an acceptable speed,” Taika said defensively.

“I’m here,” Ivo said when he reached them. “The corridors are collapsed, we all look like headless chickens.”

“You have a point there,” Taika told him.

“Let’s go in, quick!” Aiden could not wait.

They went in without wasting more time. The room was rectangular and divided in three sections marked with white lines. Nahia thought it would be one for each squad, although it might have some other function. They lined up in the middle one, since the right side was taken by a squad of the Black Squadron Nahia recognized—the Shadow Squad. The one on the left was the Radiant Squad of the Crystal Squadron. They lined up and knelt in front of the great instructor dragon that waited at the far end of the hall.

Nahia looked at it without raising her head, unobtrusively. It was an enormous dragon, blue with white streaks that ran down its back and side. She found the mixture of blue and white pretty. Then she saw the ruthless eyes of the dragon and realized those scales only showed the powers it could wield upon them. She did pick up that this was a female dragon. Nahia was now able to distinguish them after spending the first year in the Academy among them. The face was less brutal and a little more refined than that of a male’s. The eyes were deeper. As for the physique, it was not as muscular as a male, although it was a very large dragon. Nahia calculated it was about seven or eight hundred years old.

I am the Weapons Master, Spatia-Urdin-Nesk. I will be in charge of teaching you. I am a Weapons Master Dragon, which means I have devoted a part of my long existence to the study of the art of armed fighting. This makes me a master with great knowledge. I have trained an infinite number of pupils in this academy, and it is an honor for me to do so. Do not get me wrong, it is an honor because I serve my own and I provide them with warriors trained to kill our enemies. All the enemies of dragons, regardless of their race, religion, or beliefs. If anyone is declared an enemy of dragons, they will die. It is my duty to teach you how to kill them. I am stern but fair. I recommend that you pay close attention at all times. Also that you give everything you have in this class. That way you will not put me in an awkward position. I consider punishing or killing my pupils a waste of time and a double insult. Not only do I have to waste my valuable time, but I have to kill you on top of it, so I do not gain anything. But I will do so without hesitation if the Path of Dragons says so.

Nahia shivered. This instructor was very tough. That was the impression she got as the mental message reached them. She also felt that it did have a great store of knowledge. She wondered why the dragons studied the art of weapons the inferior races, as they called them, used. The dragons did not use weapons, and yet they studied them. She understood that it was in order to teach them, but she found it odd. They could have instructors of the different races and not bother to learn themselves. As she thought this, the answer came to mind. They did this to make sure—the dragons did not trust the inferior races to teach the other inferior races. They had to be in command and have control. They had to make sure the training was at the demanded level and the Dragon Warlocks they trained for war lived up to their expectations. This certainty impressed Nahia. The dragons were ruthless and hateful, but they were also very intelligent and motivated. This was not good for them.

We will begin the second year with the study of the most noble weapon, but also the most difficult to master. It is none other than the sword. If the dagger seemed to you a deadly weapon, the sword will seem ten times deadlier but also difficult to wield. Some of you will find it too heavy, others too unbalanced compared to the dagger, which is much lighter and easier to control. And both would be right. But the sword is much more deadly than the dagger—by reach, power, and versatility. That is what we are going to learn this first half of the year. Each and every one of you will become good fighters with the sword, or else you will die if you fail in the attempt. I will not accept clumsiness or mediocrity. If you are unable to master the sword skillfully, you will not reach the second part of the year. A Dragon Warlock must wield the sword easily and skillfully. A Dragon Warlock must master it, and I expect no less from you. I will not accept any less.

Nahia knew that some would not make it in this class. It was impossible that all of them would become skillful fighters with the sword. Many, including her, had already struggled with the dagger, which had taken a lot of time and work to solve. Now this dragon was expecting them to be skillful with a weapon that was a lot more difficult to learn to use. She did not think it was feasible. She was afraid she would not make it. She thought again and realized that if she did not make it she was going to die. The dragoness had left it very clear: master the sword or die. The second year of training was beginning with a vengeance.

Three sword masters of the inferior races will act as my assistants, Spatia-Urdin-Nesk sent them and a Black Panther Felidae, a Scarlatum, and a Human, all male, appeared from behind the dragoness. They were wearing heavy steel armor with scales in gray and golden hues. They looked impressive in that heavy armor. At their waists they each carried a long sword with a cross handle. Choose squads, messaged Spatia-Urdin-Nesk.

The Felidae Panther stood in front of the Black Squadron’s squad. The Scarlatum stood in front of the Crystal Squadron’s squad, and the Human stood in front of the Igneous Squad. The three unsheathed their long sword and showed it to them, holding it with both hands in front of their eyes.

These swords were long and made of steel, and only by looking at them Nahia knew they would be heavy. They were doubled edged and had a simple cross handle with dragon engravings. The more she looked at the swords, the surer she was that her arm would not be able to handle them. Perhaps for a while, but not through a whole class.

The sword is the deadliest and most noble of weapons. You must learn to handle it and respect its power. A sword cuts through necks in one slash and pierces hearts with one thrust. You will all learn how to do it skillfully.

Nahia swallowed. She could not picture herself slicing necks and piercing hearts with a sword. On second thought, she could not picture herself killing others for the dragons, but the idea of herself cutting the neck of a dragon and piercing the heart of another did please her. She suddenly realized she was thinking this in front of a master dragon and immediately dismissed the thought from her mind. She did not think they could read minds, but Aiden had commented before that among his people there was the belief that the most powerful dragons of all were capable of reading the minds of other beings, even dominating them so they would do their bidding. Just the thought gave Nahia a shiver.

In order to learn to fight with the sword, and so that there are no injuries or casualties before necessary, you will practice with learning swords. They are exact replicas of the swords the instructors have but without an edge or a tip. They are blunt. They weigh the same, they are balanced, but they cannot wound, unless you crack someone’s skull open with them, since they can be used like a piece of hard steel.

The three instructors disappeared for a moment and came back with the training swords.

“Stand in one line,” the Human instructor told them.

As they usually did in such cases, the boys stood on Nahia’s left.

The instructor handed them the training swords. Nahia looked at him as he handed them out. He must be around thirty-five years old, of average height, and he wore his dark hair very short. He had brown eyes and a serious look. He was wiry but not very muscular, and he looked agile, with strong arms. She found it strange that this man was a sword master in the service of the dragons. He was a Human like her. He came from her land, from a village like her own or similar. What was he doing serving the dragons, teaching others how to use a sword? What would his story be like? How had he ended up like that? She could not understand; he had to have been forced to do it, that was certain. But even so, it was one thing to make them fight in their wars and another one to train warriors. She thought again. No, it was the same. Most likely this man had stood out and had been chosen to serve in this post. It had to be that, yes.

Nahia took her sword, and as soon as she had it in her hand she knew she was in deep trouble. That sword was as heavy as she was! She looked at Daphne. The Fatum lifted the sword, brought it down, and heaved a sigh of exertion. Lily weighed the sword in her hand, then she grasped it with both hands, lifted it, and brought it down. She did the same with one hand. She looked at Nahia and Daphne and rolled her eyes.

On her left, the boys were weighing the weapons, and the looks on their faces were the total opposite of theirs. Ivo made a gesture that this weapon did not weigh anything at all. In comparison with how big and strong he was, the sword almost looked like a child’s toy. Aiden made several cuts and thrusts in the air, and it was obvious that he had used a sword before. Nahia was not surprised. Drakonids had an advantage in almost everything. Taika, for his part, weighed and measured the weapon. He did not look as if he knew how to wield it, since he did not make any moves with it. He held it firmly in one hand, letting the tip touch the floor. He lifted it to his nose a few times and said nothing, but his face did not look worried.

Nahia sighed. The girls were going to have serious problems with this weapon. She was glad the boys were not, but it was no comfort. They would have to find a way to solve the problem, because it was serious.

The art of handling a sword is a progressive process. You will start with the study of the basic movements of attack and defense. The instructors will teach you how to execute every movement. You must understand that the sword is handled with your whole body, not only the arm. You will repeat these basic movements to exhaustion. Only thus will you be able to execute them afterward without needing to think about them. Your mind will know which movement to use in every situation. Instructors, begin the training.

The Human looked at the Igneous Squad.

“My name is Karl. I will teach you the seven basic movements of the art of handling the sword. We will repeat them in series of twenty repetitions, and then we will repeat the series. I will correct your posture, grip, balance, attack, and defense. Every time I correct you, pay full attention and learn. If you don’t, you won’t achieve any basic mastery of this art and that will be your end. I am not your enemy, nor your friend. I am your sword master. Respect my teachings and you might overcome this training.”

Nahia was left stunned by the sword master’s speech. She was already impressed by               that heavy armor of scales, steel, and gold, but hearing him speak like that unsettled her. She would have no help from this Human. She had not been really expecting it, but the idea had crossed her mind. She would have to dismiss it. This Human was here only to teach them to use the sword and nothing else. Nahia was very worried. She did not see herself as capable.

Karl showed them the sword, and then he did a movement with it. It was a simple one, to show them how to hold the sword and stand in a defensive stance with legs flexed.

“Today you’ll start practicing the first of the movements. Work hard. Follow my instructions.”

With the first repetitions, Karl pointed out everything they were doing wrong, from the stance to the grip, so they would correct it. One by one, he told them what they were doing wrong and how to fix it. They all listened carefully and tried to follow his instructions, some of which were difficult, especially those that had to do with balance and stance.

Nahia, Daphne, and Lily did not manage to finish. They had to stop mid-class and fell, beaten and broken by exhaustion, on the floor. They could not even lift the sword, let alone do the repetitions the instructor asked them to do. Not even Taika and Aiden       could. They were unable to lift the sword for the last repetitions. Only Ivo managed to do them all, but by the look on his face it was obvious he was tired too.

Nahia noticed the other two squads. The results were very similar. Only the Tauruk-Kapro managed to finish the class. The rest ended up exhausted and sore.

As you can tell from this first lesson, the sword requires sacrifice, both in body and mind. You will have to work on both, and very hard. Now leave and think of all that lies ahead of you.

Nahia left the class, not only exhausted and broken but with the hopelessness of not being able to pass that class.


Chapter 16

The days of training and punishment went by, slow and full of agony. Nahia was suffering, and her body and mind constantly reminded her of it. She finished her punishment very late every night at the dungeons, so she barely had any sleep. The classes became eternal and exhausting during the day. They were already hard, and her body paid the price. And because she did not have enough rest, her mind also struggled. Luckily, her punishment was going better than expected.

She had managed to finish the whole round without incident, which had Burgor very perplexed. The end of the route once again had caverns with strange creatures, although not dragons, which made life easier. The dragons left her in peace, and as long as she did not have an accident and leave the silver path, the other creatures could not touch her. She was very grateful for the protections she wore.

Something that had her puzzled was that Garran-Zilar-Denbo had not made any other attempts to speak to her again. When she passed by its cavern on her delivery route, the great dragon watched her go by but did not say anything. Nahia wanted to   thank the dragon for helping her, but since Burgor made her hurry in that area she did not have a chance. She also had doubts about whether or not she ought to go near the silver dragon without it asking her to. So she nodded at it and the dragon nodded back. For some reason, Nahia felt bad for not having thanked it properly for its help.

On the last day of her punishment everything went wrong, starting at noon when they lined up in front of their leader, as they did every day. As a rule it made them train in formations and this was what they expected, but that did not happen that day.

Everyone, firm and in formation, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt messaged them, along with a feeling that something important was going on.

They all did as they were told at once, all three squads. Nahia was concerned about the feeling that had come with their leader’s message. She unobtrusively watched the other second-year leaders and squadrons, lining up like them in the bailiff. Their faces were serious.

I see that our Flameborn is interested in the other squadrons. The only squadron that must interest you is your own. Nahia immediately looked ahead and lowered her gaze. She did not look at Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt, but she was sure it was piercing her with its fiery gaze. Some never learn. Even being punished. I am extremely surprised that you have survived the punishment I gave you. Up to today, that is. You still have one more night to serve. Will you survive your last night? Few survive this punishment. Very few. Will you be one of the fortunate ones?

Nahia did not say a word, but she found the fact that Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt should mention her last night of punishment very troubling. Was something going to happen to her this last night? It was the feeling she had, which worried her to no end. She had been happy that she only had one more night, until that moment. Now she was worried. Very worried. What had that horrible, tormenting creature been trying to imply? Furthermore, how did it know she only had one more night of punishment? Was it keeping count? That would be mean and twisted. She remembered that Aiden had mentioned that the dragon lords knew everything about their training. Surely the Tergnomus had informed them and told her leader. But what did it care? Did it not want her to survive its punishment and had prepared something especially bad for this last night? She became very nervous.

She took a deep breath. She could not let herself be driven by fear. She was planning on surviving the punishment, and she was going to do so. That was if she did not make a mistake, and if Garran-Zilar-Denbo did not withdraw its protection of course. But this did not have to be the case. She would make it—she had to make it and end this torture.

One thing did alarm her and it had for days: her head. Although she did her shift faster every night, it still took her the better part of the night which barely left her a few hours of sleep, and it was killing her. It affected her head, which felt like it was filled with cotton, and she was exhausted. She might make a terrible mistake with her head so exhausted. She knew it and her comrades could see it. The mind and body needed rest, or else the person stopped functioning as intended and might even die. It was not different with the other races—lack of sleep killed them all. Some faster than others, but in the end they all died. After holding up for one month, she was not going to fail on her last night, no matter how exhausted she might be in body and mind.

Today is a special day in your training, an important one. This afternoon there will be no class.

This announcement intrigued Nahia. She was definitely glad not to have class because she was dead tired, but the fact that it was an important day in their training did not sound at all good, rather the opposite. She looked at Daphne and Lily, and based on the looks they gave her they were thinking the same thing. The faces of the Ardent and Searing Squads were also serious, with the exception of the Drakonids, who were smiling slightly. Seeing a Drakonid smile was very rare, so it caught her attention. Nahia twisted her neck to look at Aiden behind her, out of the corner of her eye. He was also smiling, and this made her sure that what was coming was bad.

Look ahead and maintain your concentration! The moment has come for you to face a new phase in your training at the Academy. The phase you will begin today represents a new and great opportunity for all of you, especially for those who have not managed to stand out at anything. Now you will have a new chance to do so. I advise you to seize it. It is a very important phase that will change the whole second year and will continue in the third.

This sounded worse and worse to Nahia. As if magic and weapons lessons, plus having to practice different formations with their leader every day at noon was not difficult or demanding enough, now there was something else. She let out a heavy sigh. That was all they needed. She decided to leave it alone until she knew what it was. Her mind was boggled enough as it was.

Now, pay attention and do as you are told. Maintain the formation, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt turned its back on them to look toward the castle. This surprised the squadron. Nahia noticed that the six squadron leaders were doing the same.

It was not long before they found out why. Colonel Lehen-Gorri-Gogor, accompanied by Commander Bigaen-Zuri-Indar and the leaders of the Academy, came out of the imposing fortress. They walked out grandly. The Colonel was imposing, a hundred and fifty feet long, red scales with lilac streaks that went down its crested back. Nahia was awed not only by the size but by the head, featuring long horns that curved back and ruby red eyes that seemed to burn with hatred. The Commander was also intimidating, although less so, at one hundred and thirty-five feet long, white with lilac streaks down its sides.

They both entered the square, magnificent and terrifying. They were very impressive. But Nahia knew one dragon that was even more impressive than these two: one which the leaders of Drakoros kept prisoner in the depths of the earth under the dark fortress of the dungeons.

The Colonel raised its head and addressed everyone.

Squadron leaders, pupils of the second-year, today is a special day, one the Commander and I delight in, since every year it is a mystery to find out the results the day holds. We always bet to see whose guess is true, and as a rule it is usually very close, since it is a real unknown what you will offer us.

All this about “unknown” and “offering” gave her the willies. This meant that something was going to happen to them. She worried. Would anyone die? If the Commander and Colonel were involved, there was a chance death would visit them. Besides, the Colonel had mentioned bets, which they usually placed when there were combats. She became restless, Lily was shifting in place, and Daphne gave a snort. They were also nervous.

The time has come to perform the test of the Mark of Talent. This test is given to all the second-year pupils every year on this day. With the Test of the Mark of Talent we will find out which additional affinity each one of you has besides your elemental magic, which was revealed during the first year. The Colonel gave a nod to the Commander to continue delivering the message.

This is an individual test. In it, we will identify which other talent you have besides your elemental magic. Most of you have one and it will show in this test. We seek your other innate talent. Some, and we are hoping it will be very few or none, will not reveal any talent. These who do not possess additional skill are considered incomplete, weak beings, and therefore today will be their last day at the Academy.

Nahia’s eyes opened wide and she threw her head back. They could not do this! They could not just give them a test and expel whoever did not pass it. As she was thinking this, she realized that expulsion from the Academy was equal to death. Those who were expelled were not sent home, the dragons simply killed them. This was insane, they had been in training for one year! Why go through a deadly test now? Blasted dragons! Nahia had to bite her lip hard to avoid shouting a few truths about their evil and twisted race. There was a murmur of anxiety throughout the squads.

I sense a certain unease. Leaders, make them behave, the Colonel ordered.

Everyone, be still and stand in silence. Line up with your eyes on the ground and do not dishonor me or you will die before the test, they received Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt’s message.

Very well. Continue, Commander, the Colonel ordered.

Let the Talent Recruiters enter the square, the Commander called.

From one of the sides of the castle, four dragons emerged. They were about ninety feet long, and each was silver with streaks of different colors going down their backs. As they came near, Nahia was able to tell there were two females and two males and that their streaks were of all the elemental colors. She found them very strange. The dragons passed by the Commander and Colonel and stood in front of them looking toward the square, toward the second-years.

I hope this year each of you makes me happy. I have high standards. Let the Test of the Mark of Talent begin, the Commander announced.

The four silver dragons with multi-colored streaks closed their eyes and flashed silver almost simultaneously. They started using their magic. All the second-years watched uneasily, feeling the powerful magic the four dragons were calling upon. After a moment, they were able to see a sphere begin to take shape before them. Nahia noticed that the four dragons were sending energy to the sphere, which expanded until it was the size of two Tauruk-Kapro.

For a long while, the four dragons continued silently making the sphere and imbuing it with energy. Soon, they could all see that inside there were particles of the six elemental colors which seemed to float and change course when they bumped into each other. It made for an odd effect. In the end, the four dragons opened their eyes and left their creation in front of them.

The Talent Sphere is ready. The test begins. We will start with the Red Squadron. Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt, I wish you luck with the Talents you obtain for your Squadron. Go ahead, and may they pass the test.

Nahia tried to control her anxiety, but the fact that her squadron was first did not help at all. She looked at Daphne, whose nose was wrinkled. Lily was wiping the sweat off her hands on her breeches.

Igneous Squad, on you go, in reverse order of formation. Go to the sphere. Once you receive confirmation, enter it, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt messaged to them.

Nahia thought it was her turn and was about to take a step forward when Taika moved swiftly. Then she realized Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt had said in reverse order of formation and she understood. Taika headed to the sphere with nimble, cat-like steps like he always walked. He reached it and stopped. In front of him was the sphere, behind this the four dragons, and behind them the Commander and the Colonel. Everyone was looking at him, but that did not seem to affect him. He waited in silence with his head down and did not make a single movement or twitch that indicated he was nervous. Nahia felt a healthy dose of envy toward her fellow squad mate. She wished she could control her nerves and feelings like him.

The sphere awaits, you may enter it. Stand still in its center. If you have a Talent, a rune will appear above your head. The same rune will be engraved on your dominating hand, they all received the message in unison from the four silver dragons.

Taika stepped forward into the sphere, his body crossing over into a field of energy. Once he was inside, the multicolored particles began to move at great speed. Taika stood in the center of the sphere, standing completely still with his head bowed. Suddenly, the particles formed six rings around him. The Felidae remained calm and did not move. The six rings went up and down several times, while the energy of the sphere let out silver flashes. The dragons were using their magic to perform some type of analysis on Taika, who kept his composure despite the weird process.

Nahia began to worry about her comrade. She wished with all her being that nothing happened to him. He must have some Talent. He could not be discarded to die, not him. He had many good qualities; surely they would be good for some talent, even if Nahia did not know what Talents there were. It could not be any other way. But then why was the rune not appearing?

Daphne and Lily were shifting nervously beside her. None of the three could hold back their nerves for their comrade’s fate. Where was the rune? Taika could not die there, just like that. Nahia narrowed her eyes but did not see any rune. Her stomach began to churn.


Chapter 17

All of a sudden, a rune appeared over Taika’s head inside the sphere and the rings stopped moving to disintegrate once more into infinite particles of color. Nahia did not recognize the rune, but it was a rune so Taika must have a Talent, whatever it was. He would not die. She sighed and felt tremendous relief.

Lily and Daphne, beside her, also sighed.

He has a Mark of Talent: the Shadow, the four dragons announced in unison.

You may leave the sphere. You will come out of it with your Mark of Talent, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt sent to the whole squadron.

Taika left the sphere, taking a couple of steps back. He looked at the back of his right hand, then he saluted the dragons with respect, bowing deep without looking at them directly, and returned to his position.

The eyes of each second-year were on him. As Taika approached his squad, Nahia noticed the back of his hand. She had to wait until he was very close to see it properly. Taika realized that his comrades were staring at his hand and turned it toward them so they could see it better. Marked in black was the same rune that had appeared above his head inside the sphere. Nahia guessed it meant Shadow in the symbolic language of the dragons.

As soon as Taika took his place in the lineup, Ivo went to the sphere. By his walk he did not appear nervous, he seemed calm. The huge Tauruk was quiet and reflexive, and Nahia did not believe the situation could affect him. Not him. He stood in front of the sphere and waited with his great head and horns bowed.

You may enter, the sphere is ready to seek your Talent and create your Mark, Ivo received the message from the four silver dragons.

He entered the sphere with long strides and crossed the field of energy that formed the outer layer of the sphere. The multicolored particles reacted to Ivo’s presence and he stood still in the center. The six rings formed around his body and began to go up and down. The silver flashes the sphere emitted indicated that the analysis was underway. Nahia wished for some mark, whatever the Talent. After a moment, a rune appeared over Ivo’s head and the analysis ended.

He has a Mark of Talent: the Druid, the four dragons said at once.

Ivo exited the sphere slowly while he stared at the mark on the back of his hand. He saluted the dragons respectfully, bowing deep as his comrade had done, and returned to his position. Nahia had no idea what it meant for Ivo to have the Talent of a Druid, but she did not care—he had a mark, and that was enough.

The next one to take the test was Aiden. He was totally sure of himself. He entered the sphere with firm steps as if he expected not one but two Talent Marks to appear. It did not surprise Nahia, and she was sure it did not surprise their comrades. She watched him there, in the center. No matter how much of a Drakonid he was, Nahia did not want anything bad to happen to him and hoped a Talent appeared. She looked at Daphne and Lily and they both had the same feeling on their faces. Aiden might be difficult to bear, but he did not deserve to die. None of them did.

After a moment, a rune appeared over his head.

He has a Mark of Talent: the Barbarian, the dragons announced.

Aiden came out of the sphere all puffed up, and after saluting the dragons with extreme respect, he went back to his place, walking as if he did not touch the ground. Nahia did not know the meaning of the Barbarian, but judging by the name and how proud Aiden was, she guessed it had to be some type of warrior.

As soon as Aiden returned to the formation, Lily threw him a glance, sighed, and headed to the sphere. She was nervous. Nahia could see that, could see the uncertainty in her gait. The fear of not obtaining a Talent and the very real possibility of dying were affecting her. It was totally understandable; Nahia was also afraid for her, but she was going to make it, she had to. Nahia was sure, or she at least tried to persuade herself that her friend would make it.

Lily entered the sphere and waited. The rings performed the analysis while she tried to stand still and calm. Nahia thought that Lily’s test was taking too long, longer than her comrades. Something was wrong. She began to really worry.

“Come on, Lily…” she muttered under her breath.

“She’ll make it, you’ll see,” Daphne said beside her in a cheerful murmur.

The whole squad was very nervous. The rune was not appearing over Lily’s head, and now it was evident she had been inside the sphere for too long. Nahia looked at Daphne with fear and her friend gave her an uneasy glance.

And then the rune appeared above Lily’s head.

She has the Mark of Talent: the Charmer, the dragons announced.

Nahia and Daphne sighed in relief at the same time.

Lily left the sphere and also heaved a sigh. Then she saluted with respect and headed back to line up. When she was in her place, she showed them the rune on the back of her hand.

“That was close…” she commented with a whisper of relief.

“Charmer suits you,” Nahia told her in a very low whisper.

“That’s true, the rune was right when it finally decided to come out,” Lily said and smiled.

Daphne nodded and went to the sphere. Once again, nerves assaulted Nahia. She hoped everything would go well. It had to go well. Daphne was very attuned to magic, she surely had some talent that had to do with it. The Fatum walked, quite self-assured, and entered the sphere. The test began. The rings analyzed her, and to everyone’s great relief, a rune soon appeared.

She has a Mark of Talent: the Healer, the dragons announced.

Nahia was stunned and Daphne was too, because she threw her head back and then looked at her rune as if there had been some mistake. She waited for a moment to see whether there was a change, and when there was none she went back to her place, looking serious.

“It doesn’t suit her at all,” Lily commented in a low voice.

“Yeah, I was thinking the same thing,” Nahia whispered back.

“And she’s thinking the same, look at her face,” Lily whispered back.

Daphne returned to her place in the lineup with a look of “can you believe it?”
and Nahia realized it was her turn. She had been so worried about her friends that she had not had time to worry about herself. What Talent would she have? Would she even have one? She hoped so, or else it was her end. Yeah, surely one would come up, whatever it was. The whole squad had obtained a Talent, she had to have one too. With these thoughts, she reached the sphere.

Step in, the test awaits, the message of the four silver dragons reached her.

Nahia took a deep breath, released it, and entered the sphere. She watched the rings form around her and begin the analyzing process. She waited confidently. Some talent would appear, whatever it was, surely. She hoped she got the Healer like Daphne, since it was the most logical. After all, she was a healer. If she got Healer she could combine what she already knew about healing with whatever she would learn here. She understood it would be the magical part, although she did not know for sure. They were simple guesses, since they had not been told anything about how Talents worked or what they would do with them.

A moment passed. Then a few moments more. There was no rune. Nahia began to   grow nervous. She looked above her head while the rings continued going up and down. Why did nothing come out? Did she not have any Talent? Was she going to be expelled and die? The longer the test took, the more uneasy she became. She closed her eyes and tried to calm down. Perhaps it was her nerves interfering with the test. Yes, it had to be that. She calmed down a little. She took in deep breaths and let the air out with long exhales. She opened her eyes. She could see the energy of the four dragons around her inside the sphere. But nothing was happening.

She made a final effort to calm down. She could not let fear make her nervous. If she was at peace, the Talent would appear. She was sure. She continued controlling her breathing and relaxed. And a rune appeared over her head.

She has a Mark of Talent: the Sorceress, the dragons announced.

Nahia sighed, very relieved. She looked at her hand and saw the Mark of her Talent. Wonderful. She had made it. Then she realized she had the Sorceress Talent. She was not sure what it meant, but it did not sound very nice. She would have preferred a thousand times to be a Healer like Daphne. She thought there had to be some kind of error. A healer must have the talent of one, right? She waited for a moment in case they changed, but as with Daphne, there was no correction. She left the sphere, saluted respectfully, and went back to her place in the squad.

“Sorceress, I would have liked to have that,” Daphne commented.

“And I’d rather be a Healer,” Nahia told her.

“Maybe you can swap them,” Lily told them cheerfully.

Silence, the three of you, at once. The Talents are innate. They are to be accepted and that is that. They cannot be swapped. Silence and be respectful of the Test, they received from Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt, very angry. Their leader had not even turned its head.

The three girls exchanged terrified looks and obeyed at once.

The test of the Mark of the Talent continued. The Ardent Squad came next and then the Searing. Luckily, all their members came out of the test with a Talent. Then it was the Black Squadron’s turn. By the time it was the Crystal Squadron’s turn Nahia began to find all this quite interesting, especially the different Talents that were appearing. Some were repeated often, such as Warrior, Fighter, Explorer, or Defender, and others there were very few of, like Healer or Druid. Sorcerers, Charmers, and the like were even more rare. Nahia was beginning to see that these Talents were like professions, specializations of what they were all going to become: Dragon Warlocks.

And finally what Nahia had been afraid of happened. One of the members of the Bright Squad, Crystal Squadron, did not obtain his Mark of Talent. He was a human, and the look of despair when the four dragons announced he had no Mark of Talent was forever engraved in Nahia’s mind and soul. The unfortunate boy returned to his place with his squad. Everyone knew he was dead. He would be expelled and killed. Such were the dragons. Such was this academy. Nahia wanted to shout, rebel, proclaim how unfair this was. He did not deserve to die. He had not done anything bad. She made a move to do so and Aiden grabbed her arm tightly.

“Don’t you die with him too. It will be for nothing,” he whispered in her ear.

Nahia turned her head to look at him, surprised. Of all of her squad, he was the last one she would have expected.

“No…” she started to say, but Aiden dug his claws in her arm hard and Nahia felt them on her skin.

“You can’t do anything for him. Throwing away your life won’t achieve anything,” he whispered more loudly.

Nahia looked ahead. She knew Aiden was right. If she said anything here, in front of all the dragons, they would have no mercy with her. Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt would kill her on the spot for dishonoring him in front of everyone. She would not save the unfortunate boy and she would not achieve anything. But this could not go on. They could not keep letting themselves be killed that way. She did not know how, but she would find a way to change all this. It was a continuous loss of lives that mattered, that had a future, a chance to live a life. And those hateful monsters took it all away from them.

Nahia nodded so Aiden would see that his words had had an effect on her. After a moment, she felt the pressure on her arm decrease.

The test went on, and soon it was the Blue Squadron’s turn. It was Ana’s squad. This made her pay full attention. Her turn came, and Nahia watched Ana walk toward the sphere. Once again, she felt anxiety crawl up her throat. Ana had to obtain a Talent. It could be no other way. If she did not make it… if she perished like Maika… Nahia would not be able to bear it. She would burst right there and then and it would also be her end. Ana had to save herself. Otherwise, the day was going to end very badly.

Ana entered the sphere. She looked as if she were holding back tears. She was terrified. Nahia wanted to cheer her but could not. She had no way to comfort her. She remembered that in spite of her fragile appearance, Ana was tough to her core. She would hold up under pressure. She only needed a little luck and a Talent. A moment passed, and Nahia saw how Ana was indeed standing strong. She had formed her hands into fists and was clenching her jaw, struggling to stay firm, and she did. A rune appeared over her head. One Nahia did not recognize.

She has a Mark of Talent: the Necrossum, the dragons announced.

Ana sighed, and Nahia did too. Ana was safe. She left the sphere and returned to her squad. As she did, she threw a glance at Nahia who made a fist for strength. Ana nodded and smiled slightly, then she took her place in her squad.

The test of the Mark of Talent was now becoming distressing for Nahia. Not knowing what was going to happen when they entered the sphere, and the knowledge that if no rune appeared someone was going to die, was overwhelming.

The squads passed on, and with them the afternoon. When she thought they were finishing up, the White Squadron’s turn came. Nahia became tenser now than she had been during the whole ceremony. It was Logan’s turn. He could not die here this afternoon, not him. His comrades passed the test, and Nahia waited nervously for his turn to come.

The moment came. Logan stepped firmly over to the sphere but without acting confident, simply alert. His walk and the way he moved reminded her of Taika’s. He arrived in front of the sphere and waited to be granted access. A moment later, he entered it. As the rings started to go up and down around his body, Nahia became very restless. Too much. She moved her hand. Daphne and Lily noticed and looked at her with eyes that begged her to stay calm. Nahia knew she had to and took a deep breath. Logan was going to get his Mark of Talent. Surely. Not only was he good with weapons and magic, but he was strong and intelligent on top of that. It was not possible for someone like him to not have an additional Talent.

She breathed deeply. She had been hasty with her nerves: Logan was in no danger. If there was anyone in that square who had a Talent, it was him, without a doubt. She realized she had become very nervous for him in an almost irrational manner, and very quickly. She was not like that. Why had she reacted that way? She had been very worried about her comrades, and for Ana as well. But for Logan she had almost taken a step toward him, and she found the emotion excessive. How could she have acted that way? Why had she felt that impulse? Something had happened to her with him, yes, something that affected her a lot.

Logan waited serenely in the sphere and a rune appeared over his head. Nahia let the air out of her lungs, relieved, and this reinforced the feeling that she did not need to worry about him.

He has the Mark of Talent: the Defender, the dragons announced.

Nahia did not know what a Defender was, but she found it suited Logan. He was very good with weapons as well as with magic. Defender indicated someone who defended his people and his squad. Yes, this suited Logan’s character perfectly.  He went back to his squad and glanced at Ana and then Nahia. They both returned the glance and a smile. The three of them had passed the test and were safe.

The test went on until the last of the second-years had taken it. From what Nahia had seen, there were Shadow, Explorer, Fighter, Warrior, Barbarian, Sorcerer, Charmer, Necrossum, Healer, Defender, Druid, and Magus Talents.

A very productive year. We only had one expelled. This pleases me, the Colonel sent them.

Nahia once again felt that tremendous rage. She would have given anything to face that tyrant. But she knew it would be in vain and would cost her her life. She looked at Aiden out of the corner of her eye. He was watching her closely,

The Commander addressed them next.

Starting tomorrow, you will begin to develop your talents. You will have new classes specific to your Marks. You will attend those classes with those who share the same talent as you.

This announcement took everyone by surprise. Until now they had always trained with those of their own squad. This meant they would have to go their separate ways. Nahia looked at her comrades. They all had different Talents, so they would not be sharing any Talent classes.

Now, break ranks and go to your dinner. Tomorrow an interesting day awaits you, the commander sent them.

You heard, break ranks and head to dinner, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt sent them.

Nahia and her comrades went to the dining hall. Nahia could not go with them, she had to go back to the dungeons for her last night of punishment. As they walked, she could not stop thinking that this second year was getting very complicated. Too much.


Chapter 18

Nahia went down to the underground level 3 as she had been doing every night for a month. She had to dodge the Drobeltz, whom she did not like at all. Luckily since she was wearing the bracelet they let her be and only watched her. Knowing that these gloomy creatures were always lingering around the stairs, invisible, made her blanche and gave her the willies. At least she knew they would not attack her if she remained calm and wore the bracelet, which she kept in plain sight and carried high just in case. The dungeons were a world within itself, and the more she learned about the place, the less she liked it.

When she arrived at the bottom, Burgor was waiting in the anteroom of the food deliverers.

So, today is your last night of punishment down here among us. You must be happy.”

Nahia was adjusting her belt and protective hat properly, the first thing she did every night when she came down.

“I will be once I’ve finished my punishment. I still have one last delivery route to make.”

“The Human is wary, and she’s right,” Utrek laughed.

“That’s why she’s survived until now,” another of the Tergnomus commented, the one with copper hair.

“She has survived by sheer luck, in my opinion,” Burgor commented.

“There are some who are born under the aegis of a star, and some under its curse,” Utrek said.

“I need to survive one more night,” Nahia told them with a wave that meant not everything was solved yet. Although she had the protection of Garran-Zilar-Denbo, she was worried. Since their first encounter, the great silver dragon had not spoken to her again. She did not know why, but it troubled her.

“Let’s hope the dragon lords don’t find you too tasty tonight,” Burgor told her.

“Yeah, let’s.” Nahia was not expecting to be attacked, but she realized she was not certain, and this worried her. She did not understand why the great silver dragon had protected her that first day and afterward completely ignored her. The protection seemed to hold, since the dragons had left her in peace the whole month, but she still had this last night, and Nahia had the feeling something was going to happen. She could not put her finger on it, but every time something happened, it was usually not good.

They began the delivery just like every night, following the same route. The convoy of carts was as slow as always and the unloading was as cumbersome as it had been the first day. Although Nahia had improved a lot at maneuvering the levers and had even learned to guide the oxen-reptiles and have them follow her orders, she still struggled to unload the pieces of meat. When Burgor did it, he could make three pieces of meat drop in front of a cave nine out of ten times, exactly three. Nahia could not manage even half the time, which forced her to withdraw pieces afterward. This meant extra work, which made her tire faster and was very dangerous besides. Sometimes pieces fell from the cart off the silver path, and fetching them was a very nasty experience.

That night Nahia was going to be especially careful not to unload carelessly just in case. They arrived at the area of the least dangerous dragons and she had to unload in front of the white dragon. She and Burgor took turns executing the maneuver and directing the turns of the lever.

“Can’t we have you unload at every stop? Like we did the first day?” Nahia asked him, trying to take no risks.

“No way. Your punishment also consists of learning how to do the job, not just watching how a Tergnomus does it.”

“I have learned to do the job, and you know that. I thought that since this was my last night and I don’t want anything to happen… couldn’t you unload?”

“A Tergnomus would never accept such a proposition! The integrity of a job well done is a must!” he shouted at her, offended.

“But you do it very well… that’s why I’m saying…?”

“Of course I do it well! But you don’t! You lack years of hard work!”

“All right…” Nahia conceded, not wanting to anger Burgor any further. He was not a bad Tergnomus, after all. Nor was he an excellent one, since he had abandoned her to her luck that first day, but nearly every Tergnomus would have done the same. Nahia did not hold any grudges against him, but she had learned the lesson.

They continued the delivery and reached the area of the powerful dragons. Here, Burgor went twice as fast as in the other areas and he was ostensibly nervous, even after thousands of routes and deliveries. Not even the delivery Tergnomus were fully safe in that area. They were very careful not to make any mistakes and never leave the silver path.

They stopped in front of Lehen-Gorri-On’s cave to unload its food. Nahia recalled her first day. She remembered it as if it had been just an hour ago and how bad it had been. Her stomach turned at the memory.

Last night of delivery, Flameborn? Lehen-Gorri-On asked her, appearing from the darkness of the cavern.

“Yes, I hope to survive it,” she replied in her mind, trying to see whether the dragon’s intentions were good or bad.

You would do well. Otherwise, you will only be one more who perished, your name forgotten. On the contrary, if you manage to get out of here alive, you will be Nahia, the one who survived.

“I will be the latter,” Nahia said confidently and nodded.

Burgor was looking at the great red dragon and Nahia. He realized they were speaking, although he could not hear the dragon’s mental messages and Nahia’s mental responses. They were not directed at him. He hastened to unload. Nahia helped him and had to hurry because the Tergnomus was going at top speed. He made the perfect maneuver. He rarely missed in front of a powerful dragon. They unloaded. They had dropped the correct number of pieces. Nahia guessed that even if they had not it would not matter. They were not going to leave the safety of the silver path in front of a powerful and dangerous dragon like this one. But then she thought again. The dragon would not let them leave without delivering its food.

They finished unloading and went back to the cart. Nahia was careful climbing up; it was unwise to repeat the same mistake. She climbed up and Burgor urged the beasts to follow their way. Nahia was expecting more messages from Lehen-Gorri-On, but none came.

Then suddenly a large rock hit Burgor in the head. The Tergnomus fell out of the cart and lay there on the ground, unconscious. His head was bleeding.

“Burgor!” Nahia jumped off the cart and went to help him.

Let him be, she received the order from Lehen-Gorri-On.

Nahia stopped beside the Tergnomus and looked at the red dragon.

“Was that you?” she said out loud.

Of course it was me. You don’t think rocks fly straight at the head of a Tergnomus of their own free will, do you?

“But why? You might have killed him.”

Because you have to go and talk with Garran-Zilar-Denbo. And no, I could not have killed him. I threw the rock with exactly enough strength to knock him out, not to kill him. Tergnomus have very hard heads, in case you did not know.

“But…”

Go and talk to Garran-Zilar-Denbo, you’re wasting precious time you don’t have.

Nahia looked at poor Burgor on the floor. She wanted to help him, but she could not disobey Lehen-Gorri-On or things would get even worse. She did not have a very hard head. She wondered how the dragon had thrown the rock—with one of its claws or its mind. Seeing the power the red dragon radiated, it had surely been with its mind.

“Fine, but don’t hurt him.”

Your concern for the jailer touches me, she received, along with a strong feeling of sarcasm. But do not worry. I will not harm him.

Nahia headed to the cave of the great silver dragon, which was a little further on, and reached the entrance.

“Garran-Zilar-Denbo?”

Come on in, Nahia, to my dungeon-dwelling. Now we will be able to converse in greater privacy, Garran-Zilar-Denbo sent her as it revealed itself in all its splendor.

“Please, don’t let anything happen to him,” Nahia pleaded as she looked toward Burgor with a catch in her throat.

Don’t worry, he won’t be harmed. It’s just a distraction so we can talk alone.

“Can’t we do it in front of Burgor?”

You cannot trust the Tergnomus. Nor can you trust the Exarbor, no matter how friendly they are or how much they might seem to be on your side.

“Generally speaking, the Tergnomus are not friendly at all. The Exarbor a little more, but they are very reserved. Aren’t they slave races like us?”

They are, but both serve the dragons. And they serve them faithfully. You must never trust them, ever.

“Then who can I trust?” Nahia frowned.

Garran-Zilar-Denbo bowed its silver head.

My advice is that you trust no one.

“I have friends, comrades, they are trustworthy,” Nahia said, opening her arms.

Only who trusts finds themselves betrayed.

“I see… if I don’t trust anyone, no one will betray me.”

That is the idea, yes.

“That is a very solitary and cold way of living,” Nahia said with a wave of her hand to indicate she was not convinced.

Only those who fend for themselves live long years.

“Like you?”

Garran-Zilar-Denbo nodded, moving its long silver neck.

That’s right, like me.

“I don’t know that I want that. I don’t want to be old and alone, unable to trust anyone, without a friend…” Nahia was thoughtful. The more she thought about it, the less she liked this idea of old age.

If you live long years, you will be able to make more friends. If you die young, you have none. It is simple.

“Yes… that’s true,” Nahia had to admit, and she nodded in agreement.

I am glad we can talk one more time.

“Is that why you haven’t spoken to me since the first day, out of precaution?”

That’s correct. Remember, I am a prisoner and my enemies are watching me, even down here.

“Even after five hundred years here?”

Even so. They will watch me until my death.

Nahia threw her head back and opened her eyes very wide.

“They hate you so much?”

It is not hate that motivates them to watch my existence, it is fear.

“Of you and your power?”

Mine and that of my followers, but mostly our ideas and thoughts. That is what they fear.

“Oh… I’ve been thinking and have reached the conclusion that if you’re locked up here and not in any other dragon realm in the sky, it’s because you’ve committed a crime against the Academy or the Great Oracle who is also in this realm. I’m leaning toward the second. Since you are a silver Primeval Dragon, it must be for something that has to do with the Great Oracle. After all, you are both great dragons with a lot of power, and you’re both silver.”

Garran-Zilar-Denbo opened its huge reptile eyes as wide as they would go and looked at Nahia with surprise.

You prove to be intelligent, Flameborn. That is a great quality, one that is seldom seen.

“Then that’s it?” Nahia looked at the dragon with her head to one side, awaiting a positive answer.

That’s right. The Great Oracle is my enemy.

The confirmation, which had just been a guess in Nahia’s mind, left her blank. The message had reached her along with a feeling of truthfulness, accompanied by another almost opposite feeling, that of betrayal. She assumed she was right and that there had been a betrayal.

“That must be a powerful enemy…”

He is, very much so. He also counts on the backing of the five dragon kings. The leaders of the five clans back the oracle. They are powerful allies. That is why I am here. And not just me but my followers too.

She watched the great silver dragon and remembered that until she had met it, the Great Oracle had been the largest dragon Nahia had ever seen. It must be about a hundred and eighty feet long against Garran-Zilar-Denbo’s two hundred and twenty-some, and it was also silver, but with golden streaks that ran down its back and wings. The eyes were also different. They were silver with golden irises.

“You’re bigger than the oracle. Aren’t you… more powerful?”

It’s difficult to compare the power of two Primeval Dragons. Perhaps I was once, before the Great Oracle ascended. Now I am not. His power, after ascending and becoming Great Oracle, is greater than that of all other Primeval Dragons.

“Then he’s Primeval too? What does it mean to be a Primeval Dragon? If I may ask.”

He is. It means many things that are hard to explain out of context or without enough knowledge. We are singular, ancient, powerful dragons. The most significant thing about us is the type of power we have, one that is found in very few dragons.

Nahia realized that she was not prepared to fully understand what the designation of Primeval meant among the dragons. She felt a little inadequate. What she did understand was that they were very powerful, thousands of years old, and had special powers.

“I think I understand… but the Great Oracle seemed to me a very old dragon, its head, how slowly it moved, how enormous it was and the state of its wings, crumpled and dry. I don’t even think it can fly. It looked a little decrepit.”

You are not wrong in your appreciation. That is due to two reasons. First, his age. He is a dragon with several thousands of years on his back. The second reason is his transformation into Great Oracle. When a dragon like him, or like me, becomes Great Oracle, he must go through a magical arcane process, which transforms him. His appearance is the consequence of that process. His ancient look, the golden streaks, the golden eyes and the power he radiates are due to that.  But, don’t let his looks fool you because his power is enormous, even if his appearance is wilted.

“Understood. Then if you became Great Oracle, you would look like him?”

Most likely, yes. Becoming Great Oracle is not simple. It is a long, terrible process, filled with suffering. It is also a deadly one. You pay a high price for the power you gain, and that leaves its mark on the body and power of a dragon.

“Wow, I didn’t think it would be so horrible. I thought it would be like a promotion between silver dragons with that special gift.”

The Great Oracle receives great power. The power of seeing parts of the future. It’s a power without paragon, and it entails a sacrifice of body and soul.

“Soul? Dragons don’t believe in the soul. They haven’t got one,” Nahia paused. “Forgive me, I didn’t mean to offend you…” she realized she had gone too far.

You need not apologize. You may speak and behave with entire freedom with me. Yet, I must correct you on this. Some of us do believe it exists and that we have one.

“Most dragons don’t think that way,” Nahia said, not fully knowing if that was true but believing it anyway.

You are not wrong there. Dragons only believe in their physical strength and magic. Both grant them their great power. Nothing else.

“I thought as much. By what you’ve told me, I guess you might have been Great Oracle, right?”

I might have, indeed. In fact, I tried to be five hundred years ago.

“You tried? What happened?” Nahia’s eyes grew wide.

I submitted myself for the process of ascension to Great Oracle. But I was betrayed by a rival and friend.

“The current Great Oracle,” Nahia guessed at once.

Exactly. I was betrayed, and my followers fell with me.

“May I ask how you were betrayed? What were you accused of to end up here?”

If I tell you, it might affect your future to a large extent. Are you sure you want to know?

“Future and life, I guess.”

That’s right. It affects your future and puts you in danger of death. Do you really want to know? It is your decision. I cannot force you to make it.

Nahia did not know what to do. She wanted to know, but she also understood that this information would put her in even greater danger. She thought for a moment and then decided.

“I want to know.”


Chapter 19

Very well. It is your decision, and I will respect it. The information you will receive is knowledge that will help you with your destiny. Besides, it is the reason we are talking here today.

“Oh, you wanted to tell me something important and that’s why I’m here today.”

The great silver dragon moved its head up and down.

That’s right. I’ve been meditating, and I believe you need to know.

“Very well. Tell me,” Nahia breathed deeply and prepared for whatever the dragon wanted to tell her.

I was betrayed by a friend who then submitted for the process and passed, becoming the Great Oracle. He accused me of leading a faction of dragons that proposed a new Path, away from the traditional Path of Dragons, a Path almost contrary to the traditional one. One that did not seek absolute dominion through conquest and blood. One that sought coexistence and peace between races and worlds.

Nahia stared at the dragon, unable to assimilate what it had just revealed. The message had reached her with a feeling of truthfulness. It was not lying, she felt the truth behind its words.

“But… they couldn’t believe him. Such a thing can’t be true,” Nahia said, frowning.

And yet it is.

The message reached her, so sincere and with such honesty that Nahia was frozen. She stared at Garran-Zilar-Denbo with widened eyes, still processing what it had told her.

“A faction… of dragons… a new path of peace between races and worlds?” she muttered after a moment in a tone of disbelief.

That is correct. I was condemned for leading the Faction of the New Tomorrow, formed by a group of dragons from the five clans united for the end of the blood shedding and the seeking of absolute power and dominion that have ruled our race for thousands of years.

“Are you that leader? Does this faction really exist?” Nahia asked, unable to believe such a thing. In her mind, the idea that there were dragons that did not want to forcibly dominate the rest of worlds was unthinkable.

That leader is me, the faction exists.

Nahia did not know what to say or think. This could not possibly be true. For her, all dragons were despicable beings without any trace of goodness or honor among them. What Garran-Zilar-Denbo was telling her could not be true, it broke all her beliefs about the most despicable and hateful race of all worlds.

“It can’t be…” she muttered, shaking her head.

I understand your refusal to accept what I am telling you, because of the implications it has. Even so, I can assure you that not all dragons are despicable and terrible beings.

“I can’t… believe that…” Nahia was trying to accept Garran-Zilar-Denbo’s words, but she found it impossible. Her whole existence and that of everyone else she knew was evidence that it was impossible.

I do not expect you to believe me. This is something that will take you a long time to believe, but you must, because it is part of your destiny.

“It can’t be part of my destiny, since I don’t believe in dragons that want to do good. That’s not possible.”

You do not believe it right now. That is because you have never considered the possibility. You believed it was impossible. Here is where our destinies begin to intertwine.

“Why are you telling me something that’s impossible?”

Because I want to open your eyes to a possibility you never considered.

“And… if I decide not to believe you?”

Then your destiny will shift to another possible one, one in which you chose not to believe me.

“Is it a good destiny? A happy one?”

Unfortunately, I cannot see the future. Only the Great Oracle can. The only things I can pick up are some threads of destiny and small flashes of possible futures.

“That means you can see the shift in the threads of destiny, but you don’t know where it leads to.”

That is correct.

“Then you don’t know whether the right choice is for me to believe you or not.”

There is no right choice, only choices. What happens will be according to those choices. It may even be that your destiny will not change, even though you make a different choice at a certain time.

Naha was thoughtful.

“This carried out to the extreme would mean that destiny is invariable, regardless of the thread we choose and choices we make.”

There are those who believe this is so, that their final destiny is invariable. I am not one of them. I believe there are multiple destinies for each being and that their choices lead to one or another.

“And what if you’re tricking me to get something out of me?”

That could be the case, you’re right. You should not trust anyone, not even me, although that is not the case.

“Yes, but I can’t know that.”

True, you can only suspect.

“Then that’s what I’ll do.”

I think that’s wise. In any case, remember what I have told you. It will be useful.

“I will remember. As to believing, we’ll see.”

There was a moment of silence between them. Nahia was trying to decide whether to believe the great silver dragon or not. It emitted an aura of power that was practically palpable of such an intense silver color that she had to look away. It ran throughout its whole body, from the head to the tip of its long tail. This powerful creature she was in front of looked like a mythological creature. It did not look real. But deep down it was a dragon, and this was what Nahia could not stop thinking about. She could not trust a dragon, least of all when what it was telling her was simply impossible.

What Mark of Talent did you get? Garran-Zilar-Denbo asked her suddenly, pulling her out of her thoughts.

Nahia showed it the rune engraved on the back of her hand.

Sorceress. Perfect.

“Perfect?”

The great silver dragon bowed its head.

It fits in with several threads of destiny I was able to pick up from those where our destinies are entwined.

“Oh… I see.”

No, I don’t think you fully understand yet, but one day you will see it as clearly as the water of a crystal clear river.

“I may not fully understand yet. But I understand that now the other destinies where another Mark of Talent appeared are discarded.”

And it brings us one step closer to the final destiny.

“Only one step? Can’t we travel faster than one step at a time?”

The dragon shook its head.

For someone as young as you, it’s hard to go at such a slow pace, I understand. You want to solve the whole path in just one day. That’s not possible, and those who have tried, beings of great power, greater than my own, have perished. Destiny will reveal itself in due course and will depend greatly on your actions and choices.

“And on the decision of those around me.”

I see you have been thinking about it. That is true. Although those actions and the choices of others will not affect your destiny as much as your own decisions.

“It makes sense… tell me, what should I do? Today is my last day here. I want to know what I should do to achieve a destiny that matters.” Nahia decided to bet it all and see what the dragon said, making it believe she would accept what it said.

That’s interesting. You said one that matters. Therefore you are already beginning to carve that destiny. What you must determine first is what the final destiny you are seeking is, the one that must be important.

“I don’t know yet… but I want my life to have meaning, to serve some purpose. I don’t want to only live and die like just another human, crushed by your people. I want my life, my actions, to be important.”

Garran-Zilar-Denbo nodded repeatedly.

Many wish for that. Most seek fame, power, and glory. Is that what you wish to achieve?

Nahia shook her head firmly.

“No, I don’t seek power and glory. That is what dragons and their collaborators want. I want the opposite. I want to be free of dragons. I don’t want to free myself only. I want us all to be free of dragons. All the races. All of Kraido.”

In that case, that’s your final destiny. A very dangerous one, and difficult to achieve.

Nahia was thoughtful. She had spoken without turning it over too much in her head, and it had come out as she felt it. Perhaps it was for the best. If she thought much more she would surely choose something more plausible, less dangerous, not so important.

“Let it be that,” Nahia nodded.

You are brave and determined, but you must be careful. The dragons don’t forgive those who go against them.

“Can you help me?”

The great silver dragon closed its eyes for an instant. When it opened them again, it sent her a message, along with a feeling of hope.

I will try to do so, because I believe in you and our destiny. Show me the back of your neck.

Nahia found the request very odd. But she did not refuse. She gathered her long blonde mane and showed her neck.

Don’t be afraid. I’m going to insert one of my scales in your nape. It will hurt a little, but it is necessary. It is a scale imbued with my power, with my essence. It will allow us to create a link between our powers. We will be able to communicate, even at long distances. But we must only use it when absolutely necessary, since a link might be detected by other dragons, by the enemy. It is one last thing I wish to do before we say goodbye. It is now or never. Shall I do it?

Nahia heaved a sigh.

“Do it.”

Garran-Zilar-Denbo closed its eyes, and with a nail from its claw it pulled a scale off its chest. The dragon made the scale levitate in front of it. The scale began to shine brightly. Nahia watched, hunched over, her nape exposed, very attentive to what was going on. All of a sudden, the scale began to shrink as it glittered with light. It shrank and continued to shine until the brightness was blinding. Nahia had to look away.

The sting of sharp pain in her nape told Nahia that Garran-Zilar-Denbo was inserting the scale into her flesh. The pain increased, and in an instant it became intolerable. Nahia stomped with one foot and then the other to try and bear the pain, or at least make it escape through some part of her body. Where she could not bear it was at her nape, which felt as if she was being burnt with silver fire. She clenched her jaw tight, stomped with one foot and then the other, and bore it as best as she could, but it was insufferable.

It is done. She received Garran-Zilar-Denbo’s message, along with a feeling of great weariness. The dragon was exhausted.

Nahia felt her nape and located the silver scale. It burned as if it was fire, but it was a silvery fire, very different from her own elemental fire. It was larger than the golden scales she had but a lot smaller than the scale’s original size. Garran-Zilar-Denbo had made it smaller to adapt it to Nahia’s body. The dragon had inserted it right above her nape, and covered by her hair it was well concealed.

“I can feel its power.”

Remember, don’t use it if it isn’t necessary. It has a power that will help you in situations that have to do with your destiny without you having to activate it. It will help you with your choices and guide you.

“How?”

Don’t worry, you will know.

Nahia did not understand how, but she trusted that she would when it happened.

“Fine.”

I have just enough energy for one last vision. I will do so. Garran-Zilar-Denbo closed its eyes and a great power began to emanate from it. Nahia felt it in her body. All her hair stood on end. The great dragon started letting off silver flashes at slow intervals. Nahia watched attentively, intrigued. What was it doing? And why?

The flashes came faster and more powerfully. Nahia started to worry. She did not know whether it was safe to be so close to the dragon while it gave off such powerful flashes. She had to cover her eyes, since the intensity was beginning to burn them. She withdrew as the flashes increased in power and speed. She moved back until she was outside the cavern. From there, she continued watching, squinting to not injure her eyes, since the flashes were now coming at a very fast pace.

One last huge flash lit up the whole cavern and the outside. Nahia covered her face with her arm to protect it from the intense light. Her hair stood on end.

Come closer… Garran-Zilar-Denbo sent her after a moment. The message reached her with a feeling of great exhaustion. The dragon was drained.

Nahia went over to it.

“What was that?”

I have consulted the threads of destiny… in a vision… that is why I had to use all my power… only thus can I get a glimpse of something. Only a little, but something…

Nahia understood.

“What have you glimpsed?”

Our entwined destinies are beginning to form… but there is one more of great significance… that must entwine too…

“Whose?”

I don’t know who it is… I have seen a Human… blond… with a young Higher Drakonian…

Nahia smiled.

“I know who he is. I know him, and the creature too.”

You know them? That surprises me, since his destiny isn’t entwined with yours… not yet…

“Yes, the name of the Human is Lasgol, and the creature’s is Camu.”

You must find them… your destinies must join… there’s something stopping it… you must find out what it is and solve it…

“This is going to be complicated. They’re in Drameia, what they call Tremia. I met them there, but now I don’t know where they might be.”

Seek whoever knows about them. Find them, or else your final destiny, the one you wish for, will not come true.

Nahia thought about it.

“I know who can help me. Egil.”

Get to him then…

“That’s complicated. He’s in the dungeons in the first underground level.”

You are intelligent … you will find a way.

Nahia snorted.

“I’ll try.”

Now go… and be very careful… very careful… I have felt a lot of danger… deadly.

“For some reason, I’m not surprised.” Nahia touched the scale at her nape and then bowed deeply to Garran-Zilar-Denbo. She ran back to the cart.

She reached Burgor and saw that Lehen-Gorri-On truly had not killed him. She loaded the Tergnomus onto the cart. He weighed as much as if he were made of iron. She got on the cart and urged the beasts on. The silver path appeared under them and she left. When she went by Garran-Zilar-Denbo’s cavern, she saw that the great silver dragon had taken refuge inside. Nahia went on her way and felt a sense of loss, as if she were leaving behind an old friend.

A while later, Burgor woke up. He was in a horrible mood until the end of the shift—much more than usual, which was already bad as a rule. He said goodbye to Nahia with, “I hope I never see you ever again!”

Nahia shrugged.

“I wouldn’t bet on that.”


Chapter 20

The next morning Nahia was the last to get up as usual, since her punishment had left her exhausted and with very few hours of sleep. Her squadmates had devised a system so she had a chance to recuperate some sleep in the morning. It consisted of them going to the dining hall and one returning with Nahia’s serving when it was time to go to class. This way at least she slept as long as possible. Today it was Daphne’s turn.

“Wake up, time to line up,” she whispered in Nahia’s ear in a deep tone.

Nahia turned over in her cot, ignoring the voice trying to wake her, and attempted to go on sleeping.

“A little longer…” she muttered in her dreams.

“No way, you have to get up. Besides, today is a new day,” her friend said, shaking her by the shoulders with energy.

“I’m exhausted…” Nahia muttered without opening her eyes.

“But alive, and you’ve finished your punishment. That’s a real feat. You’re a lot tougher and more difficult to kill than you appear,” Daphne told her with a smile of acknowledgment.

“Yeah… alive…” Nahia whispered and turned over again without giving any sign of getting up.

“I’m sorry, but you’re making me use force. It’s for your own good,” Daphne told her.

“No…”

“Yes.”

“A cold splash of water fell on Nahia’s face, and she woke up from the shock. She half rose, shaking her head.

“I hate water on my face!”

“We know. It’s the only thing that’ll wake you up. Your food is on my cot. Hurry up. We have our first Mark of Talent class. Everyone is nervous, even blockhead Aiden, although he’s trying to pretend, like he always does in these cases.”

“Oh… that’s right… I didn’t remember,” Nahia replied as she drank half a jug of water as every morning and washed her face with the rest.

Daphne watched her with her arms crossed.

“Anything interesting on your last night?”

Nahia remembered what had happened as the events flew past her mind at lightning speed. She shut her eyes hard, wondering whether she should tell Daphne what had happened with Garran-Zilar-Denbo. She opened her mouth to do so and stopped. She remained with her mouth open and a contradicting look on her face.

“Errr….”

Daphne tilted her head and looked at her blankly.

“Anything wrong?”

Nahia realized she had stopped because doubt had sneaked into her mind. Could she trust Daphne? Could she tell her the secret of the great silver dragon? Should she tell her about the scale she now had buried in her nape? Could she trust Daphne? Something inside Nahia told her she could. But at the same time she remembered the Primeval Dragon’s advice: trust no one, only yourself.

“I…”

“You’re in a weird mood this morning, what’s up?”

It was too soon to risk it. She needed to think about who she could trust with what had happened and who she could not. Certainly not Aiden. And Logan? Surely she could tell him, right? She suddenly had a headache and decided it was better to think about it later, with a clearer head. Right then she could barely reason.

“Nothing. I’m just more tired than usual.” She took another jug of water, drank half, and splashed her face with the rest.

“Get ready and eat or we’ll be late.”

“Yes, yes, I’m coming.”

Shortly after, Daphne and Nahia left the barracks. Nahia was eating bread and cheese with quince jelly as they walked along the bailiff.

“Are we going to the Square of the Path?” Nahia asked.

“Yes, that’s where they’ve all gone. The Exarbor will know where we have to go.”

“Hmmm…. I don’t remember an Exarbor of Talent Studies…” Nahia commented.

Daphne looked at her, raising an eyebrow.

“That’s right, I don’t either.”

“Well, we’ll see once we get there,” Nahia finished eating what she had in her hands.

When they arrived at the square with the large fountain, they met with the rest of the squad, waiting for them.

“Hurry up! We’re always last!” Aiden scolded them in frustration.

“Shut up, marble-head,” Lily told him. “Don’t you see that poor Nahia can barely stand?”

“That’s no excuse…”

“Don’t worry, Aiden, we won’t be late,” Taika cut in to avoid more arguments.

“You’re alive, and that gladdens my soul,” Ivo told her with a big smile on his beastly face, bowing his head in a ceremonious salute.

“We’re all happy,” said Lily, who ran up to hug Nahia as they arrived.

“The dragons can’t beat a Flameborn,” Taika said with a kind smile. “You’re amazing.”

“Of course they can’t beat me,” Nahia replied with another smile.

“If she’s done her punishment and is still alive, it’s because of our lords’ will, of which I am glad,” Aiden said.

“Glad of your lords’ will, or that she’s alive?” Daphne asked him, frowning.

“That…she’s…alive, of course.”

“Thank goodness,” Lily said, laughing.

“Thank you, Aiden, I’m also glad to be alive and that the dragons haven’t been able to beat me completely.”

“Where’s everyone?” Daphne asked, seeing that the square was empty, with the exception of the Exarbor of Studies.

“They’ve gone to the Square of Conquest, farther to the north. Apparently we’ll be informed there,” said Taika.

“And we’re late,” Aiden added.

“So, let’s go,” Nahia said, waving her hand.

They ran off. It took them a moment to reach the square in the middle of the north part of the Academy. It was an area they did not visit often, with the exception of Nahia because of her punishments. There they met an Exarbor wearing a silver breastplate with twelve runes drawn on it. They were the same runes they had engraved on the back of their hands.

They arrived in front of him and announced themselves.

“Igneous Squad of the Red Squadron, second-year, reporting for Talent training,” said Aiden.

“I am the Exarbor of Talents… Talent training… is taught… in the Building of the Mark.”

“And where’s that?” Aiden asked with urgency.

“The Building of the Mark… is just south… of The Arena… inside the Lean Forest.”

“Okay! Let’s go!” Aiden ran off.

The rest followed him.

They arrived at the neighborhood of The Arena, which filled Nahia with bad memories. Just seeing the round building in the distance made her stomach turn. Blasted dragons—she hated them more every day. They headed south and arrived at an area of very tall trees. They were close to one another and blocked their view. Because of their height, over sixty feet, they could not glimpse what was on the horizon either.

“Is it there?” Nahia asked.

“It must be,” said Taika, who pointed at another squad a little ahead of them that vanished among the trees further ahead.

“It’s that, or else the trees eat squads,” Lily chuckled.

“It’d better be the former,” said Daphne, frowning.

“This must be the Lean Forest,” Ivo guessed. “I’m pleased to see such tall and beautiful trees in this world of rock and precious gems the Academy is.”

Nahia doubted the trees were a threat, but in this academy everything was dangerous, so it was better to be on her guard.

They followed the trees that formed an impenetrable wall to the place where the other squad had vanished and found an entrance, or rather an area without trees. They entered and found an enormous garden and beyond it a large building, about eighteen feet high, surrounded by the tall trees. Nahia realized why she had never noticed the building—it could not be seen beyond the trees.

“Here we are!” Aiden urged them with tireless waving.

“I see more squads entering the building,” Taika said, pointing at the front.

“Let’s follow them,” said Daphne.

As they arrived, Nahia noticed that the Building of the Mark was quite unique. The first thing that caught her attention was its size, at least twice as big as the rest of the training buildings. The second thing was its shape: it had several sides, long and wide.

“Wow, look at that building!” Lily cried.

“It is unique,” Taika said, nodding.

“Is it shaped like a star?” Daphne asked.

“It looks like a star indeed, but it has more than ten points,” Nahia commented.

“I count at least five or six sides that we can see from here,” said Lily.

“Well, it must have about the same in the back,” said Daphne.

“Interesting,” Ivo commented.

They went in and found themselves in a wide lobby with three Exarbor behind a counter.

“Let’s go and ask!” Aiden was already in front of the Exarbor in the middle.

“Igneous Squad of the Red Squadron, Second-Year,” he announced.

The Exarbor looked at him.

“Show… your Mark… of Talent,” he asked in his slow, drowsy voice.

Aiden showed him the back of his hand.

“Mark…of the Barbarian. Look for your rune… on the first floor.”

“Good!”

“Only first floor… second floor… is for the third-years.”

The others looked at one another. They all had a different Mark, so their classrooms would all be different. Lily stepped forward.

“Charming… and irresistible,” she reported and showed the Mark on one hand while with the other she tossed her long jet-black hair.

“Mark… of the Charmer. Look for your rune… on the first floor,” the Exarbor told her with his innate parsimony.

They had no more doubts.

“Everyone, look for their own rune,” said Daphne.

They separated and went to see which class they were in. Nahia saw Lily find hers.

“Good luck!” she wished the others from the door before going in.

Nahia felt strange. This would be the first time they would go to a different training session. She continued looking just like other pupils who had not located their classroom yet. She went all around the right side and realized there were six sides on each side which formed a twelve-pointed star and her classroom was north. She found it at last. The rune above the door was the same as the one engraved on her hand.

She took a deep breath and entered the room.

In the middle of the room an Exarbor waited, and behind him was a huge white female dragon. Red streaks ran down its back. This dragoness must also be about eight hundred years old, judging by its size and the look of its head: horns, eyes, and mouth. Nahia was beginning to see that most of the training dragons were around the same age. There had to be a reason for that, but so far she did not know what it was.

My name is Lehia-Zuri-Mag. I will be your trainer in the Talent of Sorcery. Show the Exarbor Sorcerer your mark and give him your name.

Nahia had not noticed who else was in the class with her. She counted only five, which seemed very few. One by one, they went over to the Exarbor and did as the dragoness told them. Nahia waited to be the last, and meanwhile she noticed how many of each race had been marked with the rune of Sorcery. There were two Fatum, a boy and a girl; a Scarlatum boy; a Drakonid boy; and one Human, herself.

All of you, get on your knees in front of me with your gaze on the floor. You will always remain thus until I tell you otherwise.

They all obeyed at once. The message had reached them loaded with force and something else Nahia was unable to determine, but there was something in the message that denoted power. She had the feeling that this dragoness had truly powerful magic. Not only that, but she was dangerous. It was an offensive power, with the capacity to kill. This unsettled her greatly. She could always detect the power of the dragons and their magic, but she had never picked up the deadly capacity of their magic. This dragoness was a deadly weapon on her own. Nahia was almost certain that if this dragoness wanted to kill her, it could do so just by looking at her. She hoped that things would not come to that. She hoped the dragoness would only punish her and not kill her. She thought again. That was all she needed, to be punished again. She would not be able to cope with it. Her strength was already low, almost inexistent. She would have to behave exceptionally well in this training and avoid any possible problems.

This year we do not even have half a dozen selected with the Talent of Sorcery, This is regrettable, since it is one of the most important Talents, if not the most, and such a scarce group. That is not going to please the leaders. Like usual, every year there are many Fighters, Warriors, Barbarians, Explorers, Shadows, and the like. It is because the Weapon Talents are more common. The Magic Talents, on the other hand, are much more difficult to find. Magic is always scarce, even among those who have been born with it.

Nahia did not completely understand what the dragoness meant. She guessed that she was referring to the fact that although everyone at the Academy had dragon blood and possessed magic, not all of them had magical Talents.

The Sorcerer Dragon Warlocks are the most feared of all the Dagon Warlocks. And I do not say that because I am the master of the discipline, but because they are the most powerful. A Warrior Dragon Warlock is no rival to a Sorcerer. Magic is always more powerful than weapons. Never forget this. No matter how strong, agile, dexterous, and skillful the Fighter, Warrior, Explorer, Barbarian, or Shadow are, the Sorcerer can always defeat them. I will teach you how to defeat them all. Not only those who have weapon-based Talents, even those based on magic. Among them, the most difficult to defeat will be the Magus, Charmers, Necrossum, and Defenders. But do not worry, no one is more powerful in combat than the Sorcerer.

Nahia was surprised. She did not see herself as more powerful than Taika, Ivo, or Aiden. Besides, with their Talents they would be even more powerful. She doubted she could ever defeat them, no matter what this dragoness said with such certainty and confidence. It intrigued her to know that the Magus, Charmers, Necrossum, and Defenders would be serious rivals. Lily was a Charmer, Ana was a Necrossum, and Logan was a Defender. She wondered why it was so. She would have to speak to them and find out what made them hard to defeat. It was mere curiosity—she did not want to defeat them in combat. She did not want to fight them at all. On the contrary, what she really wanted to see was how powerful they were in order to fight the dragons someday. No sooner did she have this idea that she dismissed it out of fear that the dragoness might read her mind.

I will teach you how to use your magic and take it to levels of power you cannot even imagine. You will be capable of attacking faster and with much more power, and the reach of your magical attacks will also increase, much more than the rest of your squad comrades. Now, you cannot even imagine this because your minds are small and have been exposed to very little of what can be done with magic.

Nahia was not in the least surprised by the dragoness’ scorn. It had implied that it was because they were inferior races. She knew it, and it did not shock her. But one day the inferior races would show the all-powerful dragons that they were not actually inferior at all.

We shall not waste one more moment. We will begin by improving your invocation speed for your elemental skills. I am sure all of you here stand out in the study of magic. It is not possible to have the Talent of Sorcery and not be very skillful with magic. And therefore, all of you being good at magic, I am sure you are wondering who among you is the best. Do not worry, we will find out. There might even be changes from here to the end of the year.

Nahia did not like the sound of this or the feeling of competition that reached them with the message. She had no interest in knowing who was better at magic.

My way of teaching is very efficient. You will learn everything in direct competition. It is the best way to learn, I assure you. You will compete among each other and will push one another to improve. To better illustrate this and begin the training, we will perform a simple exercise.

Now Nahia had no doubt this training was going to be a torture. She could not believe it; now that she was going to be able to rest a little more and have less busy days, she now had this class with its unnecessary competition.

The Human and the female Fatum, stand in front of each other, Lehia-Zuri-Mag ordered, and she sent it with a feeling of relentless command.

Nahia stepped forward and turned to face the Fatum, who did the same.

Introduce yourselves. You must know your opponent.

“I am Nahia, Igneous Squad, Red Squadron,” she said and bowed lightly in a brief salute.

“I am Fiadh, Storm Squad, White Squadron,” the Fatum said and also bowed lightly.

Very well, take out your Training Spheres. I want you to invoke Elemental Breath. It is usually hard, but I am sure you will manage to do so quickly. And to give this exercise the spirit of competition, I will create an Incentivizer. I know you do not know what that is, but you will soon find out. Lehia-Zuri-Mag conjured for a moment, and between Nahia and Fiadh there appeared a sphere of air charged with storm lightning inside it. It remained hovering between the two.

Naha and Fiadh looked at the sphere with distrust.

Very well, my Sorcerer Exarbor will give the signal and you will call upon your skill of Elemental Breath as fast as you can and throw it at your rival. You are at the precise distance to not reach one another, so there is no risk of injury. Begin.

“Ready… go!” the Sorcerer Exarbor gave the signal.

Not wanting to do badly, Nahia called upon her skill as fast as she could. She summoned her inner dragon, gathered an amount of energy, transformed it into elemental fire, and launched it out of her mouth. As her Elemental Breath was about to leave her mouth, Nahia saw how Fiadh, faster than her, was already sending hers. A breath of storm lightning came out of her mouth. An instant later came Nahia’s fire breath. They both maintained the breath for a moment and then let it die by cutting off the flow of energy.

“Victory … for Fiadh… of the Storm Squadron,” the Sorcerer Exarbor announced.

Aha, very well. Now it is the turn of the Incentivizer, Lehia-Zuri-Mag sent, along with a feeling of amusement.

The sphere hovering between them attacked Nahia. It released several discharges of storm, which struck Nahia’s chest and legs. She felt a terrible pain, unbearable, and she fell to the floor. The Incentivizer launched three more discharges that made Nahia writhe in pain all over the floor. She was feeling terrible agony. The discharges went up and down her body, and the pain was unbearable.

And this is how you incentivate a pupil to improve. We will have competitions like these every day. I am sure you are all going to improve a lot, for your own good. Very well. Next pupil, the Drakonid. Let us see whether you can beat the Fatum.

Nahia withdrew, crawling along the floor in the middle of terrible pain. She saw that the Drakonid was going to face the Fatum and wished him luck, but he had none. The Fatum defeated him easily. The discharges attacked the Drakonid, who fell to the floor and rolled over while he bore the punishment.

Nahia knew then that this Talent class was insane. It was going to be worse than a nightmare.


Chapter 21

That evening, Nahia was finally able to have a good dinner, and she enjoyed it as if she had been served the best of banquets. Better even than what the Colonel and Commander had every evening at the castle. She had spent a month having only breakfast, and although she had double serving to be able to hold up until the following day, that was not good for her body. In fact, she felt weaker than when she had started the year. After all those days of punishment, she was very aware that the body needed more than one meal a day.

“This is delicious,” she told her comrades as they were having dinner, sitting at their squad table.

“It is,” Ivo nodded, taking a bite out of the stewed turkey leg, his second serving of the evening.

“It’s good, but it’s not that wonderful,” Daphne commented. “The Tergnomus do what they can, but they aren’t great cooks. We Fatum have spectacular cuisine, with dishes you haven’t even heard about.”

“Yeah, they must be delicious, but what about the size of the servings? Are they Fatum sized or Tauruk-Kapro sized?” Ivo asked.

“Fatum, of course. My race considers it bad manners to stuff oneself with food. The dishes are delicious and the servings are small; it helps us savor and appreciate them better.”

“Then I prefer the food they have here. They serve enough, and you can get as much as you want,” Ivo sentenced.

“Sometimes I forget you’re a Tauruk, but moments like this remind me of it,” Daphne made a gesture that meant it could only be like that.

“I am a Tauruk, and my people don’t cook elaborate dishes. We are fond of roasts and stews with a lot of meat and few aromas and such things.”

“You’re brutes who don’t appreciate good cooking for the art it is,” Daphne rebutted him.

“We always have our stomachs full and our muscles recharged, which is what matters.”

“He’s somewhat right,” Taika commented with a smile.

“Sure, you say that because your people don’t even cook, nothing at all,” Daphne sad accusingly.

Taika shrugged.

“We prefer meat and fish rare, almost raw. We put it through the fire for a moment and it’s ready. We don’t ‘cook’ as such. Every race has different culinary practices.”

“We prefer raw meat, like our lords,” Aiden commented. “Cooking it makes it lose its power of nourishment. That’s what my culture believes. These stews they give us take all the strength out of the meat they carry.”

“Look at the carnivores. My culture is the opposite,” said Lily. “We roast everything until almost charred, the more cooked and charred the better. We cook stews all night. You’ll never see one of us eating something rare. We find bleeding meat disgusting.”

“We have a little of everything,” said Nahia. “There are some who prefer the meat rare, like Taika. Some who prefer it well done, like Lily. Some who prefer it well prepared with spices and aromas and in small quantities like Daphne. And there are some who prefer to stuff themselves like Ivo. What we don’t have are people who prefer raw meat like Aiden.”

“How complicated you Humans are, you can’t even agree on what to eat,” Lily laughed.

“I must admit you’re right there,” Nahia said as she continued eating the delicious stew.

“You certainly are a peculiar bunch,” Daphne agreed, nodding repeatedly.

“If you think about it, we all are a bit odd or peculiar to one another. We each have different cultures and customs,” Taika said.

“Yeah, and the strangest belong to the blockhead and his kind,” Daphne said.

“Our culture is the most advanced and similar to that of our lords. You are the primitive and strange ones,” said Aiden, who stiffened as he always did when he defended his people.

“Let’s agree that all the races have their peculiarities, including their gastronomic habits,” Ivo commented in a relaxed tone,

“Yeah, we’re all different and unique,” Lily said, smiling. “Some of us are also charming and irresistible. Others, however…” her gaze fell on Aiden and then she laughed.

Nahia could not help smiling. Daphne and Lily continually tormented Aiden and did not grant him a moment of respite, but she had to admit that he asked for it most of the time with that mini-dragon mouth of his.

Aiden pretended to be offended and said nothing more. He crossed his arms over his chest.

“The important thing is that we understand and work with one another,” said Taika.

“And that we respect our differences, since we are all different and that makes us special,” Ivo looked at Lily and Daphne with a look that meant it was not right to mess with Aiden.

There was a moment of silence, and Lily and Daphne bowed their heads thoughtfully. Then they looked at one another again and shook their heads, smiling. They would continue tormenting Aiden.

“What did you think of the ceremony of the Mark of Talent?” Nahia asked, remembering all of a sudden that it had been the day before. Her nights of punishment were so intense that she forgot what happened during the day.

“It was very unique,” said Lily.

“Indeed it was, very weird. That sphere and the rings got on my nerves,” said Daphne.

“The rings were acting as analyzers. From the elemental colors, I guess there must be a connection between our elements and the analysis process,” said Taika thoughtfully.

“The energy of the four silver dragons is what shocked me,” said Ivo. “I hadn’t felt so much power in my whole life. There were moments when I thought the tips of my horns were going to snap.”

“Only thinking about it gives me goosebumps,” said Daphne.

“The silver lords know the mysteries of time and the arcane secrets,” Aiden told them.

Nahia thought about Garran-Zilar-Denbo and found that the comment was not wrong. The silver dragons were different from the rest. Their magic was not related to one of the six elemental powers of the dragons—fire, water, earth, air, light, and darkness—but with the power of time. Nahia was also beginning to suspect they had to do with space as well.

“I wonder how they are capable of finding the innate Talent in each one of us,” Lily commented.

“They were certainly not right about me, I can tell you that. I am nothing of a healer,” Daphne said angrily.

“With that character of yours, it honestly doesn’t really suit you,” Lily laughed.

“I couldn’t agree more. Healers are supposed to be kind and good. I’m neither. They definitely made a mistake,” the Fatum said, crossing her arms.

“You aren’t that wrong, you know,” Nahia, who was a healer herself, did not see            in her comrade concern for the well-being of others that she ought to have.

“In my case, I think they were right,” said Ivo, pleased and serene. “From what I understand, a Druid is a wizard of nature. That suits my character and spirit. Not so much the wizard part, but the nature part very much. Anyway, of all the Talents I could have gotten, I think it’s the one that fits my personality best.”

“Yeah, that talent suits you very well,” Lily agreed, nodding.

“You should be a Fighter, Warrior, or Barbarian. You’re a Tauruk, you have a large body and colossal strength. Those are the Talents most Tauruk-Kapro got,” Aiden said reproachfully, shaking his head.

“Those Talents are focused on weapons and offense, right?” Ivo asked.

“That’s right. The Fighter can act as defense, although the Talent is also used for attacking. The Warrior and the Barbarian are purely offensive Talents,” Aiden explained.

“In that case, I think my talent is the right one. None of the other three motivate me. I prefer Druid, even if the magic it carries is going to be hard for me. At least it’s based on nature—that’s what they explained in today’s class, and I’m very happy.”

Aiden shook his head.

“It’s a waste… but if it’s what came out, it can’t be changed.”

“The Shadow suits Taika very well too, especially considering your element…” Daphne told the tiger.

Taika nodded.

“Darkness and shadow, they go hand in hand.”

“The silver lords don’t make mistakes. They’re educated and have great magical power,” Aiden said.

“You say that because you like that you were given the Talent of Barbarian,” Daphne told him.

Aiden raised his chin.

“I’m very happy with their choice, indeed, and it only confirms what I’ve told you.”

“You could have been a Warrior or Fighter and you’d have been even happier,” Lily told him.

“Yes, I would’ve preferred that, but I don’t question our masters’ decisions.”

Lily and Daphne exchanged a look that said “what a weirdo.”

“Don’t Drakonids prefer magic?” Nahia asked, interested.

Aiden looked at her and bowed his head.

“There are many among us who do. They prefer magic and try to emulate our lords in that field. Others, like me, prefer weapons.”

Nahia nodded. “I see.”

“In my case, they were also right. I’m already a Charmer,” Lily giggled. “A little more training in that area will do me good, then I’ll be completely, utterly irresistible.”

“I have no doubt about that,” Taika smiled.

Nahia still did not know what to think of her Talent, Sorcerer.

“I don’t know whether my Talent suits me, least of all after today’s class.”

“Sorcerer is a powerful Talent. Sorcerers fight best with magic,” Aiden told her.

“It sounds like a specialization of attack magic,” Taika guessed.

“Then it’s a good Talent for you,” said Lily.

“Am I the only one they made a mistake on then?” Daphne protested.

“I’ll say it again, they don’t make…”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Shut up, Aiden.”

“I’m worried that we’re going to be studying these specializations this whole year and the next. That’s too much,” Nahia commented and sighed, overwhelmed.

“Yeah, they’re gong to kill us with training,” Lily agreed.

“It will only make us stronger,” Aiden replied.

“That theory isn’t entirely correct,” said Ivo. “Suffering hardens you, true. But even the hardest branch of the tree can crack if too much pressure is exerted on it.”

“There are times when your transcendental words are spot on,” Daphne told him, nodding repeatedly.

“I’m glad to be of help,” Ivo bent over in a sort of bow.

“You’re absolutely right, Ivo,” Nahia told him. “My first class of Sorcery was horrible. It turns out that we’re going to study by competing against each other, and the loser gets punished.”

“Punished like being sent to do work?” Lily asked, opening her eyes wide.

Nahia shook her head.

“Almost worse. I received six storm discharges for losing. It was so painful, you can’t even imagine. I was lying on the floor in pain for half the class. In fact, it took me forever to get here when the class finished. I think I’m still limping with my left leg, which hasn’t recovered yet.”

“That’s brutal,” Daphne protested, hitting the table with her fists.

“According to the Sorcery dragoness trainer, it leads to rapid improvement.”

“They shouldn’t be teaching like that,” Ivo shook his head. “It’s not natural and least of all balanced.”

“How did you do on your first day?”

“I was awful,” Daphne burst out. “I don’t understand what I’m doing in that class. Of the five of us, I’m the one with the least affinity for healing. Today we spent the whole day turning elemental energy into healing. Guess who didn’t succeed?”

“Don’t worry, you’ll get there. You just need a little more time,” Lily cheered her.

“I’m telling you, they made a mistake,” Daphne raised her hands to the sky.

“There’s only five of you?” The same as us. I thought Sorcery was one of the smallest group. It sounds like Healing was too,” Nahia commented, intrigued.

“Sorcery and Healing are always the ones with the fewest members. Those two Talents are the most appreciated,” explained Aiden.

“It makes sense. The most harmful and the most benign. And the most difficult,” Taika commented, thinking about it.

“Very true, that must be the reason,” Ivo agreed,

“I did very well in today’s training,” Lily said. “Although it isn’t exactly what I thought it would be.”

“Isn’t it just being charming and irresistible?” Nahia asked her.

“It’s more about having the capacity to charm others, of affecting their mind. And it turns out that the first tests I did show I have great potential. Of the seven in this training, I was tied with another Scarlatum in the tests we did today. Two Fatum were close behind.”

“That’s interesting. Perhaps the natural gift of your race helps you with this Talent,” Taika guessed.

“That’s what I was thinking too,” Ivo agreed. “Our races must affect our Talents somehow.”

“Not mine,” Daphne said, shaking her head.

“You are very akin to magic, and in order to be a Healer you must use it a lot,” Aiden contradicted her.

“What would you know!” Daphne shook her head.

“I do know,” he said, nodding.

“And how was your first day of training, Aiden?” Nahia asked him so they would stop arguing.

“It went excellently for me, as it should. There are six Barbarians. Our lord and master explained to us that we are the most lethal of all the Talents.”

“Aren’t those the Sorcerers?” Taika asked.

“They are at a distance, but when it comes to close range and one-on-one combat, we are the most lethal. They’ll teach us to unleash all our potential of death and destruction with weapons. We’ll be the most feared in a battle melee. This pleases me greatly and fills me with pride,” Aiden raised his dragon chin.

“I won’t say that it doesn’t fit you like a glove. Especially if you combine it with your ‘condition,’” Lily told him.

“I don’t have a condition,” Aiden’s reptilian eyes fixed on Lily with an offended look.

“No, of course you don’t. We haven’t seen you fall into a frenzy several times now and afterwards not remember a thing,” Daphne told him.

“It was only a couple of times. That doesn’t make it a condition. Besides, I bet I’ll soon get over it with all this training I’m going to get.”

“Yeah, I’m sure you’ll get over it. How wouldn’t you get over it?” Lily made a face that meant not even in a thousand years.

“How about you, Ivo?” Nahia asked.

The Tauruk raised his head.

“Pretty well. Better than I expected. We’ll learn nature magic with healing and offensive abilities. The latter part doesn’t interest me, but the former does. I’ve always wondered how to use everything Mother Nature offers us in a positive way. Not to destroy but to build, repair, and heal.”

“Wow, I envy you. I would’ve loved to study nature and her magic,” said Nahia. “With everything I’ve learned from my grandmother… it’s not fair that I can’t keep developing it and putting it into practice.”

Ivo shrugged.

“Life is rarely fair.”

“That’s a great truth,” Taika commented with a nod.

“What about you, Taika?” Lily asked him.

“My Talent is curious. There are six of us, and from what the master has told us, a huge black dragon, our talent consists of using shadows and darkness to reach the enemy without being detected and defeat it in the blink of an eye.”

“Considering your elemental affinity, it’s perfect for you,” Daphne told him.

“Yes, it would seem so. That’s what the master dragon said. Not everyone has the same affinity as me in my group.”

“I wouldn’t mind having that Talent,” said Nahia. “I could escape from                    some punishment or another,” she joked.

“You do need it. Urgently,” Lily giggled.

“You don’t say, very urgently,” Daphne joined her.

“Hey, you haven’t told us anything about your last night in the dungeons. Anything interesting to share?” Lily asked Nahia.

“Apart from having returned alive, something we were all hoping and wishing for,” Taika added.

“Well said,” Ivo told Taika.

Nahia found herself once again in a complicated situation. She wanted to tell her comrades, but she faced two problems. First, that their current location was not ideal—there were many people there and untrustworthy ears that might hear her words. Second, she did not know whether she could trust all her comrades or not. Surely not Aiden, but she was also not sure she could trust the others. She wanted to, but what if she was wrong? Doubt assaulted her. She decided to give herself time.

“I’ll tell you later, there are a lot of people here…” she said, looking around.

“We understand,” said Lily, nodding and also glancing around.

“The important thing is that I survived, and without serious consequences.”

“Of which we are very happy,” Taika smiled at her.

“You have an aura that aligns with nature, that seeks balance. That’s why things work out for you,” Ivo told her, a mystical tone in his voice.

“She’s a powerful Flameborn, the farthest thing from nature,” Aiden told him.

“Her power is great, but her soul is even greater, and that’s why she’s aligned with nature,” Ivo replied.

Aiden made a face that meant this did not fit at all.

They finished their dinner in good spirits and went back to their dorms to rest. Nahia could not believe she was finally going to rest one full night. The circles under her eyes for a month now were so marked it looked like Ivo had punched her.

Nahia lay down on her cot.

“How nice… at last… today I’ll be able to sleep like I haven’t done in a long time. I’m not even going to dream.” And she was almost asleep before she finished the thought. But her sleep was not peaceful or restful. She dreamed of Sorcerer Dragon Warlocks who killed hundreds in their way with enormous dragons that came down from the sky, bringing death and destruction to thousands of Humans, with blood and suffering and conquest. She dreamed what dragons dream.


Chapter 22

A few days later, Nahia headed to the library to study after Talent training. Her spirits were down. She was not doing well in Sorcery and was paying the price with pain and suffering. That day, the most punished had been the Scarlatum and the Drakonid in her class, so she had been spared. Although not entirely, because she had received two consecutive incentivating discharges, but she could not complain. Other days she received four or five.

She arrived at the Library of Dragon Magic and marveled at the sight like she always did. It was a colossal white sphere with silver hues that shone in the sunlight. From the outside it did not look like a building but rather like a great monument. It was like a replica of the pearl portals. It had most likely been created with that in mind.

She entered the Library, and Nahia could not help but smile a little. The place was amazing; she always thought so. It was funny that the feeling did not wear off, even though she visited it often. Its six round floors with crystal railings that looked onto the great round courtyard seemed to her a feat of architecture. The great silver column featuring the enormous book with golden covers that presided in the center gave it a distinguished touch. But that book was The Path of Dragons which turned her stomach every time she looked at it.

Around the monument and behind the counters, about twenty Exarbor were hard at work, pouring over enormous tomes. They barely looked up, they were so enthralled with their tasks. The Exarbor were funny beings, always working and studying. They were methodical, wise, and slow, and from what she had seen so far, infallible. Nahia always wondered whether those beings had dreams, goals they wanted to reach, beyond faithfully serving the dragons and doing their work for them.

Nahia knew she had to go up to the second floor and headed to it. That was where the second-years were studying. She went up the spiral staircase and looked around. Against the spherical surface of the wall were bookcases filled with books, and next to the bookcases and set throughout the floor were study tables. It was just like the floor below which consisted of the first-years, where she had been so many times.

She passed by the square column that had a framed phrase: “The Talent of a Dragon Warlock is their best weapon.” Nahia sighed. It was an extract, like many others, from The Path of Dragons, that was hanging on the walls. She did not like seeing it; she had enough problems with her Talent training to be reminded. She found a table where she would not see any of these lapidary sentences from the Path. She preferred to study without seeing them.

After a while, Ana arrived and saw Nahia studying. She went over to her to chat.

“Hello, Nahia,” she said in a whisper, looking scared as usual.

“Ana! I’m so glad to see you here!” Nahia greeted her, always happy to see her friend. “Sit with me,” she said, offering her an empty chair.

“Studying your new Talent?” Ana asked.

Nahia nodded and indicated the enormous tome she was reading.

“Since we didn’t have enough to study, now I have this too,” she moaned bitterly.

“You’re a Sorceress, right?”

“Yeah, and you’re a Necrossum?”

“That’s right. From what I’ve seen so far, this is not only a difficult subject, but also very unpleasant.”

“I was wondering what the Talent was about. It sounds like necromancy and death… doesn’t it?”

“Worse than that. Necro stands for death, you’re right, and Ossum for bones…” Ana made a horrified face.

Nahia began to understand then, and her look went from interest to disgust.

“Sounds bad…”

“It’s worse than it seems,” Ana said, sighing.

“Tell me. I want to know what this Talent is,” Nahia said, looking interested again.

Ana sighed again.

“Those of us with the Necrossum Talent use the magic ‘of the dead’ and bones.”

“Magic of the dead?” Nahia could not help interrupting her. This was most unusual.

Ana sighed once more.

“The magic of the dead is about using our inner energy and transforming it into death and sickness energy. I think it’s the opposite of healing magic. The Healers’ magic heals cures sickness and heals, ours creates sickness and kills.”

Nahia threw her head back and looked dismayed.

“That’s horrible.”

Ana nodded repeatedly.

“Worse than horrible. Just imagine, they are teaching us to kill people by making them waste away to sickness. And not only that. We can do it quickly or drag it out.”

“Drag it out? Why?” Nahia put her hands to her face.

“To create suffering…”

Nahia understood.

“Blasted dragons!” she cried, and she did so louder than she should. Several tables turned to look at her.

Nahia realized her error quickly.

“Sorry…” she said to those looking. She saw concern in their gazes, and Nahia realized it was because of what she had said. A nearby Exarbor was watching her by the bookshelves. He raised a finger with leaves to his bark lips.

“I’m sorry…” she said in a low voice. But the deed was done. If that Exarbor told the dragons, she was in for another punishment. She could kick herself for this outburst. The students around them went back to their books, and Nahia looked at Ana.

“You should be careful with what you say. If a dragon heard you… or if they were told…” Ana said.

“I know, I know… but that’s what I think, and sometimes it comes out.”

“You’re very brave. I would never in my life dare to say anything like that out loud, ever.”

“I have very little patience, it’s not bravery. It’s like I’m burning inside, in my stomach, and it comes out of my mouth.”

“Even so, saying it out loud, in their academy, their dominion, requires great courage.”

“We should all say it, should all oppose these tyrants that enslave and kill us.”

“And they make us train to kill for them, which is even more twisted if you think about it,” Ana added.

“You are absolutely right.”

“They use us for their dirty work. Our lives are worth nothing to them.”

“Dragons are heartless vermin!” Again her comment came out too loud, and everyone around stared at her. This time their faces showed real worry on her behalf. Several looked right and left to see whether anyone else had heard, anyone who might compromise her.

Nahia realized she had lost control again. Everyone at the tables next to them was staring at her with surprise and fear. She looked at the Exarbor who had heard her before. He was not by the books. He had not heard her. Nahia was about to sigh in relief when she turned her head and saw, behind her, an Exarbor staring fixedly at her. This one had heard her. His eyes were narrowed and he was staring at her fixedly. He approached her with his slow walk.

“Name… squad… and squadron,” he asked in a firm tone.

“She didn’t mean to…” Ana tried to defend her.

“I have ears… good ears… name… squad… and squadron…” the Exarbor insisted.

Nahia sighed. She was in big trouble. Trouble she did not need. She had to answer or it would get worse.

“Nahia. Igneous Squad. Red Squadron.”

“This incident… will be registered…” he said and walked away slowly toward one of the counters where the Exarbor were usually writing things down in their tomes. Nahia had always wondered what they wrote down, and she knew all too well what this Exarbor was going to write down today.

“Nahia this is terrible,” Ana put her hands to her face. She looked like she was about to cry.

“Don’t worry. These things happen to me, it’s just me,” Nahia shrugged, waving it aside, although she was well aware that the incident was serious, very serious. For some reason, sometimes she could not control these outbursts, no matter how hard she tried.

“Forget it. There’s nothing we can do now.”

“They’ll punish you, or worse,” Ana said, opening her glassy eyes.

“Likely. But what can we do about it? Keep telling me about your Talent. You haven’t told me the part about the bones, and that sounds intriguing.”

“The bones… yeah. Well, you see, it turns out that the dragons and their magic can also bring back the dead, using their bones.”

Nahia was stunned by this revelation.

“What… do you mean, ‘bring back’?”

Ana huffed.

“Bring back as in raise from the grave…”

“That can’t be,” Nahia was shaking her head.

“My Necrossum Master swears it is.”

“I can’t believe it. This is too much, even for all-powerful dragon magic. They can’t revive the dead.”

“I can’t give you much more information because I really don’t know that much. They have us practicing turning our elemental magic into death magic, which is super complicated. I haven’t been able to yet. So we’ve made few advances so far.”

“But are you sure you’ve understood properly? That this is what they do with the bones?”

“That’s what I understood. They can pick the bones of the fallen and with death magic return them to a state of semi-living. It also mentioned very ancient rituals through which the dragons might pass their spirit from one body to another, bodies which might only be bones. But that’s way beyond what we’re going to be able to do.”

“It sounds atrocious.” Nahia was unable to hide how horrible she found this, and no matter how much she wished Ana was wrong, she had the feeling she was not, and this horrified her even more.

“Imagine how I feel! I’m going to have to do it. I don’t even want to think about it,” Ana bowed her head and covered her face with her hands.

Nahia realized that her friend was going to have a very tough time with this discipline and took pity. The poor thing had been cursed with a horrible Talent. But she could not tell her this and discourage her even further, so Nahia decided to cheer her up.

“I’m sure the bone thing will be for some minor ritual. Most likely to get information from the dead or something like that.”

“You… think so?” Ana raised her gaze, and her eyes were wet.

“I’m sure. My grandmother once told me there are those who believe you can read the past in bones and even part of the future.”

“Yeah, I heard something similar in my village, although I never believed it.”

“Yup, my grandmother told me, and she did so as if it were true, so I’m sure there must be some truth in it.”

Ana’s face lit up a little.

“Then it must be that. They must use the bones of the fallen to obtain information                          of what happened or perhaps even of what will happen…”

“That’s right. I think it’s more logical than raising the dead, don’t you think?”

“Well, yes, you’ve eased my mind.”

Nahia smiled at her.

“I’m glad.”

The two friends hugged. Nahia was glad to have been able to cheer her, although deep down inside she suspected that dragon magic mixed with the bones was going to end up being what they had suspected. But at least Ana would not have to think about it for now.

“Well, that’s what we’ve been given, and we’d better get used to the idea,” Ana said resignedly with a shrug.

“That’s what we must do. It’s really bad luck that you have that Talent,” Nahia said sympathetically.

Ana heaved a deep sigh.

“I’d rather be a Healer or even a Druid and not have to fight, just cure the rest of the squad.”

“That’s because you have a good heart,” Nahia said, putting her hand on her arm.

“Don’t know if it’s that good, but certainly better than walking around among bones and the dead, absolutely.”

Nahia smiled with understanding and a little commiseration for her friend.

“Don’t over think it, it is what it is. We’ll have to get used to surviving.”

Ana nodded heavily.

“Yes, we must survive. It’s what I tell myself every day.”

“You have to be more optimistic. You always manage to succeed, you’re a winner,” Nahia said cheerfully.

Ana shook her head.

“No way. It’s just a matter of good fortune, nothing else.”

“I think there’s more than just that. One day you’ll see.”

Ana shrugged and made her usual shy face.

“Tell me, what does a Sorceress do?”

“So far, study a lot and suffer even more. But from what we’ve been told, we’re the ones who focus on magical attacks. They’ll teach us not only to use elemental magic but to make it really powerful. We’re capable of calling upon skills faster, with more power and greater reach than the rest.”

“Wow, that sounds very good.”

“Except that the training system our Master Sorceress uses is one based on competition and punishment.”

“Is it what I imagine?”

Nahia nodded.

“The loser is punished. According to this system, you improve faster to avoid losing and suffering the punishment.”

“Competition with your comrades?”

“And very strong competition. Because the loser suffers. And let me assure you, we suffer for real.”

“That’s awful. Here I was thinking I had it bad.”

“You do, just another type of bad. Mine is bad because it involves punishment and pain. Yours is horrible because you’re dealing with death.”

“Well then we’re both screwed…” Ana said in a tone of resignation.

“Couldn’t be better,” Nahia opened her arms and smiled.

“You don’t say,” Ana replied with a timid smile.

Nahia enjoyed seeing Ana smile; she did so very seldom, she always looked so worried.

“Apart from the Talent, are you all right? In general I mean.”

“Can’t complain,” Ana said, looking sad again. “My squad comrades are nice and we get along well, so that helps.”

“And you have me.”

“True,” Ana smiled.

“And me,” a male voice said, which surprised them both.


Chapter 23

They raised their gaze and saw a brown-haired boy with light eyes who had approached them as they spoke.

“Hi there, Logan!” Nahia was very happy to see him and the greeting sounded too loud.

An Exarbor scolded her for raising her voice. This one was different from the one who had written down the incident.

“Shhhh….” he said, raising a twiggy finger with two leaves.

Nahia made a gesture of apology.

“Okay, I’ll lower my voice.”

“What are you doing here? Studying Magic or Talent?” Nahia asked, a little nervous with the surprise of seeing him.

“I’m here to study both.”

“Your Talent requires magic? It’s not a Weapon Talent like the Fighters, Warriors, or Barbarians?”

Logan grabbed a chair and sat with them to explain properly. The Exarbor was watching them and had his finger ready to tell them off.

“I’ll tell you,” Logan said in a whisper.

“Yes, please,” Ana said, and she and Nahia put their heads close to Logan’s.

“The Talent of Defender is a mixture between the weapons and magic Talent. It uses both. The Defender utilizes defensive weapons, usually the sword and shield or the spear and shield. The Defender uses magic to attack and to defend. It’s an interesting Talent. It uses magic and weapons with the purpose of defending the squad, and I believe it suits me.”

“I figured with your strong magic alignment that you’d get one of the magic Talents,” Ana commented.

“Yeah, me too. But I see you more as a Sorcerer, to be honest,” Nahia told him.

Logan leaned back in his chair and thought about it. Then he put his head back close to theirs to speak in a low voice.

“I’m good with magic, but also with weapons. The truth is, attacking isn’t my thing. I see myself as more of a defender. That’s why I think this Talent is right for me. I don’t know how, because I don’t understand the magical process they put us through, but I think it works well. Yes, I believe I have the right Talent given my physical and magical qualities and my character.”

“Well, I see you’ve given it a lot of thought,” Nahia said, smiling.

“Haven’t we all?”

“I certainly have,” Ana nodded.

“Yeah, so have I, I won’t deny it. If you present it that way, you’re right, I believe it suits you better than Sorcerer, Charmer, Necrossum, or Druid, yes. Being as good as you are with weapons, it would be a waste not to use them. Unlike me,” Nahia admitted.

“You’ve improved a lot with weapons since you arrived, and if you keep practicing you’ll improve a lot more,” Logan said.

“You’d better help me with the sword, because I can’t even lift it.”

Logan nodded.

“I’ll help you, don’t worry.”

“It’s going to be the death of me,” Nahia said, rubbing her right arm. It had been sore all day from the effort in weapons class.

“We’ll manage to strengthen that arm of yours until you’re able to wield it well. It’s only a matter of time. You need to train it and gain some muscle, that’s all.”

“You’re more optimistic than I am.”

“Come by the gym and I’ll help you strengthen it.”

Nahia nodded.

“I’m deeply grateful.”

“It’s nothing,” Logan waved it off.

“Anything special they’ve told you about the Defender Talent?” Ana asked him.

Logan looked toward the back of the room and thought for a moment.

“They haven’t told us much.”

“How big is your group?”

“There’s seven of us. Now that I think about it, the Master Defender told us that later on we’ll be able to help our squad with our magic.”

“Help healing?”

“No, not healing, but protecting the whole squad, I think by increasing everyone’s defenses. I have no idea how. And I’m not sure whether I understood correctly. It was a brief explanation and the concepts were a bit alien.”

“Well, if you can help the squad with your defending magic, that’s wonderful,” said Ana.

“That’s what I think too.”

“But you can still use your lightning storm?” Nahia asked him.

Logan nodded.

“Yes, to attack. My elemental magic will serve me to defeat the enemy.”

“You’re a Stormson, that means something.”

Logan looked around, glancing at the books.

“Yeah, something, but I still don’t know what.”

Nahia mimicked Logan and glanced at the books.

“I haven’t managed to find out what it means to be a Flameborn either,” Nahia sighed and shrugged.

“We’ll find out, have faith,” Logan said.

“But you should do it with discretion. Don’t let them know you’re investigating,” Ana advised them.

“Discretion isn’t exactly my strongest point,” Nahia admitted.

“Yeah, that’s for sure,” Ana agreed.

Logan looked at them.

“Something happened,” he guessed.

“You’d better tell him,” Nahia told Ana.

Ana nodded and told Logan what had happened with the Exarbor. When she finished, Logan gave Nahia a troubled look.

“You have to be more careful. There are already rumors about you. This new incident will only increase them.”

“Rumors?” Nahia raised both eyebrows.

“The other pupils talk about you,” Ana said.

“They comment on the way you defy the dragons,” Logan went on.

Nahia leaned back in her chair and thought of it.

“That’s not bad. Let them talk and comment. It might help them see the light.”

Ana and Logan exchanged a look, and it was a troubled one.

“You’re gambling with your life, and you shouldn’t do that,” Logan warned her, leaning forward and staring her in the eye, trying to persuade her.

“Unless you’re more careful, the dragons are going to kill you, you know that,” Ana told her, looking about to burst into tears.

“We should all be thinking about rebelling against the dragons, not about classes and graduating from this academy of death and slavery!” Nahia cried.

“We have to think about surviving, that’s the essential thing,” Logan told her. “Finish the second year and survive.

Nahia understood what Logan meant—that was how they had survived the first year. But she felt different now.

“If we only survive, if we don’t fight for freedom, we will always be slaves.”

“At least we’ll be alive,” Ana replied.

“And this is what you want? Being alive as a slave? To go to war and kill for your masters? To die on a battlefield on a strange, faraway world?”

Ana and Logan remained silent while they processed what Nahia had told them.

“No, that’s not what we want, no,” Logan admitted with his head down.

“Think about poor Maika. How she died. I can’t get it out of my head. She was not supposed to die, she didn’t deserve to die. Why did she lose her life? For what? I’ll tell you. For the greater glory of dragons who want to conquer a new world. Maika was a good person. She hadn’t done anything bad to anyone, and she did not deserve to end like that. She hadn’t even begun to live. None of the ones who died deserved to die. I will not forget Maika, I will not forget the dragons that kill us, and I will not forget that we’re slaves without will or power. And you shouldn’t either. Graduating from this academy won’t bring Maika back. Nothing will, I know, but we should do something in her name.”

“You’re right, Nahia, I won’t deny it. We should do something more than just surviving… we should try… to fight for freedom,” Logan admitted.

“Fight for freedom…” Ana said it in such a soft whisper that Nahia had to put her head closer to hear her. “This is suicide. It was already attempted and it failed; dragons can’t be defeated.”

“They couldn’t be defeated in the past. That doesn’t mean they won’t be in the future,” Nahia replied.

“What do you want?” Logan asked her very seriously.

“I want all of us to unite and fight against the dragons, together. Not only us, all the races and inhabitants of other worlds, and bring them down. I want to stop them from killing as they did with Maika and all those they kill here, down on earth and in other worlds.”

“That’s crazy…” Ana covered her eyes again. “They’ll kill you and all who join you in this folly.”

Nahia sighed deeply.

“I’m not saying it’s not crazy, but it’s crazier to train to fight and die for the dragons in a war that has nothing to do with us, on a world we don’t even know, in a battle without any significance. And I don’t want to end up like that, do you?”

The two looked at one another and then shook their heads.

“No one wants to end like that,” Logan assured her.

“But what you want is impossible, and it will lead you to death,” Ana warned.

Nahia nodded.

“Most likely. But I’d rather die than accept this destiny imposed by dragons.”

“Don’t do anything rash without thinking it through carefully,” Logan advised her, looking around again to make sure they were not being heard. The closest Exarbor was far enough away that it could not hear them.

Nahia nodded.

“Don’t worry, I’ll try not to be rash and plan out my movements before making them.”

“I’m terribly scared for you,” Ana said with moist eyes.

“Better to think about what awaits you. They’ll send us to the war in Drameia, Tremia, and there you’ll die like Maika died, and for what?”

“For nothing…” Ana mumbled amid sobs for the loss of their friend.

Logan nodded.

“Be careful. You’re risking your life,” he said, putting his hand on her shoulder.

Nahia appreciated the gesture and his concern for her.

“For now I just want to spread the word. I want the pupils of the Academy to know that we can unite, fight together, seek allies in other worlds, and find a way to end the tyranny.”

“It’s a great goal. A dream. But you’ll need more than words to persuade people,” Logan assured her.

“They won’t follow you, they won’t dare. The fear the dragons instill is too great,” Ana added, distraught.

Nahia heaved a deep sigh.

“I know. I’m aware of that. For now, I’ll be happy if the message is heard and heeded. I want them to know there’s hope for the slave races of Kraido. I want that message to spread throughout the Academy. Let it reach everyone. Let a fire start in their hearts where currently there is only void and despair. First here in the Academy and then down below on earth, in our villages and cities.”

Logan leaned back in his chair and made a worried face.

“It won’t end well…”

“You’ll be killed,” Ana said, convinced.

“Even so, I want to do it. For Maika. So her death isn’t in vain. And not only for her, but for all who die here every year.”

Logan shut his eyes tight.

“Maika and the other poor wretches deserved something better.”

“I know. Poor Maika, her death tortures me,” Ana commented with tears in her eyes.

“Will you help me?” Nahia asked them both with a look of hope on her face.

“I’ll help you spread the message,” Logan said.

“I will too… although it scares me to death…” Ana was shaking.

Nahia sighed, relieved.

“Thank you both. Don’t do anything risky. Just tell your squads—those you trust, not the Drakonids—that there’s hope. One day the dragons will fall.”

“The dragons will fall,” Logan repeated,

“The dragons will fall,” Ana said too.

“That will be our motto, our message. The dragons will fall,” Nahia sentenced. She got up and walked away from her two friends. When she was near the door, she turned and looked at them. They looked at her too. Nahia joined both palms with her fingers closed. Then she put them in front of her face and separated her hands, forming a V. She left with the Butterfly of Victory. Ana and Logan returned the gesture. Nahia smiled and left the Library, unaware that at that moment, in that library, she had planted the seed of rebellion. One that would develop and change the destiny of races and nations of different worlds.


Chapter 24

Gezur-Zuri-Ikus watched them with those white eyes that were so unsettling. Nahia did not like that look. Not because they seemed to be the eyes of a blind dragon that could somehow still see, but because every time they rested on her, she felt as if they were analyzing her and reaching into the very marrow of her bones.

They had been practicing Dragon Claws in magic class for weeks. Summer had gone by without them even realizing it, they were so concentrated on their training and how difficult it was turning out to be. Nahia could not believe that her favorite season had passed so swiftly. She had not been able to enjoy it. Not that up here at the Academy they could enjoy anything, but the blue sky and pleasant weather were two of the few privileges they had, and she treasured them. One more summer had flown by. Nahia had to settle with moving on with her life, her and her comrades.

They had all struggled to improve their Dragon Claws. It had been very difficult for all of them. Simply developing them had been torture. Daphne had been the first to succeed. Nahia had been surprised. Of the whole squad she was the most akin to magic, although the Fatum rebutted it and insisted it was Nahia. Her claw was quite singular—it gave off an intense white light, and she found it hard to understand its power.

Lily had been next. Her claw was made of the water element, like Alice’s, so it had been easier to understand. Aiden had worked without pause for weeks, giving his all in order to create his claw. No one could deny that he had put in more work and focus than anyone else. He had succeeded in creating his claw of the air element a few classes back, and he was euphoric.

Taika was the next one to succeed. It had happened only a couple of classes before, and his claw was also singular. Entirely black, it looked as if it had eaten his own hand. He still did not know how to use it. Poor Ivo had not succeeded in creating his claw yet. He was desperate, and his usual philosophical and contemplative countenance was now troubled and anguished.

Today you have the beginning of the class to practice so that the clumsiest, those about to disappoint me, succeed in developing the elemental claw. You had better succeed, or you will meet my unpleasant side, one you will not like. You have permission to talk to one another and help your clumsier comrades, but do not get used to this. Here each one must succeed on their own, and I also want to remind you that many times helping someone who is not going to succeed is a waste of time and effort. I am telling you this in case you do not wish to waste time with the most useless. It is something I will look upon favorably. The strong triumph and leave the weak behind, who are nothing but fodder for vermin.

Ivo swallowed and rubbed his big strong hands. A drop of sweat appeared on his forehead.

“I’m not going to make it…” he murmured under his breath as he watched the great white dragon out of the corner of his eye.

“Of course you will,” Nahia cheered him immediately, also glancing at the dragon to see whether they were really allowed to talk. She did not trust that dragon. It watched them with its strange eyes, but it did not seem to mind that they were talking.

“Don’t you dare give up,” Daphne warned him, wagging her finger in front of his face.

“I’ve been at this for weeks, and I’m closer to having my arm explode than forming the claw.”

“Don’t say that. You’re going to succeed—you’re the strongest, besides being the ugliest of us all—but I’m sure you’re going to do it. We need you in the squad to counter my beauty and attractiveness,” Lily told him without a trace of shame.

“What a way to cheer someone up …” Nahia said reproachfully, unable to believe the comparison the Scarlatum had just made.

“Oops, I didn’t mean to… but the feeling is there, which is what matters. I know he’ll make it,” Lily said, nodding repeatedly.

“I don’t think I can…” Ivo was shaking his head. “You should do as Gezur-Zuri-Ikus says and leave me behind…”

“We’re not going to do that. We’re comrades and we help one another,” Taika told him, putting his claw on Ivo’s back and patting him for encouragement.

“You can do it. Try. You still have some time. Don’t give up without fighting to the end,” Aiden told him.

Nahia was surprised the Drakonid should cheer Ivo. If anyone in the group was liable to leave Ivo behind, it was Aiden, but for some reason this was not the case, which pleased Nahia. Perhaps Aiden was not such a blockhead as they believed. Or maybe he was. They would see in time.

Ivo huffed. He was not at all convinced that he could do it.

“You are going to succeed and that’s final,” Daphne ended the discussion.

Nahia watched the other two squads. They were not the only ones having some trouble. In the Ocean Squad, Alice was encouraging her fellow Kapro, who seemed to be having as many problems as Ivo. In the Stone Squad, Frank was encouraging a Drakonid. Nahia found this curious. The Tauruk girl and the Felidae boy had succeeded, but the Drakonid girl had not.

“Does the pupil want… to go over the study tome… about the Elemental Claw Skill?” Tremo, the Exarbor assigned to the class, asked. He came over with the study tome opened on the page of the skill.

“I know it by heart. I’ve been studying it for weeks in the library,” Ivo shook his head. “It’s not that I don’t know the theory and the concepts, I know all that. The problem is that I’m not capable of stabilizing the ball of elemental energy.”

“I see. In that case… you’d better study… this subject,” Tremo told him as he passed the pages with his twig-like fingers to the lesson that explained it. He seemed to know where every subject of the tome was, and he showed Ivo.

“Yes, I’ve also studied that, I know it, but I just can’t manage…”

Tremo scratched his tree-trunk head with his twig-finger.

“Then… only practice is left. The pupil must practice… until he can carry out the theory and knowledge acquired in the study of the tomes. There is always… a leap between the theory and practice. Between the written magic… and the one summoned. That is something the pupil… must learn how to do. Only the pupil can… and practice leads to improvement which in turn leads… eventually… to perfection.”

“Wow, great words,” Lily congratulated him.

“They’re not mine… they’re in the tomes… an advanced pupil… ought to know already.”

Lily made a gesture of apology,

“I must have accidentally skipped that part.”

“Let’s get on with the practice. We don’t have the whole class,” Nahia told Ivo.

The Tauruk nodded and took a deep breath. “All right.”

“Concentrate. You already know what you have to do,” Nahia tried to help him. “Make sure you control the stability of the ball of earth you create. Put all your concentration on that.”

Ivo nodded and closed his eyes. In his left hand he had the Learning Sphere, and he stretched his right hand, palm up. His comrades watched him, worried and hopeful at the same time. They formed a circle around him, completed by Tremo with the open tome in his branch-like hands.

It took him a moment, but Ivo was able to create the elemental ball of earth. It hovered above his wide palm, which was already an achievement for Ivo.

“You’re doing well, keep going,” Lily said.

The ball gave off brown flashes of different hues. Nahia studied it closely and noticed that the ball was not completely stable. It was stable enough to not explode, but little else. Ivo had no control over the persistence of his magical creation.

“Try to control the shape, Ivo. Make it a solid sphere. Strengthen the outer layer of the ball,” Nahia advised him.

“The ball… is not the right size… for his limb,” Tremo said all of a sudden.

They all looked at him. The Exarbor paid no attention; he was looking at Ivo’s ball.

“Send more energy and make the ball bigger,” Nahia told Ivo. She trusted in the Exarbor’s judgment. Ivo’s hand was huge, and the ball was relatively small.

Ivo huffed and did as they told him. But when he sent more energy to increase the ball, it began to destabilize.

“Watch out, Ivo!” Lily warned him.

“Control the ball or it’s going to burst!” Daphne said.

The Tauruk stared fixedly at the ball and tried to stabilize it. The ball became deformed and then returned to its original shape after a moment, only to warp again. It was not looking good.

“Strengthen the outer layer. Contain the energy inside it,” Nahia urged him.

“Do it fast or it’ll break!” Daphne warned him.

Ivo sent more energy and strengthened the outer layer of the ball. It took him a long time, but he managed to stabilize it. The color and shape of the ball were now correct.

“Good job, Ivo!” Nahia congratulated him.

“Keep going,” Lily cried.

Slowly, Ivo made the ball come down to the palm of his hand. It was here where he usually failed, so he took a deep breath before attempting it.

“You have to visualize what you want to achieve in your mind. See it before trying,” Naha told him.

Ivo closed his eyes tight. A moment later, the ball came down to surround the Tauruk’s large hand. The claw began to form. It seemed like he was going to succeed. They all held their breath.

The claw began to destabilize.

“Control it!” warned Daphne.

“Maintain the shape of the claw!” Lily urged.

“Send more energy, strengthen the shape. Don’t give up,” Nahia said encouragingly.

The Tauruk was sweating with the effort and his forehead was damp. He focused on the claw and sent it more energy. For a long while he struggled to maintain the shape without destroying it. The more effort he expended, the more he sweated. He fought with all his being to not fail but succeed. The sweat formed a puddle on the floor around his legs.

And finally the claw became stable.

“You did it!” Lily cried, wide-eyed.

“Well done!” Daphne told him.

“I knew you’d get it!” Nahia was beside herself with joy.

Ivo gave a couple of claw blows in the air to make sure he had succeeded. The claw remained stable and kept its shape.

“I seem to have succeeded… I can’t believe it…”

“Very well done,” Taika said, smiling.

“Thank goodness,” Aiden huffed, and his dragon face looked relieved.

Thank you all for helping me,” Ivo said gratefully as he looked at the claw on his hand proudly. It was a huge claw, matching the size of his hands.

A moment later, Gezur-Zuri-Ikus spoke.

The time is up. You have had more than enough. From what I saw, the Tauruk of the Igneous Squad succeeded. It appears that the Drakonid of the Stone Squad has too. It is sad you had to wait until the last moment. You need greater motivation. Do not worry, I will provide it. The Kapro of the Ocean Squad did not make it. Very regrettable. You will be punished severely. Leave the class at once.

The Kapro lowered his gaze and with sunken shoulders left the room. Nahia wondered what would become of him now. She feared for his life.

It is time to practice with your elemental claws. You will do this in pairs. I want one to attack and the other to block the attack with their claw. Maintain the block and the attack. Two repetitions. Begin.

There was a moment of disorder while they tried to understand the command.

“Nahia, you and me,” Daphne said.

“Fine.”

“Ivo, you with me,” said Taika.

“How nice, I got Aiden,” Lily protested.

“Of course it’s nice,” the Drakonid said.

They all called on their elemental claws. It took Taika and Aiden a moment, but they did it.

Nahia got into a defensive stance and let Daphne attack. The Fatum delivered a blow with her elemental claw of light, and when it hit Nahia’s claw of fire there was a blinding flash. Nahia was half-blinded, but she maintained her block. When she did, something singular happened. When they came into contact, the elemental powers of both claws fought one another. There were flashes of fire and light. Nahia and Daphne were astonished.

“You must exert… strength,” Tremo told them.

They both did so, and the more strength they used to maintain the contact of claw against claw, the greater the flashes. The two elemental powers fought for supremacy as if they each had a life of their own.

Ivo’s and Taika’s claws met at half-height. Ivo’s elemental earth claw released pieces of earth and rock. Taika’s elemental claw of darkness did the entire opposite. It seemed to devour the elemental power of the other claw. On the surface, a fight was taking place between the power of the earth element and that of the darkness which wanted to consume it.

“Send more energy… to prevent your claw… from weakening before the opposite force,” Tremo told them.

Lily sent more energy to her claw of water, which was now covered with ice and frost. Aiden realized and tried to counter her. His claw of air began to strike against the ice and break it. Frozen pieces flew right and left as Aiden’s claw started to freeze at the edges, losing part of its power.

They all tried to make their elemental claw hold and not be destroyed by their rival’s. Similar battles were occurring in the other two squads.

Now attack and block as if it were an exercise of dagger fighting, Gezur-Zuri-Ikus ordered.

They stepped back and began to execute the basic training movements of fighting with a dagger. One attacked and the other defended. As they hit and blocked using their claws as if they were daggers, there were elemental flashes of varied intensity. With every clash of claws, the elemental powers tried to come out victorious over one another.

What they all noticed was that these claws were really powerful. They could really destroy steel weapons and damage armor. They had trouble maintaining the skill’s stability, but otherwise it was very powerful.

They practiced several attacks and defenses for a good while until Gezur-Zuri-Ikus addressed them.

The elemental claw is a powerful skill, but you must take into account that, as with everything in magic, it has limitations. One is inherent to its own nature. Elemental fire can damage steel, but there are other materials it can do little against, like rock or granite. Against these the effect is minimal. But the air element can destroy them. This is because an elemental lightning bolt can break rock or granite. Something similar happens with frozen water. Elemental fire can do little against a block of ice, but the element of earth can split it with a rock stake or stalagmite. Therefore, you must be intelligent and evaluate your enemy or obstacle, and then decide what elemental attack to use. Also whether the element of your claw is suitable or not against your enemy. Exarbor, a demonstration.

Tremo pointed his twig finger at Nahia and then at Lily.

“Fire and Water.”

Then he pointed at Daphne and Taika.

“Light and Darkness.”

“And finally he pointed at Ivo and Aiden.

“Earth and Air.”

They stood, forming the pairs as indicated.

“Attack and block… maintain the contact… of the block,” Tremo told them.

Lily attacked and Nahia blocked. The ice met the fire and began to devour it. The elemental power of water overpowered fire. Nahia realized and sent more energy, since her claw was weakening. She managed to make the fire hold, but only for a moment. Lily sent more energy and the ice began to destroy the claw of fire.

Something similar was happening to Daphne and Taika. His claw of darkness was being destroyed by Daphne’s claw of light. No matter how much the Felidae tried to keep it alive, the light of the Fatum destroyed it. The bolts of lightning for Aiden’s elemental storm hit the rock of Ivo’s claw, making bits of rock fly in the air, destroying it.

It was soon evident that fire, darkness, and earth were going to lose the battle against water, light, and air. Before the claws were completely destroyed and they could hurt each other, Nahia, Taika, and Ivo withdrew their claws.

Similar results were taking place in the other squads.

I believe this exercise perfectly illustrates what I explained. As you see, the elemental claws are powerful. You must practice their use until your mind is able to control their stability subconsciously. This requires training and mental strength. You must train both. Besides, this skill allows its combination with other types of attacks, which makes it very flexible. Some, the most skilled in weapons, even use it as a weapon itself, and the combination is deadly. Others, the most adept at magic, use it as a weapon in one hand and use magic with the other. This is my favorite way of using this skill, since it gives the advantage of having an elemental weapon in one hand and magic in the other.

Nahia pictured herself with a claw of fire in one hand and the dagger in the other. She did not see herself as very powerful. But then she thought of a claw and a ball of fire in each hand, and this was more convincing.

Now, go to the Library of Dragon Magic and continue studying and practicing. Only thus will you manage to master your magic.

They all left the classroom. Nahia was thinking that her squad had not done so badly. She smiled at Ivo, who had a look of tremendous relief on his face.

“Today you’ll eat your fill,” she told him, smiling.

“I always do, but it’s true that today I’ll celebrate not having failed.”


Chapter 25

A few days later, on a cool autumn evening, Nahia, Daphne, and Lily went to the gym in the hopes of getting help to solve the enormous problem they were having with sword training. They were failing the training, and if they did not remedy it they risked expulsion, or the Academy equivalent, death.

“Do you think he’ll help us again?” Daphne asked Nahia as they arrived at the building.

“Someone else, maybe not. But he’ll help us,” Nahia replied confidently.

“I hope so, because we’re in big trouble…” Daphne moaned as they entered the building.

“He’s my friend, he’ll help us,” Nahia reassured them, and they crossed the gym where a great number of first-, second-, and third-year pupils were practicing in different areas. Some practiced fighting on mats, unarmed or with different blunt weapons. Others were working strength, others resistance, each one focusing on what they needed or what they were lagging behind in. The place smelled of sweat and effort, which was not very pleasant but was the natural result of hard work.

“I see him there,” Lily pointed her finger.

Nahia followed her friend’s finger and saw Logan. She had known he would be here. For some reason the brown-haired boy with light eyes liked being there and exercising. He really did not need so much physical training since he was strong to begin with, but after working on his physique the whole first year he had become stronger still. Now he had well-worked muscles, especially his arms and legs, without it being excessive like that of the Tauruk-Kapro. Every time Nahia saw Logan exercising, especially if it was strength or fighting, she could not stop looking at him. It was as if her eyes did not obey her. They “glued” onto Logan, and there was no way of “ungluing” them. Another very strange thing that happened to her was that when she watched him practice, Nahia became hot, as if all of a sudden a gust of very warm wind enveloped her. It was most unusual.

When he saw them coming, Logan stopped practicing with a partner and came over to speak with them.

“Come to practice?” he asked them.

Nahia nodded.

“The weapons class is becoming very complicated for us,” she told him, shaking her right arm.

“We have no choice. We’re doing terrible. Worse than awful, really,” Daphne admitted in a resigned tone.

“We have to somehow wield that sword, or we won’t be alive to tell the story,” Lily told him.

Logan nodded.

“I see. The sword is very heavy for your arms.”

“We’re never able to finish the insufferable repetition of the exercises,” Daphne said.

“Yeah….” Logan nodded again.

“We have improved some…” Lily said.

“But not enough,” Nahia added. “Time is flying by, and the Mid-Year test is coming faster that we’d like. We won’t be ready in time,” she explained.

“I understand,” Logan was thoughtful.

“We thought you might be able to help us…” Nahia said beseechingly.

“Yes, we’d be very grateful,” said Daphne.

“We really need it,” Lily added.

Logan nodded.

“I’ll help you.”

“Thank you, you’re the best!” Nahia cried happily.

“Once I’m a Healer I’ll make sure to tend to you first, always,” Daphne told him.

Logan threw his head back.

“Thank you, but I hope not to need your services much.”

“And I’ll charm your enemies so they don’t attack you,” Lily said.

“If you can make them surrender, even better,” Logan replied.

“Don’t know whether I can do that, but I’ll try.”

“What do you suggest we do?” Nahia asked.

“The first thing you have to do is strength work. We need to strengthen your arms until they’re able to hold the sword. And not only the arms, but the whole upper body.”

“Show us how and we’ll get started,” Daphne said, ready.

“Yeah, although we don’t have too much energy left, I must say,” Lily commented.

“We end up exhausted from weapons class,” Nahia told him.

Logan thought for a moment.

“I’ve heard the third-years say that diet is also important for strength, not only exercise.”

“Really? Where did you hear that?” Daphne asked, interested.

“Here, at the gym. If you pay attention, you hear very interesting things.”

“And you think they’re right?” Nahia asked.

“I’ve heard it several times already, and from very strong third-years.”

“Then it must be true. What do we have to eat?” Lily asked, cheering up.

“They say meat and fish of all kinds, and the more the better.”

“Meat? Not my favorite,” Daphne commented, wrinkling her nose.

“I don’t mind it,” Lily smiled.

“We can try to eat less vegetables and tubers; fruit, fresh or dried; cheese; and instead eat more meat. That’s what Ivo does, come to think of it,” Nahia commented.

“Yeah, the giant always goes for the meat,” said Daphne.

“So we’ll do that and also work on our strength,” Nahia said, determined.

“That’s the attitude. You’ll make it,” Logan said encouragingly.

“We’d better…” said Daphne.

“Good. Let’s start with your strength training,” Logan said.

“You have our complete attention,” Nahia said eagerly.

“Lifting weight is fundamental for developing muscles and getting stronger.” Logan motioned them to follow him to a side where there were several long poles with blocks of granite at the ends. They had different lengths, and the blocks at the ends were different sizes. Some looked extremely heavy, while others seemed lighter. Logan picked a short pole with two blocks of granite on each side that did not look the heaviest. He separated his legs a little and flexed them. He proceeded to lift the pole with both hands from his thighs to his neck. He did ten repetitions and then left it on the floor.

“Now it’s your turn. I’ll correct your posture. The last thing we want is for you to hurt yourselves.”

“Okay…” Nahia looked at the pole, worried. She bet it was very hard to do that.

The three got ready and picked up the steel poles to start lifting them. They were tired and sore and they would be even more worn out by the time they finished, but there was no other choice. They were gambling their lives, and the three were very aware of it.

They exercised as much as they were able to until it was impossible for them to go on. They sat down on the floor and drank water, which Logan brought them in a ceramic jug.

“Thank you for helping us, honestly. It means a lot,” Nahia said gratefully.

“Yes, thank you very much,” Lily joined her.

Daphne nodded.

“We really appreciate it.”

“You don’t need to thank me. The least I can do is help you.”

“The truth is, you don’t have to do it,” Daphne corrected him.

“That’s true. Why are you helping us?” Lily asked him.

“Because he’s a very good person,” Nahia intervened.

“Why wouldn’t I help you if you need it?” Logan said this with such sincerity that the opposite seemed outlandish.

Well, for many reasons. We’re not from the same squad, or the same squadron,” Daphne told him.

“Not even the same race…” Lily added,

“I help whoever asks me to. I don’t care about squad or race.”

“And that makes you a very good person,” Nahia stated.

Logan shook his head.

“It makes me a person, nothing else.”

“I wish everyone was like you,” Lily said, smiling.

“I’m sure others would help you too,” Logan looked around at the members of different squads and years practicing there.

“I wouldn’t be so sure,” Daphne replied, also glancing around.

Logan waved it aside and went to fetch more water. They saw him fill the jug in the fountain in front of the gym.

“He’s not only charming but also very handsome,” Lily said, winking at Nahia.

“Is he?” Nahia said, blushing a little and trying to hide the fact that she did find him handsome.

“Yes, he is, although not as handsome as a really handsome Fatum,” Daphne agreed.

“Nor as attractive as a really attractive Scarlatum,” Lily commented, chuckling.

“I guess it’s a matter of taste…” Nahia said.

“It is, but let me tell you that, for a Human, he’s very handsome,” Lily told her.

Nahia said nothing and simply watched Logan coming back with another jug of water. Yes, she found him very handsome and strong. These ever-growing feelings surprised her. Also the feeling of well-being they produced inside her.

“We’re going to do some stretches so the muscles you’ve worked don’t get cramped,” Logan told them. “Afterwards, go get your dinner and rest. I’ll be expecting you here tomorrow at dusk.”

“We’ll be here,” Nahia said at once, and it came out a bit faster than she would have liked.

Daphne and Lily smiled.

“We’ll be here,” Daphne said happily.

“Ready to work and suffer,” Lily sentenced.

As they were leaving the gym, their spirits were much higher than when they had arrived. They knew they would have to put in a lot of hard work. But they might make it. This hope cheered them up, and the suffering they would have to go through seemed less.


Chapter 26

Autumn was going by fast, and the colors of the sky and the Academy gardens were slowly changing. The former became grayer and the latter more ochre. These were also the colors of Nahia’s state of mind in weapons training. Unfortunately, she was not the only one. Daphne and Lily were as demoralized as she was.

“We repeat the first movement. New series,” Karl ordered.

Nahia looked at the Human Sword Instructor with pleading in her eyes. Karl ignored her plea and started counting as he always did.

“One. Maintain your balance when you strike,” Explained Karl, who with every repetition of the blow gave them instructions they already knew by heart.

Nahia lifted her sword with her remaining strength and tried to strike, but her strength failed her, and rather than a vertical downward blow, her sword went to one side.

“Two. We take the sword above the head, perfectly aligned with the center of it.”

Now it was Daphne who could not lift her sword above her head.

“Three. We strike with a vertical downward thrust perfectly centered with your body.”

Lily gave a small cry when the sword went to her right because she could not hold its weight.

“Four. We maintain our balance.”

Taika was doing well. He was the best in their squad with the sword.

“Five, We take the sword above the head again. We repeat. The blow has to be swift and powerful.”

Aiden was hitting swiftly and with great power, but his sword deviated slightly to the sides.

“Six. Maintain the position. The sword and body are one.”

Ivo hit with power, but he was not fast, nor very balanced in the final position.

Karl continued until he reached twenty. They always executed the blow twenty times. Nahia was struggling; she could not even raise the sword. Daphne was lacking strength and Lily also did pretty badly, because although she had improved her endurance, she did not reach an acceptable level.

I see that several of you are not achieving the required advancement. This saddens me. I do not believe you are going to be able to pass this class, and without this class you cannot graduate from the second year. I recommend you practice more, a lot more. A weak body represents a weak spirit. There is no place for weaklings in our world. Keep practicing, Spatia-Urdin-Nesk sent them full of frustration.

The autumn days went by, and the agony of the class with the sword continued. The six practiced without rest, in and outside the class. Nahia, Daphne, and Lily were working on their strength with Logan at the gym after classes. They had managed to improve their physical strength, especially their arms, but even so, it was not enough to withstand a whole class of repetitions of the seven basic sword movements. The main problem was the accumulating exhaustion. By the last part of class, their arms simply could not hold up. They were close, but they still came up short. The closest was Lily, whose physique was stronger than Nahia’s and Daphne’s.

On the other hand, their technique was not so bad. It had been hard work, but with the infinite repetitions their mind and body were capable of wielding the sword with acceptable technique, at least the basic movements. These consisted of three attacks, three blocks, and a counterattack. The three attacks were vertical, lateral, and diagonal. The blocks were the opposite. The counterattack was a thrust to the heart after any of the blocks.

That autumnal afternoon they were in class executing the repetitions of the basic movements when Karl made them stop.

“Stand in pairs for movement seven. Human with Felidae, Tauruk with Scarlatum, and Fatum with Drakonid. You will work like that for the rest of the class.”

They quickly paired up as Karl had told them. They had been doing this kind of exercise in pairs at the end of the class for some time now. They all enjoyed them and waited eagerly for the moment to arrive. This was because of two reasons: first that it broke the torture of the infinite repetitions of the seven movements of twenty by twenty. Second, it allowed them to rest their arm a little, since the actions were not so successive.

Nahia shook her right arm and hand that she wielded her sword with. They hurt terribly. She no longer remembered the last time her right side was not in pain. It was an ache that went up from her foot to her neck. In fact, she now always slept on her left side, and if by bad luck she turned over in the middle of a dream or nightmare, the pain woke her up at once and she had to shift back onto her left side. Luckily, she was always so tired that she fell back asleep almost at once.

Taika nodded unobtrusively when he saw her shaking her arm. Daphne and Lily also did the same.

“We’re going to practice movements two and four, and we’ll finish with movement seven,” Karl said, doing the lateral thrust, the vertical block to stop it, and the counterattack with a thrust to the heart.

Nahia saw how he did the movements and thought they were swift, fluid, balanced, and accurate, like an artist creating a work of art. Only this was a work of death. Karl repeated the movements again and emphasized what they had to do with every one of them.

“Now you. I want technique and precision rather than speed. The thrust must be with contact and heart. The positions and balance must be perfect.”

Nahia sighed deep. Too much perfection. At least he had given them the advantage of performing the movements slower, which was what led to their loss of balance.

“Twenty repetitions on one and then twenty for the other.”

Nahia huffed. If she heard twenty repetitions again, she was going to throw herself down from that dragon realm to firm land.

“I’ll start attacking,” Taika said.

“Fine,” Nahia nodded and stood in a defensive stance, Taika in an offensive position. They raised their swords and saluted each other with a nod like Karl had taught them.

Nahia took a deep breath, mentally prepared herself, and waited for the blow. It did not take long. Taika stepped forward, sliding his body nimbly, and struck with his sword, parallel to the ground at Nahia’s neck level. It was an attack that, if real, would slit the opponent’s jugular. Very appreciated by dragons. Nahia reacted almost instinctively and blocked the blow with her sword in a vertical stop. Both weapons met and the metallic sound of steel against steel echoed loudly. Maintaining full balance and without losing her defensive stance, Nahia executed the counter movement. She slid her right foot forward and her sword followed with a thrust straight to the heart. Nahia calculated the distance and tried not to hit Taika’s chest with too much force. The thrust was good, and it reached the Felidae’s heart, who received it with a “hmm’.”

“Well executed,” Karl told her. “Good technique. A little slow though. Continue with the repetitions and do them faster every time. Don’t lose your balance.”

A huff came from Nahia’s mouth. This was like asking her to reach the moon. She had no choice but to follow the instructions, so she did. Nahia thought she did pretty well given the circumstances, or rather her limitations. She finished her turn of defense, and now it was offense. Taika did very well with his twenty repetitions. He had balance, reflexes, agility, and his arm, which initially had not held up throughout the practice session, was now much stronger and held up well. Karl looked at him and nodded but did not correct anything, which was a good sign.

They switched partners, and she now had Aiden. The Drakonid was pure concentration. He was determined to shine in his mastery of the sword. He had admitted to them that the Drakonid practiced with swords since childhood. There were no weapons masters, but they played with wooden swords from the time they were little children and were taught to appreciate the art of fighting with this weapon. By the time they were called to serve, they had all been practicing with their wooden swords for years. Something that now served him well, because he did the exercises loosely and his arm and wrist seemed well used to the weapon. And he had plenty of strength. But he was not so good at agility or balance.

“That posture, Drakonid. You can’t lose your balance to strike,” Karl corrected him.

Nahia did her repetitions with Aiden and noticed that her arm and shoulder were beginning to feel heavy. She was already familiar with this. She sighed; how long could she hold up before Karl chastised her?

The next round she had Daphne. The two did the exercises, saving their strength. Not very fast or very often. They were both just about done, and their faces and arms spoke of their exhaustion.

“Faster and more nimbly,” Karl demanded.

They pretended by increasing the speed a little, but the two were aware that they were not going to hold up much longer at this pace.

Another change put her with Lily. Nahia let her attack first to rest a bit longer. Not having to do the last movement gave her arm more time to rest. Lily looked tired, but she was still holding up. She was stronger than Nahia. When Nahia’s turn came, the trouble started. She was running out of energy. Lily encouraged her with a smile. She managed to execute the repetitions, but the last five came out badly, with a lack of accuracy due to her lack of strength. Luckily, Karl was correcting Aiden and Ivo and did not see her.

In the last rotation, she had Ivo. The Tauruk smiled to put her at ease. Nahia could barely hold the sword. Ivo executed the attacks slowly and gently so she would not have to use too much effort. Even so, the exhaustion was too great and Nahia’s arm and shoulder were killing her. It was her turn to attack, and she huffed. The first ten repetitions were painful, and she almost could not do them. Her arm was shaking from the exertion. From the eleventh repetition on, things became impossible. The weariness and the weight of the sword ended up defeating her. She was unable to even raise her arm to execute the next repetitions.

“Bad, very bad. You have no endurance, Human,” Karl told her.

Nahia nearly replied with “how shocking,” but she remained silent. It was not a good idea to make an enemy of the master, least of all when the Dragon Weapons Master did not miss a detail of anything that went on in the class.

All those unable to do the exercises in their entirety will not be able to participate in the mid-year test. And you know what that means. You better practice day and night, because there is no place for the weak.

Nahia knew the message was directed at her. Well, not only her. Daphne had not been able to finish, and Lily had been very close to not finishing either. The three exchanged worried glances. They were running out of time, and they either had to improve their physical strength or they were not going to make it, and that meant death at this academy.


Chapter 27

The remaining weeks left until the end of autumn and the arrival of the mid-year test went by at a prodigious speed. Nahia could not believe that time could go by so fast. The days slipped through her fingers, although she was aware it was because of all the work they still had to do to avoid lagging behind. The training demanded so much of her body and mind that at night, when she went to rest in their room, she did not even have the strength to talk, and she fell asleep as soon as she lay down. She was not the only one: Daphne and Lily fell asleep almost as fast as she did, they were so exhausted. Even dinner time was shorter and quieter. They were all too tired to comment much. Aiden, of course, denied this, but he barely spoke just like the others.

Nahia was doing quite well in magic training, although it meant she had to go to the Library to study a lot from the thick tomes and use the practice rooms. She tried to help Taika and Ivo. The poor boys suffered a lot from the magic training, especially the Tauruk. Besides, since his Talent also had a part of magic, he suffered twice as much. But she was seeing progress, and this encouraged her to help them more. Daphne and Lily also helped, and between the three of them they were managing to keep them up to speed.

One funny thing Nahia had noticed at the Library was that since the incident when they had written down her name, several Exarbor stood around her wherever she went in the building. If she was at the study desks, the moment she turned there was an Exarbor nearby. If she was in the practice rooms, they stood near the door. They pretended, but they really were not very good at it. She was convinced they were following her. Rather than following her, it was as if they were controlling her. This worried her, as well as the fact that the incident had not been reported to her leader. Nahia had expected to be punished for it, but it had not happened. This puzzled her. What were the library Exarbor thinking? She had no idea, but it troubled her.

Another matter that had her worried was that she had not had the opportunity to see Egil, who was still a prisoner in the first underground level. She knew she had to, that it was important—Garran-Zilar-Denbo had told her so—but she had not found a way to contact him. If she made an intentional mistake, she risked her squad leader sending her to another deadly punishment and not to the first underground level. And since the days were so intense, she could barely plan how to do it. She would have to find a way, but her mind was so weary that she could not come up with good ideas. What bothered her most was that she knew where he was and could not reach him.

Nahia was dealing with Talent training as best she could. The daily competition she had to bear made her mind suffer as much as her body: the former with the anxiety of having to overcome her classmates every day, something that made her feel nervous and bad, even when she won. And on the other hand, her body suffered every time she lost. The discharges were relentless and painful, another reason why she arrived at the dining hall half dead with weariness and terribly sore. When that happened, the only thing she wanted to do was eat something and go to sleep.

But what gave her the most headaches, and not only her but also Daphne and Lily, was undoubtedly sword practice. The three had made the maximum effort, not only in training but also at the gym where Logan had been helping them. They practiced and practiced every day except when they had to be at the Library. All three were afraid of not being at the physical level required for the test that was so close. This fear and realizing that they were unable to bear the sword’s weight tortured them and sunk their spirits. Night after night, they went to bed with the feeling that they were not going to make it and would be expelled, which meant death awaited them.

But, during the last week of the weapons training they dreaded so much, something changed. First it was Lily who managed to do all the sword exercises during the class, and next was Nahia who, without knowing how, managed to do all the repetitions. Finally, on the last day of training and just before the test, Daphne managed to finish the class and did all the repetitions. Since the three had reached their goal, Spatia-Urdin-Nesk had had no choice but to let all three take part in the Mid-Year Test.

Red Squadron, line up! Now! In a row! Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt’s order was, as usual, unappealable.

The three squads lined up in front of their leader, with the Igneous Squad to the left, the Ardent in the middle, and the Searing on the right. They were all very nervous—it was an important day, and although they had achieved the impossible in order to take the test, there was no guarantee they would do well. They did not know what to expect either, since neither their leader nor the other pupils had told them what it consisted of. Nahia thought it was possible that it was changed every year to make it more difficult.

She looked carefully at the other squads. Beside her she saw Ana’s Blue Squadron and her friend looking scared. It did not surprise her. She looked over at the Black Squadron and wished them luck. The White Squadron was next and she saw Logan. Her heart skipped a beat: he looked serious and focused. Then there was the Brown Squadron where Maika should have been. Remembering her friend lit a flame in her stomach, and the rage and pain for her loss came back. Blasted dragons… one day they would pay for all the deaths they had caused. The last squadron was the Crystal one, and she also wished them luck. They were all going to need it today.

Colonel Lehen-Gorri-Gogor, leader of the Academy, appeared in the sky over the castle with Commander Bigaen-Zuri-Indar flying behind. They came down, showing how powerful and huge they were, and roared loudly to announce their arrival. They landed and watched the six Squadron’s leaders and their squads.

The Colonel waited a moment for everyone to see them and roared again, announcing it was going to address them.

Today is the Mid-Year Test of the second-years, an important moment in your lives at the Academy. You have been training for a year and a half already, and you must prove your worth. You have an incredible opportunity to show that you are following the path to become Dragon Warlocks. Today is crucial. Show your worth, the message came along with a strong feeling of criticism.

If they were all already nervous, this message did nothing but increase their anxiety. Nahia thought the dragon did it on purpose, that it was looking for precisely that, to make them nervous to do badly on the test.

The Commander roared and addressed them.

This test will not be done by squads like last year. It will be an individual test which each and every one of you will have to pass. Whoever fails will not continue and will be expelled. There will not be any second attempts or room for excuses. A Dragon Warlock faces any situation and overcomes it. So it must be, and so you will show here today. Give your all or fail.

Nahia had not been expecting that. She was sure the test would be by squads, and this had given her some peace of mind. The announcement left her confused and even more nervous. She was not going to be able to rely on her comrades, and they would not be able to support her. An individual test did nothing but complicate things even more. This second year of training was turning out to be pure torture.

I wish you luck in the test. Each one of you will have to overcome a rival you will find most interesting… here they come! They answer our call, as they should, since we are their lords, the Colonel messaged.

All of a sudden, a hundred dragons arrived, flying from the south entrance, and approached, crossing the square at about two hundred feet high. Once they reached the southern end, they landed, and as they did Nahia realized they were not dragons but some creatures very similar to them, although much smaller. They were the size of a Tauruk-Kapro and their head and body were those of a dragon, only they did not have front legs and claws and instead had wings. The look was that of a small and more primitive dragon. Their tail was also different. The end of those creatures’ tails was similar to a scorpion’s.

Commander, proceed, the red dragon gave the floor to the white one.

The Commander roared and went on to announce what was coming.

The test is simple. It will be a duel. Each one of you will fight a wyvern. They are these beautiful creatures that have just arrived. They are a sub-species of dragon. They have some of our characteristics but are less powerful. They can fly, although not very high or far. Their claws and jaws are strong, and their tail has spikes that end in a hard and venomous stinger. They have no elemental magic, but they can spit venom similarly to your elemental breaths. Their scales are quite strong, although the sword can pierce them. They do not have innate magical defenses. These are lesser wyvern—you are not ready for higher ones that do have magical defenses. Now you know everything you need to know about your opponents. Prepare for the duel. Of course… it is to the death.

Nahia’s stomach took a turn. They had to fight a miniature dragon and fight for their lives? This was insane, an outrage.

Red Squadron, prepare! We are the first. It is the privilege of having the Flameborn with us. The Commander wants you to start in order to provide a good spectacle. When our squadron finishes, it will be the turn of the White Squadron. They also want to see the Stormson fight.

Nahia looked horrified. She was being sent first, and to provide a spectacle no less. What an aberration! And next it would be Logan. They were expecting entertainment from them, not skill. Rage began to grow in her stomach and her inner flame began to burn strong.

You will be given a sword for the fight, but you may use your magic. You will not be given a Learning Sphere. Remember they spit venom through the mouth and that the stinger might also poison you.

A Tergnomus came over and handed Nahia a sword. It was not a practice weapon but a real sword, with sharp edges and tip. Nahia took it and sighed. She looked at her comrades, who gave her looks and signs of encouragement.

Red Squadron. Begin the test, the commander messaged.

Walk to the center of the square, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt messaged.

Nahia did as was ordered. She could not believe she was in this situation, forced to fight that creature to the death. The flame of rage burned in her stomach. As she advanced, so did the wyvern. It walked funny, leaning on its wings to move forward. She noticed that, at the point in the wing where it leaned on the ground, it had an additional claw. It resembled a bat when it walked.

The two reached the center of the square and stopped. They watched one another, separated by ten paces. The wyvern leaned on its tail and rose on its hind legs. Now it looked like a dragon. It was all kinds of different green hues.

Let the duel commence! NOW! the Colonel messaged.

The wyvern let out a roar that sounded like a mixture between a dragon and snake. Nahia did not waste a moment and created a ball of fire in her hand. Her dominion of magic was good and she did not need the help of the sphere. As soon as the wyvern saw the ball in Nahia’s hand, it lunged to attack. It leapt with its powerful hind legs, beat its wings, and fell on Nahia with the claws of its legs, seeking to kill her. Nahia had no time to react. She jumped back out of instinct and stood in a defensive stance with her sword raised.

Nahia threw her ball of fire, trying to end the duel fast. The creature beat its wings and rose quickly. The ball went between its legs and exploded way past the creature, far away. It was fast, and that was not good. Nahia made the steel of the sword burn with her elemental fire, she needed everything she had. Before she could create a new ball of fire, the wyvern roared and lunged at her from the sky with its back claws, seeking her flesh. Nahia did not hesitate and defended herself with her sword, delivering an upward stroke. The wyvern raised its claws so the sword would not reach them and changed its flight, landing on Nahia’s left.

The creature opened its mouth and showed teeth that looked deadly. Nahia was so impressed by its maw that she almost did not notice it was spitting venom at her. She threw herself on the ground to one side and rolled away. The venom came out of the creature’s mouth like elemental breath. It was green and smelled like acid. Nahia stood up and decided to attack. She slid forward fast and delivered a stroke to the center of the chest. The wyvern gave a powerful leap back, escaping the reach of the sword. Nahia seized the defensive move of her rival to create another ball of fire. The wyvern rose to the sky with a leap. Nahia directed the ball with her mind and tried to catch it as it rose. The creature veered swiftly and the ball passed close by it but did not impact.

Nahia already knew what was coming next, so she got ready. The wyvern would use its elevated position to attack from above. She was not wrong. It came down toward Nahia, but she was ready. She summoned energy from her inner dragon, turned it into elemental, and putting her left hand to her mouth, she drew her breath of fire toward the wyvern, which was already coming down headlong toward her. At contact of its claws with her fire, the creature tried to change course. Nahia managed to throw her breath and hit it, burning both claws. The roar of pain filled the square.

Without wasting an instant, Nahia delivered a cut with her flaming sword and it also impacted, this time on the creature’s side. The blade penetrated the scales and the fire burned. The wyvern roared again in pain and fell to the ground. Nahia began to create a new ball of fire just when her opponent attacked, this time with its tail. The stinger tried to plunge into her chest but Nahia defended herself with the sword and deflected the stinger, which almost hit her in the shoulder. Unfortunately, she could not defend herself from the reverse blow of the tail filled with spikes. They plunged into her right thigh, and despite the protection of her scales the spikes managed to penetrate. She felt an acute pain.

The wyvern returned to the sky. Its back claws were burned and it had suffered a deep wound, so it could not stay on the ground. This was almost worse, because Nahia could not reach it with her sword. And not only that, but with each failed sword thrust her arm became more weary.

That was her weak point. The creature began to fly low to reach Nahia’s head with a bite from its deadly jaw. To complicate things more, it combined its aerial attacks with its tail. Nahia was defending herself as best as possible with the sword of fire, but she was at a clear disadvantage on the ground. She avoided an attack from its jaws and tried to counter with her sword, but she only hit air. The wyvern’s tail dashed at her and the stinger hit the sword hard. It flew out of her hand.

Nahia felt useless without her weapon. The wyvern came down, beating its wings until it was in front of Nahia, six feet high, and showed her its stinger. It was going to run her through with it. It was going to kill her. She knew she needed to arm herself—she had to summon her Elemental Claw skill and her ball of fire—but the creature was already lunging into attack, its stinger forward, and she had no time.

Suddenly, the flame inside of Nahia lit up as if it exploded through her body. She felt heat, and in the blink of an eye she managed to summon her Elemental Claw skill and her ball of fire in her hands.

The stinger was reaching her chest, straight toward her heart, to run it through. Nahia delivered a claw blow instinctively, out of pure preservation. The claw of fire deflected the stinger to the left of her body. The wyvern beat its wings and opened its mouth to spit its venom directly at her face. Nahia reacted and threw the ball of fire with her left hand. The wyvern saw it and tried an evasive maneuver by flying backward. It did not have time. The ball was faster, and it hit the right wing. The explosion of fire consumed the creature in the air and it fell to the ground, incinerated.

Nahia breathed out, relieved. She looked at the dead creature and felt sorrow and rage. The flame began to burn strong inside her again, and she knew she had to control it.

Test passed. Return to your squad, the Colonel messaged.

Nahia went back to her group. All the squads had turned to watch the combat.

Next in the Red Squadron, the Colonel messaged.

It was Daphne’s turn.

“Use your magic, using only the sword you won’t be able to do anything.”

Daphne nodded and went to face another wyvern.


Chapter 28

Daphne and the wyvern met in the middle of the square and the fight began. Nahia thought it was not fair that the Fatum was not allowed to fly and the wyvern was. Daphne began the fight on the defense, avoiding the creature’s attacking claws and jaws as it tried to tear her to pieces. She barely attacked with the sword, since just like Nahia the weapon was not her forte. But the Fatum was good at magic, and she soon took advantage of it.

The wyvern tried to reach her with its stinger from the air and Daphne took advantage of its approach to throw her elemental ball of light, not against the creature but at the ground, under it. The stinger got her in the shoulder and went in, and Daphne groaned in pain. The ball burst with a very potent explosion of light and blinded the wyvern, which roared in rage, unable to see. Daphne took advantage of its indecision, and with a swift slide forward got under the creature and lunged her sword upward with both hands. The wyvern was going to rise but did so an instant too late. The wound was deadly, and it dropped dead a few moments later.

Test passed. Go back to your squad, the Colonel messaged.

Daphne headed back to her squad, but halfway there she stopped. She could not walk, the venom from the sting was paralyzing. She fell to the ground when she lost control of her limbs. Four Tergnomus appeared at a run with a stretcher. They put her in it and took her away to the infirmary.

Lily was next.

“Freeze it in the air,” Nahia recommended.

Lily smiled and went to the middle of the square.  Her combat was strange. She kept herself at a distance and used her gifts as a Charmer to confound the creature. She still did not know how to use this as a specific skill, but she did confuse her rival by affecting its mind. The wyvern’s attacks were slow and clumsy because Lily was confusing it. It was obvious the creature was disoriented, it kept shaking its head and flying erratically. It landed amid roars and lost its balance. It beat its wings to try and stand up straight and attack, but Lily was waiting for an opportunity and did not let its mistake pass. She threw a ball of water that exploded and froze it on the spot. Then she went over to it.

“Sorry,” she said and cut off its head with a clean stroke of her sword.

“Look at Lily…” Ivo said, impressed.

Aiden followed after Lily. His combat was true madness.

The Drakonid attacked like a Barbarian without any control, his sword raised above his head while he threw storm balls loaded with lightning almost constantly. He burst them against the ground and the lightning rose, seeking to catch the wyvern, which flew to stay out of reach of the continuous sword thrusts. When it attacked Aiden’s head with its stinger, the Drakonid severed it off cleanly, along with a piece of its tail. The wyvern roared with pain and rose to get out of reach. In a crazy movement, against all logic, Aiden threw his sword, which flew with tremendous force as if it were a spear and hit the creature in the belly. The creature came down to land and Aiden killed it with a storm ball that burst against its body when it touched the ground.

Ivo’s fight ended almost before it started. The wyvern saw that the Tauruk was bigger than it and rose to attack with the advantage of height. Ivo dropped his sword and ran to stand under the creature, which continued rising vertically. Ivo leapt and grabbed                the wyvern’s hind claws with both hands. The weight of the Tauruk was too much and it dropped down. When Ivo was on the ground again, before the creature could react, he hit the wyvern against the floor of the square with a dull movement of both arms. He did it without letting go, holding it by the legs as if it were a scarecrow. The creature hit its back and head on the hard pavement. The Tauruk hit it over and over again until he killed it.

After such a show, Ivo came back to the squad, completely unruffled.

Taika was the last one. And his performance was spectacular. Using his darkness magic, he managed to create some black tentacles which grabbed the wyvern by one of its wings, preventing it from flying. The rest was easy for the Felidae. He killed the creature with one accurate swift, clean stroke that severed the neck. The wyvern did not even realize it was dead until its head fell to one side, almost completely cut off.

Igneous Squad has completed the test, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt announced.

We move on to the next squad, the Colonel ordered.

The Ardent and Searing Squads did quite well. There were several complicated combats that might have ended badly and they had several wounded, but luckily no one died and they managed to win. Those who were affected were taken to the Infirmary at once.

Then it was Ana’s turn and Nahia became nervous. Her friend was going to have a hard time with that test. Nahia hoped she was wrong, but she had that feeling.

She was right. The human fought quite well with the sword, but the wyvern hit her partially with its venomous breath and her strength began to falter as the venom took effect. She dropped to her knees, looking faint, the venom overpowering her. The wyvern thought she was beaten and landed to kill her with its stinger. Ana had her sword in her right hand, but she did not seem to have any strength to raise it. She had her left hand behind her back. The wyvern raised its tail to give the final sting and Nahia covered her face with her hands, fearing for her friend. Ana dropped the sword, and with her right hand she threw a ball of water against the wyvern. The ball exploded and the creature froze in mid-attack, with its stinger a handspan from Ana’s face. The young woman rose slowly, grabbed the sword with both hands, and with a powerful stroke cut off the stinger. With one last blow, also with both hands, she cut off the wyvern’s head. Then she fainted and the Tergnomus took her away to the Infirmary.

After Ana’s dramatic duel, it was Logan’s turn. Nahia’s stomach took several turns when she saw him in the middle of the square. Logan’s duel was entirely the opposite of Aiden’s, although they both had the same elemental power, that of air. Logan’s attacks with the sword were measured, precise, and with the right force, and he only attacked with storm balls whenever he thought they might make a difference. He applied his magic to his sword so you could see the lightning running up and down the blade.

The wyvern tried all its attacks on Logan, but none succeeded. The dark-haired young man with light eyes was impressive with his defense and counterattack. He was not hasty and kept calm, but his rival did not. The wyvern began to realize it could not overpower the Human, and the rage and frustration urged it to launch more and more risky and hasty attacks. Nahia watched the combat with her heart in her throat, but she trusted Logan. He was very good and would win.

Logan deflected the wyvern’s stinger with his sword. Several lightning bolts leaped at its tail and let off intense discharges. The creature roared. Logan, with great speed, used his Elemental Breath skill and a storm of lightning hurt the creature’s legs, which caused it to attempt an upward escape. It was what Logan had been waiting for. In the blink of an eye he had a storm ball in his hand and sent it with his mind at tremendous speed at the wyvern’s body. A massive explosion with hundreds of discharges struck the wyvern down at once.

Nahia huffed, relieved. Logan was growing very powerful with his magic.

The fights continued and the inevitable happened. One of the pupils died in the fight. The wyvern defeated him with its venom and stinger. It was a horrible death. Nahia could not bear such senseless injustice and brutality. She nearly cried out, but Daphne stopped her. The blasted dragons were responsible once more for an innocent life. And that was not the only tragedy. Two more ended up in the infirmary in serious condition, and they did not know whether they would survive.

Once all the duels ended, Lehen-Gorri-Gogor addressed everyone.

Once again, the Mid-Year Test of the second year has been most entertaining. I have enjoyed it. All of you who have survived have passed the test. My congratulations to your leaders. Now you may retire and rest. Enjoy your triumph.

The only way Nahia could think of enjoying that feat was tearing out the heart of that heartless monster. Unfortunately she could not do it right then, although perhaps one day she would.

That evening, they were all resting in their dorm. Daphne had come back a moment before.

“How’s your wound?” Lily asked in a concerned tone.

Daphne winced with pain.

“They’ve cured it, but it still hurts.”

“Haven’t they given you anything for the pain?” Nahia asked, puzzled.

“Apparently there are toxins from the venom which my body has to eradicate and that’s why it hurts.”

“But … they’ve given you the antidote, right?” Nahia was now frankly worried.

“Yeah, they have one prepared for the test, but it takes a few days to finish off all the venom. Meanwhile, I just have to bear the pain.”

“I can’t believe they’re sending you back to the dorm like that. You should recover completely,” Lily protested.

“According to the Exarbor nurse, I’m cured. It’s the remaining effect of the venom that I have to put up with.”

Nahia was shaking her head, upset.

“Incredible, they make you fight and then they don’t even heal you.”

“You know, not bearing the pain is for the weak…”

“It is, but in this case they should’ve given you something,” Aiden said.

They all looked at him, surprised.

“You don’t share your dragon lords’ opinion? That’s new,” said Lily.

“I share it, but I don’t like to see a comrade in pain.”

“Wow, in the end it seems like you do have a heart after all,” Daphne said, widening her eyes.

“Of course I have one…  the heart of a winner.”

“Sure, point it out, in case we think you’re getting too soft,” Lily said, joking.

“Anyway, I’d rather be here with you and hurting a little than there. The two badly wounded were beside me, and they were in bad shape…”

“Will they be saved?” Ivo asked, troubled.

“I don’t know, I hope so…”

“They’ll manage to save them,” said Taika.

“Those heartless dragons deserve to die!” Nahia burst out.

“They do deserve it,” Daphne agreed.

“Those tests are unjustifiable. You can’t order people to fight to the death like that,” Lily joined in.

“No, they shouldn’t,” Taika was shaking his head.

“That’s not the way to train anyone,” said Ivo. “There are many better ways of doing that. Duels to the death shouldn’t be an option.”

“One day they’ll pay for all of this, I know it,” said Nahia firmly.

Aiden went to say something in defense of the dragons, but he stayed quiet.

“This has to end. We have to unite and rise against the dragons,” Nahia cried out.

“Many have that dream, but it was already attempted and it failed,” Lily said.

“We have to find a way to succeed this time,” said Nahia.

“That’s a complicated matter, as you well know,” Taika said.

“They’re too powerful, we all know that,” said Daphne.

“They might be, but one day I’ll find the way, you’ll see.”

“If you do, we’ll be with you,” Ivo said.

They went on talking for a good while until exhaustion overcame them. They rested and all had horrible dreams filled with dangers. They were given two days of rest after the test so they were able to recover. On the third day they lined up in front of their leader, which to everyone’s surprise did not address them with a scolding. It was rather pleased with the Colonel’s congratulation. Nahia thought about it and guessed it was pleased because none of its pupils had died and they had made it look good before its superiors, because their leader cared very little for their lives.


Chapter 29

Winter came, and with it the unavoidable bad weather. At that height and among the clouds, it was much harder to bear than what they had known below on firm land, in their respective nations and regions of Kraido. The clothes they wore protected them well from the low temperatures, but when the icy wind blew, their bodies suffered. The cold slipped into their bones. This was their second winter in the sky, and it was as hard to bear or worse than the first year.

The first day after the Mid-Year Test, they had the morning off. When they came out to report for line up with Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt at noon, the first winter storm broke over them with a vengeance, as if presenting the arrival of winter and also what awaited them.

Line up like a glorious squad! You look like a bunch of sick rookies! It’s nothing but a small storm! It cannot affect your disposition! Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt messaged to them in a very bad mood and with a feeling that he was majorly dissatisfied with the way they were lining up.

Nahia was trying not to shiver, although at times she could not help herself. The wind was really cold that day. Over their heads there were such black storm clouds that they looked as if they were going to encircle them and swallow them into their darkness. The wind was blowing so hard it made them lose their balance. This enraged their leader, who could not believe it. Aiden, Ivo, and Taika were bearing the brunt of the wind quite well, but that was not the case for Nahia, Daphne, and Lily, who were having a very bad time.

Today you are mine all afternoon! You will work on formations until night falls! And you will do it to perfection! No mistakes! Their leader was furious with them, and not even the icy storm seemed to calm its fiery fury.

Nahia looked at the Searing Squad and then at the Ardent out of the corner of her eye. They were both having the same problems as them, which comforted her a little. The anger of Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt would fall upon all three squads equally, not only on them. She felt a little better, although the idea of doing formation exercises until nightfall under a winter storm was not what she would have wished for on that day. She was still tired from the test and knew her comrades were too. The morning off had been very good for them, but they really needed a whole day. Maybe even two in order to recover properly.

A sudden tremendous gust of wind made Daphne fly forward. She fell on her face on the ground. For a moment Nahia thought that the Fatum had spread her wings and flown away. She was glad to see it had not been so, otherwise Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt would have killed her right there. The poor girl’s wings had been clipped and she would never fly because the sky belonged only to the dragons, that was how twisted and wicked they were. It had happened so fast and unexpectedly that no one had had time to react.

Daphne got up and returned to her position quickly, but this would not save her from their leader’s wrath.

How can you be so clumsy, Igneous Fatum! Dropping out of the lineup due to a simple gust of wind! Unacceptable! You will clean the dungeons for this! Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt could not believe what it had just witnessed.

Another gust of wind whipped at the three squads. Nahia had an idea. It was risky, but it meant an opportunity that perhaps would not come again, one she had been looking for, unsuccessfully. Instead of standing against the wind, she also lost her balance and stepped forward while she waved her arms as if trying to keep her balance and stay in line without succeeding. She straightened up and returned immediately, but she did not escape the relentless eye of their dragon leader.

This is unheard of! Another clumsy one incapable of standing in line! Because of a slight breath of air, nothing more! You are the worst squad of all! How can you be the weakest? You will clean dungeons with your Fatum comrade! Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt sentenced at once, its eyes burning with fire.

Nahia stood in the lineup looking scared and worried, but in truth she was secretly pleased. She had achieved her purpose: Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt had punished her into cleaning dungeons with Daphne. Her gamble had been successful.

The icy wind continued whipping them all while Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt made the three squads line up and march amid messages about their incompetence and lack of will power. There were moments when Nahia thought the furious red dragon was going to change her punishment for one of death, it was so angry. Luckily, neither she nor Daphne made any more mistakes and it did not happen.

They all endured the practice, doing formations until it started getting dark. The storm had been relentless, and now huge snowflakes were falling. When the exercises finished, before they broke ranks, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt addressed them.

You will break ranks at my command! I want the two offenders cleaning dungeons for a month! A little extra work and lack of sleep will help you not to fail again in formation practice! Now go before I destroy you right here! Break ranks!

They broke ranks and ran off to the barracks. Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt spread its powerful wings and with a strong leap flew away and vanished behind the castle.

“I’m so sorry you two got punished, what a drag,” Lily commiserated as they ran.

“That was so dishonorable,” Aiden complained.

“Shut up and run ahead, blockhead,” Daphne shooed him off as you would a bothersome pest.

Aiden pretended to be offended and sped up, leaving them behind.

“Your body is very light, it’s natural that a strong gust of wind should push you like that,” Ivo said sympathetically to Daphne as he ran after her with great strides.

“I had no time to react. I would’ve grabbed you,” Taika said ruefully. “I’ll pay more attention next time.”

“It’s not your fault, Taika. And thank you, if you can, hold me tight,” Daphne said.

“I will the next time there’s wind,” the Felidae reassured her as he ran behind her with cat-like agility.

“You are also quite light,” Ivo told Nahia.

“But she has the blockhead behind her. He won’t grab her. He’s not honorable,” Lily sympathized, imitating Aiden’s Drakonid voice, who did not hear her because he had already outrun them by a hundred paces.

“Don’t worry about me,” Nahia told them.

“We have to, we’re comrades,” Taika replied.

“And I really appreciate it, but in this case, I got punished on purpose. The wind didn’t move me.”

Daphne stopped running and looked at her with wide eyes.

“You wanted the punishment? Why?”

Lily stopped too.

“I don’t understand. The one time it doesn’t punish you, you go and get yourself punished? Why?”

Nahia stopped running and turned to her comrades. Ivo and Taika stopped too.

“Well, you see, I’ve been trying to find a way of speaking with the prisoner Egil again. Since the year began, in fact. I couldn’t find a way because of the deadly punishment I earned and because the following punishment was of the same kind.”

“And today you saw the opportunity because it was the same offense I had committed and you knew what the punishment was,” Daphne guessed.

Nahia nodded.

“It could’ve gone wrong, but it was a unique opportunity, so I took it.”

Lily let out a long whistle.

“The risks you take… one day the gamble will go wrong and then you’ll see…”

“Yeah, I know, I know…” Nahia waved her hands. She had had no choice.

“Are you sure it’s so important to speak with Egil that you’re willing to risk your life like this?” Taika asked her, looking troubled.

Nahia nodded repeatedly.

“It’s hard to explain, and one day I’ll try, but for now I beg you to trust me. I’m certain that Egil and his friends we met in the cave in the Frozen Continent of Tremia are very important for our future.”

“How can you know? They’re in another world an unthinkable distance away,” Daphne said with dismay.

Nahia took a deep breath.

“My destiny and theirs are entwined. We are part of something a lot bigger, members of a crucially important destiny. Not only for me, for us, but for everyone, including them.”

“It sounds very mystical and difficult to understand,” Lily said.

“And to accept,” Daphne joined in.

“That’s why I’m asking you to trust me for the time being. When I can prove it, show you some reliable evidence, I will. Right now I don’t have any.”

“Then you’re guided by a hunch,” Taika said.

“By a hunch and my magical instinct.”

“You can count on my support. I believe in your mystical hunches,” Ivo told her.

Nahia looked at him with surprise.

“Wow… thank you, Ivo.”

“I’m going to need something more empirical, even if it’s magical, but for now I trust you and will help you as much as I can,” Taika said.

“Thank you, Taika. Your support means a great deal to me,” Nahia thanked him.

Daphne and Lily looked at one another.

“This matter of Egil and his friends from another world is very strange,” Lily said.

“It’s very strange that we went to that cave in that world and met them,” said Daphne.

“It can’t be a coincidence,” Lily commented.

“It would be the greatest coincidence in several worlds,” Daphne added.

“There’s definitely something going on—mystical, magical, or otherwise,” Lily nodded. “You can count on me to investigate it.”

“I feel the same way. This is all very weird. I want to know where it leads. You can count me in too,” Daphne told her.

Her comrades’ support, even though she had not told them the great silver dragon’s secrets, touched her heart. She thanked the heavens for having such good squad companions.

“Why have you stopped?” Aiden’s question reached them from the barracks.

Well, almost all her squad companions.

-SOMETHING ABOUT EGIL-

They took their leave from their comrades at the door of the barracks, and Daphne and Nahia headed to the dungeons. Taika, Ivo, and Lily, along with Aiden, went to have dinner, which the two girls would have to skip.

As they walked, Daphne rubbed her left arm and massaged her shoulder.

“Blasted sword, it’s going to destroy me,” she moaned.

“Look at the positive side. We’re a lot stronger than before, we proved it in the Mid-Year Test,” Nahia told her.

“Yeah, and even so, after months of practice and more practice, in classes with Logan at the gym, we only managed to pass the Mid-Year Test by sheer luck.”

“What’s important is to keep up with sword practice,” Nahia added with a gesture that meant it simply could not happen.

“You and I were born for magic, not to wield heavy weapons,” Daphne said, shaking her left arm now.

“I won’t say you’re not right, but you know the rules. Every Dragon Warlock must master weapons and magic,” Nahia replied as she imitated Daphne and shook her right arm.

“This second year is turning out to be insufferable,” Daphne muttered.

“Well then just wait until you go through a month of punishment…”

Don’t cheer me up, I’m just dying to experience it…”

Nahia smiled.

They arrived at the dungeons. It was almost night. The fortress had the same lugubrious, grim look as always.

Daphne shivered.

“I don’t like this place at all,” she said, looking at it.

“Don’t worry. We’re only going to the first underground level. Remember what I’ve told you about the dungeons and that underground level and everything’ll be all right.”

“I hope so…”

They arrived at the door of the dungeons, which were watched by the two black dragons. Daphne and Nahia waited with their heads down to be let in. It was not long before they heard a metallic sound and the door opened. Tarcel, Deputy Tergnomus of the Dungeons, came out to receive them.

“I can’t believe it,” the Tergnomus shook his head, and his face showed absolute incredulity.

“I thought you’d be glad to see me again,” Nahia joked.

“I don’t understand why you spend so much time here,” the Tergnomus said, shaking his head.

“And I’m still alive,” Nahia said cheerfully.

“That is indeed miraculous.”

“This time I’m joined by a squad comrade,” Nahia indicated Daphne, who greeted Tarcel with a nod.

“Try not to come back with more members of your squad. I’m telling you for your own good and hers, although knowing you, I’m sure I’ll see you again,” he commented with a tone and look of resignation.

“I’ll try,” Nahia said with a shrug.

“Punishment in underground level one or lower?” Tarcel asked her.

“This time I wasn’t very bad,” Nahia smiled.

“Underground level one it is then.”

“Yeah, I wanted to show my comrade,” Nahia joked again.

Tarcel rolled his eyes.

“Keep doing this and you won’t reach the end of the second year, I can promise you that.”

They went in and followed Tarcel to the Exarbor of the dungeon’s register who, as usual, waited behind his desk.

“Nahia… Red Squadron, Igneous Squad… and Daphne… Red Squadron, Igneous Squad…” he said as they stood in front of him.

“Yes, that’s us,” Nahia confirmed.

The Exarbor read from one of the tomes he had opened before him.

“You have a one-month punishment… Underground level one… assigned by your Squadron leader.”

Tarcel was shaking his head and muttering things in the Tergnomus language they did not understand. It was probably better that way.

“I’ll take you to Framus. He’ll assign you to a cleaning rotation,” Tarcel motioned them to follow him and entered the main building of the dark fortress.

They went down to see Framus and Tarcel left them with him. He wished them good luck and went back up.

“I’d like to be assigned to the same section as usual with Ufrem. I know it well and I can teach the rookie,” Nahia said, jabbing her finger at Daphne.

Framus examined Daphne from head to toe.

“Rookie and Fatum, a bad combination for the lower levels. All right, underground level one with Ufrem.”

Nahia was grateful but hid it. It was just what she wanted.

“Don’t forget to put on the bracelets. The Serpetuss will not spare you,” he warned them.

“We won’t,” Nahia promised him.

Framus led Daphne and Nahia to the section where Ufrem and his cleaning team were. Nahia already knew the place well, and she was not impressed. Daphne, on the other hand, was shocked by this world, very much so.

Framus left them with Ufrem, who upon seeing Nahia could not help muttering a couple bad-humored comments.

“Some have thick heads. That often leads to losing it.”

Nahia bore his reproaches for her return with a contrite look on her face.

“You’re already a veteran, so you’ll be in charge of the rookie you’ve come with. I already have too much work. Tell her everything and put her bracelet on.”

“All right, on my count.”

“I hope the Serpetuss don’t scare you like others of your race,” Ufrem told Daphne in a bad temper.

“I hope not,” was all she could reply.

“Start your shift. I want everything spotless. I’ll come by to check how you’re doing.”

Nahia nodded, and they began their work.


Chapter 30

A few hours later, they were both working hard cleaning a long, grim corridor with a metal gate at each end. Daphne had already encountered two Serpetuss in the previous sections, and it had been a most unpleasant experience for her. She had coped pretty well, without running away screaming in terror, but it had not been easy. They were horrifying creatures. They had instilled fear in her, and now she could not shake it off. It was as if she carried it on her back, and every now and then a shiver of terror ran up and down her spine. Daphne tried to pierce the shadows in the corridors and the black rock walls at every step. She saw things that probably were not there, things like giant, terrifying snakes.

“We’re in the corridor I wanted to get to. I’m going to talk to Egil. Meanwhile, you keep watch while you clean, and if you see Ufrem or one of the Serpetuss, warn me quickly,” Nahia told Daphne.

“How do I warn you? They’ll hear me if I shout.”

Nahia thought for a moment. She looked around. They were surrounded by the shadows that looked like the black rock. The light was dim: there were only a few scattered torches throughout the long corridor.

“Create a little light with your elemental magic. In the midst of this blackness, it will immediately catch my attention and it won’t be heard.”

“That’s a good idea, okay.” Daphne nodded.

Nahia went over to Egil’s cell stealthily. She looked right and left. Daphne was a little behind beside a gate and was mopping the floor as she kept watch. Nahia slid open the peephole. She had to make sure he had not been moved to another cell. With her luck, she feared he might have been. She looked through the peephole, but it was pitch black inside. She did not see Egil or any other prisoner. The cell seemed to be empty. She started to fret. Her bad luck might be working against her again.

“Egil, are you there?” she asked, and next she looked right and left again. There did not seem to be anyone who might hear her, with the exception of Daphne.

She glimpsed a shadow moving at the far end of the cell. She got closer to the door, and when she was right up to it some of the light from the outside torches reached him. It was Egil, his gold dragon mask unmistakable.

“Nahia?” Egil asked hoarsely.

“Yeah, it’s me, Nahia,” she confirmed, happy to find him still alive.

“Nahia, I happy,” Egil said, and his voice was filled with a dash of joy.

“Are you all right?” she asked him.

“Alive,” Egil replied in the unified language of Kraido which Nahia had been teaching him, and he nodded, coming up to the peephole.

Nahia looked him up and down. Without seeing his face, she could not tell whether he was all right or not. She put her arm in and gabbed Egil’s hand. She checked the pulse at his wrist. It was steady and quite strong.

“Your pulse is fine. But you seem to be very thin. Do you eat?” Nahia asked him with concern.

Egil did not understand and shook his head.

“Food.” Nahia mimicked putting food in her mouth.

“Yes, food,” Egil nodded.

“Well they seem to bring you very little. You’re all bones and skin. I’ll try to hide some food to bring to you.”

Egil shook his head.

“No,” he said, and then he mimicked opening the mask with a key.

“Oh… I see, you can only eat when they take the mask off, and you need a key, which Ufrem or some other Tergnomus must have.”

Egil did not understand what Nahia had said and repeated the gesture.

Nahia nodded.

“No food,” she said, and this he did understand.

“I’ll be here one month, four weeks.”

Egil shook his head.

“No understand.”

Nahia showed him four fingers.

“Four,” Egil said in the Kraido language.

Naha counted seven with her fingers, four times. Then she mimicked that today was day one.

“I understand.” Egil counted four sevens.

“Perfect. How’s your language? Do you remember what I taught you or have you forgotten most of it?”

“Language? I better now.”

“Better?” Nahia was surprised. “How can that be? Who have you been practicing with?”

“Tergnomus food delivery,” said Egil.

“Well, that’s good. You’ve been talking to the Tergnomus who bring your food?”

“Bad temper. Talk too much.”

Nahia laughed.

“You’ve no idea, especially when they’re angry, then they simply can’t shut up.”

“I try to speak. They answer. Happy.”

“You’re very smart. Well done. I’m going to introduce you to a friend.”

“Friend?”

“Yes, a friend of mine.”

Egil nodded. He understood.

Nahia called Daphne, who hastened to the door of the cell.

“This is Daphne,” she introduced her to Egil.

Daphne watched Egil through the peephole.

“Hi Egil,” she said.

“Hello, Daphne,” he replied.

“Friend. Good,” Nahia said reassuringly. “You can trust her.”

“Trust. Yes, I understand,” Egil nodded.

“I’d better go back to keep watch. I’ll be listening to what you talk about, that way I’ll know,” Daphne told them.

“Very well.”

“I happy see Nahia,” Egil told her.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t come before. I’ve had some problems. I was punished and sent to underground level three and couldn’t find a way to come and see you. Until now.”

Egil shook his head.

“No understand.”

“I trouble,” Nahia said, pointing at her chest.

“Trouble understand.”

Nahia smiled.

“Yeah, we have a lot of that, always trouble.”

“Trouble, yes.” Egil nodded.

“First things first. Remember our deal?”

“Deal?”

“The one we made when I came back from Tremia. I brought you the arrow head.”

“Arrow,” Egil took out the arrow head from his dirty, worn-out clothes and showed it to Nahia.

“Yes, that arrow. You and me deal,” she pointed at Egil and then at herself. She put her hands together and shook them as in a deal.

“Oh, deal,” Egil understood and showed her his hand.

“That’s right,” Nahia took his hand through the peephole and held it tight. “Fight. For freedom.”

Egil nodded. He remembered the deal.

“Fight. For freedom,” he said.

“That’s right.”

“Fight? For freedom?” Nahia changed her tone to a question to find out whether he stood by it.

“Fight. For freedom,” Egil replied in a firm tone.

Nahia smiled to see that Egil remembered the deal and stood by it.

“We will help one another. Nahia help Egil and Egil help Naha.”

“Help. Yes.”

And at that moment something strange happened. Behind Nahia’s head there suddenly came a silver flash. Almost at the same time she felt her mind clouding. A silver mist began to form around her head. Or was it inside, in her mind? She could not say. She felt like she was in a dream, as if the world around her were not real. The feeling was very funny. She was there, but she was not. The hair at the back of her neck stood on end, and she knew there was magic at work.

Without really knowing why, Nahia closed her eyes. And when she did this, a blurred image appeared in her mind in the midst of that silver mist. The mist spread to the sides while the image took shape in the center. It seemed to her as if a large round mirror with a silver rim was forming. She knew that could not be, but at the same time         she knew this was something important she must pay attention to. How she was aware of that, she had no idea. She did not understand what was happening. Was she daydreaming? Or was she not even there and it was all a dream she would wake up from in a moment?

Her mind could not decide. The image finished taking shape in the midst of this misty mirror with a silver rim. In it she saw two figures that became clearer the more she looked at them in detail. Nahia recognized them. One was herself. She was the same as she was now, only she was wearing an elegant, heavy scaled armor. Her face was bloody and her expression was hard. In one hand she carried a sword, and it was burning with elemental fire. In the other hand she carried a ball of fire which also burned with intensity.

She noticed the other figure. It was Egil. But he was different. He was not wearing the dragon mask. His face showed determination, and he was dirty. He wore a cloak with a green-brown hood and in his hand he carried a weapon, one that caught Nahia’s attention. It was a long gold spear. It was bloodstained, with dark and viscous blood. Egil’s eyes were shining, but she could not identify why. The image began to fade, and she could not see anything else of the place they were in or of what was going on.

Nahia opened her eyes when the image vanished. She was there again, in the dungeons. Egil was staring at her from inside his cell, his head bowed.

“So?” he asked.

“Yeah… I think… I’ve had… a premonition… or something. That, or else I’m going crazy.”

“The latter,” Daphne told her

“Did you see… the silver mist?”

Daphne shook her head.

“No, only shadows and dirt.”

“You didn’t see… a silver flash at my nape?” Nahia reached back to Garran-Zilar-Denbo’s scale, and instead of it feeling cold as she always did, it was now burning.

“No, I didn’t, and down here you’d see any flash.”

Nahia nodded.

“Right. Forget it. It must’ve been my imagination. My head saw things for a moment.”

“That’s not good. And let me remind you that I still don’t know how to heal, not even a cut on my own arm, so be careful and don’t get sick up there.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll be careful.”

“News Tremia?” Egil asked.

“No, I have no news, sorry. I have no idea how the war’s going or what news is from there, I have nothing I can tell you.”

Egil sighed.

“No news,” he said, and his shoulders sank.

Nahia thought of telling him what had just happened, since he was in the image, even if it was not a premonition and just her fancy. The problem was how to tell Egil all that so he would understand. It was one thing to communicate basic things like yes or no, eat or drink, and another to explain something so complex and mystical that even Daphne would have trouble understanding.

“I have a plan,” she told Egil.

“Plan,” he repeated and nodded several times.

“I see you like plans.”

“Plan much.”

“Very well. I need us to understand one another better, and we have four weeks. I’m going to bring you books from the library, although I’ll have to steal them, and I’m going to teach you our language so we can understand one another better.”

Egil shook his head.

“No understand plan.”

Nahia made him understand four weeks and then tomes and reading, followed by speaking.

“Do you understand the plan?”

Egil nodded.

“Read, talk, four weeks.”

“That’s right. That way we’ll understand each other.”

“Good plan.”

“I’m glad you like it. With what you already know and how smart you are, a few tomes should help you learn quickly. I’m sure.”

“I speak four weeks.”

“That’s right. We have to do it. There’s so much I want to ask you about your land, your experiences, everything.”

“You Tremia?”

“Yes, me, Daphne, and others. We’re going at the end of the year. When summer comes.”

“No understand.”

“Don’t worry. First plan, it’s the only way.”

“First plan,” Egil repeated.

All of a sudden, the metal gate opened with a metallic sound and Ufrem entered the part of the corridor where they were. He began to come forward with his Tergnomus walk, his feet making a hollow sound on the stone floor. Daphne noticed and looked at Nahia, who had not and was still talking to Egil, waving her hands to make herself understood.

Daphne had to warn her. Ufrem was going to see her speaking to the prisoner and they would be in deep trouble. She did not stop to think and used her elemental light energy to warn Nahia. She opened her hand, and on it there appeared a small sphere of light. But in her haste and with the critical situation, she used too much energy. The sphere of light formed, but instead of flashing a little to catch Nahia’s attention, the sphere shone with a strong white light that filled the whole corridor, blinding everyone with its intensity.

“What on earth!” Ufrem put his arm to his eyes to protect them from the burst of white light.

Nahia had to turn her head so the light hit her nape instead of full in her face.

“I’m sorry!” Daphne apologized.

“Turn that light out right away before you blind us all!” Ufrem shouted at Daphne.

Nahia seized the chance to close the peephole of Egil’s cell and move away from it, reaching her mop and bucket of soapy water.

“Yeah, yeah, I’m putting it out!” Daphne managed to put out the light she had created. It looked simple, but it was not. It was easier to create light than put it out once created. You had to withdraw all the energy sent to it, and it took her a moment.

“By all the darkness of the tunnels of my land! Who would think of that!” Ufrem protested, rubbing his eyes with his hands.

“Forgive me, I thought one of those disgusting and horrifying Serpetuss was coming and I was frightened,” Daphne apologized, and she managed to do so very convincingly.

Nahia had trouble for a moment seeing properly out of her left eye, which was more affected. The right one had been spared the brunt of the explosion of white light. Luckily, Daphne had closed her eyes instinctively, so she had not been affected. Ufrem, who had been hit fully, took a longer while to see again.

“We’re in the dungeons! You can’t use intense light here!” he yelled at them once his vision started to return.

“My Element is Light,” Daphne told him defensively.

“And mine is cleaning, but I don’t go around hitting everyone in the face with a mop!” Ufrem shouted, enraged.

Nahia had to hold back a smile at the comment, although she doubted whether Ufrem would have seen it.

“Finish cleaning this area and come back! Scaredy rookies of light! That’s all I needed!” he shouted as he left stumbling, still half blinded.

Once he was no longer in sight, Nahia opened the peephole of Egil’s cell.

“We’ll be back tomorrow,” she promised.

“Thank you very much,” Egil said in his foreign accent.

“You’re welcome. Stay strong.”

“I strong, I tough,” Egil said.

“I can tell you are. I don’t know how you can endure what they’re doing to you.”

“I live.”

“Don’t you ever lose that wish. See you tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow,” Egil waved goodbye.

As they were leaving the dungeons, Nahia congratulated Daphne.

“You were wonderful on your first night of punishment.”

“Wonderful? I almost died of terror with those disgusting Serpetuss, and on top of that I almost blinded Ufrem.”

“Like I said, wonderful!” Nahia laughed, and they both hastened to their dorm          to get as much rest as they could before dawn and training.


Chapter 31

The following day, with cold winds whipping the Academy, they arrived at magic training. When they walked into the classroom, they found there was a change: they had a new instructor. Instead of Gezur-Zuri-Ikus and its white eyes, there was a dragon as black as the darkest night with eyes just as dark. It towered over them, and it seemed to have crawled out of an abyss judging from the blackness it emanated. They had been expecting to have a new instructor, so it was not a big surprise. But the size and poise of the dragon rendered them speechless. Its scales had a certain brightness that reflected the light. It was not a dull black but shiny, and this caught everyone’s gaze.

Nahia watched it out of the corner of her eye as she usually did. Based on the size and its head she guessed it was a male dragon, about eight or nine hundred years old. She could not confirm it, but from what she had been able to learn at the Library about the physiognomy and development of dragons, she figured her guess was close. She found it very important to study the dragons. Not only to understand their behavior and way of thinking, but to find some weakness in them. Lately she had been using part of her time at the Library to learn about them. She could not do a very in-depth study because she had to study her lessons, but she thought it was important. She did not want to lag in class, so she had to combine both things. Luckily, since she was naturally good at magic she had not gotten into trouble so far. This might change with the new instructor, so she would have to be careful.

She found it odd that her two magic instructors this year were so different—one white as snow and the other black as a starless, moonless night. She was fascinated by the fact that their eyes also matched their scales. Would they also be different in character and behavior? She did not know. Until recently she had believed that all dragons were the same, with very similar personalities. But now she was not so sure, not after having met Garran-Zilar-Denbo, the great silver dragon. She would have to study this instructor and see whether she could determine its personality. What she had no doubt of was that it must be very powerful magically.

Welcome. Form up by squad. My name is Ontzu-Beltzi-Mairak, and I will be you magic instructor until the end of the year. Before beginning our lessons, I must tell you that having passed the mid-year test, you are now at a more advanced level in the study of magic. From now on, you will study Improved Dragon Magic. You should feel proud. This moment marks the halfway point on your path in this academy. You have been attending lessons for a year and a half. You have passed the equator of your training in this illustrious center of martial arts. Continue like this and you will manage to graduate, it sent firmly but without excessive force. The message reached them clearly.

Nahia tried to analyze the tone of the message. It was not like Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt’s, which was very abrasive. Or like Gezur-Zuri-Ikus’s, which was sinuous and invited distrust. This was firm but without being hurtful, and the clarity that came with the message denoted sincerity, which surprised her. Dragons usually used force and threat. She had never received a message that might be understood clearly and with connotations of sincerity.

Today we will begin with the study of another one of the most important magic skills you will learn in the Academy. It is Elemental Maw. It is a powerful skill that will help you in complicated situations. I will not lie to you, this is a difficult skill to develop, and you will have to strive hard to achieve it. With me are three Exarbor to help you do so. The first thing you must do is understand what the skill requires. The Exarbor will show you.

Each Exarbor approached a squad. Nahia watched the one they had been assigned to. He looked really old, which was natural, since all the Exarbor in the Academy seemed to be a thousand years old.

“My name is… Brame… and I will help you with whatever you need,” he told them as he opened a massive tome. He showed it to them. “Read… carefully. It’s not easy… to assimilate.” The six went forward and stood so they could read the tome Brame held open. They read carefully, since the concepts were complex. Brame passed the pages until he got to the end of the explanation of the skill. He did it slowly, with the parsimony of his race. Then he closed the tome once he thought they had all read and understood the lesson.

“You may continue the study and practice of the skill later at the Library. This has only been so that you might understand the explanations our lord will give you now. Go back to your positions.”

They did so. Nahia felt off balance. From what she had read in the tome and what it implied, this skill was a lot more advanced than Elemental Claw. They were going to have serious problems summoning it. She looked at her comrades out of the corner of her eye, and in their faces she saw the same concern she was feeling.

Very well. Now that you have read the skill’s theory and have a slight idea of what it implies, we will begin with its development. First, I want you to stand in a row, all of you. This way we will avoid accidents. Always look ahead when you attempt this skill, never to the side. In one hand, hold the Learning Sphere for help. Put your other hand to your mouth.

They all did as Ontzu-Beltzi-Mairak had told them. Aiden, Ivo, and Taika stood on Nahia’s left, who breathed in hard, awaiting the next instructions. Beside her, Daphne and Lily exchanged nervous glances.

I want you to close your eyes and concentrate. Find your inner dragon and gather a medium amount of energy. Now transform that energy into elemental, each of you aligned to your own type of power: fire, water, earth, air, light, and darkness. Once you have done this, it will be time to use it. You should not have any trouble so far.

Nahia did as the instructor asked, and she did not have trouble indeed. She looked unobtrusively at her comrades, and by their looks they were all doing well so far.

Now is when the skill becomes complicated. In the case of Elemental Breath, you have learned to let this energy out through the mouth in a controlled and prolonged way, as if it were your own breath. In the case of Elemental Maw, what you have to do is open your mouth but not let the energy out as f it were your breath. Instead, you should take a forward bite, not with your mouth but with the elemental energy transformed into a maw.

Nahia had already guessed from what they had read in the tome that they would have to do something like that, and as she thought about how to do it, she realized it was not going to come out. What Ontzu-Beltzi-Mairak was asking seemed practically undoable.

Before you think it is impossible, let me assure you it is very possible. Do not get discouraged with the difficulty it entails and of which I am very well aware. First, visualize in your mind the maw of a dragon. This is what you must create with your elemental energy. Visualize it and lead it to the hand you have at your mouth. Once there, take a bite, a huge bite. Go ahead. The instructions reached them all, along with a feeling that they could do it, which surprised them. The dragons never gave encouragement, only orders.

Driven by the feeling that they could achieve it, they started trying. Daphne tried and the bite came out of her mouth as if she were trying to bite poor Brame who was directly in front of her. The Exarbor did not flinch. He had stood at a prudent distance. Unfortunately, the Fatum’s elemental energy did not create a maw; instead, it vanished in a flash of light. The same thing happened to Lily. Her teeth bit the air and a blue flash indicated that her elemental energy faded. Taika and Ivo did not even manage to make their elemental energy come out, and it vanished within them. Aiden opened his mouth, bit, and a little energy faded without any shape. Nahia, who had been watching them, tried to do better. She opened her mouth and tried to fix the image of a dragon’s maw in her mind, imagining it coming out of her own mouth, where her hand was touching her lips. A form of elemental fire began to form. Nahia bit down and the form lost stability. An instant later, it faded with a reddish flash.

The same happened to all the others in the Ocean and Stone Squads. None was able to manage to create Elemental Maw. Several tried again, but with the same result. They did not succeed in that class or the next ones. No matter how much they studied the tome of theory about the skill at the Library, no matter how much time they spent in the practice rooms, they could not do it. Nor could they in the actual class with Ontzu-Beltzi-Mairak, which luckily seemed to have more patience than the previous instructors they had had, because it did not threaten or punish the group for not succeeding in the creation of the skill.

Winter gained a tighter grasp on the Academy, with especially cold storms. Everyone’s spirits drooped with the cold, the ice and snow that covered everything, and their failure in magic class. Nahia was feeling very frustrated for not being able to develop the attack. She was sure that since she was good at magic, she would end up succeeding by exerting herself, but it was not happening. Not even alone, or with her comrades, did she manage. And neither did the rest of the squad. She was beginning to prefer the weapons classes to those of magic, something unthinkable to her. The sword was heavy and difficult to master, but she could see progress with it. On the other hand, with Elemental Maw, she saw nothing. There was no progress whatsoever.

A few weeks later, with a terrible winter storm outside, the great black dragon took a different approach, which surprised everyone.

You have made the effort and have not succeeded. I am not happy, but it does not surprise me. You have already had time to study and practice this skill. I know you have, that you have made the effort, and because of that I will now help you. You have permission to look at me, it sent them. No dragon had ever given them permission to look at them. It was absolutely forbidden. Most of the pupils did not dare to look, even with the granted permission. The mental message had reached them clearly, and there did not seem to be anything tricky about it.

Daphne and Lily looked at Nahia, questioning whether they should look or not. Nahia also hesitated. She reasoned through it. The dragon had given them permission, so it should not be an infraction, but one never knew with dragons.

Come on, look at me, nothing will happen to you, it sent them, and once again the message reached them clearly and without double meaning.

Nahia shrugged and took the risk. She looked at the dragon directly. Ontzu-Beltzi-Mairak saw her look and did not seem bothered. A moment later, the whole Igneous Squad met its gaze. It took the other two squads a moment longer to trust it.

Now focus on my mouth and try to create a maw like mine, Ontzu-Beltzi-Mairak showed them its lethal dragon teeth, opening its mouth wide as it roared. The roar took everyone by surprise, and some jumped back. Then it delivered a bite. This is the maw and the bite you have to recreate, it sent them and did it again so they could all see and not harbor any doubts about what they had to achieve. It gave a tremendous final roar, which echoed loudly against the walls of the classroom.

They all watched with great attention. They were surprised, but the image of the great black dragon delivering great bites with its terrible maw and roaring was engraved in everyone’s mind.

Now try again, Ontzu-Beltzi-Mairak sent to them.

Nahia closed her eyes and focused on the image she had in mind. She gathered energy from her inner dragon, turned it into elemental energy, and prepared to create what she saw in her mind. The Learning Sphere flashed, and Nahia put her other hand to her mouth. She put all her concentration and effort into recreating the image she had engraved in her mind. She opened her eyes as she delivered a bite, not with her teeth and mouth but with that of the dragon she had in her mind. To her complete surprise, an elemental dragon maw of fire came out of her mouth and expanded into a great bite. She was astonished. She had done it. Not only that, the skill was awesome. A dragon maw had opened and shut, coming out of her mouth, and it was not only terrible, it was of fire.

“You did it, my congratulations,” Brame told her.

Nahia shook her head as if unable to believe it. Then she looked at her comrades. For a moment nothing happened, then from Daphne’s mouth there came an Elemental Maw of light which shut in a bite, followed by a burst of light. Nahia covered her eyes.

“Well done,” Brame congratulated her.

Daphne and Nahia waited to see whether anyone else in their squad succeeded while Alice and Frank also succeeded in their squads. They were followed by two of their comrades.

We are beginning to have success. This pleases me. Continue. Focus on the image of my maw, Ontzu-Beltzi-Mairak sent them.

Lily succeeded next. A maw of ice and water shut forcefully in front of her face, and Nahia was then able to see the reach of the magical skill. It was about a couple of handspans in front of the face of the one summoning it. It did not reach as far as the Elemental Breath but it seemed to come faster, like a swift blow. Anyway, they still had a long way to go before summoning this skill fast. Unfortunately, the boys did not manage to create their Elemental Maw, so the squad’s success was only partial. None of the other squads managed to completely develop the skill either. They went on trying until the end of the class, but they did not succeed.

A partial success is the beginning of total success. Keep practicing until you achieve it. This skill will save your lives one day. I promise. You will get to execute it with extreme speed, more than other skills you have learned. Elemental Maw is summoned and executed faster than Elemental Ball, Breath, and Claw. With it, you can kill an enemy in the blink of an eye. Keep practicing until you succeed.

As they left the class, Nahia tried to cheer her friends under a snowstorm that hit relentlessly.

“You’ll make it, I’m sure.”

“Of course we will, not doing so is failure. We can’t fail,” Aiden replied, trying to sound confident, but his voice shook slightly.

“We have to make it or we won’t graduate…” Taika did not sound very sure.

“It’s going to cost me a lot… if I make it at all,” Ivo said ruefully.

“If anyone can do it, you can, Ivo,” Nahia told him.

“Me? Why do you say that?”

“Because it’s about creating something in your mind. Of all of us, you’re the one who works the most with his mind.”

“That’s true,” Lily agreed as she adjusted her hood.

Daphne shook the snow off her shoulders.

“Instead of meditating and entering into a trance, take action with what you meditate.”

Ivo stopped for a moment under the falling snow and gave it thought.

“You might be right.”

“Of course we’re right. And now let’s run, before this snow soaks me,” said Lily as she ran off to the barracks.

They all ran under the falling snow, which covered their footprints as they went on. The girls had achieved success that day. The boys would have to make an effort and suffer to get it. Nahia was certain they would also succeed. In any case, she, Daphne, and Lily would help them. It was only a matter of spending hours in the practice rooms at the Library until they got it. They would not let their squadmates fail. They were squad comrades and comrades helped one another, especially in difficult times when failure loomed upon them.


Chapter 32

Nahia arrived at Sorcery training. She looked at the entrance to the building, and thinking about what awaited inside in Talent class, she nearly decided to stay outside in the midst of the icy storm and freeze to death. That was better than suffering the constant tortures of Lehia-Zuri-Mag’s training method, the Sorcery Master Dragoness. Every class was a torment for Nahia, and the heartless dragoness seemed to enjoy the punishments she gave out.

The Sorcery Exarbor already had the Incentivizer ready, hovering in front of him. They could all see the storm locked inside it and the lightning trying to get out. And when they did they would inflict pain, a lot of pain. The fact that this dragoness called it the Incentivizer was adding insult to injury. It was clear to Nahia that it did not incentivize anyone, only caused pain the dragoness enjoyed.

Nahia swallowed while she lined up on her knees with her gaze on the floor in front of the dragoness.

You have been working on the speed you are capable of summoning your skills with. The improvement the five of you have achieved is quite satisfactory. I would have liked you to improve even more, but time is scarce and we must continue with other aspects of your training. Sorcery Exarbor, how have they finished regarding speed?

The Exarbor opened the tome where he usually wrote things down with his finger and spoke in his woody voice.

“First, the female Fatum. Second, the male Fatum. Third, the female Human. Fourth, the male Scarlatum. Fifth, the male Drakonid.”

Nahia could not understand the Sorcery Master’s fixation with creating competition among and ranking them. She thought it was unnecessary and unconstructive.

You have seriously disappointed me, Human. As a Flameborn you should have been the fastest of all. You had better strive more, or I will increase your punishment for not fulfilling the expectations of a Flameborn.

Nahia was surprised and upset as she received the message, which came loaded with a feeling of disappointment and anger. The dragoness knew she was a Flameborn but had not mentioned it until now. It did not surprise Nahia that it knew, since other dragons did too. But the fact that the dragon used it against her to put even more pressure on her made her upset. As if she did not already have enough motivation in that horrible class.

If she had already hated this class before, after this harangue she hated it even more. That dragoness was very capable of fulfilling its threat and make her punishment even worse, and it was already terrible and very painful. She looked at her classmates out of the corner of her eye. The Fatum looked worried, and they were the best of the class. Nahia felt like things were going to get nasty for her.

What we are going to work on in this part of the Sorcery training is maximizing the damage you can cause with your attacks. Every Dragon Warlock, whatever their Talent, can perform elemental attacks, which you are being taught in the classes of magic. But those with the Sorcery Talent are the only ones who can duplicate and even quadruple the damage you can do with your elemental magic. That is why the Dragon Sorcerer Warlocks are the most feared adversaries. There is no other Talent that can compare to yours as far as offensive power. You will be feared and respected for your power. I hope you appreciate the privilege this entails.

Nahia wondered whether quadrupling the power of her elemental power might make her strong enough to kill a dragon. Likely not, because dragons had innate anti-magic defenses. But in any case, having powerful elemental attacks would be useful, especially if she found a way to break down the defensive barriers. That would be amazing, if she succeeded. She panicked in case the dragoness was reading her mind and quickly dismissed those thoughts. She hoped not, but the rumor that some dragons were so powerful they could read minds had spread throughout the Academy, and this     worried Nahia extremely. Her thoughts on dragons were anything but pleasant.

Very well, let us start the exercises. Flameborn and male Fatum, step forward.

Nahia sighed, resigned. The Fatum would inevitably defeat her in the exercise and she would have to suffer. She was sure, but she would have to bear it, there was no choice. She felt extreme rage and frustration, but if she protested or tried anything, that dragoness would kill her without any consideration, of this she was certain.

Stand in front of one another. Sorcery Exarbor, place the measurer.

The Exarbor went to fetch another sphere, which he left on the floor between the two contenders. This one was white, like a pearl the size of a melon. Suddenly, the pearl rose and remained hovering between the two. Nahia noticed that Lehia-Zuri-Mag was controlling it. The Incentivizer also moved until it was above the pearl, remaining between them but slightly higher than the pearl. Nahia did not like seeing the two balls hovering in front of her, one above the other, one bit. Pain was coming, and she knew it.

The spheres are in position. What you must do is gather as much energy as you can from your inner dragon, the more the better, but at one time. Once you have it, turn it into elemental energy and summon Elemental Breath. Simply direct it at the measuring sphere, the white one. I advise you to make an effort to gather as much energy as possible for the exercise, the more the better. Whichever attack is the most powerful will be the winner. The measuring sphere will give the verdict. The Incentivizer will proceed to incentivize whoever loses.

Nahia felt like running out back into the storm. She was going to lose and endure great pain. She could see herself lying on the floor, writhing with pain from the discharges of lightning inside the Incentivizer.

Nahia saluted her rival with a nod, as if this were some kind of duel. Although in a funny way it was. Dafieh, the Fatum, returned the nod. In his eyes she saw that he was not a bad boy—on the contrary, he seemed like a nice person. He did not want to hurt her, but neither did he want to lose and get hurt. Besides, if he lost he would receive the scorn and rage of the dragoness, which was not at all advisable.

“First Nahia, then Dafieh,” the Exarbor said.

The test began. Nahia closed her eyes and concentrated on her inner dragon. She             gathered a great amount of energy, all she could at once, and turned it into elemental energy. Then she channeled it to her mouth and made it come out as elemental fire breath. She directed it at the measuring ball and hit it squarely. Nahia was very pleased with her breath; she thought it was the largest she had managed to ever create. When all the energy she had gathered was consumed, the skill died out.

It was Dafieh’s turn. Like Nahia had done, he closed his eyes, and a moment later he launched his elemental breath at the measuring ball. It was a powerful breath, and as soon as she saw it Nahia knew she was in trouble.

Very well, let us see what the measurer says, the dragoness sent.

The ball began to flash, and a moment later it shone on Dafieh.

“Victory… for Dafieh,” the Sorcerer-Exarbor said.

Aha, very well for the Fatum. Very bad for the Flameborn. A new deception from the Human. Now it is the Incentivizer’s turn, Lehia-Zuri-Mag sent, along with a feeling of eager anticipation.

The punishing sphere that hovered between them attacked Nahia. It released several storm charges, striking her chest and legs. She felt a terrible, insufferable pain and fell to the floor. The Incentivizer released three more charges that made Nahia writhe on the floor, rolling into a ball from the terrible agony. The discharges went up and down her body, and the pain was unbearable.

And this is how you incentivize the pupil to improve. We will have competitions like this every day. I am sure you are all going to improve a great deal, for your own good. Very well. Next pupil, the Drakonid. Let us see if you can defeat the female Fatum.

Nahia withdrew, crawling along the floor amid terrible pain. She saw the Drakonid about to face Fiadh. She wished him luck—he was going to need it. He was not lucky and Fiadh defeated him easily. The discharges attacked the Drakonid, who fell to the floor and rolled while he bore the punishment.

Nahia arrived at the dining hall, dragging her right leg, her left arm useless from the discharges. She tried to sit at the table and nearly fell backward. Luckily, Ivo noticed and put his large right hand to her neck, holding her up as if she were a rag doll.

“Watch out, you’ll fall on your back,” he warned her in a less calm tone than usual.

“Thank you, Ivo, my leg and arm aren’t responsive right now.”

Taika got up from the table and helped her sit between the two of them.

“That’s better. Talent class was hard today, huh?” he asked her in his raspy voice.

Nahia looked into the Felidae Tiger’s eyes, and she sighed.

“And when are they not…that dragoness is horrible, it blasts us with discharges of storm energy, all of us!” she cried, a little louder than she should.

The two tables beside them heard her and looked at her with concern. Luckily, they were the Ardent and Searing Squads and already knew Nahia; very well, in fact. They said nothing, but several of them looked toward the two dragons who watched in the middle of the dining hall.

“Lower your voice, Nahia, or you’ll get punished,” Daphne warned her.

“Ooops, sorry, you know that sometimes I get riled up…”

“Well, you’d better calm down,” Lily told her, also looking toward the dragons.

At that moment, Aiden arrived with his serving and sat down between Daphne and Lily. He looked at one and at then at the other and sighed.

“I’m going to try to eat in peace…” he said.

“Take it easy, today we’re too tired to mess with you,” Lily said, patting his back.

“That’s true, and you know I love to mock you,” Daphne said.

“Mmm, delicious,” Aiden ignored them, savoring the fish soup they had for dinner.

“I’m not the most powerful with my magic, and that dragoness makes me pay with storm energy discharges.”

“That’s not right. They shouldn’t punish you like that,” Ivo shook his head. “On the other hand, shouldn’t you be very powerful, being a Flameborn and all that?” he asked, looking at Nahia questioningly.

“Well, I don’t know if that’s true… but they’ve told me as much in some classes…”

“You should be. Maybe you’re just not using all your potential,” Taika commented.

“You should work harder,” Daphne advised her.

“Yeah, and use everything you have inside,” Lily agreed.

Nahia shifted uncomfortably in her seat.

“If I do that, I’m afraid I’ll have one of my seizures… you know how bad they can be… and I haven’t had one in a long time. I’m very happy about that, and I wouldn’t like to bring one on.”

“You might have to risk it. Try to see how far you can push without bringing on a seizure,” Taika recommended, “otherwise, you’ll have a very bad time until the end of the year. Furthermore, your Sorcery Master might even fail you, and that would mean…”

Nahia huffed.

“Yeah, I know, death…. Blast…”

“Shush,” Lily wagged her finger in front of Nahia’s face. “Not another word.”

“Fine… now you tell me how you’re doing with your Talents, cheer me up a little.”

“I have to admit that I like my Talent, although I’m stuck with the magic part, as I had expected,” Ivo commented. “I love the part that focuses on our knowledge of nature. I end up spending a lot of time in the library studying tomes about natural subjects, but I don’t mind because I like what I’m learning. The magical part is turning out to be a little more complicated than I was expecting. I can’t manage to create a skill that allows me to heal light wounds, turning my elemental magic into a natural one. Some of my classmates are already healing common poisonings, and I’m lagging behind.”

“Don’t worry, Ivo, we’ll help you succeed,” Lily promised.

“I wouldn’t be so sure,” Daphne said. “I’m having similar problems, and I’m good at magic.”

“What do you mean?” Nahia was interested.

“I can still cope with the study part, the long hours buried in healing tomes, even if I don’t enjoy it like our Tauruk. I don’t like studying the anatomy of the six races, especially the Drakonid’s.”

Aden eyed her uninterestedly.

“I wasn’t expecting you to heal me anyway.”

“Well, I wasn’t planning on doing it, just so you know.”

“I won’t need your healing. I’m an exceptional Barbarian Dragon Warlock.”

“The six races? You mean the eight races of Kraido, don’t you?” Taika said.

“No, only six. The dragons aren’t teaching us to heal the Exarbor or the Tergnomus, since they don’t fight,” Daphne explained.

“That’s despicable!” Nahia said, controlling the volume of her voice so she did not draw any more attention.

“It is,” Ivo nodded. “You should be learning to heal everyone equally.”

“The dragons only teach us to kill and heal only those they teach to kill. They ration their teachings,” Taika reasoned.

“They’re the most rotten….” Nahia bit her tongue.

“My problem is that…” Daphne went on, “I can’t manage to transform my elemental light energy into healing. I’m also lagging behind. There are several others who have already started healing sword and knife cuts and the like. I can only watch and listen to the dragon mock my incompetence. From what it says, I’m the most ridiculous Fatum it’s ever come across. Apparently my race is exceptional at healing.”

“Wow, I’m sorry…” Lily said, rubbing her back, passing her hand behind Aiden.

“In that case, you couldn’t heal me even if I wanted you to. Thank goodness I’m not going to get wounded,” Aiden said, and there was a twisted grin on his face.

“Laugh all you want, blockhead. I’ll succeed, and when I do and you’re lying on the ground with an arrow in your stomach, I won’t heal you,” Daphne said, enraged.

“Healing… it sounds so nice, if you could only do it…” Aiden got up and went for more food. “Nahia, do you want me to bring you your serving?” he asked.

“Huh? Oh yes, thank you, Aiden.”

“From what we hear, two of our friends are buried in tomes, studying. One happy, the other not so much, and the two both struggling to master the magic,” Lily summed up.

Daphne and Ivo nodded.

“Well, to add a positive note, I’m doing quite well,” Taika commented.

“Do tell, we need some joy after these three depressing stories,” Lily said.

“Being a Felidae Tiger, I’m innately good at stalking, night hunting, stealth, and hiding in the shadows, and that’s mainly what we’re being taught. Besides, since my elemental magic is darkness, I can use that to aid me, practically vanishing from sight or making my rival see nothing. Besides, we use the dagger as our main weapon. It’s light, fast, and deadly. We’re being taught to attack with it and throw it. As a result, I’m doing very well in this class. I hope that cheers you up a little.”

“You have, and we’re very happy to know how well you’re doing,” Nahia told him, putting her hand on his shoulder.

“It sounds very lethal…” Lily commented, shaking her hand. “Is your whole group all Felidae?”

Taika shook his head.

“Three Felidae, including me, as well as a Drakonid, a Scarlatum, and a Fatum.”

“I can imagine the Fatum, but I have trouble picturing the Scarlatum and the Drakonid,” said Daphne.

“They’re the ones suffering most, but they have good instincts. I believe they’ll make it.”

“They’d better, or else…” Lily said, looking terrified.

“So, what about you, Lily? Good news?” Nahia asked her friend.

The Scarlatum stroked her jet-black hair, and the light of the oil lamps made her scarlet skin in face and neck stand out.

“Very good, indeed. The Scarlatum continue being at the head of Charmers’ class, although the truth is that the Fatum are catching up with the complexity of the magic we’re beginning to use.”

“Tell us, it sounds interesting,” Taika said who, as usual, paid attention to everything that went on and was told around him.

“This Talent of ours is kind of secret, but I’ll tell you before Aiden comes back. You see, I’ve been turning elemental magic into Illusion magic. This is very unique, because it tricks your opponent’s mind. We’ve been studying and practicing how to make an opponent fall asleep.”

“Senseless, you mean,” Ivo asked.

“No, we can make them fall asleep on the spot, on their feet,” Lily explained. “We’ll learn how to render them unconscious later on.”

“Let me see if I get it. You can make me sleep, right here, talking to you, completely alert?” Nahia asked, not fully understanding.

“That’s right. Well, when I get it right. I’m not succeeding that often, but I will. I’ve left my Scarlatum partner snoring half a dozen times already. And the Fatum a couple of times. I couldn’t tell, I’ll have to try and see. I’m still not very good at it.”

“And can you do it on an alert opponent?” Taika asked.

“Better if they’re not. It’s easier, but yes.”

“Wow, that’s an awesome skill.”

“That’s nothing. According to the Charmer’s Master Dragoness, we can even make others follow our commands, although I believe that won’t be until the end of third year.”

“Fascinating,” Daphne said and patted Lily on her arm in acknowledgement.

“It’s all about tricking the opponent’s mind and making them believe something that isn’t true, for instance that they’re unbearably sleepy, or about to faint, or things like that,” Lily told them. “We have a lot to practice, but for now I’m fascinated by what I’m learning. I don’t even mind going to the library to study the tomes. There are skills covered in them that are tremendous.”

“Very interesting,” Taika said, nodding.

“You’ll see when I learn to fool the stomach. I’ll make Ivo never hungry. It’ll be great,” Lily smiled mischievously.

“No way. If I don’t eat I’ll become weak, and my body needs a lot of nourishment in order to work,” Ivo wagged his finger at Lily.

“Well, then I’ll make you believe you’re a Fatum, you’ll see how funny that is,” Lily said and burst out laughing.

“That would be hilarious,” Daphne laughed too.

“I think I’ll look up how to protect myself from a Charmer and her Illusion Magic in my tomes on Druid magic,” Ivo said, and he did so in a serious tone. He really would.

“You’d do well, partner,” Taika told him, chuckling.

Nahia also smiled, and for a moment her spirits rose.

“What’s the matter, why are you all smiling?” Aiden asked while he set the dinner serving he had brought for Nahia down on the table in front of her.

Nahia thanked him.

“We were laughing at Lily, who’s going to be able to make us believe things that aren’t true.”

“Ah yeah, the Charmers’ Magic of Illusion,” Aiden said nonchalantly.

“Do you have to know everything?” Daphne said, looking displeased with that.

“Almost everything,” Aiden stated.

“How are you doing in your Talent training?” Taika asked him.

Aiden sat down again between Lily and Daphne and stiffened.

“Very well. I’m the best in my class. No one can defeat me when I let all my wild power loose. With a sword in one hand and using my elemental energy to create a ball of storms of lightning, I can destroy half a dozen rivals easily. We’re being taught to use the weapon with our elemental magic, unleashing it while we deliver blows with all our physical power.”

“Isn’t that dangerous for those around you? It sounds very uncontrolled,” Ivo         said.

“It is. That’s why the Barbarian Dragon Warlocks are the first to launch the attack. We unleash all our magical and physical power upon our enemies, creating chaos and destroying everything in our path.”

“Well, if you think that by attacking crazily like that you’re not going to sustain any                wounds, I believe you’re very wrong,” Daphne said.

“We’ll see,” Aiden made a nonchalant face.

Nahia sighed.

“From what it seems, Lily, Taika, and Aiden are doing pretty well. Daphne, Ivo, and I are doing badly,” Nahia summed up.

“If you think about it, it’s a tad ironic that you’re doing badly,” Lily told Nahia.

“Ironic? Why?”

“Because you’re the Flameborn, the most powerful of all of us,” Lily said, smiling and spreading her hands open with a look of “who’d have thought.”

“Well, I guess you’re right,” Nahia had to admit.

“Don’t worry. Just bring out all your inner flames,” Daphne told Nahia. “You’ll see how to fix it.”

“Let’s hope so…” said Nahia, who did not see it at all. But she had to do something, that was obvious, or she would not make it to the test at the end of the year.


Chapter 33

The training days went by swiftly for everyone. Especially for Daphne and Nahia, who, apart from the classes, had to do their cleaning punishment in the dungeons every night. This left them exhausted from the physical effort the cleaning work demanded and in particular from the lack of sleep. Daphne soon found out the sleep deprivation was almost worse than the punishment itself. Despite this, they were relatively happy because they were helping Egil.

That afternoon, they were in the Library. While the rest of the squad was in one of the practice rooms on the fourth floor, the two of them were looking among the tomes on the shelves for some that might serve to help them teach Egil the language of Kraido. The problem was that all the second-year tomes were specifically about matters that were studied that year. Most of the tomes were about magic, although there were also some about weapons. And then there were those about how to apply magic to weapons. But there was no tome that might serve them for their purpose. They needed something like a dictionary, but there were none there.

“Have you found anything?” Nahia asked Daphne.

“Nope. All the tomes in this section are about magic and quite advanced. You?” Daphne asked, looking around to see whether any Exarbor were watching them. What they were doing was not exactly allowed, and they might get into trouble that would end up in decapitation by dragon bite.

“Me neither. The section I was looking at is all about weapons. Your favorite, the sword,” Nahia joked.

“Yeah, tease me on top of everything. Because of our punishment we can’t go to the gym to practice. This is going to put us behind with the sword.”

“We can always practice with the mops.”

“Very funny. You’ll see if we don’t pass weapons class.”

“Take it easy, the punishment is only for one month. We’ll recuperate before summer comes. Don’t worry,” Nahia promised.

Daphne huffed.

“We’d better.”

“I’m going to ask an Exarbor directly and see what his answer is,” Nahia said in frustration.

“Have you lost your mind? He’ll suspect something, for sure.”

“Do you really think he’s going to suspect me of wanting to teach a prisoner he doesn’t even know is in the dungeons the unified language of Kraido?”

“I don’t like those trees with a face and legs at all. I’m sure they’d be suspicious, they’re thinking all day long. They’ll think something is wrong I bet.”

Nahia did not find the reasoning that farfetched.

“You pretend, I’m going to ask.”

Daphne went over to another bookcase to keep searching and pretending while Nahia went over to one of the librarian Exarbor.

“I need a dictionary,” she requested with absolute ease.

The Exarbor raised his gaze from the tome he was writing something down in.

“This is… the second level… there are tomes for the second-year pupils here…”

“I’m aware of that, I’m a second-year pupil myself. But I need a dictionary.”

The Exarbor looked at her with more interest when she insisted.

“Dictionary of… what… language? Human?”

“Er, no, the unified language of Kraido.”

“Unified… language… of Kraido,” the Exarbor repeated.

“Yes, the language.”

“We don’t have… any dictionaries… of the unified language of Kraido.”

“Here on the second level, or in the whole Academy?”

“Here, on the…. second level.”

“And where do you have any?” Nahia was trying to stay calm, but those Exarbor were a little exasperating.

“They are on… the fifth level… under books of reference.”

“Thank you, I’ll go there straight away.”

“No…you can’t go to the fifth floor…”

Nahia had already turned to go, and she turned back to look at him.

“Why not?”

“You only have access… to the second floor to study… and the fourth to practice…”

“And how do I get access to the fifth floor?”

“You can’t… until you graduate…”

Nahia’s eyes opened wide.

“Until I graduate?”

“Then you can… have access to all the levels…”

“That’s neat. But I need a dictionary now.”

“No you don’t… no student needs a dictionary… of a language they already know…”

Nahia saw that the conversation was not going to end well, so she dropped the subject.

“Thanks for your help.”

“It’s… a pleasure to help…”

Nahia looked at his bark face and had the impression he was laughing at her. She could almost swear she saw his cork lips curving up slightly. She let it be and went back to Daphne.

“Follow me,” she told her.

“Where are we going?”

“First the fourth level. Then to the fifth.”

“The fifth? We don’t have authorization.”

“I know, but the dictionaries are there.”

“This is going to go very wrong,” Daphne huffed, frowning, but she followed Nahia.

They reached the fourth level and acted like they were going to one of the practice rooms, but they really crossed to the other side to go up the stairs to the next level. They walked past several Exarbor, but they were so concentrated on their work that no one said anything to them. All the students had permission to use the special practice halls, so they were no trouble.

Nahia reached the other side and started going up to the fifth level.

“You watch, and if anyone comes whistle.”

“Whistle?”

“Yeah, unobtrusively, as if you were waiting to go into this hall in front of you.”

“Okay. But I doubt they’ll swallow it.”

“If they ask, be charming.”

“You have the wrong person, I’m the unruly one.”

“Yeah, but I don’t have Lily on hand, so act like Lily.”

“Oh, very easy for me,” Daphne said, wrinkling her nose.

Nahia went up to the fifth level with extreme stealth, and before leaving the stairs she looked around unobtrusively. She found a wide, clear area with several tables and chairs in the center and bookshelves with solemn-looking tomes against the walls. She saw three doors. They were closed, and she did not see anyone. The tomes were there, an arm’s reach away. She simply had to move fast, before anyone came out of one of the three doors, so she bent double and ran to the first of the bookcases. She needed a bit of luck and a bit of time. She started searching on the shelf. She took out books that looked like dictionaries but the first ones were not, so she kept searching as fast as she could. She was not having any luck, but she continued.

She moved to another bookcase. There were hundreds of books in them. It was going to take time, time she did not have. She decided not to think negatively and focus on the task at hand. There were dictionaries here, and she was going to find them. She was so determined and concentrated that she did not realize when one of the doors opened.

“You can’t… be here, pupil.”

Nahia heard the voice and knew she had been caught.

“Oh… sorry… I didn’t know,” she said, turning around and trying to get away.

An Exarbor with a hostile look was staring directly into her eyes from the other side of the tables.

“This area is forbidden… and you know it…”

“I… well… I’m leaving,” Nahia said and turned around, trying to go to the stairs.

“Stop… where you… are, pupil,” he ordered.

Nahia did not know what to do. She could run off, but that Exarbor might start screaming. Besides, he had already seen her. He would recognize her. She decided that fleeing was not the best choice. The Exarbor walked over to her.

A rough, firm hand closed on her arm.

“You’re not going anywhere… you’ve committed a grave infraction…”

Nahia pulled her arm hard to free herself from the Exarbor’s grip. To her great surprise, she was unable. She looked at the wooden hand that closed on her forearm and wondered how that was possible. The Exarbor did not look strong, rather the opposite—it looked fragile, with those branch arms and twig hands with leaves. She tried again, pulling harder, but she did not manage to get free. Even being wood, the arm and hand of the Exarbor seemed as strong as if they were made of steel.

“I just got a little lost.”

“Lying… doesn’t benefit you…in this situation.”

A second Exarbor appeared from another of the doors. This one was carrying a tome in his hand. He reached them and opened the tome.

“Name of the culprit, squad, and squadron,” he asked.

Nahia cursed under her breath. Lying would only bring her more trouble, she was confident. The Exarbor were very smart, and they would check her identity.

“Nahia, of the Igneous Squad of the Red Squadron, second-year.”

“Your infraction… is duly registered…” The Exarbor holding her said.

“You will be punished… it will go to your squadron leader…” said the one writing      in the tome.

Nahia cursed under her breath again. Her leader was going to eat her up in one gulp for this. She was only halfway through her last punishment. This was going to destroy her.

“Couldn’t we leave it as a warning? My behavior will be exemplary in the Library,” Nahia pleaded, feeling lost.

“It is… a serious infraction… your leader will be informed,” sentenced the one with the tome.

“I will take over… this situation,” another voice said, also an Exarbor but with more authority.

The two Exarbor with Nahia turned and saw a third Exarbor coming toward them.

“Of course… Chief Librarian Exarbor,” said the one with the tome.

“As the Chief Librarian… wishes,” said the one holding Nahia.

Nahia now knew her future was bleak. The Chief Librarian? She was doomed.

“The tome… please,” he asked, and the Exarbor handed it to him at once.

“You may… let her go. Thank you,” he told the other Exarbor, who released her at once.

“Does the… Chief Librarian… need our services?” the one who had been holding Nahia asked.

“No, you may return to your tasks…”

The two Exarbor bowed slightly and left.

Nahia was left in front of the Chief Librarian Exarbor.

“I made a mistake, I’m very sorry,” she tried to excuse herself so that things would not get worse.

The Exarbor raised one hand.

“Don’t say another word… follow me,” he ordered in an authoritarian tone, and             he headed along a corridor between large bookcases.

Naha did not know what to think, but she had to obey. She had been caught and they had her name in the register. She followed the Exarbor as he went out through one of the three doors, the one to the north of the hall. Then he continued down a corridor that had about twenty doors. He walked slowly, like all of his species, which made Nahia’s uncertainty grow, since he said nothing. They reached the end of the corridor. He opened a door and went into a well-lit hall. Nahia followed him in, and he sat behind a large desk of carved oak.

“This isn’t… your first infraction… in the Library.”

Nahia froze. She remembered the incident when she had spoken loudly, saying more than she should have, and an Exarbor had written down her name. She had expected punishment for that, but it had not come. How did the Chief Librarian know this?

“No… it’s not.”

“You committed… another infraction… previously… for speaking out too loud.”

“Er, yes, that’s right.”

The Exarbor stared at her again. There was something deep in those eyes. They were like the rest of the Exarbor, a clear light brown, but they seemed capable of reading into her soul. Perhaps it was because like in wood, the circles around his eyes gave him that look. His nose was also long and full of grooves. The high forehead also had grooves that looked like waves in the sea. His face as a whole was quite unique. He did not look that ancient like other Exarbor, but he did look deep. Nahia had trouble telling the Exarbor apart because they were all of a similar height and build. Only the face and the leaves on their bodies provided some variety, with more or less leaves. The thought that she should pay more attention and learn to tell them apart came to her mind all of a sudden.

“The infraction… indicated something else…”

Nahia stiffened. She had thought she was going to get off free because of what he had said, but she realized it was not going to be so easy.

“What?” she asked in an innocent tone.

“You know very well… you spoke ill… of whom we can’t speak ill…”

“The Chief Librarian knew. He had her trapped. If he mentioned it to Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt, she would be dead.

“It was a moment of rage. An unforgivable slip of mind. I beg a thousand pardons. It will never ever happen again,” Nahia changed her strategy. Pretending was not going to work, but perhaps pleading she would get somewhere.

The Exarbor looked at her again in that intense manner which made her feel uncomfortable. It was as if he were piercing her soul with that look. She became worried. At least she did not feel like he was using magic. She did not know whether the Exarbor had any magic, but being one of the races of Kraido, it might very well be so.

“Apologies… are excuses from those who don’t think… before doing something wrong.”

“Yes, that’s exactly what happened, I didn’t even think.”

“You committed a crime… not a simple infraction in the Library.”

Nahia’s stomach began to churn. This was looking very bad.

“I am truly sorry, I didn’t mean it. I beg to be forgiven,” Nahia said, seeking a way out. This could not reach Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt—the dragon would have no mercy.

“You should think better before acting… especially in public…”

“I will, I only need one chance to prove it,” Nahia’s tone was beseeching.

For a long moment, the Exarbor studied her with that penetrating gaze. Nahia did not know what to think. Was he deciding her fate? Was he going to blow the whistle anyway and was only toying with her now? What did he want? Why had he brought her here if he already knew she was guilty? The more she thought about it, the less she liked the whole thing.

“If I report that crime… you will die, right?”

Nahia swallowed.

Yes, most likely,” she replied in a desperate tone, bowing her head.

“Because you’ve already had… other incidents and punishments…”

Nahia nodded.

“Yes, several.”

“One, serious… in the infirmary… of a similar kind.”

To hear that surprised her greatly. How did the Chief Librarian Exarbor know that? It had happened at the Infirmary.

“Yes…” Nahia was now looking at the Exarbor with distrust in her eyes. Where was he going with all this?

“That is what I thought… by the way… my name is Liburex.”

Nahia did not know how to react to that.

“Pleased to meet you,” was all she could say.

“I doubt it…” he said, seeming to smile. “You’re in a critical position… I have your life in my hands…” he told her, and showed her the palms covered by rough bark. “I ought to deliver you to your leader… it’s what the Path dictates… crime is punished… with death as a rule…”

Now Nahia did not know what to say or do.

“No….” It was all she managed to say.

“Yet… today I feel splendid… I might not send that report to your superior.”

Nahia’s eyes opened wide.

“You won’t?”

“But first I want to know… what you were doing here… the truth…”

There were not many options, so Nahia told him the truth, although not all of it.

“I was looking for a dictionary on the common language of Kraido.”

“Interesting… an advanced one or a basic one…?”

“Hmmmm, basic.”

“Even more interesting… wait here…” he said, got up slowly, and left the room.

This situation had Nahia totally puzzled. She had no idea what to think of what was happening. She waited until the Exarbor returned. It took him a while, and Nahia               tried to hold back her nerves, very worried about her fate.

“I’m back…” Liburex said as he sat behind his desk. On top of it he left a tome. “Here is the dictionary you wanted…”

Nahia looked at the tome and then at Liburex.

“Can I take it?” she asked with doubt in her voice.

“Of course… that’s why I’ve brought it…”

Carefully, Nahia took the tome.

“Thank you…”

“This basic dictionary… has many explanatory drawings. We develop it for the Tauruk-Kapro… and the Felidae… since when they’re little… they find it hard… to learn… more than the rest of races…. The most skilled… are precisely… those who don’t fight… the Exarbor and the Tergnomus.”

“Oh, I didn’t know that.”

“I hope it serves you… for whatever reason you need it…” Liburex raised a thick eyebrow of bark which Nahia had not even known he could move.

“Yes, thank you.”

“As for your crimes in the Library… we’ll let them pass for now…” he said and closed the tome where her last one had been written down.

Really? My leader won’t be informed?” Nahia could not believe it. What was happening here? Was it a bad joke?

Liburex shook his head.

“I don’t think it’s productive that you die… for now…”

“Neither of the two infractions?”

“Crimes,” Liburex corrected her. “And no, not for now… but they are here,” he said, jabbing the tome with his twig finger and then pointing at the bookcase on his right. “You may leave… take the dictionary…”

“Thank you…” Nahia was utterly confused. Why was he letting her go? She did not understand.

She took the dictionary and left the hall. As she did, she realized it must be the Chief Librarian’s study. At a very fast pace, she reached the stairs and went down to the fourth floor. Daphne was waiting for her with a pained look on her face.

“Where have you been all this time? What happened?” she asked her in an urgent whisper.

“Let’s get out of here,” she said, hiding the dictionary at her back under her cloak.

“But what happened?”

“You’re not going to believe me when I tell you.”


Chapter 34

The days of their punishment went by fast. Nahia had managed to smuggle the dictionary to Egil’s cell and hand it to him. As soon as he had it, the prisoner started to study it with great interest. It turned out that the drawings and explanations helped him a great deal. That, and his own intelligence, since he quickly began to understand and speak better. He did not conjugate the verbs, but he was memorizing as many as he could, just like he did with words.

Since his cell was very dark and he spent the whole day and night trying to read, Daphne had a brilliant idea to help him. She created a small sphere charged with light. That way he could study in the darkness of his cell. The charge of the sphere lasted about four or five days, and then the sphere consumed itself. Egil thanked Daphne every day for such a wonderful creation.

The problem he ran into was that in a cell with such little light, the food deliverers were going to see it. So Egil showed them what he had been doing all this time, leaving Nahia and Daphne speechless. At the back of the cell, down by the floor, in the darkest area, he had managed to loosen and disengage several blocks of black granite. Not only that, but he was trying to dig a tunnel. He had done this by scraping with a spoon that one of the Tergnomus had dropped when he had brought him his food. Nahia and Daphne could not believe their eyes.

Now, when they brought his food, he hid the sphere of light and the dictionary in his tunnel. Then he placed the rocks once again and there was nothing to be seen. Nahia and Daphne realized why this corridor in the dungeons was always so filthy. It was the dirt Egil took out of the tunnel, which he threw through the peephole he had also managed to pick the peephole from inside with the other end of his precious spoon. Without a doubt, the mind and resources of the prisoner were amazing. Nahia and Daphne managed to slip him several spoons and knives from the dining hall so he could keep working on his tunnel.

By the time they had done half their month of punishment, Egil was already communicating much better. Nahia figured he had memorized half the dictionary and in another month he was sure to learn the other half by heart. The longer they spent with Egil, the more the prisoner surprised them. She and Daphne had devised a system that consisted of cleaning the other areas first as fast as they could, leaving the longest time possible to be with Egil and talk to him. So far, it was working pretty well.

Egil would tell them about Tremia, its peoples and lands, including its kingdoms and military powers. He spoke to them of Norghana, his kingdom, in the north, always covered in snow. He told them about the Norghanians, and in particular about a group of them: the Rangers. He explained that they were a group of elite soldiers who served Norghana and the king. Daphne and Nahia were surprised that they used bows as their main weapon, since it was scorned in Kraido and considered cowardly. They also marveled at the fact that they were practically invincible in mountainous land and forests. He told them they were honorable and formidable defenders of Norghana.

Nahia and Daphne did not tire from listening to Egil. What he told them seemed so distant and yet so close, since they had already been to Tremia. Egil told them about the Reborn Continent, where they had appeared when they crossed the great portal. He also talked about the Frozen Continent, where they had met with Lasgol, who was a Ranger like Egil and a great friend of his. He explained what the Wild of the Ice were, those large, strong natives with bluish skin they had fought against. And of the Tundra Dwellers they had also fought, who used javelins. He told them about the Arcanes of the Glaciers, the ice magi, who they had luckily escaped just in time.

Nahia and Daphne asked him a thousand questions each day, trying to understand who Egil was and what his world was like: the Rangers, Norghana, and Tremia. Very patiently and calmly, he answered all the questions as well as he could and tried to explain to the best of this ability. It was already difficult to explain to others a world they did not know, especially one as varied as Tremia, with so many kingdoms and ethnics. Besides, they were populated by humans of different races and semi-humans      very different to them, apart from the thousands of creatures that existed there and not in Kraido. Egil was still struggling to communicate, but he had improved a lot and was doing a great job.

That night they were with him once their cleaning route had finished.    

“We need to know the main kingdoms that form Tremia. I’m afraid that at the end of spring we’ll be sent back there for war, as the end-of-year test,” Nahia told him

“Yes, that’s the rumor,” Daphne said as she stood watch a little further back, not missing a detail.

“I can draw.” Egil mimicked drawing with one hand on the other.

“We could bring him paper, quill, and ink from administration so he can draw them,” Daphne suggested.

“Good idea.”

“I know where Pearls are too.     ”

“You know where the portals are in Tremia?”

Egil nodded.

“Yes, perhaps not all.”

“Knowing where they are is very valuable information,” Nahia told him.

“That will be one of the dragons’ military secrets. If they catch us with the information, they’ll kill us,” Daphne warned Nahia.

Nahia huffed.

“Then we’ll have to avoid being caught, because the information is too valuable not to have.”

“And add yet another reason why we can die in this academy,” Daphne commented in a resigned tone.    

Nahia shrugged.

“I’ll hide it. If they catch us, it’ll be my head they bite off.”

“That’s no consolation,” Daphne moaned. “Better if they don’t catch us.”

The following day, they brought the material, which was smuggled in their clothes. Egil got to work as soon as they gave it to him and made a couple of maps, one of the northern area of Tremia and the other of the south. In them he marked the main kingdoms and their capitals. Also the Pearls he knew they might use to travel through Tremia.

“This is a real treasure,” Nahia said gratefully.

“Keep it well hidden,” Daphne said, fearful.

“May I ask… why you trust us? Why you’re giving us this information?” Nahia asked Egil.

“I trust you so you trust me.”

“Wow, this one’s very slick. Good answer,” Daphne said, nodding.

Nahia had to agree.

“I see. You can trust us. You have my word.”

“You trust me, have my word.”

Nahia smiled.

“We’ll do everything we can to help you,” she promised Egil.

“That is why I help you too.”

“I don’t know if we’ll get anywhere, but it’s a start that we trust and help each other,” Daphne said, nodding.

“Don’t be negative. I think we’ll get something positive out of all this.”

“You are too positive.”

“And you’re too pessimistic.”

“We’ll see in the end,” Daphne said as a conclusion.

“Precisely,” Nahia closed the subject. “And now, Egil, tell us more things about these kingdoms you’ve drawn for us.”

The days went by and Egil told them everything they wanted to know. Out of all the things they discussed, there was a subject that remained in Nahia’s head, engraved in fire. One she needed to understand perfectly and which she hoped she had understood correctly. Perhaps their communication problems had led to her misunderstanding      what Egil had explained. If she was getting it wrong, she was going to be severely disappointed.

That night, Nahia went straight to the cell with the intention of making sure.

“I know you’ve told me several times. But I need to be sure of what you’ve told me.

“I tell again,” Egil said. He seemed willing.

“Thank you. Tell me again how you arrived in Kraido, please, Egil.”

“How come here?”

“Yes. How did you get here. That part of your story.”

“I tell. We fight against Dergha-Sho-Blaska, Immortal Dragon, thousands of years old, very powerful.”

“Why did you fight him?”

“Dragon want to open great portal from Tremia to Kraido.”

“Why did Dergha-Sho-Blaska want to open the portal?”

“Bring dragons of his clan, conquer Tremia.”

“He wanted to open a portal to bring those of his clan to conquer your world,” Nahia was trying to understand it word for word. She wanted to make sure.

“Yes.”

“And he could not do it.”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“We kill Dergha-Sho-Blaska when open the great portal.”

“You killed him?”

“Yes. Kill.”

“What happened?” They were at the part that most interested Nahia.

“Portal close. No dragons cross.”

“And what happened to you?”

“I fall in portal before it close.”

“That’s why you’re here.”

“Yes.”

Nahia was thoughtful. She had understood well, and a joyous, nervous feeling      enveloped her.

“There is one very important thing I want to know,” Nahia continued, wanting Egil’s confirmation.    

“How to kill Immortal Dragon?” Egil said before her.

“I sometimes forget how clever you are. Yes, exactly. That’s it. How did you manage to kill a thousand-year-old dragon? We’ve never done something like that h     ere. In fact, impossible.”

“Not impossible. Golden Weapons,” Egil replied.

“Golden Weapons? I don’t understand, what are they?”

“Weapons of the Gods. Weapons to kill dragons.”

Nahia threw her head back.

“Gods? Who were they?”

“They throw dragons from Tremia four thousand years ago. Use Golden Weapons. Golden Magic.”

“They’re special weapons to kill dragons?”

Egil nodded.

“Weapons to kill dragons.”

“And you can confirm this?”

Egil nodded again. More assertively.

“I kill great dragon with Golden Spear.”

Nahia’s eyes opened like saucers.

“You killed it with your own hands?”

“Yes, plunge spear in nape and head.”

Nahia was numb for a long moment. She was trying to put in order all the thoughts that flew through her mind at lightning speed.

“Daphne, stop keeping watch and come, you have to hear this.”

“And if anyone comes?”

“You blind them with one of your accidental-on-purpose lights.”

“Okay,” Daphne shrugged and came to the peephole.

“I’m sorry, Egil, but it’s very important. Tell Daphne, please.”

“I understand it be important, I tell. No problem.”

Egil told Daphne, repeating the entire account word per word. When he finished, Daphne only asked one question.

“Have you killed a thousand-year-old dragon?”

“Yes, With Golden Weapon.”

Daphne looked at Nahia.

“Do you know what that means?

“Yeah,” Nahia nodded with eyes that shone with the fire of her soul. “That there’s hope. There’s hope.”


Chapter 35

The following morning Daphne and Nahia, who usually did not come down for breakfast in order to get an extra half hour of sleep, appeared in the dining hall. They both had big circles under their eyes and exhausted looks on their faces, which they could not hide.

“Look, the sleepyheads are up early,” Lily teased them.

“Sit, you look wonderful,” Aiden offered, indicating the long bench at the table.

“Thanks, we know that,” Daphne replied, wrinkling her nose at him.

Nahia and Daphne sat down with the rest of their comrades at the table and had breakfast as if it were one more regular, common day. But it was not, because of what Egil had told them.

“Have you noticed that the magic skills we’re learning are identical to those of the dragons?” Lily said, making morning conversation.

“What do you mean?” Taika asked, and he stopped eating and tilted his head to pay more attention.

“Well, I think the magic they teach us and the skills we’re developing are based on the characteristics of the dragons themselves,” Lily said. “It’s as if we were replicating them.”

“It’s only natural. We learn the magic our lords possess and which they adapt to our restrictions,” reasoned Aiden.

“Restrictions? What are those restrictions?” Daphne asked, staring at him inquisitively.

“I stand corrected. Limitations would be more accurate in this case,” Aiden said calmly.

“You’re making it worse. What are those limitations?” Daphne was frowning.

“Those of our races,” Aiden replied, spreading his hands in an obvious gesture.

“The Fatum don’t have restrictions or limitations,” Daphne glared at him, defying him to contradict her.

“You don’t have claws. You don’t have a maw. Neither do Humans,” Aiden made a gesture that it was perfectly obvious.

“Those aren’t limitations or restrictions, that’s how we are.”

“We do have them,” Lily said, showing him her hands and moving her ten fingers which ended in raptor nails.

“Adult Scarlatum have fangs, but they never get to be really deadly. And their nails are like raptors, but they can’t really be considered claws,” Aiden pointed out.

Nahia looked at Lily blankly.

“You have fangs?” she asked, eyes wide.

Lily opened her mouth as much as she could and showed them to her.

“Four. They’re growing,” she felt them with her index fingernail. Nahia noticed that her nails were also growing and curving. They looked stronger and sharper. “In a couple of years I’ll have fangs like Taika’s, although not as powerful. But sharp. Also a lot prettier, for sure,” she chuckled and tossed her hair back coquettishly.

“Wow, you didn’t tell me this,” Nahia said, surprised.

“You Humans don’t change much. We do, a little, becoming prettier and more deadly.”

“Yeah, I can see that.”

“The Felidae have deadly fangs and claws. The Tauruk-Kapro have neither, but their hands are so large they’re comparable to claws. And although they don’t have big teeth, they do have powerful jaws, which they could use to break something in two. That’s why they’re not considered as limitations,” Aiden explained.

“Me and my race appreciate your consideration,” Ivo said, bowing his head.

“And what about the Drakonids?” Daphne asked, raising an eyebrow.

“The Drakonids are born with claws,” he said and showed them his hands. “As for our teeth, like the Scarlatum, they develop in time.”

“So, you don’t have deadly teeth or fangs,” Daphne summed up.

“I have the beginning of some that will develop in the next few years.”

“In that case, it’s good for everyone but Taika and Ivo that we’re learning these new skills,” Lily concluded.

“They’re very good for Nahia and Daphne because they’ll never develop deadly fangs or claws,” Aiden said. “They’re good for Lily and me because ours aren’t fully developed yet. Taika and Ivo don’t need them.”  

“But, in any case, since they consist of magic elemental power they’re good for all of us because they’re powerful, lethal attacks,” said Nahia thoughtfully.

“That’s correct. It’s not the same attacking with my claw as it is with an elemental one,” said Taika, showing his right claw. “This one can’t pierce through a hard material like steel, wood, or reinforced leather. From what we’ve seen, elemental claws can.”

“Depending on the element,” Ivo pointed out.

“True, but in any case, I agree with Nahia. They seem like very powerful weapons to have,” said Taika. “Just think, we might find ourselves in situations where we’re unarmed, or have lost our weapon. Using this skill against an armed enemy is a great advantage. It might save our lives,” Taika said.

“Yeah, now we can emulate claws, a maw, and the elemental breath of a dragon, it’s quite impressive,” said Lily, who mimicked scratching, then biting the air, and finally pretended she had launched her elemental breath.

“I find this path we’re on a bit conflicting,” Ivo said. “The dragons are slowly making us into copies of them.”

“And what’s wrong with that? It’s an honor,” said Aiden.

“It’s wrong because we’re not dragons,” Ivo told him. “Not even you. They’re trying to make us into weaker versions of them. I’m Ivo, Tauruk-Kapro. I don’t want to be a ‘dragon.’ That’s not my essence. That’s not who I am. In the end, the Path of Dragons intends for us to become like them. They want to turn us into lesser versions of what they are.”

There was a moment of silence as they all thought about Ivo’s words. They realized they had a deep meaning.

“Our philosopher sometimes makes all the sense in the world. He’s right,” Daphne agreed.

“He is indeed,” Lily nodded repeatedly.

“I don’t agree with the Tauruk. I want to be like our lords, I’ve always wanted to, and when I finish the Path and graduate, I hope to be as much like them as a Drakonid can be.”

“That’s because there’s nothing but rocks in your head,” Daphne told him.

“And the little common sense you did have has been turned to granite,” Lily added.

“I don’t care what you say. I know what I want and I will achieve it. If you don’t want the same, that’s your own problem. But remember, whoever doesn’t follow the Path dies. So choose the destiny you prefer,” and with this sentence he got up and left.

“Aiden’s right about one thing: we must be very careful…” Taika warned.

“It would appear we must walk a dangerous line. We don’t want to become their pawns in their image and likeness, but we can’t be ourselves and rebel, or else we’ll die,” Ivo commented.

Nahia saw Aiden leaving the dining hall.

“Now that Aiden isn’t here, we have something very important to tell you,” she said impetuously.

“Most important,” Daphne added, very serious.

“We’re listening,” said Taika.

“No, not here,” Nahia looked around. “Too many people.”

“And two dragons watching,” Daphne said.

“We can go to our room, there’s still some time left before the first class,” Taika suggested.

“As long as Aiden’s not there…” said Daphne.

“He’ll have gone to class, he likes to be the first,” Lily said.

They went up to their room, and as Lily had predicted, Aiden was not there. They closed the door and gathered at the back, in the girls’ half.

“What’s going on?” Taika asked in a tone that meant he guessed it was something       serious.

“We’ve been telling you everything Egil has been telling us about his kingdom, about Tremia and everything we’ve been able to learn from him,” Nahia began.

“Yes, it’s been fascinating,” Ivo said. “I find the maps amazing. I’d love to visit all those places and learn about the different cultures.”

“I’m very sorry for the poor man, locked up in there with that horrible dragon mask,” Lily said pitifully.

“What has he told you that Aiden shouldn’t hear? Taika asked, narrowing his eyes. “Something about the dragons, right?”

“Something amazing,” Nahia told him.

“Which might change everything,” Daphne added.

Lily, Ivo, and Taika were staring at them, extremely intrigued.

“There’s hope. The dragons can be killed. There’s a way to kill them,” Nahia said excitedly.

“What?” Lily’s eyes widened as if they would pop out.

“You’re serious about this?” Ivo asked with a puzzled face.

“How is that possible?” Taika was looking at them with incredulity written all over his face.

“It’s true. I’m being serious. They can be killed with the Golden Weapons,” Nahia replied.

“Egil killed a dragon himself with a Golden Spear,” Daphne told them.

Taika shook his head.

“That’s very hard to believe.”

“Too good to be true,” Ivo agreed.

“You believe it?” Lily asked Nahia and Daphne, looking at them alternatively.

Nahia sighed.

“I understand you find it hard to believe. But both Daphne and myself are certain it’s true. Egil hasn’t lied to us. His story concurs with his present situation. Everything he’s told us so far fits in with what we saw when we went to Tremia. I believe him.”

“Me too, and I’m not the gullible type.”

“Yeah, I’m surprised you believe it,” Lily told her. “I’m more naïve, but you don’t believe in your own shadow.”

Daphne shrugged.

“What do you want me to say? I believe him. I get that he’s sincere.”

“He’s a good person. I believe him completely,” Nahia said.

“Maybe you believe him because you want what he’s saying to be true,” Ivo told her.

“I want to believe him, but that’s not the reason why I do believe him,” Nahia          said. “I believe him because he’s sincere.”

“And what if he’s only trying to gain your trust so that you help him escape?” Taika said.

“We have a deal: he helps us and we help him,” Nahia told him.

“My point exactly,” Taika insisted.

“Remember that we must always maintain a balance. Blind belief breaks that balance,” Ivo warned.

“I also have my doubts, sorry, girls,” Lily said, spreading her hands and shrugging.

Nahia’s spirits fell. She had expected her comrades to share her enthusiasm.

“You have to believe, there is hope…”

“His story might be true except for the last part, that they killed the Immortal Dragon,” Taika said thoughtfully.

“Something we know is impossible,” said Lily.

“Does he have any tangible evidence of this fact? Something that might help us decide?” Ivo asked.

Nahia and Daphne looked at one another.

“No, there’s no evidence beyond his word of honor,” said Nahia.

Lily, Taika, and Ivo were thoughtful for a moment.

“Without irrefutable proof, we can’t believe something so unlikely,” said Taika.

“We all want to believe there’s hope, but we can’t join the first prophet that appears,” Ivo said.

“It might be true that this weapon that kills dragons exists, and it might not. We need to check,” Lily said.

“Tell us like he told you,” Taika asked. “We’ll listen and reason it out.”

Nahia told them everything Egil had explained to them about the way he had arrived in Kraido, how he had killed the Immortal Dragon, and about the golden weapons. Once she finished, there was a long silence.

“I’d love to believe you,” Taika said. “It would explain certain things.”

Nahia looked at him blankly.

“What things?”

“If I understood correctly, those golden weapons were created by some Gods who defeated the dragons in Tremia four thousand years ago. I assume those weapons were imbued with the magic of those beings, more powerful than the dragons, since they defeated them. If that’s true, and I’m not saying it is, but if it were, it might explain the Great Insurrection.”

“Please elaborate,” Ivo asked him, watching him with interest.

“You see, the leader of the Insurrection, Dramkon Udreks, a Drakonid, persuaded all the leaders of the other races that he had discovered the way to destroy the dragons. Perhaps it was this. It might have been the Golden Weapons, or their magic.”

“Let me remind you that the Great Insurrection is also known as the Great Lie,” Lily told him. “Dramkon Udreks did not fulfill his promise and thousands died.”

“Perhaps something happened that prevented them from getting the weapons. Until now, we’ve never had any plausible explanation. This might be it. It’s slightly improbable, but it might fit.”

“That’s right!” Nahia cried, understanding. “It wasn’t a fools’ senseless uprising. All those people didn’t die for nothing. My parents didn’t join a lost cause and die in vain. Dramkon Udreks must have found the same thing, those weapons or that golden magic they could use to stand up to the dragons and defeat them. That has to be it! It wasn’t madness! It wasn’t a massive suicide!”

“Indeed… that’s what I was thinking…” Taika said as he continued conjecturing in his mind.

“It might be related, you’re right, since it’s the first time there’s record that dragons might be defeated,” Daphne reasoned.

“That’s conjecturing, they don’t have to be related,” Ivo said.

At that moment, Nahia wanted to communicate with the great silver dragon to see whether she might see those entwined destinies. Perhaps she might be able to see the link between the Golden Magic and the Insurrection. She reached for the scale at her nape and was about to try to use it to communicate, but something inside her stopped her. She remembered the warning “only for emergencies.” This was not an emergency. It was her need to know, to connect two events in time and see whether they were related.

“And we also don’t know that what Egil says is the truth,” said Lily, who was still not convinced.

Nahia and Daphne looked at her.

“We thought you’d support us.”

“And I always do. The thing is, you’re asking me to believe that a dragon can be killed with weapons we don’t have and have never seen. It’s too much to ask.”

Nahia huffed, a little desperate.

“I believe it. I think there’s hope. I believe that the Great Insurrection had a chance of succeeding, even though it didn’t happen.”

“I usually see things like Lily,” Daphne began to say, “but perhaps                    because of being in the dungeons with Egil, I don’t know… but I must say, I’m with Nahia.”

“I think you’re both looking for hope, and this offers it,” Ivo reasoned. “We don’t need to dismiss the hypothesis. What we have to do is prove it.”

“I agree with Ivo,” said Taika. “We need to find reliable evidence of Egil’s story. If we do, if there’s proof that dragons can be killed, we’ll have hope. A great one.”

“In that case, I’ll find the evidence you’re asking for,” Nahia said. “Even if it’s the last thing I ever do. I promise.”

They could not keep talking, or else they would be late for class.

Nahia left with some very clear ideas in her head: there was hope. Hope in the golden weapons and golden magic. The dragons were not as indestructible as they had been made to believe. The Great Insurrection had not been a vain madness. Her parents had not died for nothing.

She would prove it all. Whatever the cost. She would!


Chapter 36

A few nights later, Nahia and Daphne were cleaning the dungeons. They had not had any serious mishaps, with Ufrem or any Serpetuss. Nahia was sure it was because of Daphne’s elemental power. After leaving Ufrem, a couple of Tergnomus, and three Serpetuss half blind, they all avoided her like an infectious illness. If she was in one of the corridors, no one went in it for fear that she might release one of her blinding flashes. In that world of darkness, Daphne was like a goddess of pain.

They went to see Egil at the end of their round like they always did.

“Tonight is our last night of punishment,” Nahia informed the wretched prisoner.

“I sad,” Egil mimicked weeping with his hands to his mask.

“It breaks my heart too to leave you here like this.”

“Mine too,” Daphne said from a little way down the corridor as she did her tasks of cleaning and watching.

“I miss Nahia and Daphne.”

“And we’ll miss you too.”

“Promise me that you’ll hold up until we find a way to free you,” Nahia told him.

“I hold up,” Egil promised, nodding hard.

“I don’t know where you get your strength. If I was in your place, I would’ve gone mad.”

“Or worse,” Daphne said. “Keeping you locked up like this with that mask on is inhuman.”

“It’s of dragons,” Egil said.

Nahia and Daphne nodded in agreement.

“Of dragons, that’s right. Despicable and monstrous.”

“You find my friends. They help,” Egil said, almost as a plea.

“All right. We believe we’re going to Tremia for the end-of-year test. I don’t know how much we’ll be able to do to find them, but it’s what we want to do,” Nahia told him.

“Repeat to me who they are. I need to memorize it as if I knew them all my life,” Daphne asked him.

“All right. Already know Lasgol and Camu.”

“Yes, Lasgol is the blond Ranger and Camu is the creature, the Higher Drakonian,” said Nahia.

“More powerful than dragon,” Egil pointed out.

“If you say so… but I find it difficult to believe he’s more powerful than a thousand-year-old dragon,” Daphne commented, mop in hand but not missing a detail.

“Camu young. When grow, more powerful.”

“I understand, when he develops he’ll be even stronger, but I find it hard to believe.”

“Dragon be only Drakonian. Camu be Higher Drakonian.”

“You mean that he’s a superior species, more evolved, correct?” Nahia asked him.

“Yes. Correct.”

Nahia nodded, meaning she understood.

“Who else do we need to find?”

“Gerd. Big, twice you. Blue eyes, straight hair to the shoulders, blond. Strong face, square jaw.”

“Okay, as big as a Tauruk then,” said Daphne.

“He, perhaps here,” Egil pointed at the floor.

“He’s the one who crossed the portal right before you did. So the two of you should both be here.”

“Yes, the two in this world. I see him enter portal when I arrive.”

“He’s not at the Academy, or in this sky realm,” Nahia told him.

“He in Kraido,” Egil insisted.

“All right, we’ll keep our eyes open. He might be in the claws of one of the other dragon kings at one of their realms.”

“Important to know. Then think rescue,” Egil told her and made a gesture for calm.

“Yes, you’re right. The important thing is to find him. Afterwards we can think through how to rescue him, once we know.”

“That be it.”

“Fine. Next in the list of your friends of Tremia who might help us?” Nahia asked.

“Viggo. Tall and thin, brown hair, green eyes. Assassin Ranger. Excellent with knives.”

“Good. An assassin with knives. Where do you think he might be?”

“He fight against dragon, he not there when I arrive.”

“Perhaps he died fighting the Immortal Dragon?”

“No. Viggo no die. I sure.”

“Why are you so sure? You’ve told us that many died that day fighting the Immortal Dragon when it opened the portal between Tremia and Kraido to bring the dragons back.”

“Viggo very good fighter.”

“He’s only human. No matter how good he was, he could have died in the attempt,” Daphne said, not missing anything.

“Viggo special. Not die. I sure.”

Nahia looked at Daphne. The Fatum shrugged.

“Maybe he survived,” Daphne admitted. “Who else?”

“Ingrid, First Ranger of Norghana.”

“First Ranger is an important title, isn’t it?”

“Yes. Important. She best Ranger. Ingrid be blonde, blue eyes, tough, cold. Leader. Great archer. Viggo partner.”

“Well summed up. If she’s First Ranger, she’ll be performing those duties, won’t she?”

“Should be. If not happen something.”

“Let’s hope nothing has happened to her. We need help, and if she’s a leader with a position of responsibility, she’ll be very useful,” Nahia said.

“We can’t ask the king of Norghana for help. From what you said, he’s not to be trusted,” said Daphne.

“Thoran and brother Orten, not to trust. Avoid.”

“That is if they’re still on the throne.”

“Might be not. I be a long time here… many things can happen…”

“All right. We’ll remember. Norghanian king, avoid. First Ranger, get close,” Nahia summarized, saying it out loud to help her memorize it, since they did not want to risk writing this down in case they were caught. Also so that Daphne could memorize it as well.

“Astrid, brown hair, green eyes. Spy-Assassin Ranger, partner of Lasgol.”

“Where could she be?” Nahia asked.

Egil shrugged.

“Not fight dragon. Something happen.”

Do you think something happened to her? Did she die?”

“Not die. Something happen,” Egil corrected.

“But she should be in Norghana, right?” Daphne asked.

“Yes. If not happen something.”

“Next in your group of friends?” Nahia said.

“Nilsa, red hair, brown eyes, good archer. Nervous. Be in desert. In Pearl of desert. Seriously ill.”

“If she was seriously ill, she might have died…” Nahia told him.

“Desert tribe healing magic. She heal.”

“Good. Where’s the desert?”

“We have the map he drew for us,” Daphne told her.

Nahia nodded.

“Which also marks the Pearls.”

“Pearl of desert. Nilsa there.”

“Good. At least she’s at one of the Pearls,” Nahia nodded.

“If she hasn’t recovered and gone back home,” Daphne corrected her.

“There’s a Pearl in Norghana and another in the desert,” Nahia remembered. “They’re points the dragons will travel to.”

“Hide map well,” Egil advised them.

“It’s well hidden, don’t worry,” Daphne assured him.

Egil nodded.

“Fine. Then your group of comrades from the Rangers, your friends… what did you say your name was?” Nahia asked him.

“Snow Panthers,” Egil said proudly.

“That’s it, the Snow Panthers. They are Ingrid, Nilsa, Astrid, Viggo, Gerd, and Lasgol.”

“Plus Camu and Ona,” Egil added.

“Camu is the Higher Drakonian and Ona is the snow panther,” said Daphne.

“That be it.” Egil nodded.

“All right. Everything’s memorized,” Nahia put her finger to her head.

“Me too,” Daphne made the same gesture.

“They help. Sure,” Egil said eagerly.

Nahia nodded.

“We’re going to need all the help we can get. Let’s hope we find them.”

“It won’t be easy to do in the middle of a war with our beloved leader breathing down our necks,” Daphne said.

“Yeah, I fear that too. But let’s not get discouraged before we begin. Egil needs help, and so do we if we want to be free of the dragons one day. The Snow Panthers can help us. We’ll search for them and find them,” Nahia said confidently.

“And you’re sure they know where the golden weapons are, those that kill dragons, right?” Daphne asked, wanting to make sure. They were going to get into deep trouble and she wanted to be completely sure. Her face showed that clearly.

“They know. Yes.”

“Six weapons,” Nahia insisted. She also wanted to make sure. This was vital.

“We have six, yes.”

“We need at least one for people to believe us. Without something tangible to show them, hope won’t spring up,” said Nahia.

“And if it can be all six, even better,” said Daphne. “It’ll be more convincing, and it will spread faster.”

“I sure they take weapons. Very valuable for us too.”

Nahia nodded.

“If they kill dragons, they’re the most powerful, important weapons in the world,” she sentenced.

“Kill dragons, have golden magic.”

“We need to study the golden magic,” Nahia told Daphne.

“Yes, because it implies there’s a type of magic that affects dragons,” Daphne said thoughtfully.

“That’s what I think.”

“I don’t think they’ll have tomes about that magic in the Library. The dragons wouldn’t leave something like that in our reach,” Daphne shook her head.

“Or if they do they’ll be kept hidden. They’ll be secret tomes, since they reveal their vulnerability,” Nahia commented.

“Do you know whether there are more weapons like that in your world?”

Egil shrugged.

“Not know.”

“Could there be more then?”

Egil nodded.

“Might be.”

“That gives me even more hope. The more weapons, the greater our chances                       of killing dragons with them.”

“And of persuading everyone that what Egil’s telling us is true,” Daphne added.

“I tell truth.”

“We believe you, but others need proof to believe you. Physical evidence,” Nahia told him.

“Golden Weapons.”

“That’s right,” the two girls nodded,

“Ask my friends. They let weapons.”

“That’s the plan,” Nahia told him.

“Good luck,” Egil wished them.

Nahia put her arm through the peephole up to her shoulder and gave Egil a sort of hug which he returned, hugging her arm.

“Hold up.”

Daphne said goodbye the same way.

The two left the dungeons with saddened hearts. They would have given anything to free Egil. They would have to stick to the plan and hope everything went well.


Chapter 37

That spring afternoon, after magic class, Nahia headed to the Library to study magic and Sorcery. Her workload was accumulating, and in weapons class she preferred not to think, since simply doing so made her whole body ache.

She went up to the second level, and laying eyes on one of the librarian Exarbor, she immediately thought about the strange encounter with the Chief Librarian Exarbor. No matter how much she wondered about it, she could not fathom what had happened. Just as he had told her, he had not reported her infractions to Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt and he had also given her the dictionary which had helped Egil so much. She had no idea what that Exarbor might want, but Garran-Zilar-Denbo had warned her not to trust them or the Tergnomus. She was not planning on it, because she suspected there was something brewing against her that would end up betraying her. Daphne had also told her she smelled foul play, that the Exarbor wanted something and would soon reveal his hand. Until then, it was better to stay away from him.

She was heading to a table to study when she saw Ana with Logan at one of the farthest tables. She was overjoyed. She had not seen them in days and she had a lot to tell them. She went straight toward them.

“Ana, Logan, I’m so glad to see you,” she said with a smile that matched how happy she felt.

“Nahia, what a surprise!” Ana smiled and her face cheered up.

“We’ve finally seen you. I asked your squad and they told me you and Daphne were punished to clean dungeons,” Logan told her.

“Yeah, and that’s precisely what I wanted to talk to you about,” Nahia grabbed a chair and sat down with them.

“You want to talk to us about cleaning dungeons?” Ana asked blankly.

“No, but what we found out while cleaning,” she specified with a wink. Then she looked around. There was a librarian Exarbor in sight, but he was too far away to hear her if she spoke in a low voice. The two tables next to them were empty, and the third that was full was also quite far away.

Logan noticed what Nahia was doing.

“They can’t hear us if we speak low. That’s why we picked the last table at the far end.”

“Good thought.”

“We’ve been passing on… ‘the message.’ This is one of the places where we do that,” Ana told her.

“Really? How?” Nahia was very interested.

“Those we believe are trustworthy and have an interest in listening, we invite here to study,” Logan explained.

“They usually sit at these tables here and we sit with them and talk,” Ana told her.

“You’re both amazing,” Nahia said happily. She was about to hug them, but she held back when she saw that the Exarbor was watching them.

Nahia lowered her voice until it was barely above a whisper.

“The dragons will fall,” she said.

“The dragons will fall,” Logan repeated.

Ana nodded emphatically. “The dragons will fall,” she said.

“Don’t take too many risks,” Nahia warned them. “We’re being watched. The Exarbor and the Tergnomus are not to be trusted.”

“So far we’ve been very careful. We’ve only spoken to those we consider to be on our side and who we can trust,” Logan told her.

“Some of them come to us asking about you. They know we’re friends of yours,” Ana said.

“That’s good, but be very careful.”

“So far we’re only talking to second-years, and mostly Humans and Fatum,” Logan said.

“Not one Drakonid. Don’t trust them,” Nahia warned them.

“Don’t worry, we’re being very careful,” Logan promised.

“The message of hope is beginning to spread, slowly, but it’s unstoppable,” Ana told her.

“You have no idea how happy I am to hear that, and the information I bring will make your efforts and risks worthwhile.”

“What information is that?” Logan wanted to know.

Nahia told them everything Egil had told her. She placed special emphasis on the Immortal Dragon’s death and the Golden Weapons. Once she finished telling them everything, in a very low voice, she waited for Ana and Logan to digest the news and think.

“That’s a very important discovery,” Logan said.

“Golden Weapons that can kill dragons? Are you sure?” Ana was doubtful, and her face showed it.

“I am,” Nahia nodded repeatedly.

“This is something that will strengthen the message of hope. Something to hold on to, a possibility. This is crucial.” Logan saw the implications at once, like Nahia did.

“There are weapons and magic that can kill the dragons. This must now be our message, because that will give them hope. They will no longer see them as invincible and monstrous beings. There is a way to defeat them,” Nahia told them.

“But… we don’t know for sure. We don’t have proof,” Ana was not convinced.

“I don’t blame you for doubting,” Nahia told her. “Several in my squad doubt too. What we have to do now is find those golden weapons. They’re the evidence we need to persuade everyone.”

“That’s not going to be an easy task,” said Logan.

“You said they’re in Drameia, in Tremia, right? Not even here,” Ana asked her.

“That’s right. We have to go there and get them,” Nahia said.

“Ufff… and how are we supposed to do that?” Ana was shaking her head.

Logan thought about it.

“The End-of-Year Test. They’ll take us to the war, most likely to Drameia like they did the first year. The war must be in full swing. They’ll surely send us there.”

“And once we’re there, we’ll have a chance to find the Golden Weapons,” Nahia said eagerly.

“Because Egil’s comrades have them,” Logan reasoned.

“That’s right,” Nahia nodded.

“That’s going to be like searching for a needle in a haystack, or looking for a particular grain of sand in the desert itself.” Ana did not see the possibility.

“We’ve done more difficult things,” Nahia said, nodding.

“His comrades must be in his realm, right?” Logan asked.

“Yeah, in Norghana, to the north. The capital is Norghania, and Egil believes they’ll be there, serving the kingdom as Rangers.”

“Well, we now have enough information to start with,” Logan sounded hopeful.

“Sure, but we can’t choose where our Squadron leader takes us,” Ana objected.

“That’s true, but one of the Pearls is in Norghana. It’s possible that one or more of us might come out at that location, which would leave us close to our goal,” Nahia explained.

“Even so, whoever comes out at the Pearl won’t have freedom of movement. We’ll be under the close watch of our leaders,” said Ana.

“I know, but maybe not all the time,” Nahia said.

“If there’s a chance, we’ll have to take it,” said Logan.

“It would be a small chance,” said Ana, still doubtful.

“Those are the ones that yield the bests results,” Nahia told her, looking to encourage her, although she did not have much success. Ana was full of uncertainty.

“Between the three of us, we have three squadrons that might appear there. We already have better odds. Is there another Squadron where you might have someone we can share this with?”

Logan was thoughtful.

“Perhaps the Brown Squadron.”

“The one Maika was in…”

“Yes, and in the Stone Squad there’s a Human, Mark, who’s shown interest.”

“There’s also Nielse, a Fatum, he was Maika’s comrade. I know him, and I could   check if he’s on our side.”

“Be very careful, you’re going to be risking too much,” Nahia warned them.

“If we get four Squadrons, we’ll have enough chances of one appearing at the Pearl in Norghana,” said Nahia.

“It might be worth the risk,” Logan said.

“It might also be that all the squadrons go to the same Pearl, have you thought of that possibility?” Ana argued.

“Yeah, and that would be bad, unless it’s the Pearl at the kingdom of Norghana,” Nahia made a face.

“It makes more sense for them to separate us in order to cover more land like last year. That continent is enormous, and there’s a lot to control,” Logan mused.

“We’ll have to see what happens during the test,” Ana insisted.

“In any case, and until then, let’s tread carefully. Don’t be hasty, we still have time until the year ends,” Nahia said, realizing they were taking major risks.

“True. We’ll tread carefully. Besides, if we explain about the golden weapons, the message of hope will spread faster,” Logan assured them.

“But we must prevent it from reaching unfriendly ears,” Ana’s voice was loaded with fear.

“She’s right. Besides, since we are the main conspirators, they won’t have mercy on us,” said Nahia.

“True. If something goes wrong and we’re found out, we’re as good as dead.” Logan nodded.

“The risk is overwhelming, I know. I’m afraid too,” Nahia admitted to them. “But think about our lives now—we’re slaves to monsters we can’t free ourselves from. The peoples have no hope because they believe those monsters that rule over us are invincible and also live for thousands of years. They’re practically monstrous, immortal gods. Imagine that we find those weapons with magic that will allow us to kill them. Everything would change if that’s true. There’d be hope once again for all the races, because those who enslave us wouldn’t be invincible or immortal. It’s what we need to restore hope. If we don’t make it, I’m willing to die in the attempt. If they find me and I’m executed, so be it. But knowing there is this possibility, I have to seize it. I’ll pursue it and pay any cost, even my life.”

“You’re very brave, Nahia,” Logan told her.

“The bravest of all,” Ana added.

“Are you with me?” Nahia asked.

“I’m all in,” Logan nodded.

“I’m terrified, but I’m in too,” said Ana.

“Thank you so much. You’re the best.”

“Thank you for inspiring us,” Logan said. “Without your passion, we wouldn’t have hope or a chance.”

“The dragons will fall,” Nahia told them.

“The dragons will fall,” Logan repeated.

Ana nodded. “The dragons will fall.”


Chapter 38

The arrival of spring cheered all the squads greatly. The good weather, after a terrible winter up there among the clouds, was welcomed gladly by all. It was obvious in the dining hall, the Library, and the gym that everyone looked more cheerful and their moods had improved, although the training was tougher than ever and they were each bone-weary.

Spring renewed Nahia’s exhausted energy and also her will to continue fighting for freedom. The sun, the smell of the flowers, the clear blue sky—everything pushed her to keep fighting to reach her goal, her destiny.

Lily was delighted with the spring, since according to her, it highlighted her innate charms. Daphne was less quarrelsome than usual, which was even stranger. Ivo had become more philosophical and contemplative, and the flowers and birds now took all his attention. Taika was more joyous and less worried than usual. The only one whom the seasons did not seem to affect was Aiden, who was the same as always.

With this renewed joy and spirits, they arrived at weapons training. This was unbearable torture for Nahia, Daphne, and Lily, one they could not seem to escape. They already knew the class would continue until they finished the year and that they had to reach the required level or they would not take part in the final test: the test of war. So they had no choice but to resign themselves, work hard, suffer, and keep moving forward.

The last few days they had practiced a lot of magic in the Library, so they had missed gym practice. Nahia could not believe that now that she was free from any punishments she still did not have enough hours to practice magic, Sorcery, and more weapons. It was too much; they were going to burst if they continued that way.

Nahia thought that after passing the mid-term test and beginning the second half of the year of weapons class that they would have a new weapons master. She was hoping for one less tough. That was not the case. Spatia-Urdin-Nesk was still their instructor, the tough blue dragoness with white streaks that drove them along a path of tears and misery and made sword lessons unbearable.

Today we are going to combine the sword with another weapon. Not that I am satisfied with the skill you have achieved with the weapon, but it is logical when you start training. Time flies and never comes back. Let me warn you all that those who do not master combat with two weapons for the end-of-year test will fail. You already know what that means, so there is no need to remind you.

Nahia knew the dragon meant being expelled, or dead, which was the same. What worried her greatly was that two weapons meant more weight, and one was the sword which they had suffered so much with. At once the picture of a shield came to her mind and her heart sank in her chest. The shield was very heavy; if they made them practice with both the sword and shield, she was going to fail. It was too much weight.

The weapons masters will provide you with the second weapon and you will begin to practice offensive and defensive moves, as well as counterattacks with them. I want to see agility, balance, concentration, and precision, the blue dragoness’s message reached them loaded with threat, making it clear they were expected to do well.

Nahia looked at her comrades, who from the look on their faces were thinking the same thing as her. Lily shook her left arm and Daphne her right, preparing them for the weight they were about to receive and which they would have to bear.

Karl appeared with a rolled-up blanket. This puzzled Nahia. He reached them and bent down, leaving the blanket in front of the squad. He unrolled it and they saw right there at their feet six blunt daggers.

Nahia almost cried with joy. They were not going to practice with sword and shield but sword and dagger. This changed things a great deal. It would be more weight, true, but not as much as carrying a shield. The ghost of a smile appeared on her lips, as well as on Daphne’s and Lily’s. Karl picked a dagger and offered it to Nahia with a certain ceremony. Then he did the same with the rest of the squad. The same thing happened with the other two squads which were also given their daggers.

The art of fighting with the sword and dagger is an ancestral one. It is complex to learn and very lethal. It is actually the most deadly combination of weapons. On the other hand it is less defensive because you do not use the shield, which means this style of fighting is more vulnerable. There is more risk. But there is no more dangerous rival than someone who masters the sword with the dagger, because they can kill in the blink of an eye.   

Nahia did not want to take more risks. She preferred a safer, more defensive approach. Then she thought about carrying a sword and shield at the same time and she dismissed the idea. She decided that an aggressive style of fighting with the sword and knife suited her. At least she could bear the weight of the weapons, or so she hoped.

“You wield the sword with your dominant hand and the dagger in the other,” Karl explained. “The style of combat is similar to that of the sword, but combinations with the dagger are added. Therefore, all the movements you’ve learned with the sword you’ll still be applying.”

Nahia was pleased with this news. They had worked and suffered terribly with the sword, but at least they could benefit from all the effort.

“Make a line, unsheathe your sword, and measure its weight with the dagger.”

They all did as indicated. Nahia felt the weight of the sword in her right hand, one she knew well and hated. Then she felt the weight of the dagger in her left hand. She found it very light in comparison, more than it actually was.

“If the dagger doesn’t seem to weigh much, it’s only because of the comparison. That dagger weighs the same as it did last year,” Karl went on explaining. “Don’t be fooled by the feeling, because that will make you use the dagger wrong.”

They all spent a moment weighing both weapons and testing their grips.

“Since you have the dagger in your other hand, what you learned last year can’t be used. You’ll learn to use it in combination with the sword, and its function and how you use it is very different from what you already know when it comes to fighting with the dagger in your dominant hand.”

Nahia did not like this very much. They had spent a year learning to use the dagger, and now they had to learn to use it in the other hand, and in combination with the sword. No, she definitely did not like this.

Weapons masters, begin the training. Time is of the essence, and they have a lot to learn. A very intense End-of-Term test awaits them. The test of war will be a real one this year. Total war.

They all looked at one another. This was bad news. They had no idea how the war in Drameia was going. They were not told anything about it. They did not know whether that was because it was considered a military secret or because the dragons did not see the need to inform them. In any case, they knew nothing about what was going on, and hearing this made everyone very nervous. It was one thing to practice with blunt weapons and a very different one to go to war.

Karl took out his sword and dagger and took a defensive stance. He showed them how to do it.

“Now it’s your turn,” he ordered.

The six stood like him. They did it well, because he did not correct them. It was a stance they already knew. They only had to adjust the position and grip of the dagger.

“Good. I’ll teach you the eleven basic movements of combat with the sword and dagger. We’ll start with the first one. As always, we’ll do twenty repetitions before we move onto the next one. I’ll correct your stance, grip, balance, and performance. The attacks and blocks are now more complex, since we now face two weapons which can both attack and block. They can even perform both movements at the same time. For now, we’ll begin with the basic attacks. We’ll get to the more advanced moves later on.”

Karl demonstrated the first attack and they all mimicked him. The repetitions began, and Nahia wondered how many they would be able to handle now that they had to bear the added weight of the dagger and execute new movements with it they were not used to.

She had to wait until the end of the class to reach her own conclusions. Unfortunately, they were not very promising. Three quarters into the class, she, Daphne, and Lily had to stop. They could not bear their own weight; their off hand and arm were unbearably sore. It was not only that they could not bear the added weight of the dagger, but the part of the body involved was not used to wielding it. They would have to go back to the gym immediately to work on strength and resistance with the other arm and hand.

The three girls’ looks of despair seemed to catch Karl’s attention, who never said anything, but this time he did.

“Just like how at first you couldn’t hold up the sword, right now you can’t handle the dagger. The same way that in the end you managed to wield the sword, you will do so with the dagger.”

The comment cheered up Nahia. He was basically telling them that they would make it. The problem was that mastering the sword had been terribly hard, and now they would have to go through the same torture in order to master the sword and dagger.

The spring days went by and the weapons class became a torture not only for Nahia Daphne, and Lily, but also for Ivo. The only ones who were good were Taika and Aiden. The former because he was all reflexes and agility, and the latter because he had been taught as a little one. Poor Ivo—he lacked coordination. In some attacks or blocks, instead of attacking with the sword he did so with the dagger and the other way around. This happened sporadically with different movements. Sometimes he did them perfectly and other times he got mixed up with the weapon. Based on their conversations, it was something with his head that made him mix up one hand with the other when it came to delivering the blow, and there was nothing he could do about it. Karl had him doing special repetitions so he would not get confused about which hand to use, but so far they were not working.

Nahia, Daphne, and Lily gave their all during class and then afterward at the gym with Logan. Thanks to this they were improving, but it was a slow process. If it had been hard to develop their dominant side, the other side, even if the dagger weighed less, was just as challenging. As Lily said, with so much sweat and suffering, all her charm was draining away. Daphne was more quarrelsome than usual, which was saying something, and she jumped at the first thing she found objection to.

They practiced with the same partner all day. Karl preferred to do it this way so they would improve faster. Changing partners threw them off and it took them an additional moment to regain the necessary rhythm. The master wanted perfect repetitions that were very hard to achieve. Nahia had Ivo as her partner. Daphne had Lily and Taika had Aiden. They seemed to have been paired from the most problematic to the least.

“Today we’re going to do it right,” Nahia whispered to Ivo, making sure Karl and the dragoness did not hear.

“Let’s hope so. Let me know when you’re getting tired and I’ll slow down.”

“Thanks, Ivo, you’re a dear.”

The enormous Tauruk smiled.

“Let’s hope I don’t get too mixed up today.”

Karl signaled them to start and they began the movements, several repetitions of each which the master himself counted.

The first movement was similar to that of the sword: a vertical blow from the head with the sword, only with the added dagger strike, which was a thrust to the face. Nahia performed them with decent technique. The sword rose above her head and came down perpendicularly at good speed while she slid one foot forward and kept her body balanced. Ivo blocked the blow, raising his sword parallel to the floor and stepping back. The two metals met and the sound of steel against steel filled the classroom. Nahia delivered the thrust to the face, sliding the other foot and accompanying the movement, and Ivo blocked with his dagger, deflecting Nahia’s to one side. He barely used any force, but Nahia felt a pulling pain in her left shoulder. It was the accumulated combined effort, not because of Ivo’s defense.

Daphne and Lily executed the attack and defense better than Nahia and Ivo, more loosely and nimbly. Taika and Aiden already looked like experts and seemed capable of improvising new movements and combinations, which was forbidden. No improvising. Only the movements they were taught were allowed. No one could create new ones.

They moved on to the second movement. Nahia delivered a thrust parallel to the floor, seeking Ivo’s jugular with her sword. Ivo blocked this with a stop, placing his sword vertically. Nahia continued with an attack with her dagger, seeking to pierce Ivo’s heart. The Tauruk blocked Nahia’s dagger with his own vertical movement and to one side. The others performed the attacks and defenses with good technique and skill.

They continued practicing the eleven movements, with twenty repetitions each, the whole day and without rest. As the class advanced, and with it the hours, Ivo began to get confused and failed several attacks and defenses. Nahia was getting more and more tired and her attacks were less precise and a little slower. Lily and Daphne were also feeling the exhaustion, and their attacks and defenses became slower and less accurate. Taika and Aiden were holding up well. It was obvious they were also getting tired, but their movements were still practically perfect.

And then something unexpected happened. After weeks of suffering, with their spirits low, thinking they were not going to make it, both Lily and Daphne, and        finally Nahia, managed to finish the class standing up, for the first time. They did the last series and Karl called it a day. Nahia, standing with the sword and dagger in her hands, was looking at the floor, unable to believe she was not sitting on it, as usual.

“You did it!” Ivo congratulated her joyfully.

“Thank you… I can’t bear my own weight… but, yeah, I did the whole class…” Nahia could not express much because she was exhausted, but she felt very happy.

Beside her, Lily and Daphne were smiling, also exhausted.

“We’ve… completed… the class…” Daphne could not believe it either.

“I knew… we would… one day… before dying…” Lily could not even laugh at the attempted joke.

Taika and Aiden were looking at them with pride in their faces.

Master Karl did not seem so happy.

“You have only managed to finish the class because you slowed down toward the end. Don’t feel so pleased. In the next class you’ll maintain the same pace until the end,” he told them, very serious.

No one said anything, but for Nahia, Daphne, and Lily this was a real victory. The only comment from the master was not going to diminish the fact. They left the class as if they had managed to proclaim themselves experts in the art of the sword and dagger. They had only managed to finish one class, but for them it was just as important, if not more so. It was the beginning of passing that unbearable class and reaching the end-of-year test.


Chapter 39

Spring raised Nahia’s spirits so much that she even went to Sorcery class with a smile on her lips. Of course, this vanished the moment she stepped into the classroom and saw that despotic dragoness that enjoyed torturing the pupils. But until she arrived at the class, being able to enjoy that spring weather and the clear blue sky, as warm as it was precious, was like a gift to her, one which nature gave and which she could not pass up.

She breathed in the warm breeze and the perfume of spring filled her lungs. Up here, in the Realm of Cael-Utrum, the neutral realm in the sky, she seemed to experience the seasons with greater intensity. She stopped at the door of the Building of the Mark and looked at the trees. Then she looked up at the sky and could only glimpse one single solitary cloud in a blue sky. She sighed, content, and enjoyed the moment a little longer. Then she headed to practice.

Lehia-Zuri-Mag, the Master Sorceress, was waiting to give another master class in suffering and pain. Nahia went in and stood beside her Talent comrades. They were all kneeling, their heads on the floor, in front of the fearsome dragoness. Nahia did not want to suffer anymore; she was more than fed up with receiving punishment after punishment from that perfidious creature. The two Fatum received the least punishment since they were almost always victorious in the exercises. But even they looked upset, uncomfortable with what happened in this class. Of course, no one dared say anything, but Nahia noticed all her classmates seemed very uneasy. This was good. Even the Drakonid, who received even more punishment than Nahia, seemed disappointed with his lady.

You have already worked on the speed you summon your skills with and the power you execute them with. The improvement the five of you have achieved is not at the level I would have liked, but time is going by and now we must focus on improving the area and reach of your magic. It is what we call Extending the Magic of the Dragon. It will be very useful in many different situations. You will like it. It is one of the concepts pupils most enjoy, and you will soon learn why.

Nahia sighed. It seemed they were moving on to a new concept. Perhaps she would do better at this one. She hoped so, although having experienced the two previous ones, she was not sure. Besides, she did not know whether to take the fact that pupils enjoyed it seriously or not. It was more likely the dragoness was mocking them and they would hate it instead. She would soon find out.

Sorcery Exarbor, how are the final results of combined speed and power?

The Exarbor opened the tome he usually wrote in with his twig finger and spoke in his woody voice, “First, the female Fatum; second, the male Fatum; third, the Human; fourth, the Scarlatum; fifth, the Drakonid.”

Nahia was not surprised by the results. As a rule, the Fatum beat them all. The Drakonid lost against almost everyone. She and the Scarlatum were usually similar, although she was slightly better.

Very well, we will start practicing. Let the Human and female Fatum step forward. Let us see whether the Flameborn manages to improve some or whether she loses again and receives her well-deserved punishment once more.

Nahia could not believe she would be set up against Fiadh again—she was the best of the group. The Fatum looked at her, and in her eyes and delicate face Nahia could see that she was sorry for her. Nahia did not blame her, she blamed that ruthless, heartless dragoness.

Stand at the eastern end of the class, everyone. You two, what you have to do is create a ball of elemental energy, the size of your Learning Sphere. Charge it with all the energy you can without increasing its size. Then you will throw it with your minds against the western wall of the classroom. Your goal is for the elemental explosion to reach the greatest area of effect possible. You must expand the effect. For that, you must use your energy and especially your minds. Of course, it will be a competition, and whoever loses will be punished.

Nahia and Fiadh went to take their positions. The rest of the pupils moved back in case the explosion reached them. The room was huge, so there was not much risk of that happening.

The Sorcery Exarbor brought out the Incentivizer, the feared sphere of punishment, and left it hovering between the two of them, a constant threat in that class. Nahia could see the storm of lightning inside it and shivered. She was going to suffer. The pain it caused was terrible. Blasted dragoness. One day it would pay for all that.

With its usual slowness, the Exarbor went for another sphere. This one was the Measurer, and he placed it by the wall where they had to throw their elemental balls. Once he had done this, he went back to the dragoness.

Everything is ready now. It is time to see who can create the largest elemental explosion. Remember that you must use your mind to spread the explosion’s area of effect. Begin.

“Prepare the elemental ball,” the Exarbor told them.

Nahia used her mind to do so, but before she sent it she visualized in her mind the explosions and thought about it spreading twice as much as it usually did. Without her knowing how, there was a silver flash and more inner energy was consumed. The ball flew toward the wall, and when it hit there was a tremendous burst of flames. Nahia froze. The area of effect was twice as big as she usually managed with a ball of fire. She had done it. She was so pleased she almost smiled openly.

Fiadh’s ball also burst with a great explosion of air and wind which spread out while tremendous lightning bolts leapt throughout the area of effect. Nahia could not tell which of the two areas was bigger. They seemed quite similar, almost the same, only one was burning and the other was full of lightning and energy discharges.

Even. Wonderful. What does the Measuring sphere say?

The white ball started flashing, and a moment later it shone on the Fatum.

“Winner, Fiadh,” the Exarbor proclaimed.

Nahia cursed under her breath. Before she could think of anything else, the Incentivizer shocked her. She fell to the floor with acute pain. She received the following discharges there and bore the unthinkable. She started trembling from the discharges that ran throughout her body.

The Flameborn does not reach her potential, what a waste. You should be defeating your comrades with amazing ease. You are a failure, who does not deserve the incredible magical gift she has been given.

On the floor, Nahia was shaking. In the midst of the terrible pain of the punishment she was undergoing, a flame awoke inside of her. A flame started to burn strong while she writhed on the floor. The flame climbed up her chest to her throat and from there to her head. Her whole body started to heat up. The punishment ended, but she was still on the floor, convulsing. She started to choke. Nahia thought she was having one of her seizures. If she was, in front of that ruthless dragoness, things were going to end badly. She would be branded as weak and a total failure and would be expelled from the course.

She closed her fists hard and clenched her jaw. She could not let that happen. She concentrated on preventing the seizure from happening, on controlling the flame of rage spreading throughout her body. She sent the fire inside her, to her inner dragon of energy instead of outside her body. Somehow, she managed to stop it from spreading. She controlled it, which astonished her. She stood up. She was burning all over, and within her was a huge flame about to burst. Fighting to control it and not let anything happen, she withdrew.

Let us continue with the rest, the dragoness ordered.

The male Fatum defeated the Scarlatum, as they had expected, and he suffered his punishment. When Nahia saw him writhing on the floor, her inner flame grew. She had to use all of her mental control to stop it from exploding outward with the rage and frustration she was feeling. Then it was the Drakonid’s turn, and he was easily defeated by Fiadh. He fell to the floor from the discharges and bore the punishment as the Drakonids did, without showing any sign of suffering. Nahia felt such powerful rage she could barely hold back.

Good. I think you are beginning to grasp the concept. We will have a second round, and I want greater areas of action than the ones achieved in the first round. Human, you will compete against the male Fatum this time. I hope you learn something, although I doubt it.

Nahia stepped forward with her eyes narrowed, clenching her jaw. She was controlling her inner flame as best she could. The Fatum stood beside her.

At an order from the Exarbor, they created their elemental balls, hers of fire and the Fatum’s of water.

Nahia concentrated and saw a way out of the situation she was in. She could send the power of the flame burning inside her to the ball of fire she had created and thus prevent it from exploding in her body. It was risky, but maybe it would work. She had to achieve this without destabilizing the ball. In her mind, she visualized it and transferred the energy. There was a silver flash and the flame passed into the ball. She controlled it so it remained stable. For a moment she thought she had lost it, but she managed to help the ball retain its shape. She examined it with her mind and saw a core of fire in its center. It was the flame that had been inside her until a moment before. She had it. An instant later, she visualized a great explosion, both in power and area of effect.

The Exarbor gave the order to throw.

Nahia sent the ball of fire with the flame inside it against the wall, but she did so a moment after her rival. The Fatum sent his hastily and it hit the wall. The explosion of ice was enormous, greater than the one the Fatum had previously managed. Nearly three times the regular size, it was impressive.

A moment later, Nahia’s ball of fire hit the wall. There was an explosion of fire so powerful and large it devoured the ice of the Fatum scattered on the floor and walls. The flames ran swiftly and expanded in an enormous circle of fire that destroyed everything in its wake, reaching three quarters of the classroom. The explosions and the area of effect were massive for a ball of fire that size.

They all threw their heads back, including the dragoness. Nahia could not believe what she had just done. Both the explosion and the reach were about five times what she usually managed. She had not destroyed the whole classroom by sheer luck. She was stunned.

Well, well. It would seem the Flameborn is not a waste after all. She has finally awoken her power. Impressive, truly impressive. I did not believe you had it in you. I was on the brink of discarding you. I am glad to have been mistaken. Remember how you did this today. It is important.

Nahia was astonished. Her comrades were staring at her with surprise in their eyes, as well as shock. She had nearly killed them all. On the one hand, she felt terrible for the tragedy she had almost caused. But on the other hand, she felt great. She had proven to the evil dragoness who she was. It would not doubt her again. With a bit of luck, if she managed to control that wild flame inside her, perhaps she would not be punished anymore. She would have to work on it, especially so she did not reduce her comrades to ashes in a moment of distraction or lack of control.


Chapter 40

That evening, Nahia came to the dining hall in a better mood than ever after Sorcery class.  When her comrades saw her come in they got up to help her, but she gestured to them that it was not necessary. They looked at her, surprised.

“Aren’t you coming from Sorcery?” Daphne asked her, frowning.

“Yup, but today I only received one punishment,” Nahia smiled.

“Only one? How so?” Lily asked her, widening her eyes.

Nahia told them what had happened and how the dragoness had not made her compete during the rest of the class since everyone else was not close to what she had achieved.

“Wow, the Flameborn decided to show off today,” Lily joked.

“I got a little too fiery and almost killed everyone in my class.”

“Yeah, that was very dangerous indeed,” Aiden told her. “You must control your inner power, or you could kill us all.”

“Yeah, look who’s talking, the one who goes crazy and hits everything around him when he has one of his seizures,” Daphne said reproachfully.

“I’m not as dangerous as a huge walking ball of fire that can explode and incinerate everyone around them.”

“I don’t know. You could start releasing lightning here and there,” said Lily.

“Yeah, I’m kind of worried. This time I was able to control it, but if it happens again           and I can’t?” Nahia bowed her head.

“What you must do is learn to control it,” Ivo told her in his quiet, reflexive voice. “It’s within you, a part of your being. You can’t ignore or dismiss it. You must embrace it because it’s your power and control it as you do the rest of your being. You must remain balanced and not let that powerful flame escape you. Or let it consume you.”

Nahia looked at Ivo.

“Did you know you’re a true philosopher?”

The Tauruk shrugged.

“I’m Ivo.”

“And he’s right,” Taika agreed. “It’s your power. You must embrace it and make it yours. Control it and use it whenever and however you see fit. It can’t be something that happens without your conscious decision.”

“Yeah… you’re right… I hope I can do it.”

“You will, I’m sure,” Daphne said encouragingly.

“And we’re here to throw a bucket of icy water on you if you get too hot,” Lily joked.

They all laughed at the comment, even Aiden.

“If anyone can, you can,” Taika told her.

“That’s why I’ll use my elemental water power to quench the fire of that little wild flame,” Lily said, jabbing her finger at Nahia.

The good mood enveloped them, and they joked and teased for a while longer. Then they settled down to eat, all except Ivo, who was already finishing his second serving.

“Tell us Ivo. How are you doing in Druid class?” Lily asked him.

The Tauruk smiled, and his beastly face filled with peace.

“I’ve finally managed to develop a skill that allows me to heal light wounds by turning my elemental magic to natural. I’m very happy and proud. Besides, I love               the nature magic. I’m beginning with the creation of antidotes using natural magic; it’s amazing and I’m enjoying it immensely. I also enjoy the study of nature. There are so many books in the Library about the subject that it will take me a whole lifetime to study them.”

“That’s being very optimistic,” Daphne told him.

“Why’s that?” Ivo asked.

“Because it implies that you’re going to live a long life.”

“That’s what I’m planning on. Aren’t you?”

They all looked at one another, a bit surprised.

“Ivo, you know where we are and where they’re sending us, don’t you?” Lily said.

The Tauruk nodded.

“I know we’re in a martial academy and that we’re being trained to go to war and fight. Even so, I intend to live a very long time.”

“You certainly are an optimist,” Daphne said.

Ivo shrugged.

“And how about you, Taika? Are you still doing well?” Lily asked him.

“The truth is, I am. The class has become more complicated and the demands have increased. We have to be like a murderous shadow armed with a dagger and darkness, which is not so easy. But I have an advantage over the rest of my classmates because of both my race and elemental magic. Being a Felidae with elemental darkness magic is a great fortune.”

“And besides, you control it,” Nahia told him.

“Well, I can’t control the elemental magic yet, but I’m improving little by little. I have to spend more time practicing in the magic rooms at the Library.”

“Well, you know, If you need any help you can count on me,” Ivo said. “Lately I live in the Library. If I’m not studying tomes on nature I’m practicing in the magic rooms. Although when it comes to magic I’m not sure I can help much, the girls are way better at that.”

“Anyway, thank you, my friend,” Taika gave him a nod of acknowledgment.

“Easy, Taika, we’ll help you,” said Daphne.

The big tiger smiled at her gratefully.

“And how about you, Aiden? Nahia asked, interested.

The Drakonid made a face that puzzled everyone. They thought he was going to say “great” as was usual in him, but they were wrong.

“I started very well. I was the best in my class, and no one could beat me and my wild power. But… things have gone a bit awry…”

“What happened?” Taika asked.

“Well… with the sword in one hand and using my elemental energy to create lightning storms, I can take out even a whole rival squad. But… I came upon… a problem…”

“You had one of your seizures,” Lily guessed.

Aiden nodded repeatedly, looking ashamed.

“My lord master says I’m a Berserker Barbarian. It’s not bad in itself, but I lose control, a bit like what happens to Nahia… and I can harm my squadmates, which makes them move away from me.”

“And you were telling Nahia she had to control herself…” Daphne said accusingly.

“Indeed, because I was speaking from experience,” Aiden replied defensively.

“Well, you know what you have to do: learn to control yourself,” Lily told him.

Aiden heaved a deep sigh.

“In my case, I don’t know if I’ll be able to. I don’t know when my seizures occur.”

“You need to learn how to identify the beginning of an episode,” Taika told him. “Look for little signs that might indicate what’s going to happen.”

“I’ll try. As for the rest, I’m the deadliest of the Barbarians.”

“Well, that’s something. If we notice you’re beginning to lose control, we’ll make sure Ivo knocks your lights out,” Daphne said.

“With pleasure,” Ivo nodded.

“You have my permission to knock me out,” Aiden told him.

“Thanks,” Ivo smiled and made a face that meant he was going to do it with or without permission.

“Well, I’m doing very well,” Lily said without waiting to be asked, and she smiled beguilingly.

“Tell us,” Daphne encouraged her.

“It’s a bit like Taika. The combination of my race and the Illusion magic makes me an impressive Charmer. I’m the best in my class, with a slight difference. I can turn elemental magic into magic of illusion and trick my opponent’s mind. I’ve already learned how to make them sleep. Now I’m learning to make them see things. It’s like making your rival live a nightmare. It’s quite stimulating.”

“I gather that the point of the nightmare is to scare them,” Taika said.

“That’s right. According to our Master Charmer, we can leave a person shivering with terror on the ground, absolutely defenseless, unable to fight or defend themselves, frightened to death.”

“Wow, that is impressive,” Daphne said, nodding.

“And the opponent can’t do anything?” Aiden asked.

“If they manage to stop the charm before it occurs, they can save themselves. Otherwise, they likely won’t be able to do anything. There are those who have strong mental defenses, but that’s something they teach in the third year, so for now none of you can resist me.” Lily laughed.

“Don’t you dare do anything to me,” Daphne said, frowning.

“I could make you see things… all of you. I might begin tonight at the dorm…”

“Don’t even think about it!” Aiden pointed his finger at her.

“I’ll only leave you shivering with fear on the floor, nothing more. It’s no big deal,” she said, smiling.

“That’s all I needed! I won’t even be able to sleep in peace from now on,” Aiden was waving his arms wildly.

“Lily’s not going to do anything to us. She’s kidding. That would be like each of us using our elemental magic on one another,” said Taika.

“But funnier,” Lily said, amused.

“Be good… and behave,” Nahia told Lily.

“Fine…you’re such spoilsports. We could have such a laugh watching Aiden trembling like a scared kid.”

Aiden glared at them.

Lily raised her hands in a sign that she was not going to do it.

“There’s only you left, Daphne. How are you doing as a Healer?” Ivo asked her in an interested tone.

Daphne let out a long huff.

“I’ve gone from bad to not so bad. But I’m still far from good.”

“That’s very ambiguous. Elaborate, please,” Lily said.

“I’m doing pretty well with the studying. I don’t like it at all, but I manage by spending hours and hours in the Library. I like the tomes on healing magic and I enjoy them when I study. I don’t like the ones on the anatomy of the six fighting races. But since I have no choice, I study them.”

“You should add the anatomy studies of the Exarbor and Tergnomus, although the dragons have excluded them. It’s the right thing to do,” Ivo told her.

“Yeah, I know it is, but the problem is I also have to pass weapons class, and that requires lots of practice at the gym. I don’t have enough hours in the day, or mental and physical energy to cope with everything,” Daphne said with a gesture of being about to collapse.

“In her defense, I’ll say we do spend a lot of time at the gym. I understand how she feels,” Lily defended her.

“Yeah, it’s too much, we can’t do everything,” Nahia agreed. She felt like her friends. “We’re just barely passing weapons class. If she stops going to the gym, she’ll lag behind and fail the class.”

Ivo nodded.

“I know how much you three work. It’s not fair your bodies aren’t as strong as mine. If they were, you wouldn’t suffer so much.”

“Well, we three have the advantage that magic is easier for us than yours is for you,” Lily said.

“That’s true,” Taika agreed. “We find some subjects easy, and you three find others easy.”

“Anyway, I’ve thought about it, don’t think I haven’t, Ivo,” Daphne admitted. “I can’t right now because I don’t want to fail the sword and dagger class. But in the future, I do intend to study the anatomies of the Exarbor and Tergnomus so I can heal them if the time comes.”

“That does you credit, Daphne,” Ivo admitted as he nodded at her respectfully.

“And have you managed to transform your elemental light energy into healing energy? You told us you weren’t able to,” Nahia asked her.

Daphne sighed.

“I can say that after a lot of suffering and thinking there was something wrong with my magic, I did it at last. I’m now capable of healing sword and knife cuts or piercing wounds.”

“That’s fantastic!” Nahia cried, delighted.

“I didn’t have a single doubt you would do it!” Lily told her excitedly.

“A true achievement,” Ivo acknowledged.

Taika and Aiden were also nodding, impressed.

“Well, don’t shoot off fireworks yet, I just made it, and by sheer luck. I don’t know what was wrong with me, but my elemental energy didn’t want to transform into a healing one.”

“That’s because of your character. I bet you’d transform it into harmful energy just like that,” Lily laughed.

They others had to laugh too.

“Very funny. You have no idea how much I’ve sweated to achieve it. In any case, I can only heal superficial wounds. Don’t you dare get seriously wounded, because neither my knowledge or my magic are up to it yet.”

“Well, thanks for the warning, we’ll try to keep the enemy from seriously injuring us,” Aiden said ironically.

“Didn’t you say you’d never get wounded because you’re such a great warrior?” Daphne replied.

“More so now that I know you can’t heal me.”

“It’s a feat, and in no time you’ll be able to heal more serious wounds,” Taika said encouragingly to keep the peace.

“Thank you. I was feeling terrible since the people of my race are good healers from what I’ve been told in class.”

“Natural. If I weren’t a good Charmer, I’d feel awful,” Lily made a face of disgust.

“Luckily, little by little, it appears that we’re all making significant progress,” Taika said.

“With all kind of small problems, but it seems so,” Nahia agreed.

“In no time we’ll be excellent in everything. That must be our goal,” Aiden stated confidently.

“There goes the blockhead, talking nonsense,” Daphne was shaking her head. “I think it’ll be enough if we manage to pass our training.”

“That’s aspiring for very little. We’re winners. We must reach for everything. We must be the best.”

“I really don’t know what they feed them when they’re little so that they turn out like this,” Lily was shaking her head in disbelief.

“Their culture is different than ours,” Taika defended the Drakonid.

“Mine is more like his, but I don’t share that belief,” said Ivo. “My people believe in being the strongest and most brutal and stepping over others. Being the best Tauruk-Kapro you can. Of course regarding brutality, not other more significant subjects.”

“And because you are what you are, we love you,” Lily said and blew him a kiss with her hand.

Ivo blushed.

“I’m Ivo,” he said.

“What’s important is that we’re managing to get by in the different trainings. We have to help and support one another, because if we don’t, we’ll have great difficulties,” Taika told them. “You can count on me for whatever you need, other than magic, if possible,” he added in an embarrassed tone.

“The same goes for me, but I raise the same objection,” Ivo smiled.

“You’re amazing and we appreciate your willingness to help,” Nahia told them.

“It’s a pity you can’t take my place in weapons training,” Daphne said.

“Not even with Lily’s illusions do I believe we could switch Ivo for Daphne,” Nahia laughed.

“It would be a sensational trick,” said Taika.

“Give me some more time and I might succeed,” Lily joked.

They teased and joked a while longer and the good mood brought them joy, which filled the moment with companionship.

“We need to start preparing for the end of the year,” Aiden said all of a sudden, ending the cheerful mood.

“What do you mean?” Nahia asked him, not knowing what he meant exactly.

“Summer is approaching, and before its arrival we’ll have the end-of-term test. From what my people are saying, we’re going to Drameia. The dragon kings want to conquer            the whole continent-world and have already begun the great invasion.”

“Is that information for real?” Taika asked.

“It’s Drakonid information,” Aiden replied.

“Then it’ll be close enough,” said Ivo.

“They’re going to send us to the war…” Nahia felt her stomach turning.

“We’d better finish training. The better trained we are, the better our chances of surviving,” Taika told them.

“Let’s finish these blasted classes and get ready for war,” said Daphne.

“We’ll come back alive,” Lily said optimistically.

“Without a doubt,” said Ivo.

“We’re the Igneous Squad,” said Aiden. “We’ll win.”

“We’ll survive, which is better,” Taika corrected him.

“That’s right. The Igneous Squad will survive,” Nahia made a fist and a gesture of victory.


Chapter 41

During the last weeks, the Igneous Squad pushed to their limit, whether in Magic class, Weapons training, or Talent classes, the Library, or the gym. Everyone’s goal was the same—to finish the year by passing their training and surviving. They were all well aware that if they failed any of their classes, they would be expelled from the Academy and would not survive. This was not going to happen to them. Nahia, Daphne, and Lily did their best in Weapons and Talent training. With Logan’s help at the gym, and Taika and Ivo when Logan was unavailable, they managed to improve their physical strength considerably. They ended up being able to wield the sword and dagger not only during the whole class doing all the repetitions, but during the whole day until nightfall. Aiden helped them with the technique, which surprised them and filled them with gratitude. The Drakonid was the best with the sword because of the training advantage his people received as children in their land. He helped the three to improve their skill with the weapons, and as a result Nahia, Daphne, and Lily managed to pass the weapons class.

Aiden, Taika, and especially Ivo had a terrible time with Magic classes and the part of their Talent training that required magic. And it was there that Nahia, Daphne, and Lily helped them. They spent endless hours in the magic practice rooms at the Library. If working on their physical strength was tough for the girls, improving their magic was torture for them. They had to try their best, since their magical alignment was quite weak. But with the help of three wonderful teachers such as their friends, they managed to improve enough to pass their training. Ivo passed by a hair’s breadth and they almost feared he would not be allowed to graduate from second-year magic, but luckily he managed to master the Elemental Maw skill, which Aiden and Taika had achieved the week before. The snort of relief the Tauruk let out nearly made Brame, the Exarbor assistant of magic class, fall over backward.

The joy they felt for passing all their classes lasted one single day. On the morning of the second day, the six squadrons were summoned to line up in the bailiff. Everyone knew the reason. The day had come: the End-of-Year test. The test of real war.

The six came out to line up, nervous and tense. They were not the only ones; the rest of the members of the second-year squadrons who had managed to reach that day were as nervous and tense as they were.

The six captain dragons, their squadron leaders, came down from the sky, flying over the square, showing off all their power and splendor as they landed in the square in front of the castle. They stood beside the doors, three on each side.

Red Squadron! Line up! Fast! Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt’s order reached them.

They ran to line up in front of their leader. The rest of the squadrons did the same. In an instant they were all lined up, waiting, trying to keep their nerves at bay.

Just as the six leaders had flown down from the heavens, Colonel Lehen-Gorri-Gogor and Commander Bigaen-Zuri-Indar did too, amid chilling roars that announced what they all feared. They flew over the castle and then the bailiff so that everyone could see how massive and terrible they were. They landed in front of the doors of the castle, behind the six leaders waiting for them.

Nahia looked at her comrades, seeking comfort. Daphne and Lily returned encouraging looks that tried to hide the unease they were also feeling. Ivo and Taika were very serious, more worried than nervous. She could not see Aiden since he was directly behind her, but she guessed he would be trying to hide his own fears. Since she could not calm down, Nahia looked at the other Squadrons, seeking Ana and Logan. She found them, and this helped quiet her nerves. All her comrades and friends were there. She was safe, for now. But soon that would change.

A roar from Colonel Lehen-Gorri-Gogor made them all stiffen.

The day of the real war test has arrived. It marks the end of the year for you as second-years. Yesterday it was the turn of the third-years, and they have already left in search of glory for their squadrons and dragon lords. Tomorrow it will be the turn of the first-years. These are special days for all the pupils of this noble martial academy. They are very important days. This test is what separates you from your second-year graduation. A test that this year is more dangerous than usual. I guess you will have heard rumors about the war. I can confirm that you will go to Drameia, where the armies of the Five Dragon Kings are about to begin the great offensive conquest. You will take part in a historical event. The beginning of the re-conquest of Drameia, which was ours one day and will soon be ours again. It is an honor you will never forget.

Nahia did not see it as an honor at all. She imagined the dragons attacking and destroying innocent villages on land and from the sky. All that came to her mind was death and destruction.  And they were heading toward it. Of course they would never forget, but not because it would be glorious. They would remember because it would be terrible and horrendous.

Now it was Commander Bigaen-Zuri-Indar that roared, announcing that it would address them.

Your leaders will take you to the front to fulfill your war mission. You will be in enemy territory and there will be fighting. You are expected to fight and to do it well. The enemy must die. Hesitation means death. You will not hesitate. You will follow the orders of your Squadron Leader and fulfill the mission. You will kill any enemy that stands in your way, or the enemy will kill you. You can choose. If you manage to complete your war mission, you will graduate. If you do not, you will fail and will not graduate from this distinguished and glorious institution. There is no halfway point. Remember my message well.

Colonel Lehen-Gorri-Gogor roared once again.

The glory of conquest, blood, and victory awaits you. Follow the teachings of the Path and fulfill your mission. The enemy will not have mercy on you, so do not show them mercy. I wish you luck. Fulfill your duties with courage and honor. Drameia will be defeated and will be ours again, as it must be. All our enemies will die.

At a sign from the Colonel, a group of Tergnomus appeared from Administration with backpacks and weapons for camping. Each member of each squadron was given a long sword, a dagger, a shield, a practice sphere, and a backpack. They adjusted the weapons at their waist and the shield and pack on their backs. Nahia felt the weight, but she knew she would be able to bear it. She was a lot stronger than she had been a year ago. At their waist they all carried the Learning Sphere, which would help them with magic. Daphne and Lily adjusted their weapons and the backpack, and like Nahia they felt the weight. They both signaled that they could bear it.

Red Squadron. We are leaving. Follow me to victory, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt sent them, along with a feeling of great honor.

The three squads of the Red Squadron marched in perfect formation, as their leader had taught them over hundreds of hours of practice. Nahia looked unobtrusively and saw that the other six squadrons were also starting to march. This time, unlike the previous End-of-Year test, they all knew where they were going and what was waiting for them. They were going to Drameia, to war. Thinking about it, Nahia realized that they were going to a faraway continent-world whose inhabitants would strongly resist the invasion. There would be bloodshed. There would be death and suffering, and they would be a part of it all. She knew the dragons were responsible, not them, but she felt horrible. She did not want to go to another world to conquer it. She did not want to kill people who had done nothing to them and who were rightfully defending their land from cruel, bloodthirsty invaders. She also knew she was not the only one who thought like her. This gave her slight hope.

They left the Academy. As they passed through the great doors and stepped outside, she had a most curious feeling On the one hand, she felt she was doing wrong, that it was forbidden to set foot outside the Academy. And on the other she felt good, very good. She felt free, even if it was a false feeling, or rather an incomplete one. They were not free and never would be as long as they followed the dragons. But breathing the air outside the Academy gave her a feeling of semi-freedom. One day she would fill her lungs with the true air of freedom, and the feeling would be complete and filled with joy and happiness.

They marched in perfect formation, not only the Igneous Squad, but all the squads of the six squadrons as they went south. Everyone knew they were heading to the Arrival Gate which was the only way to leave the sky Realm of Cael-Utrum. They crossed the Gardens of Vain Hope which were as beautiful as always and invited them to break formation and escape from the dragons. No one did; they all knew better. Nahia imagined what would happen if she ran. Her implacable leader would rise in the sky and fall upon her like the giant winged predator it was. It would destroy her with its claws and crush her with the strength and weight of its attack. A horrible death, but at least not too painful.

She dismissed the negative thoughts from her mind and concentrated on the mission. Not on the one Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt would give them once they arrived at Drameia, but her own mission, the one she had planned with Egil. She would find one or more of his friends and would obtain a Golden Weapon. She would use it to prove that the dragons could be killed. She would give back hope to the slave races, to all of Kraido. With these thoughts in her head, they crossed the Square of Neutrality.

They arrived at the Bridge of the Sky, and as they crossed it Nahia thought about    what would happen if she had a chance to veer off from the mission assigned by Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt and pursue her own. The reaction of her comrades worried her. She and Daphne had explained everything Egil had told them, but not everyone’s response had been as enthusiastic as she would have like. Would they risk disobeying their leader in order to find reliable evidence that would persuade them that what she had told them was true? She was not sure they would. Daphne was pretty convinced because she knew Egil and had listened to him herself. The rest were doubtful. This troubled her. Perhaps they would not react well when the moment came.

They arrived at the Great Pearl at the Gate while Nahia was wondering what to do about Aiden. She had not told him anything. She did not trust him. He was a Drakonid and a true believer of the dragons. He would oppose any action that was different from what they had been ordered; not only that, there was the possibility that he might talk about what they had done later on. That would mean the end for all of them. The dragons would have no mercy on them.

In front of the Great Pearl surrounded by the six lookout-towers, the Guardian of the Gate was waiting: Sarre-Urdin-Olto, the great blue dragon. The leaders and the Guardian talked while the squadrons waited.

Nahia thought of Garran-Zilar-Denbo and her last meeting with it and what it had revealed. She was not convinced about what it had told her about their                                       twined destinies. On the one hand, it made sense, but on the other, it seemed something so incredible and unlikely that her mind refused to accept it. Yet it left a tiny crack for doubt, for the possibility that it might be so, and this was what she held onto. Besides, she had experienced a weird premonition about her and Egil which had come from the silver scale she had embedded in her nape. This led her to think that perhaps there was some truth in the matter of twined destinies. She wanted to believe since she was seeking a destiny of freedom, but she found it hard.  It was one thing to believe it when a gigantic and extremely powerful silver dragon told it to her face and another very different one to do so up here on the surface.

She had not told her squad, or even Daphne. This made her sad and ashamed. She wanted to tell them, but she feared they would think she was crazy, or that some dragon was toying with her, which might very well be. If she had doubts, her comrades would have even more, especially where a thousand-year-old dragon was involved. She had decided that, for now, it was better to keep it a secret. She would let them know when she was more certain. She did not want them to also doubt Egil and the Golden Weapons. She needed them to believe in the whole matter, even if it was only a little, until she could prove it.

Sarre-Urdin-Olto finished parlaying with the six leaders and began to open the portal above the Pearl. They watched, impressed at how the three silver spheres took shape one after the other a moment later. The Guardian used its magic to interact with the portal and establish the destination they were headed to.

Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt addressed them.

You already know how the portal works. Use the ropes to climb up to it. Put on the silver bracelet with the symbol of the portal. They are both in your backpack.

They did as they were told and hastened to climb onto the Pearl. The Ardent and the Searing Squads followed them. Once above, they got ready. They would cross after their leader.

Follow me, let us go in, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt ordered them, and he flew into the portal. The Red Squadron followed them inside the sea of silver.

Coming out of the portal was as they had expected. They fell out of another Pearl onto the ground. They suffered no harm and moved away to line up beside their leader where it was already waiting. The rest of the squads appeared, falling out of the Pearl in front of it. Above this there was an open portal. It was surrounded by a dozen tower-platforms with middle-sized dragons watching everything that went on.

Once all the squadrons had crossed over, they set off again along a wide path heading north. The six squadrons formed a line with the Red Squadron in the middle. Nahia recognized the place. It was the same kingdom where they had appeared the previous year. They were in the domains of the Red King, Erre-Gor-Mau, Leader of the Gondra Clan. So they were in its sky realm. It also meant her grandmother and the Humans were below on earth, since this Dragon King was the lord of the Human race. For a moment she thought of running off and jumping down—maybe she would land close to her village—but she dismissed the idea. She would only get herself killed, and no matter how much she missed her grandmother and her land, killing herself was not justified. On the contrary, what she had to do was fight to free them from that tyrannical and despicable king that believed the Humans belonged to it.

They went on toward the east. Several dragons flew over, escorting them. Nahia knew of the great rivalry among the dragon kings and how much they watched one another. They belonged to the Academy and were neutral, but even so, the dragon king did not trust them. It said much about the dragons’ way of thinking. Nahia took it as something positive. Not the fact that they were so watchful, that was not good, but the fact that they had such strong rivalries. Maybe the slave races could use that rivalry in their favor in the future. It would be wonderful if they managed to set the kings against one another. She figured it would be almost impossible, but it was an idea to consider and muse over. She would remember it.

The journey to the giant Pearl between continent-worlds, which was a hundred times bigger than the Pearl of the Gate, seemed short to Nahia, absorbed as she was in her own ideas and plans. When they approached and were able to see how massive it was, they were all struck numb. It did not matter that they had already seen it before.

Now they knew that the giant Pearl had been built so large in order to open a portal of an unimaginable size that could transport dragons and slaves through unthinkable distances. It was clear to Nahia, and more so after speaking to Egil, that King Erre-Gor-Mau had built that Pearl to travel vast distances between continent-worlds, no doubt to conquer, destroy, enslave, and obtain glory as the Path of the Dragons said. Now it would be able to go from Kraido to Drameia through it and use the Pearl that Dergha-Sho-Blaska, the Immortal Dragon, had built in Tremia to come back.

They arrived at the great Pearl. Nahia thought of Egil as she looked upon it. He had confessed to her that he felt partly guilty for the invasion since he had appeared through that Pearl. If he had not come through, Tremia would not be under invasion now. Nahia had dismissed that idea though. It was the Immortal Dragon and not Egil that was to blame. It was Dergha-Sho-Blaska that had opened the portal between the two worlds. The blame was all his. Egil had only been unlucky enough to fall into the portal. Furthermore, Egil had killed the thousand-year-old dragon. This was not only awesome, it was the seed Nahia wanted to plant in Kraido so it sprouted into hope for the slave races.

Now we wait. Maintain the formation, they received Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt’s message.

All the squadrons stopped, the squads beside their leaders. They were in King Erre-Gor-Mau’s territory and they only had the right to pass through. Several dragons were flying in circles above them in a clear sky. They were watching without any pretense. They would fall upon them if they made any strange movements. Three dragons came down from the sky and landed in front of the leaders. The rest continued flying above them. The leaders saluted with brief nods. Nahia guessed they were communicating since, there was a long silence as the dragons looked at one another. They must be asking for permission to use the portal.

Nahia noticed there was a lot of movement around the Great Pearl. And when she said a lot, it was really a lot. Not like the last time they had been there, when they had barely seen any dragons by the Pearl. On the south side she counted over a thousand large carts pulled by draft animals perfectly lined up in rows of fifty. A huge, long ramp went up from the carts to the Pearl. Nahia realized they were going to send all those carts to Drameia through the portal. King Erre-Gor-Mau was sending supplies for the conquering campaign. The troops needed food, water, weapons, blankets, and all kinds of camping materials. Since the war was on such a distant continent, supplies could not be sent from below, from the lesser portals on land. First, all the material servants produced for the king on land had to be sent up to the realm in the sky and from there delivered to Drameia.

She noticed that the two cart drivers were Human and behind them went two other Humans, most likely to help with loading and unloading tasks. Their faces spoke of absolute affliction. Between the carts there were also Drakonid soldiers with the mission of maintaining order. Seeing that, she imagined what would be happening in her village and all the other human villages and cities. The dragons would have them all working without pause, like the slaves they were. The Drakonid soldiers would use their whips to force them to produce and supply everything their lords needed for the war. Nahia thought about her poor grandmother. Nahia hoped that since she was a Healer, she would not be exploited like she knew they would do with those who worked in the fields with cattle or those who produced goods in the cities. The coming times were going to be very difficult for her fellow country-folk. The same thing happened every time the dragons went to war in some world. She had already seen it a few years before. She felt a great sorrow for all humans on earth who would now suffer the punishment of the whip in order to produce what those carts carried.

She looked at Daphne and Lily out of the corner of her eye. They were also watching everything going on around the great Pearl. Nahia realized that the same thing would be happening in the land of the Fatum and Scarlatum. They too would be forced to work and suffer in order to support the dragons’ war. And the same way that King Erre-Gor-Mau ruled over the Humans, Itx-Urd-Arr, a blue dragon, ruled over the Fatum, and Aiz-Zur-Tor, a white dragon, over the Scarlatum. They would demand the same as King Erre-Gor-Mau. All the slave races would now be working without pause and under threat of death. All of a sudden, her life at the Academy did not seem so bad. She had to help her people, all the enslaved people, and free them from those tyrants.

Suddenly, the colossal portal began to form above the great Pearl. Nahia looked toward the dozen lookout towers that surrounded the Pearl. Above them she saw the silver dragons flashing. They were opening the portal. While they did, she wondered whether the other dragon kings would also have a great Pearl like this one to open portals to other distant worlds. Something told her it was so. If they did not have one, they would be at a disadvantage compared to the other kings that might travel to faraway continent-worlds and conquer them, obtaining glory and riches. Another detail led her to think that was so—there were only dragons and humans. She did not see any Fatum, Tauruk-Kapro, Felidae, or Scarlatum, and the Drakonid were soldiers that all the kings used in their domains to maintain order. That meant their lord kings must have the means to send them to the war without passing this way. She realized she needed to learn more about the dragons. She could not remain in ignorance, without even knowing if they had great portals.

It took the silver dragons a long time to open the portal, but once it was formed and flashing silver they were all duly awed. It was massive, like a giant sphere filled with undulating liquid silver. The carts began to climb along the ramp in an orderly manner. On the eastern side of the Pearl there were over a thousand human soldiers. If those on the carts looked desperate, the soldiers wore a mixture of resignation and fear on their faces, some showing more fear and others resignation. They were lined in ten rows of a hundred each. King Erre-Gor-Mau was sending its Human soldiers to war. Those poor wretches were going to enter the portal and appear in a distant world where they would have to fight and likely die for the greater glory of their dragon lords. Nahia remembered Max and Xavier from her village, who had been chosen to be soldiers on the day of the Ceremony. She wondered whether they would be here or already in Drameia. Perhaps they were already dead. Nahia breathed in deep. The flame had lit in her stomach, and if she did not control it she might burst.

Then, to the north of the Pearl, Nahia saw the great King Erre-Gor-Mau come down from the sky with its royal escort of about fifteen powerful dragons. They were all huge, strong, and fearsome, and the king and leader of the Gondra clan was unmistakable, so great and powerful that its strength could be felt even with the portal open. But there was something else that made it unmistakable, at least for Nahia: its gaze. It was brutal, ruthless, lethal. It seemed to sentence a horrible death upon whoever laid its eyes on. This was not only a powerful dragon, but an evil one.

On we go, we have permission to use the portal, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt’s message reached them all.

They set off to the south of the Pearl, which relieved Nahia. She did not want to be near that monstrous being. They would go up the ramp like the carts. As they went by though, Nahia glanced north at the king and its escort and saw something that puzzled her. The king seemed to be talking to another great red dragon. This one had black streaks on its sides. It was colossal, over a hundred and fifty feet long. It looked like someone important, because behind it a dozen dragons were waiting. These were mid-sized, about a hundred and five feet, and younger. Nahia guessed it must be a general or something similar of the king’s army and was receiving orders from its majesty before entering the portal.

But that was not what had caught Nahia’s attention. With them, among so many dragons, was a Human. That was odd. What was a human doing among such powerful dragons? He was standing beside a red dragon that seemed to be guarding him. She tried to see his face but was unable to. He was looking down at the floor like every Human was forced to do in front of a dragon, especially when facing a dragon king. He was wearing a hooded cloak that prevented her from seeing his hair or face. At that distance and compared to those immense dragons, he looked small, but it might only be an optical effect. In any case, what was he doing with the king and the general? The dragons rarely allowed the presence of a Human. It left her intrigued.

While they went up the ramp, she kept looking in case she picked up anything else. They would soon enter the portal. They reached the top and the only thing Nahia could notice was the Human’s boots because the rest of his clothing was covered by the hooded cloak. The boots were strange, different from those the Humans in Kraido used, even the soldiers and Dragon Warlocks. She thought it was a curious detail. Who would this mysterious Human be who was allowed to stand in front of the powerful Red King?

She was so absorbed in this that she did not even realize they had already reached the portal.

Prepare to cross. In formation. Get in, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt ordered.

Nahia looked at her comrades, and their presence gave her peace of mind. A moment later, they entered the portal.


Chapter 42

Nahia woke up with a slight headache, but it was not too bad. She opened her eyes wide and looked around. She was lying on a camp bed inside a military tent. She recognized the way she felt and the tent. She had already experienced this once, a year before.

“We’ve crossed the portal…” she muttered, realizing what had happened while she tried to compose herself.

“And we’re in Drameia,” Taika informed her. He was already on his feet and looking outside the tent.

Aiden was with him.

“We’ve come to the war.”

“That doesn’t sound good,” Lily moaned, opening her eyes and sitting up on her bed.

“These bracelets don’t work that well,” Daphne complained, raising her hand to her forehead and looking at the object on her wrist.

“We’re all well, which is what matters,” Ivo said, and as he stood up his horns hit the canvas of the tent.

“You’d better get out before you destroy the tent,” Lily told him with a smile.

Ivo bent over.

“Yeah, these tents aren’t made for Tauruk.”

Nahia stood up. She noticed that all their gear had been left in the tent. She expected to hear all kinds of noise, as if they were in the midst of a huge city full of people, which is what they had experienced before, but there was barely a sound.

“Any movement outside?” Lily asked, also puzzled as she shook her head, trying to clear it.

Taika, who had already gone out, put his head back into the tent.

“It’s a somewhat weird situation… you’d better come out and see.”

Nahia, Lily, and Daphne got up and came out of the tent, joining Taika. Aiden and Ivo were already outside. They looked around, expecting to see thousands of soldiers and any number of military tents. This was not the case, and they were surprised. There were about five hundred soldiers and a couple hundreds of tents, nothing else.

“What’s going on here?” Nahia asked blankly.

“I’m not sure…” Ivo was looking around. “It seems like the great army has already gone.”

“And there are only the remains left,” Daphne added.

“But we’re in the invasion war camp, aren’t we?” Lily asked.

“We’re in the Reborn Continent, the same place as last year,” said Taika, pointing at the grand glacier that looked like a half-ruined fortress to the north. The structure of ice and rock remained immutable to the passage of time.

“The great Pearl is in there. How did they bring us all the way here?” Lily asked.

“The soldiers who are left must have fetched us when we arrived. Everyone falls unconscious when they arrive,” Daphne said.

“All except the dragons,” Nahia said, looking at five mid-sized dragons flying over the glacier in circles.

“That’s the military camp of the Five Dragon Kings in Drameia,” Aiden said, looking around.

“Well, it’s not very spectacular, really,” Daphne commented.

“That’s because the armies have already left for the conquest. Victory is ours! Glory awaits us!” Aiden cried, possessed by one of his outbursts.

“Here goes the blockhead,” Daphne made a face of despair.

“We’re here for a mission, not to win the war,” Lily reminded him.

“Even so, wishing for the victory of our lords is what we should be feeling.”

“Those like you do. The rest of us have other feelings,” said Daphne.

Aiden looked shocked.

“What do you mean other feelings?”

“Let it go, blockhead,” Lily interrupted him, “you wouldn’t understand.”

A dozen human soldiers carrying spears and shields walked by them and Aiden looked at them, dropping the argument.

Lily also watched them with interest.

“Have you noticed that the soldiers are all wearing metallic scaled armor with metal helmets with a dragon either roaring with open wings or wings folded?”

“Yeah, no idea what the difference might be,” Daphne commented, watching another group of soldiers marching in the opposite direction.

“The soldiers with the helmet of the dragon roaring with open wings are vanguard soldiers. They’re the ones who advance, making way for the rest. Those with folded wings are rearguard soldiers. They’re the ones charged with protecting and other similar services,” Aiden explained.

“For some reason, I assumed you would know,” Lily said, smiling.

“The vast majority of Drakonids are sent to the army to serve our lords in their dominions in Kraido or in the conquering armies. It’s natural that my people know how an army works.”

“Then tell me one thing,” Nahia said. “They’re all wearing the same armor, but the clothes they wear underneath are different. Why?”

Aiden looked at another group of soldiers a little further away. They wore white clothes and white cloaks. They were all of the Scarlatum race. He pointed at them.

“Those are soldiers of King Ai-Zur-Tor, lord of the lands of the Scarlatum and the Tergnomus. In case you didn’t know, although you should, it’s a white dragon. The soldiers of each king wear the color of their monarch.”

“Oh… interesting. Then there are five colors, since there are five different-colored kings,” Nahia said.

“That’s right.”

“What elemental color is missing? Because there are six elements the dragons use,” asked Ivo.

“Crystal,” Aiden replied.

“And what happens if two kings are the same color?” Daphne asked, raising an eyebrow.

“It doesn’t usually happen,” Aiden said.

“And when it does?” Lily insisted.

“I believe they share the color and differentiate by the shade of the streaks that mark their clothes.”

“And if the streaks also….” Lily tried to ask.

“It doesn’t usually happen,” Aiden cut her short. “And I don’t understand why they don’t teach you anything about dragons as you’re growing up.”

From another two tents, the Ardent and Searing Squads came out. They greeted one another. They were also somewhat puzzled with the situation of the invasion camp.

Red Squadron, head to the Pearl of the Reborn Continent, to the south. Now, they received the message form Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt.

Almost unconsciously, they all looked up at the sky. They saw the six leaders flying over the camp area where they were.

“We’d better get going,” said Taika.

“I’ll set the pace,” Aiden volunteered and ran off.

“This one isn’t more of a blockhead because he doesn’t work at it…” Daphne said.

“… at the gym hitting his head against the wall,” Lily added.

Taika and Ivo smiled. Nahia had to hold back a guffaw. A moment later, they were all running. It took them a while to cross the whole camp. Nahia did not know how many soldiers there were, not too many, but there was quite a large group of support staff. There were also over a thousand carts on one side of the camp which were being organized. They were the ones that had crossed with them. Nahia understood then why there was so much support staff. The beasts could cross the portal, but the cart drivers would drop unconscious. Those they were seeing must be the ones who replaced them. If the soldiers were already taking part in a full invasion and there was so much support staff, at home there must only be some essential workers.

They left behind the war camp, and on the way out they met up with the other squadrons. Nahia sought Ana and Logan. They were looking for her too. They greeted one another when their eyes met and exchanged encouraging smiles.

They arrived at the Pearl of the Reborn Continent. Nahia remembered the map Egil had drawn of the regions of Tremia and the location of the Pearls in it. She was carrying the northern half of the map hidden in her right boot. Daphne carried the southern half hidden in her left boot.

Line up and pay attention, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt’s order reached them.

The Red Squadron lined up in front of their leader on one side of the Pearl. The other leaders were standing around the magical object, and their squadrons hastened to line up before them.

This year’s mission has begun. I will explain the situation. Pay attention, because I will not repeat myself. The information I am about to give you is a war secret. You cannot reveal it to anyone under threat of treason and immediate death.

Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt paused so everyone could assimilate the importance and seriousness of what it was telling them.

Nahia looked at the red dragon, and judging by the red fire burning in its eyes, she knew it was deadly serious.

The Five Dragon Kings have already begun the massive invasion of the continent. It is a very large continent, and in order to be able to control it as fast as possible, they have divided it between them. Each king and their armies will conquer one of Tremia’s regions, including the kingdoms and tribes. Erre-Gor-Mau, the Red Dragon King, will conquer the north of Tremia, which includes the Reborn Continent, the Kingdom of Norghana, and the Frozen Continent. Itx-Urd-Arr, the Blue Dragon King, will conquer the west of Tremia, which includes the Kingdom of Rogdon and the Masig tribes of the Steppes, as well as the Usik of the great forests. Aiz-Zur-Tor, the White Dragon King, will take the center of the continent, which includes the Kingdom of Zangria, the Kingdom of Erenal, and the central sea. Osc-Belz-Hil, the Black Dragon King, will take control of the east with the Kingdoms of Irinel, Moontian, and the Confederation of Free City-States of the East. Ram-Mar-Oia, the Brown Dragon King, will conquer the whole south of Tremia, currently under control of the Nocean Empire. These are immense areas to cover and each has mighty kingdoms with soldiers, warriors, magi, and sorcerers who are just as powerful. It will not be an easy or swift victory, but it will be a victory nonetheless: ours. This world will fall under the dominion of the dragons.

Nahia and Daphne, who already knew the regions of Tremia, were adding every dragon king and their armies to the map in their minds. The strategy of dividing Tremia into five large areas with their kingdoms did not seem very wise to Nahia, although she knew nothing about military strategy. She thought it would be more efficient if the five dragons attacked one area and conquered it with their joined power. Thinking again, this required the five kings to work together and coordinate. That did not seem possible, too many egos and rivalries. Each king would want to impose their criteria and claim the glory of the conquest. No, that did not seem very viable. Maybe that was why they had divided the continent. Thinking again, they probably did this every time they invaded another world. Their egos and greed did not allow for a different approach.

Each one of the Squadrons will assist one of the kings in their conquest. Since we are the Red Squadron, we will support the Red Dragon King. Besides, since last year this squadron secured the Pearl of the Frozen Continent and we are already familiar with that territory, we will support the Red Dragon King in the conquest of the Kingdom of Norghana and the Frozen Continent, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt messaged.

Nahia felt great relief and looked at Daphne out of the corner of her eye; she also seemed relieved. That was where they wanted to go. She gave thanks for the rigidity and simplicity of the dragons’ thinking: each squadron supporting the king of their color. It was simplistic and efficient, like the way dragons thought. For once, luck was smiling on them. Or was it fate? It might be one or the other. Perhaps even both. In any case, it was good for them, which pleased her. She figured Logan’s White Squadron would support the White King since they were near where they were going. If the Brown Squadron supported the Brown King, then Ana would not be too far away either. Nahia hoped that was the case, because it would bring her peace.

A moment later, the leader of the White Squadron approached the Pearl. It shut its eyes and used its magic. It flashed and began to send energy to the Pearl. This responded by flashing silver—one, two, three times—and the portal began to take shape above it. The great silver sphere formed: first one layer, then a second, and then the third was fully shaped. Once the portal was completed, the white dragon interacted with it, selecting the destination rune. The White Squadron climbed to the portal and then, following their leader, they went in. Nahia saw Logan vanish through the portal and wished him all the luck in the world with a heavy heart, fearing for what might happen to him.

Each leader interacted with the portal to select the destination rune and then left with their Squad. The Red Squadron was the last to leave. They climbed the Pearl, ready to enter it at an order from Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt as it selected the destination rune in the portal. Nahia was nervous. They did not know anything about the mission they had to carry out, but she was sure it would be dangerous.

Red Squadron, enter the portal, the dragon commanded.


Chapter 43

They came out of the destination portal and dropped onto the ground. They stayed crouched down and alert. Nahia looked around. She thought they were going to appear at the portal of the Frozen Continent, but they had not. They were on top of a steep hill. It was cool but not icy cold like on the freezing tundra of the north. A large mountain range surrounded them entirely. They seemed to be in a great valley surrounded by snow-covered peaks. In front of her she saw plains of green grass, rivers, and thick forests that reached to the skirts of the mountains that surrounded them.

She heard a loud roar and her heart skipped a beat. She turned toward the sound with her hand on the pommel of her sword and saw an imposing young dragon on one side of the Pearl. She heard a second threatening roar and looked up. A blue dragon, also young, was flying in circles above them. They must be watching the Pearl.

Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt messaged.

We are in what the locals call the kingdom of Norghana. There is a Pearl in this kingdom, the one at your back. It is in the south of the kingdom, which is where we are. It lies protected in the center of this valley. The Red Dragon King wants it watched and under its control, hence the welcome we have received.

The three squads got to their feet and looked around to familiarize themselves with the environment. They knew they were in enemy territory, but the Pearl and the surroundings seemed to be well secured.

Go down the hill. You will find a large cavern. It is a sacred place for dragons, a very old one. Go and inspect it.

They did as they were told and found the entrance to the cave. They approached warily. Nahia felt the hair on her nape stand on end. The place radiated power. They entered the great cavern and saw some runes on the walls. They were dragon runes, and the magic Nahia felt came from them.

This cavern was the last home of Erregi-Zil-Handi, a great dragoness queen that died five thousand years ago. After ruling this continent, this was the place she chose to end her days. Her remains are buried here.

Nahia looked down at the ground they were stepping on, which was rock. She wondered how they could have buried her remains there. Then she saw that the cavern opened into five others and thought that perhaps they were in one of them.

I am showing you this sacred cavern so that you understand that this world belonged to the dragons, and it is now time for us to rule it again. We will leave this place and head south, to Norghania, the capital of the kingdom of Norghana where the king’s armies have gathered. You will march at a light pace. There might be enemies on the way and you could be ambushed, so keep your eyes and ears well open. I will fly over the area we go through to secure it. Remember, we are in hostile territory. This is not an exercise, it is a real war mission. You might all die if you are not focused and alert. The enemy is out there. We are the invading forces, they are defending their land. They will fight with everything they have. Remember that if you want to survive this mission. On we go!

Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt’s message left them all frozen. Nahia knew why it was saying this. Egil had told her how the Rangers trained and about some of their feats, as well as the toughness of Norghana’s infantry which was feared in the whole continent. Those were now their enemies. Not that Nahia and her comrades had chosen them, their dragon lord had done it by invading their lands. This meant the Rangers, Norghanian soldiers, and magi might kill them if they encountered them or if Nahia and her companions were ambushed. Nahia wished with all her heart that it would not happen.

They left the cavern and headed toward one of the peaks of the mountain range that surrounded the valley. Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt was flying ahead of them, looking for possible danger. They all moved at a run, worried, looking at the forests and hills around them.

There are some stairs that lead to a cave above through which you can cross to the other side and exit this valley. Follow me, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt messaged. The dragon flew to show them the place they had to climb up and then waited for them on the other side, already out of the valley.

The squadron went up the stairs, which were very steep, taking care not to fall. They were strong, but they lacked agility and balance. Climbing high mountains was not something they had trained for, and they had a hard time doing it. Once they reached the top, they went into a cavern that was entirely frozen. As they crossed it to come out on the other side of the mountain, Nahia felt the scale at her nape burn. She stopped and looked around. She had the feeling that this cave was not a regular one. It was already odd that it should be frozen inside, with walls covered in ice and frost as if it were a glacier. But it was not. She walked over to a point where a great column of ice seemed to have melted. There were frozen remains around it. The scale burned again. Nahia realized this place was important. Something had happened here that had to do with her destiny.

“Is something wrong?” Daphne asked her when she saw Nahia stop and examine the ice.

“No… well… there’s magic here…” she said and put her hand to her nape.

“Do you mean in this cave?”

“Yeah… I don’t know… I feel it.”

“It must be a sacred place like the cavern under the Pearl,” Lily said, who was listening.

“Yeah, it has to be that,” said Daphne.

“Maybe… yeah…” Nahia replied, although she had the feeling it was something else, something to do with her destiny.

“We have to keep going, don’t stop,” Aiden told them from the cavern’s entrance.

Nahia had to keep moving, although she was left with the urge to investigate the cave and what it had to do with her.

They came down from the mountain and left the valley, following Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt’s wake as the dragon flew, marking their way. At first they saw nothing that indicated there might be a war there. The path they followed went through thick forests and around green hills. It was a pretty landscape, and everything seemed to be peaceful. They did not see a soul. Nahia noticed that everything was too quiet. They did not hear birds, even when they went through large forests. Nor did they see animals of any kind. It seemed as if they had all gone into hiding in the deepest part of the forests. She looked up, and seeing the red dragon flying over them, she understood why. Everyone and everything hid from the dragons, humans and animals. The predator ‘par excellence’ had come, the fiercest and most ruthless, and everyone fled from it.

Watch out. The village of Soutwel is ahead. It appears to be empty, but do not trust your eyes, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt sent them.

They arrived at the entrance of the village. It was not empty—it was absolutely destroyed and abandoned. Most of the buildings had been burned to the ground, and even the foundations had been scattered. A few still stood, but their roofs had been destroyed. They could tell this was the result of Air and Earth elemental attacks. The Fire attacks had done the rest. The dragons had passed through here and had razed everything to the ground. This was no longer a village, it was the ruins of what once had been a village. Nahia contemplated the devastation and her rage started growing. The blasted dragons had razed a village. Why? Seeking what? The reply jumped to her mind: to terrorize the enemy.

As they walked through the village, they realized there was not a soul in sight, human or animal. Not even a stray cat or dog. Nahia was beginning to understand the horrendous effect of the dragons and their war.

Spread out to cover the flanks, they received the order.

The order seemed excessive to Nahia. There was no danger here. Everything was dead or destroyed. The three squads did as they were told and spread out as their leader had ordered in case they were attacked from the sides, if anyone came out of the houses or were hiding, which did not happen.

“This placed has been utterly destroyed,” Lily murmured, looking right and left.

“There’s nothing left standing and not a soul to be seen,” Daphne added as she looked behind them.

“This village is very close to the Pearl we used to arrive in Norghana. The dragons and the troops must have gone through here on their way to the capital,” Taika said.

“The enemy has fled,” Aiden said proudly.

“No, they died,” said Ivo, indicating a field to one side filled with graves.

They went over to check without breaking formation.

“There are over a hundred new graves here,” said Daphne.

“And they’re not over three months old,” Taika said, looking closer.

“War… it only brings death, suffering, and pain,” said Ivo.

“And glory for the winner,” added Aiden.

“These poor people did not deserve to die. They were living quietly in this village until the dragons decided to conquer this world,” Nahia replied reproachfully.

“That’s life. The strong prevail, the weak fall. So says the path,” Aiden sentenced.

“Let’s hope it’s not you who falls serving your masters,” Daphne wished him.

“I won’t fall,” Aiden said confidently.

“You could fall at any moment,” Daphne retorted.

“My masters protect me,” Aiden looked up and located Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt as it flew more than a thousand paces above them.

“They can’t protect you from up there, and Daphne is right. In this kingdom, they have snipers who can put an arrow in your eye from four hundred paces away. So you’d better tread carefully,” Nahia warned him.

Aiden stiffened. He looked toward the forest, then the houses, and adjusted his hood and sword.

“My shield will protect me,” he said and lifted it.

The others exchanged looks. They were not so sure. They went on toward the capital. They advanced carefully, paying attention to any shadow or movement in the forests or in the thickets that covered the green hills. The road was wide, and the three squads went forward in formation all in one line.

Nahia looked up and saw Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt watching from the sky. She then looked at the forests they went through and realized that no matter what their leader could see from the heights, it was going to find it difficult to see the enemy if they were well hidden under the thick trees. There was too much vegetation, and it was the end of spring.

They went on to the capital and started seeing the first forces of the army of the Red Dragon King. First they glimpsed half a dozen dragons flying in circles in the distance. Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt flew toward them. Then they found control posts of the king’s army.

“Stop! Identification!”  They were stopped by a group of fifty soldiers, almost all Humans with some Drakonids, from the Red Dragon King who had established a control post on the road. They were all armed with steel spears and shields. On their clothes and shield they had the rune that identified King Erre-Gor-Mau on their red breastplates.

“Red Squadron, second-year of the war Academy of Drakoros,” Aiden reported proudly. 

The captain in command approached with a dozen soldiers behind him and looked them all up and down.

“Welcome to the front,” he told them. “You may pass. The king’s camp is a little further ahead, south of the enemy capital. It’s currently under siege.”

“The capital is under siege?” Nahia asked, surprised.

“That’s right, it will soon fall,” the captain assured her.

“How long has it been under siege?” Taika wanted to know.

“A little over a month, and the enemy had suffered many casualties. They will soon surrender.”

“Thank you for the information, Captain,” Taika said.

They went on toward the war camp. They had to go through three more controls. At last, almost at dusk, they reached the top of a small hill. The three squads stopped to look at a sight they would never forget. In front of them, a little lower, was the war camp of King Erre-Gor-Mau. Thousands of tents filled a wide plain. Among the tents, a numberless multitude of soldiers and staff moved from one end to the other. There were also countless carts placed to the east close by.

In front of the camp, they saw over twenty thousand soldiers in formation. They stood in squadrons of a thousand, forming squares of a hundred soldiers by ten. They seemed to be waiting for orders to go into combat. Over the camp, they saw the six dragons they had glimpsed in the distance. They seemed to be flying in circles, watching it.

But if this sight looked impressive, what they saw beyond left them all dumbstruck. In front of them in the distance, beyond the war camp, rose the great city of Norghania, capital of the kingdom of Norghana. They looked at the stoic, huge, walled city. Nahia knew, from what Egil had told her, that the capital had been built with the purpose of safekeeping the inhabitants of the region from the extreme weather, especially in winter. The buildings and walls of the city were of stone and massive rock from the famous quarries and mines of the Norghanian mountains. They could see thousands of houses and buildings surrounded by four imposing walls over sixty feet tall and twelve feet wide each. They rose, forming a great protective structure. The city had been designed to be a fortress city, protecting their residents from the enemy and the cold. They could barely see any wood—that whole Nordic city was made of granite and stone.

The city was under siege. About fifteen thousand soldiers surrounded it, forming a square about eight hundred paces away, following the four walls. They were standing still, awaiting orders. They carried long wooden ladders and ropes with hooks. They were waiting to assault the walls. Nahia judged climbing those massive walls of rock was not going to be easy.

About twenty dragons were flying over the city in different trajectories. As they passed they released their elemental breath of death upon the city. Ten were Fire dragons, and Nahia also counted five of Earth and four of Air. The last one was a black dragon. They were large dragons, and they were punishing the city and her defenders, delivering death from the sky with their deadly breaths. Every now and then they came down, attacking towers and tall buildings with their claws, making pieces of rock from the battlements fly in the air with the strength of their bodies and the power of the attacks falling from the sky at great speed. It was a tremendous spectacle.

Nahia could not believe the city was still standing under the steady attack of the dragons as they released fire, earth, air, and darkness upon it. They looked like winged gods of evil coming down from the sky to punish the poor citizens of the northern capital for some evil they might have committed. And yet the attackers were no gods, nor had the citizens committed any evil against them.

The attacks with fire caused explosions with great flames. The earth ones burst with stone and rock. The ones of air released terrible lightning bolts and strong winds, and the attacks with claws and jaws destroyed the battlements of the walls and towers. Parts of the city were being destroyed, while others still stood. The walls, despite the tremendous attacks from the dragons, were still standing, stoically bearing the attacks. Seeing this, Nahia understood that the city, having all been built of rock and stone, was a solid defense against the elemental and physical attacks of the dragons. No matter how much fire and claws hit the rock, they could do little harm. The elemental attacks of earth, throwing rock against rock, were not very effective either, since the city was built with huge blocks of rock that seemed immovable. Only the attacks of air with lightning might break rocks and hurt the city, but it was going to take them an eternity, seeing the size of the walls and the city.

One thing that caught Nahia’s attention was that they did not see any Norghanian soldiers, either on the walls or in the streets. She found it very strange. If the dragons were attacking the city, the soldiers should be defending it. But there was no trace of them.

“Wow… this is a spectacle of destruction…” Daphne commented, shaking her head.

“And not a pretty one,” said Nahia.

“A glorious one,” Aiden corrected her. “Our all-powerful lords are conquering this kingdom for their greater glory.”

“They’re destroying this kingdom and killing people without any mercy, which is something very different,” Nahia corrected him.

Aiden chose not to argue and made a face that he was right, not them.

“Why don’t the soldiers attack and take the walls? The dragons have finished off any resistance, haven’t they?” Lily asked.

“I guess they’re awaiting orders,” said Ivo.

“The dragons will first punish the defenders from the air, then the soldiers will attack,” Taika explained.

“Don’t you find it odd that they’ve formed a square at that distance from the walls?” Lily asked.

“I think it’s because of the archers,” Nahia said. “If they get any closer, the archers will release at them from the walls.”

“Oh…”

“Right now I don’t think so,” said Aiden. “The dragon lords are protecting them. If they attacked now, the archers couldn’t come out to shoot.”

“If they tried to attack the walls now, the attacks of the dragons themselves would kill them. There’s no need for the archers to defend the walls,” Taika said.

Aiden watched the dragons fly over the capital with their elemental breath attacks and had to correct his statement.

“Yeah, I guess there would be many casualties if they attacked now.”

“And where are the Norghanian solders?” Nahia asked.

“I think they must be hiding in their stone buildings. They’re safe there from the dragons,” Taika replied. “If they come out, the dragons will destroy them with their deadly breath.”

“Yeah, it looks that way,” Ivo agreed.

They watched the attacks of the dragons upon the city a while longer, until the order came from their leader.

Go down to the war camp. Your tents are beside those of the officers. Rest there tonight and await orders in the morning. Be prepared for action.

The three squads looked up at the sky and identified Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt flying with the other dragons, watching. The squads did as they were told and went down to the war camp. It seemed they would be able to rest that night and would see action the following day. Nahia wondered whether it would be the mission they had to fulfill.

They entered the camp. This was the war camp they had expected to find when they first entered Drameia. It was so large and there were so many soldiers and auxiliary staff that it took them a long time to find the tents assigned to them. They navigated the labyrinth of soldiers and tents and saw something that struck them dumb. At an area of tents marked with red runes they saw hundreds, if not over a thousand, soldiers of the Red Dragon King. They were wounded and being tended to. This first discovery made them feel sick. But the second one was even more shocking. A little further away, there were some carts where they were loading dead bodies by the hundreds. And they were not of the Norghanian army, they were the red dragon’s. Those who had already fallen trying to take the walled city.

No one said anything, but they all had a very bad feeling. They went on through the camp and arrived at a cordoned perimeter with sentinels posted around. They asked and were informed that the officers’ tents and their own were within the protected perimeter. They were allowed in and looked for their tents. Once they found them, they greeted their comrades from the Ardent and Searing Squads and they all went to rest. Luckily each squad had a tent, so they were comfortable and had enough space.

A while later, Nahia left the tent. She was too nervous and anxious with everything going on to be able to rest. She watched the capital, Norghania, in the distance. She could see it well from where she was. Night fell upon it. She could not understand how it could withstand the siege of the armies of the red king and its dragons. Parts of the city were burning, and others had already burned and their fires had now died down. The king’s dragons had withdrawn for the day and were resting. The whole city was surrounded by siege soldiers. She guessed that at dawn they would try and take the high, formidable walls.

Daphne and Lily came out of the tent too and watched the city like Nahia was doing.

“It’s amazing that they’re resisting so well,” said Daphne.

“Not only that they resist, but from the number of wounded and dead we saw when we arrived, I’d say they are tremendous warriors,” Lily said.

“That’s what Egil told us, and he seems to have been truthful,” Nahia commented.

“Best infantry on the continent,” Daphne said, imitating Egil.

“Rather the Rangers,” Nahia added. “From what he told us, they’re amazing archers.”

“True,” Daphne nodded.

“Do you think Egil’s friends, the ones we have to find, will be in the city?” Lily asked.

“I hope not, for their own good…” said Daphne wishfully.

“They’re all Rangers, they might be serving either inside or outside the city,” said Nahia.

“I don’t understand how they can bear the dragons’ air attacks,” Daphne said with utter amazement on her face.

“The rock protects them,” said Nahia.

“The walls?” Lily asked.

“Of the walls and buildings. If you notice, this city is extremely solid, built entirely with large blocks of rock to withhold the strong winters of the area.”

“Winters do bring devastating storms,” said Lily.

“With lightning and terrible winds,” Daphne added.

“And this city was built to stand against them,” Nahia said. “There’s little that fire, earth, and water can do against rock. Only air and its storms, but this city was built precisely to bear them,” she added.

“And the red king prefers fire to the other elements. Most of its dragons are fire,” said Daphne.

“And the Magi of the Norghanians, from what Egil told us, are Magi of the Water element, its opposite.”

“Ice Magi, he called them,” Daphne recalled.

“Which can counter the fire of the king’s dragons,” said Nahia.

“It now makes more sense why the red king hasn’t been able to take the city yet,” Lily said.

“But he will,” said Taika, coming out of the tent.

The three turned around.

“Are you sure?” Daphne asked him.

“Unless they find a way to finish off the dragons, their courageous bravery will fail, and in the end they’ll perish.”

“That’s exactly what we have to find,” said Nahia.

“Shhhhhh,” Lily said, putting a finger to her lips.

“Lower your voice, or you’re going to get into trouble,” Daphne warned her, looking around. Several members of the Ardent and Searing Squads were also outside their tents like them and watching the city.

“Okay, okay, I’ll lower my voice,” Nahia said, almost in a whisper.

“I have no idea what awaits us here, but I have a very bad feeling,” Daphne told them.

“We’re in the middle of a war, standing before a capital under siege. We can’t expect anything good,” Taika agreed.

“Whatever it is, let’s be very careful,” Lily told them. “I don’t like this mess we’re in one bit either.”

They all nodded. Nahia shared their concerns, and she mentally added one more. They had to find Egil’s comrades and manage to get their hands on a Golden Weapon. This complicated things even more.


Chapter 44

With the first light of day, the tremendously threatening roars of about twenty dragons echoed in a terrible cacophony that predicted death and destruction. It announced the attack on the city.

“Everyone, up!” cried Aiden, who as usual was the first one to get up and was already out of the tent.

“Yeah, we hear the deafening roars. We don’t need you shouting too,” Daphne told him as she got up with her hands covering her ears.

Aiden, who only had his head in the tent, made a sign of frustration at her and withdrew his head. He stayed outside.

“The battle begins,” Taika told them, already ready with all his gear on.

Ivo got up with more difficulty. Because he was too big for a military tent, he had to get dress bent over.

“Come on, be quick, I don’t want to miss anything,” Nahia said, and in the blink of an eye she was ready and fully equipped.

“Yeah, I want to see what goes on too,” said Lily as she hastened to get ready.

“I don’t wish to witness horrors,” Daphne said as she got ready reluctantly.

Nahia came out of the tent and saw that the whole war camp was in full swing. The officers shouted orders and waved their arms while the soldiers ran to line up, carrying their spears and shields with them. Some were finishing putting their boots on or their armor and helmet as they ran to line up. They were going to stand like the day before, in front of the camp and facing the south wall of the great city. Soon the twenty rectangles of a thousand soldiers would be formed and ready to take action. The half a dozen dragons watching the camp were already flying over their heads in circles.

The other twenty punishing dragons rose with powerful leaps and spread their vast wings, flying from the camp to the city. They soared above it, circling it several times, watching what went on in it. A moment later, they came down at lightning speed over the buildings of rock. Once they were two hundred paces from the ground, they began to send fire, rocks, and lightning of their elemental magic against the walls and towers where the defenders still had not appeared. Some attacked towers and battlements with their claws, making pieces and shards of rock fly into the air. The dragons soared high, roared powerfully to intimidate the enemy, and came down to glide over the city, using their elemental breaths to destroy everything they met. Then they rose again and, changing direction, repeated the attack.

New roars echoed. These were more powerful, and Nahia saw an enormous dragon she recognized. It was the dragon that had been communicating with the king, the one she thought might be a general or something like that. She saw a lagging soldier pass by her side and grabbed his arm.

“Who’s that dragon? The one that just roared so loud?” she asked him.

“That dragon is…. General Jen-Gorri-Gud, First General of the armies of King Erre-Gor-Mau, the Red Dragon King.”

Nahia let go of his arm. Judging by the fear in the eyes of this human, he was going to a really bad situation. And yet there was not a soul to be seen in the city. Only the buildings the dragons were attacking. There were no Norghanian soldiers in sight.

The General flew to stand in front of the twenty thousand soldiers. The six dragons flying over the camp came down and landed around it. The great dragon messaged the whole camp.

Attention, troops! it sent, along with a very strong feeling that this was an order. They all received the message as if they had been slapped. This general was a very powerful dragon.

“Look at the general…” Nahia muttered.

“He’s a general of great renown and the right hand of King Erre-Gor-Mau,” Aiden told her.

“And how do you know that?”

“If you got up early, you might have asked and found out. I’ve been talking to one of the officers.”

“What else did he say?” Taika asked him.

“That today the south wall of the city should fall.”

“Should or would?” Lily asked, raising an eyebrow.

“It will fall, of course. The armies of the red dragon won’t be denied,” Aiden said proudly.

“We’ll see…” Nahia said. She had the suspicion it was not going to be that easy, despite the overwhelming superiority of the dragons.

Today is the day when we will succeed in taking the south wall of the city. We have punished the enemy troops from the air for weeks. They are tired, demoralized, and broken. They know there is no hope. Their city is going to fall. Their kingdom will be ours. Their regent king will beg for mercy at my feet. Fate is on our side. It always is. The dragons are the masters of conquest and glory. Today the Kingdom of Norghana will lose the southern section of their capital, and it will be the beginning of the end for them. Glory awaits us. Go and achieve it! For King Erre-Gor-Mau! For the Gondra Clan! Conquer Norghania!

The fact that the General mentioned fate shocked her. That was not the fate she and Garran-Zilar-Denbo had spoken of. Rather the opposite. The dragons could not conquer Norghana, that was against the destiny she was pursuing.

Onward! Order of attack! The General sent with such force that almost everyone had to throw their heads back or to one side from the pain it caused them.

The twenty thousand soldiers began to advance toward the south wall in the middle of one of the great gates of the city. They marched in formation, the twenty rectangles of a hundred by a hundred all moving at the same pace.

“They do it almost as well as us,” Lily commented with a mocking smile.

“The soldiers train less than we do,” Aiden told her. “They can’t do better.”

While the twenty thousand soldiers, mostly humans, advanced, the other fifteen thousand who surrounded the city also started marching. First the soldiers on the eastern side started advancing toward the wall in a long line parallel to the great structure of rock. A moment later, the same thing happened on the western side. The forces on that side started to move toward the wall they had in front. And last, the forces at the north side of the city began to move onto the northern wall.

“Well, it looks as if we’re going to attack the city from all sides,” Daphne commented.

“It’s a good strategy. The attackers will have to divide their ranks in order to face all the threats,” said Taika.

“Although they haven’t hidden the main threat very well,” said Ivo with a nod toward the twenty thousand soldiers heading straight toward the south wall.

“It’s quite clear,” Lily commented.

“That’s why. They haven’t used too much subterfuge,” Ivo crossed his strong arms over his huge chest.

“Why use stratagems when you can go in and conquer directly?” Aiden said.

All of a sudden, along the whole southern wall thousands of Norghanian soldiers appeared in the blink of an eye. They were all armed with bows, and they ran to place themselves along the whole wall. Without a moment’s hesitation, they released upon the soldiers advancing on them. Thousands of arrows rained over the soldiers in red in the first few rows, leaving wounded and dead by the hundreds. The defenders released again, and before the arrows reached the soldiers continuing their advance they withdrew from the wall at a run. The arrows fell upon the soldiers, who lifted their shields to protect themselves. Some managed to cover themselves, but many others were wounded or fell dead.

“Subterfuge saves lives, a direct attack doesn’t,” Daphne told Aiden.

“Where did they come out from?” Aiden was staring with wide eyes, struck dumb.

“It looks like the defenders do know how to protect themselves in their fortress,” said Nahia.

The dragons flew down and glided over the south wall, attacking with their elemental breaths. Fire, rock, lightning, and wind, swept the whole wall. But the soldiers were no longer on the battlements, they had gone into hiding. The dragons rose and a second group passed over the wall, sending new elemental breath attacks.

While this happened on the southern wall, on the eastern, western, and northern walls the defenders appeared suddenly on the battlements and towers, using the same tactics. Without wasting a moment, they released against the soldiers who were advancing on the walls. They did so twice and then went back into hiding. Death rained upon the soldiers, who hid behind their shields as they continued advancing. When they saw what was happening, the dragons separated: four went to each of the walls and attacked them while the rest attacked the center of the city.

“It appears the Norghanians know how to fight against the armies of the red dragon,” Taika said.

“It doesn’t matter.  They will fall, defeated,” Aiden insisted confidently.

“Maybe, but many of our own will die in this senseless conquest,” Nahia said ruefully.

“More on their side,” Aiden replied. “Sooner or later, they’ll come out of their rocky hiding places and die.”

“Senseless death and more death for the glory of some despots,” Nahia insisted, saddened by what was going to happen.

Lily elbowed her and nodded. Naha looked and saw that the Ardent and Searing Squads were beside them. They must have heard her, because some were looking at her out the corner of their eye, but no one said anything. Nahia nodded back at Lily; she had noticed.

The soldiers went on marching and reached the foot of the four walls under the protection of the dragons’ attacks upon the battlements and towers of the walls. Once they arrived, they placed long wooden ladders and started throwing hooked ropes at the battlements in order to climb the walls. The same thing happened at the other four walls. They placed the ladders and started to climb the high battlements.

Two dragons flew down to each wall and attacked the great metal doors, intending to destroy them so the soldiers could enter them to take the city.

Red Squadron. Alert. Line up, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt’s order reached them all of a sudden.

Nahia looked up at the sky and saw their leader flying above them. She had a bad feeling. The three squads formed where they were.

The time for your mission has arrived. It is one you will fulfill with honor. You must help take the southern wall. It is a war mission and as such very dangerous. The enemy will fight to the death to defend the gate. Help take it and keep it until new orders arrive. Onward, light trot.

They did not have time to assimilate what was happening; they obeyed as they were trained to do and set off. As they ran through the camp to leave by the southern area, Nahia realized they were being sent to battle. They had to take part in the taking of the wall gate. Soldiers were dying there, which meant they might also die. Restlessness started to show on their faces as they were leaving the camp, passing by the General and its dragons as they directed the fighting from that position. Everyone kept the same pace, maintaining the formation. Daphne looked at Nahia with concern on her face. Nahia took a deep breath to calm down.

It did not take them long to approach the great wall, which looked colossal the closer they got. The cries of fighting reached them now with perfect clarity, wild cries of aggression mixed with others of pain and death.

Squadron, shields to the front, dagger in hand, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt ordered.

They obeyed at once. As they got closer to the wall and the soldiers climbing it, they saw that the first group had already reached the battlements. As they set foot on the parapets, Norghanian soldiers came out of the half-ruined towers with bows, releasing at the soldiers. The arrows hit the ones caught by surprise while the rest protected themselves with their shields. The Norghanian soldiers took out the axes and round shields they carried on their backs and attacked.

Now they could see them. They were big Humans, tall and powerfully built, with broad shoulders and strong arms. The sun highlighted their long blond hair and snow-white skin, as well as their blue eyes. They were wearing steel armor that came down to their knees. They wore white clothes with red diagonal streaks. On their heads they used singular winged helmets without a visor. Their weapons were axes, and they used round shields of reinforced wood to defend themselves. They did not only look strong but seemed extremely savage. This was confirmed at once. The attacking soldiers fell under the strength and skill of the Norghanian combatants. They struck with axes and shields while they yelled like snow bears. More Norghanian soldiers reached the battlements with short bows and released at anyone who climbed the ladders and ropes. Death began to take many bodies.

The dragons saw that the Norghanians were massacring the soldiers who reached the battlements and came down in a new punishing pass, sending their elemental breaths against the Norghanians. This time they did hit hundreds of them. The red dragons threw terrible, fearsome flames that incinerated everything they met. The white dragons sent from their mouths an elemental breath of air with strong winds and lightning. They threw the Norghanian soldiers down from the battlements with the strength of hurricanes that accompanied the elemental discharges of storm lightning. Those who were hit by the elemental earth attacks died lapidated or crushed by the force of the stream of rock that came out of the brown dragons’ mouths. Upon the four walls, the Norghanian soldiers fell under the attack of the dragons while they tried to stop the enemy soldiers from taking the walls.

The soldiers in red climbed up the ladders and ropes like hordes of ants climbing a rock wall. When they did not find opposition on the battlements, they began to take positions on the wall. The same thing was happening on the other four walls where the invading soldiers had managed to reach the battlements. Most of the dragons withdrew and returned to the war camp. They could not attack the battlements without killing their own forces, which were now trying to go down into the city of stone to take positions. Nahia guessed the dragons would return after a while.

The Red Squadron arrived at the huge fortified southern gate. The soldiers were controlling the area at the foot of the wall and gate, and above it Nahia could see that soldiers of their army were on the battlement above the gate. The sounds of assault and battle were deafening.

A red dragon and another white one of medium size were in front of the gate. Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt came down from the sky and landed behind them. The squadron approached the back of their leader.

Wait while we take the gate. Be alert, the dragon sent them.

Suddenly, the three dragons roared with a loud noise and attacked the gate with their breaths of fire and storm. Two streams of terribly intense fire hit the two parts of the metal gate while the stream of stormy lightning hit the upper part. The three dragons used elemental power, and it seemed like the gate was going to disintegrate in moments based on the intensity of their attacks.

Nahia could hear the battle cries. The soldiers were battling the Norghanians. She looked up and realized they were not coming from the battlements on the walls, which meant they must be fighting inside the city. The cries intensified and sounded really horrible.

The soldiers around them continued climbing the wall to reach the top and enter the city. From the horrible shouts that reached them from the midst of the din of the assault, Nahia had a bad feeling about what awaited them on the other side of the wall. The three squads kept looking up with their shields up in case it rained arrows again.

Suddenly, there was a sound of twisted metal and rock splitting that made everyone look toward the gate. The two great doors twisted apart and broke. They fell, one inside and the other out. The gate of the south wall had fallen.

Attention, squadron, we are going in to take the gate. Follow me! Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt sent them, along with a feeling of caution.

Nahia was surprised their leader felt uneasy. This meant it was unsure what they would find on the other side, and this unsettled her.


Chapter 45

The red and the white dragons went forward and crossed the south gate, crushing what was left of the broken doors with their weight. Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt went after them with heavy steps and the three squads followed. They entered the great city and were met with a desolate picture. The entrance and the three main avenues that went up to the center of the city were filled with dead bodies. Most were soldiers of the Red Dragon King.

Nahia could not believe her eyes. There were several thousand soldiers lying dead in the streets and on the stairs that came down the walls. The cries they had been hearing came from there. A numerous group of soldiers in red were withdrawing from the avenue on the left, defending themselves as best they could while they retreated, unable to reach the center of the city. In front of them came the Norghanians, striking left and right with their war axes while they yelled as if possessed by an unstoppable rage. The Norghanians were bigger and stronger than the invading soldiers, and by the way they were rejecting the offense, much better warriors. They were destroying the invaders. Not only did they hit with fury and brutality, they knew how to do it.

In the avenue on the right was a similar scene. The red soldiers had advanced to half the avenue and were now forced to retreat before the rush and wrath of the Norghanian soldiers. Nahia saw huge Norghanians attacking with two-headed axes as big as them, smashing the soldiers they had in front. They delivered tremendous vertical and horizontal blows with their big axes, killing every soldier who stood in their way. They broke shields and armor equally, hitting with tremendous bestiality. They looked like Nordic gods eliminating the vermin invading their home.

The scene in the central avenue was even worse. A group of Norghanian soldiers, dressed entirely in white, looking like some kind of elite snow army, was moving forward, killing the soldiers of Kraido with amazing ease. These did not use force or attacked with wild blows like their fellow countrymen. The soldiers in white used swords and shields, and the skill and dexterity they wielded them with were astonishing. They were sword masters. With accurate, swift movements, they took the lives of their opponents. They were all finesse and technique, unlike their comrades’ brutality and bestiality. Their eyes were cold and their gazes and faces seemed frozen. All of them dressed in white seemed to come from the ice. And what troubled Nahia more was they seemed invincible.

The soldiers of the Red Dragon King were coming down from the walls and lunging at the Norghanian warriors. The attackers had the advantage of numbers, the Norghanians that of their impressive warriors. For every Norghanian soldier the Kraido managed to kill, they lost ten. Nahia realized that the king’s soldiers were no rivals for those snow warriors. Egil was absolutely right—they were the best infantry on the continent, and they were proving it, delivering death to the invaders trying to conquer their capital.

But Nahia knew the Kraido people had an advantage the Norghanians could do very little against: the invincible dragons. The two dragons went on and separated. The red one went left and the white one right. They advanced with heavy steps, roaring loudly. The roars and their bloodshot eyes promised death to all Norghanians. The worst thing was that Nahia knew they would deliver. She feared they would finish them off very easily. The Blue dragon came down from the sky and landed at the entrance of the central avenue. It gave a loud roar and looked at the Norghanian soldiers with challenging eyes. The dragons now had all three avenues blocked, which the Norghanians were traveling down and the Red Dragon King’s soldiers were using to retreat.

Onward. We defend the gate, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt ordered as it moved to stand a hundred paces into the city facing north, where the Norghanian soldiers were coming from.

A hundred solders in red entered with them and stood in front, forming a defensive line. Nahia could see how more and more soldiers came in behind them and came down the wall. The whole southern side of the wall, from one end to the other, was filling up with the troops coming in. The soldiers, who were retreating before the Norghanian advance along the three main avenues, joined those who waited behind the dragons. Nahia saw their bloodied faces and the fear of death in their eyes. Many were wounded, and quite a few would not see the dawn.

The red dragon entered the avenue and stopped. It waited there. The white dragon did the same, and a moment later the blue one did too. Nahia wondered why they stopped and waited. The three had several thousand Norghanian soldiers in front of them who were coming determinedly. If they wanted to attack them, they had them right there. It took her a moment to realize the reason. The Norghanians were out of reach of their elemental breath. The dragons were waiting nonchalantly for the soldiers to get closer. They did not fear steel—those soldiers would not be able to do anything to them, covered as they were with such hard, impenetrable scales. They would not be able to wound them, least of all kill them. The Norghanian soldiers were heading to their deaths unknowingly, or perhaps knowingly.

The three dragons roared threateningly, taunting their enemies. The Norghanians advanced along the three avenues toward the south, killing everyone who stood up to them instead of fleeing. The last soldiers of Kraido who advanced at them fell, destroyed by their swords and axes. Nahia knew the Kraido soldiers had been trained to fight at the forts. Unfortunately, it appeared that their training and physical strength were not enough. They were no rivals for the Norghanians. Several officers called for a halt and the soldiers did not go on toward the Norghanians. They were going to let the dragons deal with them.

The red dragon opened its mouth as wide as it would go and roared powerfully.

You are going to die here for opposing the power of the dragons, it sent, and the message reached everyone present in an area of two hundred and fifty paces, although it was meant for the Norghanians in front of it in the left avenue.

A moment later, it launched its fiery breath against the Norghanian soldiers. The breath reached the first rows of Norghanians and incinerated all it reached with great flames. The Norghanians died amid cries of pain and rage.

The white dragon also addressed the Norghanian soldiers in the right-side avenue.

Surrender now and accept your luck or die. Your choice, it messaged, along with a feeling of desolation to discourage their hearts.

An instant later, it attacked and sent a stream of storm that also reached the first rows of Norghanians. The lightning hit them and jumped from one to another, delivering death to the first rows.

The blue dragon roared and messaged.

Opposing our power only means death. Leave your weapons and kneel before us     superior beings or die, it sent the Norghanian soldiers in the central avenue along with a feeling of absolute defeat to demoralize them.

It attacked with its icy breath and froze the first row where the first swordsmen in white were standing. They died frozen, but the look on their faces barely changed.

The advance of the Norghanian troops stopped. They stayed still and silent, squinting filled with Nordic fury. Despite the dragons’ show of strength and their demoralizing messages, these Northmen did not look either scared or desperate. They were tough—a lot more than this would be necessary to break their spirits. Nahia watched them, intrigued. What were they going to do? They had just witnessed the power of the dragons’ elemental breath. They could not stand up to them. Advancing meant dying, and the Norghanians did not seem ready to waste their lives so simply. Nahia wondered what they would do next. They could not kill the dragons, this was a lost battle.

The answer did not take long in coming. One single arrow flew across the air with a whistling sound. No one in the invading force paid the slightest attention. They were not used to seeing or hearing an arrow. In Kraido, the bow and arrow were despised as weak weapons, for those who attacked from a distance and not face to face. The dragons did not notice either. The arrow flew straight and hit the right eye of the red dragon. It impacted and penetrated. And it buried itself deep. The dragon felt it, because it roared in rage. A second arrow hit its left eye an instant later and also buried itself deep. The dragon roared again and shook its head.

Blasted cowards, I will kill you for this! it sent, along with a feeling of great fury.

It took Nahia a moment to realize what was happening. They were shooting at the dragons, with arrows. She looked to the north, seeking the archer, but could not see him. He was not among the Norghanian soldiers. He had to be shooting from up high, from one of the buildings they had in front. She looked at windows and balconies, the roofs, but she could not see who was releasing.

Suddenly, four arrows flew to the head of the white dragon. Two hit the eyes and two struck its mouth, which it had opened to attack again with its elemental breath. When they entered its mouth, the two arrows burst and fiery flames appeared in the dragon’s mouth. It roared in pain and shut it. The elemental attack was interrupted. The two arrows hit its right eye, and the dragon roared in rage and shook its head.

Miserable cowards! Show yourselves! it messaged, enraged.

Nahia could not believe what she was witnessing. The archers were wounding the dragons—it was unthinkable. Four new arrows flew and hit the head of the blue dragon, which was looking toward the tallest houses it had in front, seeking the archers. The four arrows exploded on impact instead of plunging in. They did so near the eyes with short but intense flames. The blue dragon closed its eyes and shook its head from side to side. Nahia realized that what the archers wanted to do was burn the eyes of the dragon, blinding it.

Weak, treacherous, despicable humans! it sent, beside itself with fury.

And at that moment she understood what was going on, what the strategy of the Norghanians was. The dragons were invulnerable to steel, but that was because of their scales which covered their whole body… except the eyes and inside their mouths. Those archers were not trying to kill them, just blind and wound them. She could not believe how brilliant and risky the stratagem was. Could it work? Surely not. For something like that to succeed, they would need magnificent archers, experts with the bow capable of hitting a moving target over three hundred paces away.

She searched for the archers. And at last she managed to locate one. He was in the window of a tall building, about three hundred paces away. He was wearing a brownish-green hooded cloak. Nahia knew it was a Ranger, the excellent Norghanian archers Egil had told her about and of which he was one too, like all his friends. And she realized that indeed the Norghanians had the archers needed to carry out that daring plan.

All of a sudden, there were more whistles and about twenty arrows flew toward the eyes of the three dragons. There were explosions of fire with flames that sought to burn their eyes, of earth with smoke and dust intent on blinding and stunning them, of air with lightning discharges that tried to reach the eyes and punish them, of water with explosions of freezing, cutting ice seeking to lacerate the eyes of the great reptiles.

Nahia was very impressed. The Rangers used elemental arrows, of at least four elements, as they sought to wound the eyes of the dragons. She found it awesome. They were using the elemental power of the dragons against them. The difference was that these attacks were physical, not magical. They sought to wound the flesh, in this case the dragons’ eyes.

Watch out for the archers in the buildings and keep the shields up. Protect yourselves. We must hold the gate, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt sent them.

Nahia looked at her comrades. By their expressions they were as surprised as she was by this turn of events. Not only the great battle they were involved in, but with what was happening with the dragons, which was even more unbelievable. The soldiers entering through the south gate were swarming behind the dragons without moving, awaiting the order to do so.

Daphne gave her a nod so she would look toward the east and then the west walls. The soldiers of Kraido were coming down from them and entering the city through those flanks. She wondered whether they would be suffering the same fate as those who had come in through the south. Or perhaps the Norghanians had concentrated their troops in the center of the city and were not confronting the flanks yet. Daphne asked her what she thought with a look. Nahia had to shrug; she had no idea what was happening.

I will scorch you all, you cowardly, despicable humans! the red dragon sent. It was wounded in both eyes, and it gave a powerful leap forward to get closer to the Norghanian soldiers and burn them all with its fiery breath. Seeing the advance, all the soldiers retreated quickly while, from the heights, more elemental arrows fell upon the dragon as it went forward. It opened its mouth to throw its breath of fire and four arrows hit its forehead and cheek, although they were seeking its eyes, already wounded. They exploded upon contact. Two were of fire and managed to partially further damage the eyes. The other two earth arrows burst, creating a cloud of dust and blinding substances. The dragon roared, and despite the attack it threw its elemental breath, which filled the avenue with fire, advancing along the cobbled road, between the buildings of rock, and up the street as if it had a life of its own. It ran for two hundred and fifty paces and then stopped. The dragon maintained its breath, consuming its inner power and burning the avenue. Only the avenue was rock and stone and would not burn.  Neither did the Norghanian soldiers, who seemed to know the reach of the dragon’s breath and had withdrawn just out of its range.

The blue dragon in the central avenue was furious.

You have no escape! You will all die for this outrage! it sent its enemies. It attacked with its breath of ice and froze the whole central avenue for another two hundred and fifty paces up the street. The Norghanian soldiers had withdrawn three paces more than that and were out of reach. They watched the dragon nonchalantly, coldly. Four arrows fell upon the dragon, which was mostly stationary as it threw its icy breath. Two big arrows, longer than normal, plunged into its right eye. Nahia was watching the combat without missing a detail. She was able to see where the arrow came from and she was astonished. The archers were in a half-ruined tower in the center of the south area of the city, one on the ruined roof and another in a floor below at a window. They had released from over five hundred paces away and hit the dragon in the middle of the eye. The marksmanship and skill of those archers seemed unbelievable to her. The other two arrows did not hit the left eye but were close. They impacted and burst with great flames. Nahia could not see the two other archers, or whether they managed to burn the dragon’s eye, but the blue dragon stopped its attack and roared to the sky, shaking its head.

On the avenue on the left, the confrontation was stopped.

If you do not come to me and fight with valor, I will come to you and destroy you all! the white dragon messaged. Tired of this game, it acted with aggression and threw its elemental air breath with a storm of lightning that filled the avenue as it advanced toward the Norghanian soldiers. Those in the first rows withdrew at once, and as they did a figure in white was left in the middle of the avenue. The person did not move. It was a man with long white hair, wearing a white robe and carrying a long white staff with a crystal jewel like ice on the tip. He was murmuring something. Nahia narrowed her eyes to try and see who he was and what he was doing. Suddenly, he flashed white and a sphere surrounded him. It was of ice, and he seemed to have created two protective spheres. It was some kind of mage, Nahia had no doubt. He had conjured those spheres, and they were magic. She remembered what Egil had told her, that they had Ice Magi, and he had to be one of them.

The storm breath reached the mage and hit the spheres that surrounded him, seeking to kill him. But something interesting happened: the spheres withheld. Shards of ice leapt from one and the other one flashed in response to the attack, but they were not destroyed. Nahia saw the mage closing his eyes as his spheres were strengthened, and she guessed that he was sending energy to keep them active and prevent them from being destroyed.

The white dragon stopped and paused its attack, looking at the mage.

You dare challenge me, you filthy Human? Do you really think you will be able to do anything to me with your laughable ice magic?

The mage did not flinch and continued strengthening his defenses. Then he aimed his staff at the dragon and started casting a spell.

Stupid mage, your magic is useless against me, the dragon messaged, along with a feeling that it was amused, the notion was so ridiculous.

Then fifty paces in front of the mage, a wall of ice began to form. It went from the houses of one side of the avenue to those on the other. It rose until it was fifteen feet high and nine wide. The spell ended and the wall of ice finished forming and remained between the white dragon and the Norghanian soldiers.

What stupid nonsense is this? the dragon messaged, furious, and attacked the ice barrier again with its elemental breath. To Nahia’s surprise, it withstood the attack. She saw the mage strengthening it by sending more energy while the elemental breath punished it, trying to destroy it. Nahia understood that the mage was protecting the Norghanian troops with it, since the breath did not pierce through.

In the left avenue, the red dragon also went forward furiously, both eyes wounded. As it did, it found that the soldiers retreated, keeping their distance and revealing another Norghanian Ice Mage. With his two protective spheres already raised, the mage cast a spell on the dragon.

Stupid mage, your magic is useless against me, the dragon messaged, scornful.

The mage ignored it and conjured for a long moment. The dragon did not attack, simply staring at him, waiting for him to finish casting his spell to laugh at his vain attempt. Over the whole avenue a winter storm began to form with great hurricanes and lightning, the temperature plummeting.

You really believe a winter storm can do anything to me? We are immune to magic, the dragon messaged as it laughed. It began to move forward and entered the storm to show the truth behind its words. And indeed, the freezing storm did not freeze the dragon. It laughed at the mage’s spell and attacked with its elemental breath, and then something odd happened. The stream of fire erupted out of its mouth, but as it advanced and crossed the ice storm it weakened. At a hundred and fifty paces, it began to die out, and at a hundred and eighty paces the breath of fire vanished, consumed by the storm.

The Norghanian soldiers cheered their Ice Mages for the small victory. The red dragon roared in rage.

In the central avenue, a third mage appeared to face the blue dragon.

We are both masters of the element of water, but my power is far superior to yours, mage, and you know it. It is useless to try and resist, it messaged.

The mage said nothing and began to cast his spell. From the mage’s staff there came a dozen sharp, piercing ice stakes which flew straight at the dragon’s eyes with great speed. To defend itself from the attack, the dragon placed its claws in front of his eyes. The stakes hit the claws covered with scales and could not harm it. Nahia had the feeling that if they had reached its eyes, they would have destroyed themº.

While the fighting between dragons and magi went on, the archers seemed to move places to new positions to attack again. Nahia glimpsed more movement in the buildings, as if new archers had arrived from the north of the city and were taking up positions. The white dragon was furious. It leapt up onto the ice wall in front of it, and being the true monster it was, the wall crumbled under its weight and claws and soon there was nothing of the wall of ice. It raised its head proudly.

Time to die, ice mage!

At that moment, Nahia caught a golden flash to the right of the white dragon. She did not know what it was, but in the third floor of a stone house, at one window, there had been a golden flash. An instant later, an arrow penetrated the dragon’s right eye with devastating power. The dragon’s head was thrown to the left from the impact and it roared with pain. That had not been a large or explosive arrow, but it had been something worse, more powerful, and of magical origin.

The white dragon turned its head toward the origin of the attack. It looked at the window and opened its mouth to attack with its magic breath. Two arrows flew from the windows of the next buildings, which went into its mouth, exploding on impact with flames that filled its mouth which the dragon closed instinctively. It was unable to attack. There was a new golden flash and another arrow went into the left eye with impressive force. The dragon’s head was thrown backward from the power of the impact. Nahia could not believe what she was witnessing. The dragon’s eyes were badly wounded. Someone was releasing at the dragon with some kind of magic weapon.

I will kill you! Filled with rage, the white dragon jumped and attacked the window   with its claws. It hit right and left, making pieces of rock fly in the air and tearing part of the wall and window down. It clawed at the wall again, maddened, and the window flew into the air, entirely destroyed, bits of rock flying everywhere. The white dragon stopped and looked inside the building to see whether it had killed its attacker. It looked with one eye, and then the other. They were badly mangled and it could barely see anything. Another Ranger appeared on the roof of the building, and he swiftly and skillfully released at the dragon. There was another powerful golden flash and three arrows flew, one after the other, almost simultaneously, and plunged into the dragon’s right eye. Its head was thrown back again, and it brayed with pain and rage. It tried to jump to claw at the human, but he was faster. There was another flash and three more arrows flew, one after the other into the left eye. The dragon’s head was thrown back once again. It could no longer attack. It clawed at the air and then used its elemental breath, but it missed the human completely. The dragon took two steps back and looked around. It took an uncertain step, claws forward. It seemed unable to see at all.

Nahia could not believe it—they had blinded the dragon. Finding itself in serious trouble, the dragon shook its wings hard to try and fly, but it could not do that either. One wing hit a house and was unable to spread, so the dragon began to withdraw, guiding itself with the wing against the houses of the left side of the avenue. Nahia was flabbergasted. They were witnessing a defeated dragon, blind and withdrawing. More than that, the arrows had not only blinded it, but judging by the way it was moving, it was badly wounded.

Nahia looked at her comrades. Daphne, Lily, Taika, and Ivo had looks of absolute incredulity. Aiden looked as if he did not understand what was happening The Norghanian soldiers began to move forward, keeping a safe distance as the white dragon retreated.

Suddenly the archer appeared running, crossing the avenue. Three more archers were with him. Nahia noticed that he carried a bow that flashed golden in the sunlight. He went into a house and a few moments later appeared on the roof. The other archers went to the next buildings. They ran across the roofs of those houses and jumped onto the next, swift and nimble until they reached the roofs that looked on the main avenue. They prepared, and without wasting time they attacked the blue dragon from their new elevated position.

The blue dragon was already in trouble. Explosive arrows of fire and earth were raining on it, and the Ice Mage had hampered it enough with his stakes to the eyes that it could not reach the Norghanian soldiers. The new archers attacked the eyes of the blue dragon. The first arrow was from the golden bow, which flashed gold and plunged deep into the right eye. The other three archers riddled it with fire arrows.

With a roar of pain and rage, the blue dragon turned to the new threat, raised its head toward the roofs, and shook its wings, preparing to take off. The archers released and hit the dragon in the other eye just as it rose. The dragon took off and its head was thrown backward. It tried to land on top of the archer with the golden bow, with its hind claws to rip him apart, but the human moved like lightning and the dragon smashed part of the roof, which flew in the air. It beat its wings hard and rose. It started to fly erratically, without a fixed course, going up and down, lurching. Nahia realized it was blind and badly hurt too. That amazing archer and his comrades were incredible.

The red dragon was also getting his share of arrows and could not see out of one eye, and the other barely opened. The Ice Mage was still maintaining his winter storm and was now sending icy water so the fire breath died out much quicker. The archers posted on different buildings continued their attacks and prevented it from seeing. The explosive arrows burned its eyes or filled them with smoke and blinding substances. It could not attack properly, so it decided to take to the air and attack from above. It beat its wings hard and managed to rise and continued rising. It reached a thousand paces and turned. It could see the avenue it had been fighting in, and it lunged headfirst to make a pass that would incinerate every one of the soldiers in the avenue. It would attack them from the north and they would not be able to escape.

It came down. When it was three hundred paces from the ground, it glided over the avenue coming from the north.

You are mine, accursed ones!

At an order from the officers, the Norghanian soldiers ran into the buildings on the right and left of the avenue. The Ice Mage stayed, waiting for the dragon’s attack and strengthening his two protective spheres.

Do not hide, you cowards! it sent and opened its mouth to throw its breath of fire on the avenue. As it did, four arrows entered its maw and exploded. The red dragon had to shut its mouth and was unable to attack. Its pass failed, which gave the Norghanian soldiers time to seek shelter in the houses.

I will kill you! it messaged, beside itself. It changed course and attacked the central avenue where the Norghanian soldiers were moving south. This time it faced the street from the south. When they saw it, the Norghanian soldiers ran to hide in the houses to protect themselves. Not so for the archers on the roofs. When the dragon came down to three hundred paces, the archers released. Nahia watched in awe. She realized that the archers had a longer reach than the dragon, which gave them an advantage. They could release before the dragon could attack them.

The arrows hit the dragon’s head as it skimmed by, and there were explosions of fire and earth. The dragon came down to two hundred paces. It was going to attack. It opened its mouth and there was a golden flash. Three arrows, one after the other, went straight into the dragon’s mouth and buried in deep. The dragon shut its mouth and rose. Suddenly, it made a strange movement with its head and began to fall fast. It turned south and escaped the wall by a hair’s breadth. It crashed against the ground and lay there with its wings spread. It tried to get up with the help of its powerful limbs, but was unable to. It lost its balance and collapsed. It was not dead, but it was very badly wounded.

They heard a war cry, then a second and a third. All the Norghanian soldiers came out of the houses and began to walk toward the south gate.

Attention, squad! The enemy is coming to take your position! Our mission is to hold the south gate, and we will hold it! Closed formation! Hold! Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt messaged to them.

Nahia looked at her comrades, who stared back at her with horror. The Nordics were going to destroy them. They were lost.


Chapter 46

The Kraido soldiers formed a defensive half-circle in front of the gate, from this into the city. It was five rows deep, following the officers’ instructions. Four regiments of a thousand soldiers each stood on either side, and a moment later four others formed beside them. Even so, supported by eight thousand soldiers of the Red Dragon King, Nahia felt like they were doomed. She saw several thousand Norghanian soldiers coming toward them down the three avenues. They were coming and she knew they were going to chop them all up in pieces.

The Norghanians came decisively. There was no fear in them, not even of the dragons. With war cries, they attacked the defensive formation of the soldiers in red. Those coming at them down the avenue on the left attacked the four formations in front of them. The fearsome Norghanians of the ice came down the middle and attacked the defensive half-circle. And the ones coming down the avenue on the right faced the other four regiments of the Red King’s soldiers.

Nahia watched the fighting with her shield covering her body and her dagger in her right hand. She was holding it tight from the tension she was feeling. She was afraid the Norghanian archers would now release at them. They had the advantage, being in the houses in front and above them, behind windows, on balconies, and perched on high roofs. The archers could release deadly arrows, and attackers could only hide behind their shields, unable to do anything. The Norghanians could riddle them through if they so decided. But that did not happen, and it puzzled Nahia.

The Norghanians started to deliver death to the soldiers of Kraido. Amid savage cries, they furiously attacked with their axes and shields, which decimated their opponents. Right and left, Nahia could see how her fellow country folk could not stand against the defenders and fell, crushed under the deadly Norghanian axes and the brutality of those who wielded them. The soldiers in red were trying to stand, maintaining the formation that would allow them to slow down the enemy’s advance. They did it well. They held the lines and counterattacked as best as they could while they bore the whipping of the implacable soldiers of the snow. The problem was that the Norghanians were awesome warriors.

Nahia noticed that the infantry soldiers wore white or white with red diagonal stripes. The ones carrying the double-headed axes were the most fearsome. They could kill two or three soldiers with one blow with those enormous weapons. Only if the soldiers were quicker and saw the blow coming and plunged their spears in the Norghanians before they struck did they survive. In some cases, not even then, because the Norghanians finished the strike, even gravely wounded. They were too strong and brutal—no one could stop them. The worst were the soldiers of the special ice regiment who fought with swords and shields. They finished their rivals without shouting or great attacks, only with the skill they had with the sword. They felled lives with accurate cuts to the throat and thrusts to the heart.

The defensive perimeter began to fall. The Norghanians of the ice attacked, confident they would reject the enemy. On the left and right flanks, the regiments were trying to resist, and they strengthened ranks with the soldiers who came in through the south gate. They were holding up with difficulty, but the number of casualties was beginning to be tremendous. The soldiers of the ice finished off the whole defensive perimeter and came to stand in front of Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt and the Red Squadron. They stopped at three hundred paces and looked at the great red dragon which, firmly planted, opened its mouth to incinerate them with its flaming breath. Nahia, Daphne, Lily, Aiden, Ivo, and Taika prepared their daggers and shields to join the action. It was time to fight with everything and not die. They were behind the leader to the right, the Ardent Squad right behind them, and the Searing Squad to the left of the dragon.

There was a tense impasse, and Nahia thought her heart was no longer beating.

Hold on, reinforcements are on the way, their leader’s message reached them with a feeling of victory. One that Nahia and her comrades did not share.

All of a sudden, in the sky above the south wall there appeared ten dragons: five red ones of Fire, three brown ones of Earth, and two white dragons of Air. They were flying six hundred paces above them. They fanned out and prepared to come down and make low passes, ready to attack with their elemental breaths the thousands of Norghanians trying to free the south wall and its gate.

Nahia felt a great relief. The dragons would deal with the Norghanians before they could finish off the squads. The red dragons came down to three hundred paces and began to glide in order to attack. In response, on the windows and roofs of the houses of the southern section of the city, a hundred archers appeared. At once, a hundred arrows flew to meet the dragons.

The five dragons of fire opened their mouths to release their fiery breath and were met with dozens of arrows that impacted against their mouths and heads before they could come down far enough to attack. The arrows burst against the dragons’ heads, arrows of fire, earth, blinding particles, and storm lightning which also came with deafening detonations. The dragons, taken by surprise by the attack, the loud noise, and the punishment to their eyes and mouths, could not throw their breath of fire and their low flight failed.

The three brown dragons came down in the opposite direction, to three hundred paces, and glided to drop fifty paces more and attack with their elemental breaths, releasing a deadly rain of stones and rock over the Norghanians. Another hundred archers appeared in the houses and released at the three dragons with elemental arrows, all seeking to reach their heads. The explosions of fire, earth, ice, and lightning seeking to hurt the eyes and mouths of the great flying beasts were ear-shattering. Both the attacks and the din from the explosions greatly bothered the three dragons, which were unable to deliver their attacks.

Nahia watched in shock. There were the archers she was afraid of. And now she knew why they were not shooting at the soldiers on foot in the street. They were saving their arrows for the dragons.

The two white dragons separated to make two different passes and make it harder for the archers to hit them. Each one took a different trajectory of attack and faced the Norghanian troops, who were still trying to throw out the invaders. Another hundred archers appeared at different areas in the south and released at them as they approached. The white dragons were hit but managed to partially attack and kill over a hundred soldiers with their storm breath. Then they escaped to the heights while the arrows chased them.

The dragons flew around the city several times at a great height and came down again to attack. The archers were waiting for them. As the dragons came down, the arrows flew to meet them by the hundreds. Of the ten dragons, only three managed to attack in the midst of the hundreds of explosive elemental arrows that hit them. They sent their elemental breaths upon the Norghanian soldiers, who protected themselves with their shields, but most of those who were hit died. Now there were over three hundred archers in the houses of the south area, and she found it impressive. They released against the dragons when they were about to attack and not before. They knew what they were doing.

The Norghanian soldiers attacked them from the right and left flanks. They heard a war cry and turned to face it. Nahia lifted her shield to protect herself from the attack. But it never came. Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt opened its mouth and released its breath of fire right and left. It incinerated the Norghanians attacking them and the Searing Squad in an instant. As a response to the attack of the leader of the Red Squadron, about twenty arrows fell upon its head. The arrows detonated loudly with flames and earth that generated a cloud of dust and blinding substances around the red dragon’s head. Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt shook its head from side to side. They had bothered it.

The Norghanian soldiers seized the moment and attacked again. Nahia saw a giant Nordic coming at her who delivered a tremendous axe blow, seeking to split her head open. She protected herself behind the shield, which received the axe blow. Acting on pure instinct, she stood defensively at once and counterattacked with a thrust of her dagger to the heart of the Norghanian. But this one was no beginner soldier. He was a well experienced warrior, as the scar under the winged helmet testified. He put his shield in the path of the thrust and stopped it.

Another Norghanian soldier approached her on her left.

“Form a line!” Taika cried, seeing that on his side they were also overwhelmed.

Aiden passed to Nahia’s left and attacked the new enemy. A moment later, the six had formed a line and confronted a dozen Norghanian soldiers armed with axes and shields. They attacked with terrible force. The Igneous Squad was standing, but they received a severe punishment. Those savages used their axes and shields with unleashed fury.

The Ardent Squad had to go help the Searing Squad, which was about to be surrounded by twenty Norghanians. The fighting turned brutal. Everyone realized they were risking their life here. Those defenders were not only fierce and brave, they were also determined to throw them out of their capital.

Hold fast! They cannot take back the south gate! Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt sent the order as it managed to use its breath of fire against the ice warriors already advancing. It reached the first row and they stopped. Thirty arrows hit Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt in the head. There were explosions of fire, earth, and lightning that sought to blind the great red dragon. It shook its head in every direction; the attack of the elemental arrows was affecting it. The warriors advanced, seeing the dragon in trouble.

Nahia managed to wound the Norghanian soldier she was fighting against in the thigh, but he continued attacking like nothing had touched hm. Aiden on her right had already killed a soldier and was about to kill the second one. Daphne and Lily were resisting the brutal attacks as best they could. Ivo was delivering death. Every Norghanian soldier that faced him fell dead before the strength of the Tauruk. Taika was also finishing off his rivals, but instead of using strength, he fought with skill. His swift cuts felled necks and his quick thrusts reached the heart of the enemy, piercing through armor. They were all fighting to the best of their abilities and strength, because the enemy was strong and brutal.

All of a sudden they heard war horns—Norghanian. Nahia did not know what was going on, but she guessed it was not good. The dragons were still trying to make their deadly passes, but they were having very little luck. Half the passes failed              because of the explosive elemental arrows, and the other half were ineffective because of the Ice Magi’s defenses, who were now four. The magi were trying to protect the Norghanian soldiers. They covered them with frost and ice, enough for the fire not to consume them but without completely freezing them so they could still fight. After covering them in ice, the four magi began to cast a spell over the thousands of soldiers. They created a whitish mist that completely surrounded them. They seemed to want to hide their troops under it, but that was not their intention.

With new spells, the Ice Magi froze the upper part of the mist, above the head of the soldiers. They created a blanket of frost and ice that floated over them. When the dragons managed to launch their elemental breaths, the blanket protected the solders, especially from the attacks of fire. Not so much against the earth and lightning, which were capable of tearing through their protection and getting through. Even so, the four magi were saving thousands of lives. If the protective blanket fell, they conjured it up again. Two of the magi maintained the mist while the other two kept the upper layer frozen. When the dragons attacked the magi, they took shelter in the stone houses until the attack passed and then came out again and continued their protection task.

Suddenly, the number of archers began to increase. Nahia raised her head when she managed to kill the Norghanian in front of her with a thrust to the neck. She realized they were coming down from the upper part of the city to support the archers posted all along the southern part. Nahia had estimated over three hundred archers in front of her position. In no time, there were four hundred. For each dragon that passed, trying to attack, when it was about to reach the attack height it received over thirty arrows in the head, all of them elemental. The explosions bothered them enough in most of the passes for their attacks not to be effective.

Seeing what was going on, the dragons decided to change strategies, seeking greater effectiveness. They began to come down from the sky with their claws extended in front of them to drop in among the Norghanian troops and impact hard, crushing and squashing as many as they could. The problem was that the soldiers could not see them from under that frozen mist protecting them. The first attacks were blind, and they managed to catch the Norghanian soldiers by surprise. Not so with the next ones. Once the dragons were on land, they used their claws to kill as many as possible. But on land they were an easy target for the archers. A hundred elemental arrows fell on each dragon. Soon they went back to the sky so they were not such easy targets.

The Igneous Squad was managing to hold the line, but there were too many Norghanian soldiers, and sooner or later they were going to fall.

“There’s too many of them!” Ivo warned as he delivered death like a war god with horns.

“We have to use magic!” Taika told them in the midst of the din of the battle.

“Agreed!” Daphne replied.

“Reverse formation!” called Taika.

Nahia, Daphne, and Lily took two steps back and Aiden, Ivo, and Taika moved forward in front of them to block the attacks.

“Elemental balls!” Nahia told her friends.

“Coming!” they both shouted.

A moment later, they threw three elemental balls, Daphne and Lily to the sides and Nahia to the center, a little deeper, into the midst of the Norghanian soldiers. She only had a moment to consider what was going to happen. Lily’s ball burst and a dozen Norghanian solders were frozen or half-frozen where they were. Daphne’s attack burst with tremendous light, blinding twenty or so soldiers who could not keep attacking. Nahia created an explosion of tremendous fire. Over fifty soldiers burned: she had used a Sorceress ball of fire. The Norghanian solders were surprised by the magic attacks and stopped their assault.

“Elemental Breaths!” Taika ordered. “Line formation!”

They stood in one line again, all taking a moment to call upon their elemental breaths. There in the midst of the battle they could not use their Learning Spheres, so they had to do without them. The first one to do it was Nahia, who sent a breath of fire at the Norghanian in front of her and partially hit two others behind him as well. Daphne threw hers blinding the ones she had in front, who covered their faces with their shields. Lily froze the one in front of her and two more behind. Aiden opened his mouth and a storm of lightning came out that killed the two in front of him where they were. Ivo did not manage to produce his breath, so he hit the two in front of him with his shield and knocked them out. Taika sent his elemental breath of darkness, and when it hit the three soldiers in front of him the blackness stuck to their faces and they screamed with horror. With cat-like agility, Taika killed them with his dagger.

In the midst of the deafening din of the arrows impacting against the dragons, several of them retreated with wounded eyes and were replaced by new dragons that joined the battle.  Those that arrived soon found out what was going on here. They were received with hundreds of arrows as they tried to come down and kill the Norghanian soldiers.

Nahia raised her head and saw that now the number of archers was crazy. There must be about a thousand, and they never stopped releasing at the dragons. They did not shoot at anything else, only at the dragons’ heads. A thousand arrows flew from the buildings and hit the dragons that were trying to kill as many Norghanian soldiers as they could. Nahia did not understand how they could have so many archers. From what Egil had told her, the Rangers were an elite force of about five hundred people, but here there were a thousand archers. They could not all be Rangers, although Nahia could swear that the first four hundred were indeed. She was almost sure.

Several Norghanian soldiers attacked her and she concentrated on defending herself. The situation was getting complicated as the battle intensified.


Chapter 47

Fight! Hold up! In formation! Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt sent them as its head was being riddled with elemental arrows. It could not use its elemental breath, and the ice warriors were already on top of it. It roared as it shook its head, which was surrounded by a cloud of dust obscuring its vision. Besides, both its eyes were pretty damaged from the arrow attacks. It roared a second time and started clawing right and left. The Invincible of the Ice warriors had not been expecting this, and Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt sent a dozen flying one way and another dozen to the other. With each claw strike it delivered, soldiers flew off, many with their guts spilling out or broken bones.

The ice warriors had to stop their advance at the furious attack of the red dragon, which struck everything in front of it with its fore claws. It stopped for a moment to look around, trying to see what was in front of it. Fifty arrows flew to its head. A group of archers had it in their sights and were devoted solely to stopping its attack. The elemental explosions made the dragon roar with pain, frustration, and anger. It tried to shake off the effects of the arrows, but there were too many, it could barely see. It renewed its attempts to claw its way to the front, but the soldiers were ten paces away, staring at the dragon.

Nahia noticed it was in serious trouble, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt could not help them and the number of enemies kept growing. They kept fighting, using their elemental power against the superior number of the enemy. The Ardent and Searing Squads were doing the same. The advantage they had was that they were Dragon Warlocks and could use their elemental power in the battle. The enemy could not: their magi were not attacking but defending.

All of a sudden, a red dragon came to help Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt, landing beside it. And before the archers could hit it, the red dragon used its elemental breath of fire to reject the enemies surrounding them. A moment later, a hundred arrows flew toward its head. The explosions were terrible, as well as full of harmful effects, and Nahia, who was near the red dragon, could tell. Even the great dragons like Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt and the dragon beside it were suffering from them. They were unsettling them, hurting their eyes and hampering their fighting. Nahia thought it was a masterful, impressive strategy. For some reason she thought of Egil and the Rangers. She was sure they had come up with it. 

The Norghanians kept coming at the invaders, and the combat became chaotic with the Nordics’ superior numbers.

“Talent fight!” called Taika.

Everyone in the squad understood him. They needed to use their best skills to survive the moment.

Aiden threw his shield at a Norghanian and hit him full in the face. Then he sheathed his dagger and brandished his sword. With it in his right hand, he applied his element to the weapon and lightning began to run up and down the edge of his sword with deadly leaps. Then in his left he created a ball of storm charged with lightning. He raised his sword and began to strike at the enemy like a madman with tremendous power. When he struck, his sword delivered shocks of energy to the enemy. Two Norghanians lunged at him, and he threw the ball of lightning at them, which burst and killed six soldiers, who fell to the ground amid convulsions while the energy coursed through their bodies. Aiden advanced and continued striking with his sword like a lunatic. He already had another ball of storm in his hand.

Lily started to use her illusion magic. The Norghanian soldiers in front of her began to fall senseless at her feet, as if an invisible hammer had hit them on the head with great force. When one resisted, she threw her icy breath at him and froze him alive on the spot. Combining both attacks, she managed to open a way in front of her.

Taika was now attacking, enveloped in a blackness that made him invisible. He had his dagger in one hand and a ball of darkness in the other. He attacked, throwing the ball of darkness, and once the enemies were surrounded by blackness and could see nothing, he entered the blackness and slit their necks swiftly and skillfully. By the time the blackness faded, there were only dead bodies on the ground.

Ivo was striking with his sword in one hand and had a ball of nature in the other. Six Norghanian soldiers stood up to him, and Ivo threw the ball at them. When it exploded with a green flash, creepers rose from the ground, coiling rapidly around the soldiers’ bodies and trapping them. Ivo killed them with his sword before the magic creepers vanished.

Nahia met a dozen soldiers coming toward her. She dropped her shield and sheathed her dagger to wield her sword. She applied fire to her weapon, and in her left hand she created an intense ball of fire. She took the flame burning inside her and transferred it to the ball. The soldiers were coming at her, confident they were going to tear her to pieces. Nahia looked at them for an instant and felt sorry for them but threw the ball of fire at them. The explosion was tremendous and the dozen died, consumed in a moment. The Ice Magi’s layer of frost over their heads did not protect them from attacks at ground level. Nahia was grateful they did not suffer; they died before they knew what hit them. A moment later, she advanced with her burning sword and another ball of fire in her hand.

Daphne blinded three solders with her elemental breath and saw that Aiden was in the midst of twenty soldiers or so who had him surrounded. He was delivering blows with his sword in every direction and throwing storm balls as if he were possessed. The lightning of his sword and elemental balls leapt from one enemy to the next, causing cascades of death. Aiden did not seem to see anything as he continued striking like an unstoppable force of death. Daphne realized that he was having one of his seizures, because he did not seem to be present. It was as if his mind were elsewhere and his body was intent on killing anything that got in his way. He did not even look at what he was striking at. A Norghanian soldier wounded him in his right leg, but Aiden did not even notice and continued attacking with terrible sword strikes. Daphne saw that he had another wound on his shoulder. He had lost his cloak, and she could see blood on his back. She decided to go and help him before he was killed, because he was beside himself. He was a Berserker Barbarian, and although he was a vital force, this could also get him killed. Daphne went over to him from behind. She could not warn him, because he would not recognize her and would surely turn on her. He was more than capable of killing her, the lunatic. She stood at his back while he went on advancing and delivering death to the Norghanian soldiers. Once she was close, she created a ball of healing magic. She could not heal Aiden’s wounds without touching them, so she threw the healing ball at his feet. The ball burst and the healing energy climbed up his body. It would not heal him completely, but it would help. The wounds would clean and would not get infected, although to close them she would have to put her hands on them. It would also reduce Aiden’s pain and exhaustion, although Daphne had the feeling that in this state he did not feel anything but the madness that pushed him to kill.

Nahia was also advancing on Aiden’s right side and she was also wreaking havoc with her sword and ball of fire. About twenty Norghanians lay dead in front of her. She raised her burning sword and pointed it at six more coming at her, determined to kill her.

“Don’t even try, just retreat,” she warned them.

The Norghanians yelled and lunged at her. Nahia threw the ball in her hand against the six with her mind without moving a muscle. The ball flew at great speed and hit them, carrying death to the first six and then the six following them. One soldier appeared suddenly on her right and Nahia turned her head. The warrior raised his axe to           strike her with it, but Nahia used her Elemental Maw skill and from her mouth came a fiery maw that bit the soldier’s head. He fell to the ground as if he had been decapitated with her sword. Three others following him stopped short when they saw it.

“Withdraw,” Nahia warned them.

One soldier appeared on her left. She looked at him—it was an Invincible of the Ice. He saluted her with his sword and kept coming. Nahia hesitated about whether to use her sword or not. The Norghanian’s was shorter and steel, while hers was two handspans longer and made of fire. She decided to see whether the instruction she had received with the sword had been useful or not and drew her dagger. With a flick of her wrist, she filled it with elemental fire. The Invincible looked at her and gave her a nod of acknowledgment.

“We don’t need to fight. Withdraw,” Nahia said and motioned with her sword for him to leave.

The Norghanian did not understand her words, but he did the gesture. He smiled and then shook his head. He came forward nonchalantly and delivered a cut. Nahia stood in a defensive stance, and the Norghanian shielded his body with his shield and delivered two swift thrusts with his sword. Nahia deflected both with her sword and attacked with her dagger, aiming straight at the Norghanian’s right eye. His eyes were the only thing between his shield and his helmet that were not protected. He deflected the attack by raising his shield. They exchanged attacks and blocks, and Nahia soon realized she would not defeat that experienced swordsman. He had a much better technique than her. With the edge of his sword he made her lose the dagger, which flew out of her hand to one side. Nahia stepped back and summoned a ball of fire in her left hand.

“Don’t attack, Leave!” she said and motioned for him to go away again.

The Norghanian looked at her with cold, determined gray eyes and shook his head; he would not budge. Him, or any of them. He moved forward and prepared to deliver a thrust. Nahia sent the ball of fire with her mind and hit him squarely. He died, incinerated in an instant.

The stark battle continued, and soon there were a hundred dead Norghanian soldiers in front of the Igneous Squad. Aiden was a mad force of nature that killed without pause. Nahia and her powerful fire were unstoppable and burning through whole groups of soldiers. Lily was knocking out, or freezing, whoever came near her. Ivo was a force to be reckoned with, combining tremendous sword strikes with the help of his nature magic. Taika created areas of darkness, which he entered. Only he came out alive. He was like a shadow of death preceded by blackness. Daphne concentrated on creating healing balls. She threw them at the feet of her comrades to help them. Several had received cuts and other wounds while fighting, and when some enemy got too close to her she blinded him with her magic and killed him. They were really a formidable attack force.

Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt was still attacking with its claws and keeping the Invincibles of the Ice at bay. The red dragon beside it managed to launch its fiery breath despite the steady punishment it was taking from the archers. They both had a cloud of dust and blinding substances enveloping them so they could barely see a thing. The dragon hit about twenty Norghanian Invincible soldiers which died, incinerated. It roared and went to launch another elemental attack when suddenly, from near its left side, there was a golden flash and a swift arrow flew into the dragon’s mouth and buried in it. The dragon seemed to choke. There was a second golden flash and another arrow dug deeply into its mouth.

Nahia sought the origin of the flashes and found it to her right, on the balcony of a nearby house. There was an archer there. She could see him well, since he was only twenty paces away. The archer released at the dragon again as it insisted on using its elemental breath, and again the arrow entered its mouth. This time it did not only choke, its head was thrown back and it almost collapsed to one side. It was seriously wounded. Nahia looked at the archer, and suddenly she saw he was aiming at her.

Her heart stopped. She had no shield. She crossed her sword and dagger in front of her face in a defensive stance. She doubted an archer that good would miss, but it was the only thing she could do. Her comrades were all fighting against the Norghanians and did not notice her critical situation. The archer seemed about to release, and Nahia prepared to receive the impact of the arrow.

The archer lowered his bow, and Nahia did not know what to think and remained in the same stance. The archer pushed his hood back and revealed his face. Nahia saw who it was and recognized him. It was Lasgol. The Ranger saluted her with a nod, and Nahia straightened and lowered her weapons, returning the salute.

Lasgol made a gesture at her. He pointed at her and then at himself and then he mimicked sleeping, and Nahia understood and nodded. Lasgol put on his hood again and vanished inside the building. Nahia wondered how he could have recognized her and then realized she was not wearing her hood. In the frantic fighting, it had slipped off.

The red dragon gave a leap, beat its wings, and flew off. It made a tight turn and headed to the camp, but before it got there it crashed against the ground. The punishment with the elemental arrows, besides Lasgol’s shots, had badly wounded it.

Order of retreat! We fall back to the war camp! Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt messaged them.

At once, Nahia, Daphne, Lily, Ivo, and Taika fell back. Aiden was still fighting like a madman.

“Ivo, we have to stop him,” Daphne said.

“I’ll do it.” The great Tauruk went to Aiden, whom the Norghanians did not dare approach, and without a word hit him on the head with his fist. Aiden stood very still but did not fall. Ivo punched him again, and this time he dropped backward. The Tauruk grabbed him as he fell and took him away fast.

Nahia and Taika covered the retreat of the others. Nahia threw a couple of balls of fire, which exploded with a wide burning radius. The Norghanians did not follow them but let them fall back. Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt was retreating, clawing as it went, but the Invincibles did not get close to it. They kept coming but maintained a prudent distance.

Nahia raised her gaze before passing under the great gate and saw that the dragons were withdrawing amid a thousand arrows that sought them and which came out of the houses and buildings of the south part of the city. It was a daunting spectacle to see the dragons retreat and the elemental arrows fly from the buildings and hit their bodies. A thousand arrows were followed by another thousand, and the elemental explosions never stopped coming with a deafening din.

They left the city—the dragons, thousands of the Red Dragon King’s soldiers, Nahia and her comrades, and the Ardent and Searing Squads, which each had a couple wounded. As they withdrew, Nahia thought the archers would climb the south wall and riddle them as they retreated. That did not happen. They were not shot at and were allowed to retreat. Each and every one of those arrows was exclusively for the dragons.


Chapter 48

Thousands of soldiers were withdrawing. Many arrived at the camp wounded and sought to heal their wounds. The dragons flew to the area they had reserved for themselves, but not all. Nahia counted six dragons that had stayed where they had fallen, badly hurt. Several dragons went to tend to them.

You have fought well. You may retire to the war camp to heal your wounds and rest. Wait there for my orders, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt messaged to them, and it went to the dragons’ area with a short flight.

From how little it had spoken and the horrible look in both its eyes, it was clear to everyone that it was wounded and needed immediate care. Nahia wondered how the dragons would do this, how they could heal wounds like those.

“Is anyone hurt?” Taika asked his comrades.

“A couple of cuts, nothing important,” Lily said, looking at hers.

Ivo checked his body.

“Hmm, I have several cuts too I hadn’t even noticed. This one looks ugly…” he said, pointing at one that was bleeding quite profusely in his side.

Aiden was unconscious at Ivo’s feet.

“This one also has a few cuts we should see to at once,” said Daphne.

“I have nothing,” Nahia said, checking her body for any cuts or wounds.

“I don’t either,” Taika confirmed.

“Let’s go to our tent, I believe I can heal you,” said Daphne.

“Can you? That’s fantastic,” Lily took courage. “I really don’t feel like going to the infirmary. It’ll be packed, and there’s blood everywhere,” she said, looking at the tents filled with the wounded and making a face of disgust.

“It’s been a horrible day. Many have died or fallen wounded, a disgrace,” Nahia said regretfully.

“More than horrible, it’s been horrific,” said Daphne.

Ivo and Taika nodded.

“Big guy, please haul the mad blockhead,” Daphne asked the Tauruk.

“No trouble,” he replied and slung Aiden over his shoulder. They all went to their tent.

The Ardent and Searing Squads went to take their wounded to the infirmary. They did not have a healer.

The experience had been terrible. Nahia thought about what they had lived through as they walked back through the camp. She saw the area of the dragons, where they were resting after the battle. She saw General Jen-Gorri-Gud and thought how ruthless            it was for sending thousands of soldiers to their death so carelessly. And the following day it would do it again—such were dragons.

She was surprised to see that it was not with the other dragons but beside a large tent that did not look military in nature and had a strange rune that resembled the head of a wolf but was not. It was with two other enormous dragons. A Human came out of the tent and went to speak to the dragons. This struck Nahia as odd. She stopped and pretended to tie her boot to try and find out what was going on. As she bent down, she instinctively noticed the human’s boots and recognized them. They were the same as the human’s boots she had seen in Kraido with the Red King. This caught her attention even more. The human from Kraido was here and still with the General.

She continued pretending and realized that the Human was speaking to Jen-Gorri-Gud. She could not hear what he was saying because she was not near enough. She thought of getting closer, but she would be trespassing into the area reserved for the dragons and that would be dangerous. They would tear her head off if she did. Only dragons were allowed in there.

Suddenly, the General snorted hard and the Human was thrown back and fell backward hard. He must have said something the powerful dragon did not like. When he hit the ground, his hood slipped back. Nahia narrowed her eyes and studied him. His hair was fair and straight down to his shoulders, his eyes were blue, and his face and jaw were strong, like a Norghanian warrior’s. He stood up slowly and Nahia noticed he was big and strong. In Kraido he had not looked as large, but she had seen him from afar. Now that he was much closer, she saw that he was almost the size and build of Ivo—not so much, but quite close. He was a true warrior. And then her mind managed to put her ideas in order in her head and she realized who he was.

“It’s Gerd,” she muttered under her breath. “It has to be.”

She switched legs and bent down, tying her other boot. She had to make sure it was him. She watched him for a few moments longer. He fit Egil’s description, although many other Norghanian soldiers also did. What made him different from the rest was that he was not wearing the clothes and armor of a soldier, and especially that he was speaking to the General.

What Human could speak to the all-powerful General of the armies of the Red Dragon King? A special one, one who had been captured before the invasion, in Kraido. The General roared, displeased, and the Human was thrown backward hard against some crates which broke the blow. He got up, sore and holding his head. The General turned around and marched off with his escort. The Human, clearly hurt, returned to the tent with the wolf head rune.

Nahia rose with the certainty that this was Gerd and went to tell her comrades. She found Daphne healing the others’ wounds. She placed her left hand over the wound while she held her sphere in the right one to aid herself. She concentrated and turned her elemental energy into healing, which then entered the wound to heal it. Daphne’s white energy, once it became healing, came out blue from her hand. it was most curious and surprising.

Nahia walked in and told them what she had just seen. Aiden was still unconscious, so there was no danger.

“Are you sure it’s Gerd?” Daphne asked.

Nahia nodded repeatedly.

“I am. It has to be, I saw him in Kraido with the Red Dragon King.”

“Are you sure it’s the same person?” Lily asked.

“It is, I’m sure. His boots are different, not of Kraido. They’re like the archers’ from today’s battle.”

“Well, if the Red King has him, it should have delivered him,” said Daphne, “like Egil. The other kings would not accept that it kept Gerd with all the valuable information he might giv…” as she was saying it out loud, she realized what was happening.

“The Red King has him. It kept him for itself,” said Lily, who had also guessed.

“That’s right,” Nahia agreed, “it’s not going to play fairly, least of all when there’s so much at stake.”

“What else can we expect from a dragon that lives for power and conquest!” Lily said with a shrug.

“Exactly. It’ll cheat and use any advantage to be better than the rival kings                     it’s competing with,” Daphne said.

“Yeah, exactly that. And now we know where he is, which is very valuable information,” said Nahia,

“One that Egil and his friends need to have,” said Daphne.

Nahia nodded. The problem was how to get it to them. She saw no way to do it. She could not leave the camp, and least of all go near the surrounded city.

Daphne continued healing her friends. Her power was not very strong yet, so every cut took her a long time, and the deeper it was the longer it took. One of Aiden’s cuts took over an hour.

Nahia came out of the tent and saw it was already night. She had not even noticed it was getting dark. She looked at the city and heard the war horns of the Norghanians. They must be celebrating their victory. They had been able to defeat the army of the dragons, something unthinkable. Nahia could not believe they had done it, and more so how they had done it. It was simply unbelievable.

Daphne finished healing everyone’s wounds and they went to sleep. The next three days they spent resting. It was quite strange. It was good for the soldiers, because there were many wounded and the battle had been brutal. The whole Red Squadron was exhausted from fatigue after the battle. They did not realize until they tried to get up the following day that none of them could stand. It seemed that in the heat of the battle, in the midst of that chaos of blood and death, they had pushed their bodies beyond their limits. The one who was the worse for wear was Aiden. He pretended it was all because of his wounds, but he really could not move because he had overexerted himself. He did not even protest that Ivo had knocked him out with two blows.

They rested and relaxed. It did not seem like they were going to attack any time soon, so peace reigned in the war camp. They had no news of Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt or any other dragon. Something was up, it was weird. They all remained in their area and did not leave it. Only the six watch dragons that flew over the camp, day and night, were out and about. Nahia thought it might have to do with the archers’ strategy and how much they had punished the dragons. They had not been expecting that, and now they had to think about what to do.

At night, Nahia took a stroll around the camp to see what was going on and whether she could discover anything else. Also because of Lasgol’s indication that he would get in touch during the night.

That night, she went to the edge of the camp. There was a plain cordoned off by soldiers with a forest at the end. She reached the edge and waited. Since nothing happened, she turned and decided to cross the camp and go to the eastern edge.

Nahia, be Camu. You easy, a mental message reached her, along with a peaceful feeling.

Nahia froze. She turned and looked in every direction, but she could not see anything.

Not move. Lasgol want talk to you.

She stayed still, looking everywhere. If Camu was here, he could not be further than three hundred paces, which was the maximum reach of a dragon. But she could not see him and it was all clear around her. There were soldiers in front and behind her, nothing else.

I come near. You vanish. Not worry. Be my magic. Not scream.

Nahia tried to understand the strange message but could not. Suddenly, she saw her arm vanishing and then the rest of her body. She was frightened and was about to cry out, but Camu’s warning had said not to, and she controlled herself.

“Are you… here?” she whispered,

I be here beside you. You reach with your right arm. Touch me.

Nahia reached out with her right arm but felt only air.

Other right.

She reached out with her left arm and felt something cool and scaly. Yes, a dragon’s body, or something similar.

“Can you make us invisible?” Nahia asked, very surprised.

I can.

“Wow, that’s… incredible. Not even dragons can.”

I much powerful. More than dragon. I Higher Drakonian.

“Yes, I remember,” she could hear herself with an echo, as if she were saying things twice. She found it very odd.

You come with me. Go with Lasgol.

“Wonderful. I need to speak to him, it’s urgent.”

We much busy. War.

“Yeah, I can imagine.”

You touch and I take. Everything go well, easy, Camu messaged.

The creature headed straight to the forest, to the west. They passed through the soldiers and bordered a control post. Since the soldiers could not see them and it was also night, they had no trouble leaving the camp.

They went into the forest and crossed it. They came out in front of a hill and skirted it. On the other side there was a deep ravine and the entrance to a cave. Camu went down to the entrance and became visible. Nahia looked at him while she stroked his neck. He was thirty feet long, although four of those consisted of his long tail, and fifteen wide. He looked like a young dragon, but he had no wings. His face and eyes were more like those of a gecko, as well as his paws, which had wide fingers or toes. All of him was covered with blue scales, and at one moment when he opened his mouth she saw that his tongue was also blue.

“You are an extraordinary creature.”

I much wonderful. Handsome too, he messaged and raised his head proudly.

Nahia laughed loudly.

“I’m glad to find you in one piece and in a good mood,” Lasgol said, coming out of the cave.

Nahia seemed to hear him also with an echo and was surprised. She looked at him and greeted him with a raised hand. She noticed two other archers with him: one above the hill and the other up in a tree to the right. From inside the cave came a beautiful snow panther and a huge wolf, also of the snow, judging by the long fur he had.

“I’m also glad to find you well.”

Nahia noticed that when they spoke Camu gave off silver flashes. This puzzled her, and then she realized something impossible was happening. She could understand Lasgol, and he understood her.

“Wait… how can we understand each other? That’s impossible… we speak different languages,” and again Camu flashed silver.

“Camu is translating what we’re saying, or rather turning what we’re saying into mental messages,” Lasgol explained.

The message came again with a resonance that left Nahia puzzled.

“How…?”

I new skill.  Message Transmute. Like name much.

“Camu can understand any mental message. What he’s doing is picking up what you’re saying and transforming it into a mental message he sends to himself. This way he understands it. Then he sends it to my mind so that I understand it. When I speak, he sends you my words as a message almost instantaneously.”

“Awesome. That’s why I hear you with an echo, right?”

“That’s right. You hear what I say by word, besides the message Camu sends to your mind. It’s a bit strange, but you get used to it.”

“It’s an amazing skill.”

“It is. It’s taken him a long time to develop it, but we knew it would be very useful.”

Not much time. I more powerful now.

“Yes, it did take him time,” said Lasgol.

“I find it tremendously effective. And speaking of effectiveness, you fought very well in the battle,” Nahia admitted to Lasgol.

“So did you and your group. You have the Gift, and it’s powerful in all of you.”

You have dragon blood. Powerful Gift, Camu messaged

“Yeah, we’re Dragon Warlocks. Not that I’m proud of it, but it’s what we are.”

“You fight for the dragons,” Lasgol said accusingly.

“We’re forced to, as are all the soldiers you’re killing. None of us chose to invade your land. The dragons make us.”

I tell.

Lasgol nodded.

“Camu told us already.”

“We come from another world like this one where the dragons rule and have enslaved eight races. We’re all their slaves. We can only obey the designs of the dragons or die.”

“All those fighting are slaves?” Lasgol asked blankly.

“They are. We all are.”

“I understand. It saddens me that it’s like that.”

“It’s something I want to change and the reason why I’m here,” said Nahia.

“What do you want?” Lasgol asked directly.

“I want to free my people from the slavery of the dragons. I want them to be free.”

Lasgol looked at the other two archers. There were looks of disbelief on their faces.

“You seek something you might not achieve.”

“Well then I’ll die trying,” Nahia said with conviction.

“Come into the cave and let’s talk.” Lasgol indicated the entrance with a wave.


Chapter 49

They went into the cave and Lasgol lit a small fire. Nahia and the Ranger sat around it and Camu stayed at the entrance, blocking it with his body.

“These are Molak and Luca, Ranger Specialists like me and good friends,” Lasgol introduced the two archers who accompanied him and remained standing behind him.

“On another occasion I’d say I was pleased to meet you, but…” Nahia said, watching them closely.

The two looked like very seasoned Rangers. Molak carried a large bow slung over his shoulder and a quiver with long arrows.

They both greeted her with nods.

“We understand. The situation is complicated and terrible,” Lasgol said.

“Are you friends of Egil too?”

“We are,” Molak confirmed.

“Is he all right?” Luca asked.

“Yes, he’s all right. Well, considering he’s been locked up in some dungeons underground all this time, but he’s alive and in good health. You are not on the list he gave me. So he has more friends than he thought.”

“Egil has many friends among the Rangers and to the west of Norghana,” Lasgol confirmed.

Egil much popular. Loved by many, Camu messaged.

“I’m beginning to see that.”

“Then he’s all right?” Lasgol insisted, worried.

“He is. He’s holding up. I don’t know how he does it, but he is.”

Egil much tough. Strong of spirit. Much intelligent too.

“Yes, he’s proven that,” Nahia said.

“What list did Egil give you?” Lasgol asked.

“The list of his friends, the Snow Panthers I have to find. Well, if I didn’t find you.”

“We’ve been waiting for your return,” Lasgol explained.

You take too long.

“It’s been a year, yeah. We can only come back here at the end-of-year test for our training as Dragon Warlocks. I don’t have a way of coming back if it’s not for this event.”

“I see… we have to find the way to free Egil. I don’t want to wait another year for your return.”

“I also want to free him, but it’s not going to be easy. My world is very complicated, and escaping from there seems almost impossible to me.”

We find way, Camu messaged.

“We’ll rescue him somehow,” Lasgol promised.

“It’s great to have friends like you,” Nahia looked at all of them, including the panther and wolf, and somehow she knew they would give their lives for Egil.

“What list did Egil give you?” Lasgol asked again.

Nahia told him one by one all the members on the list.

“And of course Camu and you,” Nahia finished.

Lasgol sighed.

“Yes, they are the Snow Panthers. Before anything else, I think it’s necessary that you understand and then tell Egil things both of you don’t know. Important things.”

“I’m listening.” Nahia made herself comfortable in front of the fire and stroked the head of the great panther, who for some reason seemed to accept her. The wolf eyed her from a prudent distance.

“When Egil managed to kill Dergha-Sho-Blaska, there were several events he did not witness and of which he has no knowledge. Viggo and I were the first to fight the Immortal Dragon and its minions. We found the Pearl and the Immortal Dragon, but we failed. Dergha-Sho-Blaska took Viggo and sentenced him to some punishment. I don’t know what it was, but I don’t think he died.”

“Why do you think he didn’t die?”

“Because he also sentenced me, but he left me alive so I could witness his ascent and conquest of Tremia. I think he did the same with Viggo, so I don’t think he killed him. Dergha-Sho-Blaska wanted us to witness his victory and suffer defeat. He didn’t want to give us a quick death.”

“But you haven’t found Viggo?”

Lasgol shook his head.

“No, but I believe he’s alive.”

Viggo still alive sure. That one escape death, sure.

“Fine, if there’s no body there’s no death,” Nahia said and shrugged.

“The Immortal Dragon won, and as a punishment, instead of killing me, he took away my memories and magic so I would stay alive but be incapable of doing anything as long as he ruled over Tremia.”

“Take away? What do you mean?”

“He used powerful magic to erase my memories, those of all my loved ones since I was a child. He also took away my magic,” Lasgol bowed his head.

“I’m sorry… that’s such a cruel thing to do… it must’ve been horrible…” Nahia tried to put herself in Lasgol’s place, without memory and magic, and felt utterly lost.

Lasgol raised his head and looked her in the eye.

“It was. For a time I was wandering, lost. I tried to resume my service as a Ranger, I tried, hoping it would trigger my stolen memoires, that if I continued doing my duty the memories would come back.”

“And did they?”

“Unfortunately, no.” Lasgol shook his head slowly. “My mind remembered nothing, not my friends, comrades, superiors… no one I had ever cared about. Only those who had no great effect on my life, and they were very few. I knew how to perform my duties, but I did not know how I knew.”

Not remember us, Camu messaged and looked at everyone in the cave.

“None of them?” Nahia looked at them.

Lasgol shook his head.

“None. Not even Camu and Ona, who are like my siblings, or my friends here present. No one.”

“Such are dragons, ruthless and cruel,” Nahia said.

“I did not remember anything, no matter how hard I tried. I nearly went mad. What did come back gradually after a time, and to my great surprise, was part of my magic. Not all of it, but some.”

“How did it happen?”

“Just as I tried to remember every day, I tried to connect with my pool of inner magic, but I couldn’t. But I never gave up and kept trying. One day, after trying a thousand times, I was able to glimpse my inner pool—very small, very far away, as if I had pushed it to the bottom of an abyss, but there it was. I worked to build a bridge between my mind and the pool, an exercise I had done before. My prior experience served me well. With great effort, I reconnected with my energy, but my magical skills were very depleted, as was my power. I could not summon most of my old skills. I have only recovered a few, and my power is still weak. I still have a long way to go and        much effort to be who I once was.”

“I’m so very sorry for what’s happened to you,” Nahia felt terrible for him.

Lasgol gave her a grateful nod.

Lasgol can speak with mind at least.

“Yes, it’s one of the few skills I’ve recovered. In any case, I mean to recover them all. I have my whole life to do so, and I will. I will go back to being who I once was.”

“That’s a great attitude,” Nahia said encouragingly.

Have me. I much help.

“I’m sure you are,” Nahia said, smiling. “Go on, please.”

“There were turbulent times,” Lasgol went on. “Thoran was king of Norghana and ruled with the support of his brother, Orten. They decided to conquer Rogdon and led us into a senseless war out of pure greed. Their actions and my mental state led me away from the Rangers.”

“Wow… is Thoran still the king?”

Lasgol shook his head.

“No, he and his brother died from their own greed, betrayed by their own people.”

“Oh… then who …?”

“General Rangulself, with the support of General Olagson, has taken power. Rangulself has promised to crown Urik, infant son of Thoran, once he comes of age. But Olsen, second cousin of the king, wishes to wear the crown. There is conflict…”

“I’ll have to tell Egil.”

“Also tell him that the West is still strong and awaits his return.”

“I don’t know… what that means…”

“Don’t worry, he’ll understand.”

“All right, and what else happened?” Nahia was very intrigued.

“I helped the Bearers to save Tremia from a great evil, one as great as the one the dragon posed: the Ilenians. At least I have that satisfaction. I succeeded at something and saved thousands of lives.”

“The Bearers? The Ilenians? I don’t know who they are,” Nahia looked blank.

“It’s a long story, one for some other time. Remember the names, they’re important. Tell Egil I helped the Bearers save us from the Ilenians.”

“I’ll remember: the Bearers and the Ilenians.”

“I accompanied one of the Bearers back to her home once we finished with the great threat of the Ilenians, and during that journey, in the middle of the steppes, I began to have dreams.  But not normal dreams, dreams with memoires. I began to see fragments of my past. When I woke up, I remembered moments the Immortal Dragon had robbed me of. Every night I dreamed of something different, some experience that had marked me. And it was then that I dreamed of Camu, Ona, Astrid…”

“And you came back to find them,” Nahia said ahead of him.

“That’s right. I came back to Norghana and decided I needed to remember, and if I couldn’t, I would wait until my dreams showed me everything, I needed to be told what I had been robbed of. I went to the leader of the Rangers, Sigrid, who welcomed me with open arms. She, with the help of Dolbarar and my companions who were still active,” he pointed at Molak and Luca, “told me my whole story, until the moment when the dragon erased my memories.”

“Then… if I’ve understood correctly, it’s not that you remember, but that you know what happened to you because you’ve been told.”

“That’s right. I remember some fragments, but the Rangers have told me everything about myself and my friends.”

I tell much, I know everything of Lasgol.

“Yes, when I found you.”

“That wouldn’t have been last year when we all met?” Nahia could not believe it was so.

Lasgol nodded.

“I was there waiting for Camu to wake up. It took him two months to finish waking up from his long hibernation.”

Higher Drakonians wake up slowly. Because much powerful.

“Sure, yeah, or simply because your bodies are like that,” said Lasgol.

No, be because we much powerful.

Lasgol sighed.

“The thing is, we met at that cave when Camu had finished waking up. My plan was to look for the Snow Panthers, like Egil has asked you: Camu, Ona, and Argi were the first. Unfortunately, then the dragon invasion happened and everything changed. We had to return to Norghana to defend the kingdom. My plan for finding the rest of the team was thwarted.”

“And you’ve been fighting against the dragons ever since?”

“That’s right.” Lasgol nodded.

We fight much well, Dragons bad.

“I’ve witnessed it,” Nahia said as she remembered the meeting in the cave. When she did, the scale at her nape began to burn. She put her hand to it and it flashed silver. Something indicated that this encounter was part of her destiny.

“Are you all right? You flashed silver.”

Drakonian Magic.

“Did you pick that up?”

Lasgol nodded.

I pick up fast.

“That’s weird, no one usually does… I think it might be because our destinies are related.”

“It might be. This is the second time our paths have crossed.”

Nahia nodded.

“There’s definitely something.”

“Tell Egil I’ll try to find the rest, but it’s not going to be easy.”

“Why’s that? Aren’t they serving as Rangers?”

Lasgol sighed.

“Nilsa is still in the deserts. The good news is that she’s woken up. Let’s hope she’ll soon be fully recovered,”

Wake up same time as I. The two sleep much long.

“How long were they sleeping?”

Lasgol thought for a moment.

“Over three years. They woke up a year ago now.”

“What a nap,” Nahia smiled.

I more big and powerful now.

“Ingrid is a prisoner in the kingdom of the East, in Orecor. One of the city-states on the coast. Isn’t that right, Molak?”

“That’s right. We’ve tried to pay her ransom, but Captain Sabis Gotirus, of the regent family in the city, won’t accept any payment. He wants her prisoner and hasn’t freed her.”

“Wow… I thought she’d be here leading the Rangers.”

“She should, as First Ranger, but she’s still a captive,” Lasgol said.

“Astrid?” Nahia asked.

Lasgol’s face shadowed.

“Luca, what do we know?”

“We believe she’s a prisoner in Erenal. The Fighters of the New Sun took her away. That’s what we’ve been able to find out using the spies we had available.”

“Both captive, bad business,” said Nahia.

“Very bad,” Lasgol nodded with a troubled expression. “We’ve been planning rescues, but the war has changed everything. The kingdoms are also being laid siege to like ours. If it was difficult to rescue them in foreign territory, now it’s even worse.”

Nahia nodded.

“The five dragon kings have divided Tremia among themselves. They are each assaulting a region.”

“That’s the information we have too,” Molak confirmed.

“Does the red dragon king have more dragons to send to this conquest?” Luca asked.

Nahia was thoughtful.

“From what I know, the dragon kings have several open conquests to make and territories already conquered they want to keep, which means they have their forces scattered throughout those continents.”

“Then do you think they’ll send more forces here?”

“I don’t know. I counted twenty-five dragons at the war camp.”

“There are more. Another ten are laying siege to Estocos, capital of the west of Norghana,” said Molak.

“And five others that travel to all the important cities and attack to create panic among the people and force us to surrender,” said Luca.

“That means it’s using about thirty-five or forty dragons in all. It might not have many more right now, but these are only my assumptions, don’t take them for granted.”

“I see. If you could manage to find out, it would be very valuable information for us. If it should appear with a hundred dragons, we’d be dead.”

“There are a hundred and fifty or two hundred dragons on this continent right now, because there are five dragon kings, and each one will have brought thirty or forty dragons with them.”

Lasgol sighed.

“That’s what we fear, from what we’ve been told by the other kingdoms of Tremia. Your assumption is correct.”

“Two hundred are too many dragons…” Nahia said, down-spirited.

“We have to finish them off,” Lasgol said.

Yes, we kill all dragons.

Ona roared and Argi howled, joining the prospect.

“And how will you do that?” Nahia asked with wide eyes.

“Killing them one by one,” said Lasgol and showed her his bow.


Chapter 50

“Can you kill a dragon with that bow?”  Nahia asked, nervous and hopeful.

“I can, as long as the dragon is over three hundred paces away.”

“Because then you’re out of its reach.”

“That’s right. The dragons can’t attack from beyond three hundred paces, the most powerful at four hundred. With this bow, I can hit them from even farther.”

“With mental attacks, even less. Two hundred for the medium-sized dragons, and three hundred for the most powerful,” Molak pointed out.

“Mental attacks? I didn’t know they used them,” said Nahia.

“They prefer to use their elemental breaths. They have a greater range and destructive power and they’re easier to throw. Elemental arrows baffle them and interfere with their ability to use mental attacks,” Lasgol explained.

“There are so many things I still don’t know…” Nahia said ruefully.

No worry. You learn soon.

“Thank you, Camu. That’s why you used the strategy of the archers to defend the capital.”

“That’s right. And it worked.”

“But Egil said there were no more than five hundred Rangers.”

Lasgol nodded.

“Rangers, five hundred. The rest are Auxiliary Rangers.”

“Auxiliary?”

“They’re Norghanian soldiers who have some skill with the bow. We’re training them as Rangers in the Skill of Archery. We’re hoping to have as many as possible to face the dragons,” Molak explained.

“That’s a wonderful idea.”

“It’s our leader’s, Sigrid. She suggested it, and it’s yielding good results.”

“Do you train them here, in the city?”

Lasgol shook his head.

“Too many attacks here. We train them where we’ve always trained the Rangers, at the Camp.”

“The Camp?”

“A secret place where the Rangers are trained. We all trained there.”

“Oh, I see. Then that bow you have which can kill a dragon is one of the golden weapons.”

Lasgol looked at her.

“I see that Egil has told you about them.”

“He did. It’s the reason I’m here talking to you. I need one of those golden weapons to give back hope to my people. They have to know there’s a way to kill them, that we won’t be slaves forever, that we can rise and fight against them. But I have to show them something tangible, real, not just a promise, and for that I need one of the weapons. I have to give my people hope. We must get rid of the tyrants enslaving us.”

“That’s a very noble goal,” Lasgol said.

Much good.

“And very dangerous for you,” said Molak.

“And for those who support you,” Luca added.

“Yes, it is. But we must fight. If I have to die, so be it.”

There was a moment of silence.

“You seek a golden weapon, we understand that. But there’s a problem. We don’t have them,” said Lasgol.

“You don’t? Egil said you’d have them…”

“And we did have them, but Ingrid hid them so they wouldn’t fall into the wrong hands.”

“And Ingrid is imprisoned…”

“And we don’t know where she hid them,” said Lasgol.

Nahia huffed.

“I need a golden weapon. Couldn’t you lend me your bow, if it’s the only golden weapon available?”

“I can’t. I need it to fight against the dragons. We need it,” Lasgol said, looking at Molak and Luca.

“But it’s the evidence I need to persuade my people that the golden weapons exist, that with them you can kill a dragon,” Nahia said, almost begging.

Lasgol nodded.

“I understand, and I’d like to help you, but this weapon is the only one we have right now. Lending it to you would mean losing our best asset.”

Nahia understood.

“I see.”

“Thank you for understanding.”

Nahia sighed.

“There’s still the last person on Egil’s list,” she told Lasgol.

“Gerd? He fell into the portal before Egil. He must be in your world,” said Lasgol.

“What if I told you he no longer is?”

You have news of Gerd?

“What do you know?” Molak asked, interested.

“Any information you have on Gerd will be greatly appreciated,” said Lasgol

“Your friend Gerd is at the war camp. He’s a prisoner of Jen-Gorri-Gud.”

“Here?” Lasgol’s eyes opened wide.

“He was in my world, I saw him there as a prisoner of the Red King. Now the General has him here. I’m sure it’s for the war effort. It must be getting information from him.”

“We have to rescue him at once,” Luca said.

“Before they take him back to your world,” said Molak.

Yes. Rescue Gerd, Camu messaged determinedly.

“He’s in the middle of the war camp…” Nahia said with concern in her voice.

“We can come up with a plan… with your help,” Lasgol said to Nahia.

“I’ll help with whatever you ask. You can count on me,” Nahia offered and opened her arms wide.

Much wonderful. We free Gerd, Camu messaged happily.

Ona rubbed against Nahia, who stroked her.

Lasgol was thoughtful.

“Let me propose something to you.”

“Go ahead.”

“If you help me rescue Gerd, I’ll give you something that equals this bow for you and your people.”

“What’s that?”

“I can’t tell you now, there’s more than one possibility. But I promise that you’ll go back to your academy with the reliable and unquestionable proof you’re seeking in order to persuade your people.”

“That would be awesome. It’s what I’ve come to find in this world.”

“I can provide it for you.”

“And it’s not this bow?”

Lasgol shook his head.

“But that bow…” Nahia was sure the bow was the answer, and having it so near and not being able to take it was killing her.

“You’ll have to trust me.”

Nahia was debating whether to trust him or not. She made a decision.

“Egil told me I could trust you, that you were friends…”

“The best of friends,” Lasgol nodded.

Best friends, Camu messaged, along with a feeling that it was absolutely true.

Nahia had no doubt.

“All right. I trust you and him,” Naha said, looking at Lasgol and then at Camu.

“Very well then, we have a deal,” Lasgol offered her his hand.

Nahia took it and shook it.

“We have a deal.”

The following night, Nahia came out of the tent at the war camp. Daphne and Lily were with her. Taika and Ivo had stayed with Aiden to distract him so he would not interfere. They had asked him what it was like to grow up as a Drakonid, and Aiden was proudly telling them everything that was good about it.

“Are you sure about this?” Daphne asked Nahia as they crossed the camp.

“I am, I trust them.”

“That’s a lot of trust,” Lily said.

“I know, but something tells me I have to.” Nahia put her hand on the scale at her nape and it was hot. She felt a silver mist about her mind. “Yes, we’re doing the right thing.”

They reached the place where they were supposed to be. They separated and stood in position. Nahia got as close as she could to the tent of the wolf head rune and stayed there, pretending. Her mission in the plan was simple. She had to indicate for the rescue group where the tent was. She looked up at the moon, which was shining high in a clear sky. Thousands of stars shone amid a few gray clouds. Six dragons that flew over the camp entered her field of vision and ruined the scene for her.

A patrol of soldiers approached Nahia on one of their rounds. The captain, a Drakonid, called a halt to the dozen soldiers with him.

“You can’t be so close to the tents,” he told Nahia, very serious.

“I’m a Dragon Witch, I can be wherever I want,” she replied, defiant.

“Even if you are, you can’t stand here,” the Drakonid insisted.

“Are you sure you’re not a little sleepy?” Nahia asked.

“Sleepy? How can I be sleepy? I’m on watch duty,” the Drakonid said, upset.

“You all seem tired to me.”

“I’m not tired at all…” the Drakonid started to say, and he dropped asleep on the spot.

“You’d better take him away, he’s exhausted,” Nahia told the soldiers who, confused and surprised, took their captain and went on.

Nahia looked at Lily, who was just a few paces away and had been responsible for getting rid of the officer. She smiled and winked at her.

All of a sudden, on the eastern side of the camp there were several detonations. An instant later, the alarms sounded. The soldiers came out of their tents and stared running here and there. The officers searched for explanations to what was going on. A new attack brought a hundred detonations of fire arrows that fell in the camp, exploding with great flames.

The dragons took off, Jen-Gorri-Gud and its escort making their way to the middle of the camp to see what was happening. They were being attacked with incendiary arrows and part of the supply carts were burning. The general gave orders to his own and several dragons took off to the origin of the attack, outside the camp.

Nahia looked right and left and unobtrusively tore the canvas of the tent with her dagger. A moment later, she slipped inside. Daphne took her place, covering the opening, and Lily watched so that no one came near. Everyone was focused on the attack in the eastern area, and no one was paying any attention to them. Daphne created a tiny ball of light unobtrusively and handed it to Nahia through the slit in the canvas.

Inside the tent it was very dark. Nahia used the sphere of light and found the prisoner sitting on his cot.

“Who are you? What do you want?” he asked in the unified language of Kraido, but with a strong foreign accent.

“Well, you’ve learned our language. You’re both full of surprises.”

“Both?”

“You and Egil,” Nahia said, stepping close to him.

“Egil? You know Egil?” the prisoner asked blankly, and his eyes opened wide.

“Yes, we’re friends. He’s sent me to find you because you’re Gerd, aren’t you?”

The prisoner stood up. He was big and strong.

“I am Gerd. Who are you? Why are you here?”

“I’m Nahia. I’ve come to rescue you.”

Gerd made a face of disbelief.

“Rescue me? I find that complicated…”

“Well, I’m not alone. I’ve brought some friends of yours.”

“Friends of mine? No friend of mine knows I’m here.”

“Before I rescue you, I must be sure that you’re Gerd.”

“I am Gerd.”

“What’s Egil’s unofficial title?”

Gerd looked at her, surprised.

“Egil is the King of the West.”

“Right answer,” Nahia smiled. “Now I’m going to tear through the western part of the tent. You’ll go out with this sphere of light and wait.”      

“For what?”

“For Camu to come and pick you up.”

“Is Camu with you? How can that be?”

“There’s no time. The distraction maneuver will end soon. You have to do what I say now.”

“All right.”

Nahia went to the side of the tent, and with her dagger she made a rent in the canvas about six feet long. She gave the sphere to Gerd.

“Good luck!” she wished him.

“Good luck to you too, Nahia, and thanks.”

Nahia nodded and motioned for him to go out. The giant did so. Nahia was looking through the slit. A moment later, Gerd vanished as if taken by the night, and with him the light of the sphere.

Nahia came out of the tent as she had entered it. Daphne moved back when she felt her, and the two went toward their own tent. The whole camp was on the warpath. They were the only calm ones. The attack was only a distraction and would die out shortly.

Nahia was very pleased. She had not been wrong, it was Gerd. Lasgol had made her verify in case he was a decoy or another prisoner, but they had been lucky. That night, she went to sleep very happy. She had not been able to rescue Egil yet, but Gerd was free.


Chapter 51

The following morning, at first light, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt gathered the Squadron in the north part of the camp. They had not seen their leader since the battle, and Nahia suspected the reason why. They had not seen a dragon except the night before, during the fake attack that had come to nothing and was catalogued as a failed attempt from the enemy on the camp’s supplies.

Nahia checked Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt’s eyes unobtrusively. The right one was damaged and practically covered by a white substance as if it were going blind. The left one was slightly better but also had parts covered in white. That was the reason they had not seen it—it was healing its wounds. They silenced it, they pretended, but that was the reason. The dragons did not want to appear vulnerable, they wanted to maintain their aura of immortality, but Nahia knew they were not untouchable, and her squadron comrades were beginning to see this too. The dragons that had fallen badly wounded had been taken away, and no one knew where.

You have accomplished the mission you were given as a final test. You helped take and hold the south gate. The order of retreat was given by Jen-Gorri-Gud, and as a direct order we had to follow it. Therefore your mission is considered successful. We are going back to the Academy, where you will graduate with honors for your performance in battle.

That surprised Nahia. She had thought that since they had withdrawn and not held the gate that they would be blamed and would not be allowed to graduate for having failed the mission. She was glad to have been wrong. And she was not the only one; her comrades and those of the Ardent and Searing Squads were also very happy, and their faces showed it.

Attention, everyone. We leave immediately. We are returning to the Academy. We will stay alert and march to the portal. There might be enemy presence. Dagger and shield ready, Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt sent as warning.

At once, they unsheathed their swords and took out their shields. The three squads lined up one beside the other. Behind them they saw the great war camp and the city of Norghania under siege. Nahia threw one last look back.

Lasgol, Camu, and their comrades would continue fighting to the death to defend their capital and kingdom. The dragons would soon attack the city again, and this time they would be much more careful. They already knew that a thousand archers awaited with elemental arrows.

Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt gave a powerful leap and took off, beating its wings hard.

On we go at a light pace. I will track the surroundings as we go.

Nahia saw their leader gliding to the south and wondered whether they would encounter an ambush. She thought it unlikely. Lasgol and his people had much bigger problems than a few Dragon Warlocks still in training leaving the battlefield.

She turned out to be right. The whole journey back to the Pearl in the great valley turned out to be peaceful, and they had no incidents. They were all grateful. The last thing they wanted was a fight.

They arrived at the hill where the Pearl was and found it deserted. Nahia wondered how it was possible that it was not watched. Without a doubt, the Red King would have that Pearl secured. And yet, when they arrived they saw no sign of a dragon. It surprised her very much. Where had they gone? She could not explain it.

Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt went around the Pearl several times, up in the sky, searching for any hidden, lurking threats. After a while, their leader landed on the Pearl.

I have not seen any enemy activity. In any case, everyone stay alert.

The message reached Nahia with a feeling of slight concern, something strange coming from their leader. The rest of the squad had noticed too, because they were looking at one another with blank faces.

Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt took off again.

Go down the hill and check the sacred dwelling.

This time the order came with authority. The three squads went down to the entrance of the cave in formation. They met with Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt, which also landed in front of it. They went forward slowly, carefully, until they came to the entrance. It was dark inside and they could not see clearly.

Spheres of light and fire. Light it up.

Nahia created a sphere of fire and Daphne one of light. With their minds, they moved them inside the cave and kept them hovering as if they were lamps. Four other balls came from the Ardent and Searing Squads. The cavern was soon fully illuminated.

What they saw left everyone numb.

Inside the cavern was a red medium-sized dragon, a male.

It was dead. It had several wounds in the head from which it was still bleeding.

The three squads stopped short from the shock.

What are you waiting for! Check the cave!

No one could take a step. They were all petrified by the scene in front of them. They were seeing something impossible. A large puddle of blood surrounded its head and welled up from eyes and mouth. It had multiple projectiles sticking out of it.

Check the cave! Obey my order! the order came furiously.

The squads moved back from the entrance so their leader could see what they had found. Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt, furious because its squadron was not obeying its order, walked into the cave.

And then it saw.

Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt’s head was thrown back from the shock of finding one of its own dead. It roared so strongly that when the sound bounced off the walls it almost left them deaf. The echo of the roar went out of the cave and spread throughout the valley. Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt threw its impressive breath against the bottom of the cavern and the four      caves it gave access to. The fire breath spared the dead dragon and them and went into the back halls with tremendous force.

Check the caves I said!

The Igneous Squad headed to the cave on the left, the Ardent took the second cave, and the Searing Squad the third. In order to access the back caves, they had to go around the enormous body of the dead dragon. Before they went in, Nahia created another       sphere of fire and Daphne followed with one of light. They saw that it was a dormitory area, since there were bunk beds against the walls. They searched the cave, which had no exit, and did not find anyone. They did find some chests with clothes though and some armories with bows, short axes and knives.

“There’s no one here,” said Taika.

“Clear” Aiden corroborated.

Nahia looked back to make sure Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt could not hear her.

“Have you seen that there’s a dead dragon? A dead dragon!” she cried excitedly.

“Yes, we’ve seen it, calm down,” Lily told her as she also looked toward the entrance of the cavern.

“You know what that means?” Nahia asked, unable to control her excitement.

“That someone gave that bully what it deserved?” said Lily.

“It means they’re vulnerable, that they can be killed,” Daphne reasoned.

“Exactly!” Nahia hopped on one foot and then the other. She was very excited.

“It’s something… unthinkable…” Taika commented, who seemed unable to digest what they had just witnessed at the entrance cavern.

“This changes everything,” Ivo reasoned. “We’ve always been taught the dragons were indestructible because of their strength, power, and magic. We have just seen that such isn’t true. We have witnessed a dead dragon as a consequence of a fight. This is something that completely changes what we believed about the all-powerful lords of the sky.”

“There has to be an explanation. Some treachery…” Aiden said, shaking his head.

He could not believe it, He did not accept it. It went against everything he had always believed, against what he had been taught since he was a baby.

“There is an explanation: dragons can be killed,” said Nahia.

“That’s not possible. It never has been and you all know it,” Aiden refused to accept the reality. “Not even in the great battle has a dragon died.”

“They were wounded in the eyes and mouth,” said Ivo.

“You saw it just as we have. That dragon has been killed, and with similar weapons to these,” Taika showed them the bow and a quiver with arrows.

“They’re unworthy weapons,” Aiden kept shaking his head.

“I find them interesting,” said Taika.

“It’s impossible. Steel can’t kill a dragon, least of all weapons as vulgar as these,” said Aiden and went over to Taika. He slapped the quiver out of his hand, and it fell to the floor, scattering the arrows all over.

“It’s not just any steel and it’s not just any weapon, but there are objects that can kill dragons,” Nahia said firmly.

The rest of the group, with the exception of Aiden, paid attention. Aiden continued   not accepting the reality and was lurching around, throwing bows, short axes, and knives from the armories to the floor.

“Do you think one of the golden weapons has done this?” Daphne asked Nahia.

“I’m sure, Aodh’s Bow,” said Nahia.

“The one Lasgol has,” said Daphne.

The same one,” Nahia nodded.

“I find it hard to believe that a Human with a bow was able to kill a dragon nearly ninety feet long,” said Taika, making a face.

“Yeah, I find it difficult too. They’re arrows, and the dragon’s enormous and powerful…” Ivo said. “In nature, something so big and powerful can’t be killed with simple arrows.

“But they’re not simple arrows. They’re the arrows released from a Golden Bow, loaded with magic to kill dragons,” said Nahia.

“Even so… it’s hard to believe,” said Lily.

“Because it’s impossible,” Aiden intervened. “No Human, and least of all one with a bow, can kill a dragon, no matter how much magic that bow might have.”

Nahia wanted to refute him, but she saw that she was not going to win the argument, so she changed strategy.

“You can’t deny the evidence. Someone has killed a dragon with a weapon.”

“True, that can’t be refuted, considering what we’ve seen,” Daphne joined her.

The others looked at one another.

“That’s undeniable,” said Taika, nodding.

“And it means a great change in our beliefs and way of seeing life and the dragons,” Ivo added.

“Funny that we had to come to this world and find a dead dragon to open our eyes,” said Lily. “It’s possible to wound the dragons, we have reliable evidence now.”

“It’s treason, trickery, foul play! It can’t be,” Aiden still refused to believe it.

“Remember what we’ve seen, because we’re going to tell everyone. Everyone! It’s crucial that we do,” Nahia said and looked at her comrades one by one, pointing her finger at them.

All except Aiden nodded. The Drakonid was pacing around, shaking his head.

“Let’s go back before our leader calls for us,” Taika waved his hand.

“Come, I want to see that dead dragon again, and closer,” Nahia said.

They went back to the great entrance cave and Nahia went over unobtrusively to the head of the dead dragon. She wanted to investigate that. The rest of her comrades followed her. Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt was still right at the entrance of the cavern.

Whoever finds anything, say so out loud!

None of the squads informed the dragon of seeing anything. The Searing Squad had to search an additional cavern, the last one, but did not find anyone. While they finished doing so, Nahia checked the corpse of the great dragon. She was interested in the head and the way it had been killed. They had a unique opportunity, and she was not going to waste it. She noticed that its eyes were riddled with arrows. She counted at least a dozen in each eye. That had to have blinded it but not killed it.

Moving a little, unobtrusively, she verified that the rest of the body had no apparent wounds. There was no blood or arrows anywhere. This discovery did not surprise Nahia. Now they knew that dragons had weak spots: their eyes and mouth, where their scales did not reach. What she could not ascertain was what had killed the dragon. The arrows in the eyes could not be the cause—those would blind it, but not end its life. They had to have killed it through the mouth: it was where there was more blood coming out. But how? And then Nahia remembered what Egil had told her. He had killed a dragon by plunging a spear through the nape and reaching its brain. And if the arrows had entered the dragon’s mouth and penetrated its brain?

Nahia smiled. She had already guessed how to do it: through the mouth to the brain, and with a golden weapon. She was so happy she almost made a sign of victory. She started to move her arm, but luckily Daphne was alert. She grabbed her arm and stopped her.

Everyone, line up in front of me. Right away!

The three squads hastened to line up in front of their leader with the dead creature behind them. Nahia had the feeling she already knew what it was going to say.

What we have found here you will forget as soon as we come out of this cave. No one in my squadron will ever mention what you have witnessed here today under penalty of death, to no one, not even among yourselves. You will not comment on this ever again. If any of you speaks about what you have seen, I will personally rip you in half and eat your guts. Have I been sufficiently clear?

The message came with a feeling of tremendous rage, and not only rage, but great longing to kill someone. No one said anything or made the smallest movement, because they feared Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt might kill them right there.

Nahia understood then what had just happened. Lasgol had left her that gift. He had fulfilled the deal they had made. Here was the promise he had made to her. He could not lend her the golden bow, but had given her something equally important, if not even more so: the reliable evidence she needed and was seeking in order to persuade her people. Everyone in the Red Squadron now knew a dragon could be killed. They had it right in front of them. There was no room for doubt now, and this was what Nahia needed in order to plant the seed of hope. The message would spread, despite Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt’s prohibition, since everyone had seen the evidence.

Nahia knew this moment was very important and would one day be mentioned in the tomes of history.

I will now open the portal. From here we will go to the Reborn Continent, and from there we will return to Kraido and then Drakoros. Tomorrow, you will graduate with honors from your second year, and shortly you will start the third year of training, the last and most critical. If it has seemed hard so far, wait and see what you will have to overcome in the third year. One last warning: you will all forget what you have seen here today. Now march!

They climbed the hill to the pearl and Irakas-Gorri-Gaizt opened the portal.

Nahia looked toward the forests right before entering. She had the certainty that, hiding in the thicket, were Lasgol, Camu, and the others.

“Thank you, friends…” she muttered and entered the portal.


The adventure continues in the next book:


Golden Magic (The Path of Dragons, Book 3)
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