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    Chapter 1 
 
    Valcador  
 
      
 
    Ghostly whispers and faint voices drifted on an invisible wind that snaked its way through the chilling void surrounding me. Like the buzzing of a million meddlesome insects, it darted and dove through the lucid air, occasionally echoing from non-existent walls, ricocheting with a chime akin to shattering glass.  
 
    "You left us," it called, a combined tone of heartbreak, malevolence and spitefulness. "You left us to die in the cataclysm!" it sounded again, its tenor rising into an angry, almost terrified cry.  
 
    As if sensing the change, the world about me shook violently. Its spectral features rattled like an avalanche of falling rocks, before the distant voice boomed out through the darkness one last time, ripping at my scales like sharp shards of ice.  
 
    "You left us all to this world of shadow – you failed!"  
 
    The world flashed into existence in an instant and my mind wavered. A chilling haze coated everything, and the sensation of unimaginable isolation felt all too familiar. Like a lazy beast slipping from its slumber, the shimmering lines of reality lethargically sorted themselves, finally falling into place. However, this plane of existence was just another extension of the twisted and constant nightmares that plagued my uneasy sleep every night. 
 
    Dreams were nothing new to me, nor were nightmares, but unfortunately, these days they were one in the same. They seemed more like lost memories of things I'd never experienced, stirring from dusty old crypts within the ancient temples of my mind. Like a long-forgotten part of me was waking up and stepping into the light, only to be horrified by what it found.  
 
    The vision that captured my attention was no exception, neither was the ghostly situation that had preceded it, nor that which had come before in this never-ending cycle of torture. All I could do was accept that I was trapped in this place, watching an impossible heaven of starlight, bathing a vast expanse of black rock and twisted pillars stretching up toward the abyssal night. On the horizon before me, the great sphere of blue and green, which was once my home, rose like the sun, but the glow pouring across its surface was not that of sunlight.  
 
    I shied away, protecting myself from the flaming world. Yet even over such an impossible distance; its allure beckoned me, like a moth to a malevolent pyre. I took a step forward, paws quivering as they touched cold stone. After a few steps, something began to radiate through the glow, a distant sound carried upon a wind that defied the laws of this airless realm. Though it was not the only thing to grab my attention.  
 
    Stretching out before me, the vast plane fell away, forming a great cliff. Its rough surface was dotted with crumbling pillars and shattered domes, ancient ruins growing from the rock like a vertical extension of its unending surface. Furthest away, and far below, I could see a vast ocean, an army of waves marching toward their inevitable destruction on the jagged rocks. The only shift in the dull hue came from the raging firelight of the great sphere as it rose higher over the ocean's stormy horizon.  
 
    "You held the fate of us all." The echo of a distant voice whipped past me.  
 
    In the same instant, I saw a spectral swarm of dust carried on the haunting breeze. It was mostly formless, and yet for a split second, it forged itself into the unmistakable form of a dragon. I recognised the ethereal image. I hated it more than I cared to admit, and as its fleeting eyes glanced into mine, I felt nothing but cold emptiness.  
 
    "You failed!" the voice barked, reverberating off the cliffs before fading away.  
 
    "No, wait!" I called, reaching out after it. "I tried... I did everything... I couldn't..."  
 
    A loud rumble cut off my words as loose rock under my paws gave way, sending me crashing down the cliff in a flurry of dust and flailing wings. Pain flared as I floundered through rocks and ruins, and after what felt like an eternity of falling, I slammed into a crumbling wall at the cliff's base. Lifting my head, I found water battering rocks on either side of me, showering me with freezing spray.  
 
    Wincing at the sting in my battered limbs, I rose tentatively to my paws, pausing as I looked toward the end of a long extension of rock jutting out into the rough waters. Silhouetted at its end, against the burning fire of the distant world, was a dragon. The rock’s long shadow shrouded me, drawing my view to the softly glowing runes etched into the surrounding stone. They depicted dragons clad in regal armour, diving down upon droves of demonic foes, talons and bladed wings glowing with magical fire.  
 
    My eyes wandered slowly along the cracked mural, until I found myself moving reluctantly toward the lone figure, pausing when I was only a few paw-steps from their tail. Etched into the ruined stone directly behind them was the glowing symbol of a flaming pyre. The symbol flashed, and in the same instant, I felt a warm sensation wash over me. It was like a wave of inviting heat from a campfire, or the blissful kiss of sunlight on a warm summer’s day. As the sensation passed, I heard one word echo through my mind.  
 
    “Seraphine.” 
 
    That voice, it's like every other here... I feel like I should know it, like I've heard it before! I thought, faintly recognising the regal, feminine tone.  
 
    "I see the time has come, we have waited too long," the dragoness before me announced, her majestic voice as fiery as the burning horizon looming above her.  
 
    Confusion ignited in me and I stepped back, eyes narrowing.  
 
    This is just another trick, something from my mind’s dark past I don't need to know about.  
 
    "Time for what?" I snapped bluntly.  
 
    Raising her head, she revealed rows of refined armour covering the back of her neck.  
 
    "Age's twilight draws near. Skies of dragonfire rise upon the horizon," she began, but before I could even consider her words, she turned and her eyes blazed with white fire. "The time has come to fulfil your destiny."  
 
    * 
 
    With a sudden jolt, my eyes burst open and I shot back into reality. Parts of the soft bed of moss and seaweed I'd made into a nest at the top of the wooden beams forming my current home scattering as my wings fluttered. Around me was the creaking wreck of a decaying long boat, similar to those I'd once known back in the village. A long, narrow frame with a lone mast, it bore a vaguely draconic head at its bow, still visible despite the icicles clinging to it.  
 
    Water flooded most of the interior space, seeping in through the damaged hull, leaving the upper deck the last bastion of dryness. Although the flames had reduced to an almost invisible flicker, a small fire within a rusted bowl hung from a wooden beam to my left, illuminating the watery darkness.  
 
    Just another stupid dream. I inwardly muttered, pressing a forepaw to my aching skull.  
 
    In the encroaching gloom and beyond the decrepit walls of the ship, I could hear the calm washing of waves on the shore, occasionally punctuated by the whistle of the wind or the clatter of falling ice from the roof of the huge cavern. 
 
    The salty scent of the sea radiated through the place, the briny mix allowing barnacles and seaweed to thrive in the damp darkness below me. I took a long breath and fought not to gag. The uneasy shaking in my paws fading as I stretched them out over the moss.  
 
    Is a decent night's sleep really too much to ask for?  
 
    I peered down into the icy water, to the faint reflection of a white-scaled dragon. Almost identical to the images in my dreams, it gazed back with the same sickened expression I wore.  
 
    On a small wooden crate beside the watery image, sat a pile of golden plates. It was hard to think of them as anything more than scrap, and for the most part, the arcane armour was just that to me.  
 
    Nevertheless, as I shifted to expose more of my reflection, I saw the one thing setting me apart from the pristine illusion that cursed my conscience every night.  
 
    A deep cut ran across the right side of my face and down over my shoulder like a gangrenous wound. It had long since healed into a dry and rigid scar, its surface resembling dark obsidian cutting into my scales as it flickered with a faint, purple glow. I wasn't used to having such grievous scars – the fact that my body normally healed from every wound I sustained had made me complacent.  
 
    It had taken the corrupted claws of a god to mark me with a lasting blemish. I was almost glad of it, it made me feel somewhat normal, even if mortality terrified me.  
 
    As I contemplated, something shifted in the air about me, and the dull pain in my scars spiked. Wincing under the sudden flare, I looked up, my horns rattling a set of rusty hooks tied to the ceiling. A draconic shadow loomed above me like a lazy feline lounging upon a tree branch, its tail coiled like a dark serpent over one of the frosty beams.  
 
    Mordrakk, the being that had once watched over all that existed, now gazed upon it with nothing but hatred and spite. His glowing eyes and fiery chest were a testament to his burning rage as he studied me intently. I averted my eyes from the recurring hallucination as he shifted; I'd neither the energy nor the patience to deal with him right now.  
 
    Besides, it's not like he's real. No matter what he says, he's just in my head.   
 
    My attempted ignorance didn't stop him from slowly uncoiling his tail, snaking down the boat’s crooked skeleton in a cloak of shadow, stopping when his eyes met mine. 
 
    "Your visions – they worsen, do they not?” he asked curiously, before pausing as if knowing the answer. "The minds that have seen eternity are cast adrift within you, after all." 
 
    The fact clearly irritated him, dark claws clutching the damp wood in mild frustration, causing flakes of frosty dust to shake free.  
 
    "That still doesn't change what any of you did, or my opinion," I responded, the dryness of my throat rattling my words.  
 
    The illusion lifted his head, his flaming eyes scouring every detail with more precision than any natural being could muster.  
 
    "And tell me, what is that?" he asked, his spiny tail twitching in anticipation.  
 
    I felt a shiver run through me, and for a moment, the wind beyond my shelter grew restless, before falling completely silent.  
 
    "That you were all wrong from the beginning," I challenged.  
 
    His muzzle curled into a twisted smile.  
 
    "And I'm not going back," I added, locking eyes with him.  
 
    His grin soon became a scowl and he coiled back, claws loosening from his perch.  
 
    "What will you do then?" he pressed. 
 
    I glanced about, as if searching for an answer among the icy wood and scraps of shellfish scattered amidst the ship’s ancient cargo. I knew at the back of my mind that there was an answer, one that had sustained my fragile will for all this time. 
 
     No, don't think about it! Live in the moment, don't look ahead! With no intention of entertaining the illusion any longer, I stood up and glanced at the weak light outside. 
 
    This was Valcador, home of the orkin, and while I'd been here, I'd raided their camps and foundries in a hope it would make a difference to the war. In the past few days I'd learned my actions had culminated in a meeting between Valcador's war masters, not that I'd found it too difficult to hunt them down one by one.  
 
    Still, taking them all out at once will be far simpler. I reasoned, scraping my claws on the wood.  
 
    Purging the foul beasts from the land was the very least a being with my power could do.  
 
    But it's all I can do if I want to keep the world safe. The only way I could really justify that to myself was knowing I would wipe all the orkin out in the end. After Taldran, it's all they deserve.  
 
    Peering outside, I could only guess as to what time it was, although I'd little care anymore. In the months I'd hidden out here, I'd honed my mind in on one thing, managing to block out any distractions. Assuring myself that I didn't need to go back to Dardien and potentially doom the universe if I did.  
 
    More like take Mordrakk back to Dardien and the one thing he really wants from me.  
 
    Shaking that idea off, I moved down over the piles of crates littering the ship's interior toward a breach in the hull. As I did, something amidst the sound of crashing water caught my attention. Beyond the hole there was a light flap of what sounded like feathered wings, followed by another almost bird-like caw, before silence fell once more.  
 
    Please tell me it's not more of those stupid ice buzzards?  
 
    Almost as if looking for a belittling expression, I glanced up to the wooden beams. Mordrakk's shadowy illusion was gone, leaving only a hint of pain in my scars. 
 
    Maybe it is just the wind then? At the very least it could be food?  
 
    On instinct, I leapt toward the opening, my posture falling into a low prowl. My claws splashed lightly in the water as the shards of my golden armour levitated into place around me. The arcane attire responded to my mental command like a wing of elite soldiers, turning my reflection from a white dragon, to that of a dangerous ethereal warrior.  
 
    Mordrakk's hallucination appeared alongside my reflection, his glowing eyes overlaying my own as he waited patiently, while I emerged onto the grey gravel beach that had formed along the rim of the flooded ice cavern. The world was almost dark, save for rare sun beams and the glimmer of light from the flames within the wreck.  
 
    At first, I looked to the empty noise traps I'd erected, formed from several seashells and rope, something I'd learned from Tarwin years ago. My attention then switched to the narrow, cliffside pathway, the only way to reach my hiding place from the frozen caves that ran under the whole of Valcador; the path was clear.  
 
    No, I was sure I heard something!  
 
    A second flickering finally caught my attention. It was an unnatural movement almost like fire casting a strange glow from behind me, and I turned to see its majestic source perched on the crooked frame of the boat’s fallen mast.  
 
    A phoenix sat with its wings folded, its fiery plumage coursing like a mosaic of liquid flame. Its longer tail feathers were alight with the same celestial fire, as were those on its impressive head crest, the tips of which turned to a beautiful shade of shimmering purple and blue. Its eyes were like rubies, set alight with the fire of a thousand stars, and its sharp beak looked as if it were formed from the same magnificent gem.  
 
    I'd never seen one this close before, and even from here, I could feel its blissful warmth. Its claws clung to the frozen wood without igniting it, betraying its fiery facade as sparks spat from its ruffled pinions.  
 
    It's beautiful, almost too majestic for a dark place like this.   
 
    It tilted its head with a light caw, watching me closely. I mirrored its curious expression – I knew this couldn't be a coincidence, I was sure I'd seen this bird before. I'd a nagging sensation that it had been following me since I'd first glimpsed it on the mountainside of Taldran.  
 
    "What do you want?" I asked casually, an inquisitive look remaining on my face as I studied its bejewelled eyes.  
 
    It rose tall and I was sure if it had been beside me, we'd have been eye to eye. The only response it offered was a light coo, ruffling its feathers with a flicker of dancing embers.  
 
    Great, I’m speaking to a bird. I grumbled to myself, before turning away and marching up the path. I don't have time for all of this nonsense.  
 
    The phoenix squawked disapprovingly, as if insulted by my abrupt departure. As I glanced back, I could have sworn I saw it shaking its head; its expression slipping to one of disappointment.  
 
    It’s just a bird, what does it know? My mind reassured. 
 
    Even so, as it took off and flew through a vast archway leading out over the frozen sea, I couldn't help but wonder if my conscience was wrong.  
 
    How many other things have I underestimated in my life? I shook that idea off too as I passed through several gaping holes to come upon the maze of yawning caverns.  
 
    Despite the ice and snow above, smoking towers of dark blizarium flanked exposed pools of bubbling lava, the ice fire spires that made Valcador famous. Ancient ruins surrounded the smouldering peaks, most of which were destroyed by the constant shifting of the volcanic landscape. The once smooth marble structures were the only hint that the mighty highkin kingdom had ever stood here. Now it was hard to find any that were intact or not defiled by their corrupted descendants.  
 
    The foul and crudely erected formations of chimneys, blackened wood, and rough metal spikes, which were the orkins’ attempts at architecture, were everywhere. As I passed through several more volcanic craters, I could see them built up about the larger spires. Some bridged the gaping melt holes or descended down into the bubbling lava, to utilise its intense heat in the creation of new weapons and armour. In such places, I avoided drawing any attention from the orkin workers or their enslaved lesser races. As much as I hated the idea of leaving them to continue their crude work, I'd no time for the subservient runts.  
 
    Eventually, the tunnels came closer to the surface, breaking through shallow cracks, where I could see the snowy wasteland outside. Huge cliffs and volcanic ridges towered above sprawling orkin edifices, stretching out as far as I could see. A light fall of white flakes disturbed the otherwise featureless grey sky, and the sound of bubbling lava came up from a small, molten stream flowing alongside me, its heat ensuring that the tunnel would never freeze over. 
 
    I'd memorised most of the subterranean passageways, knowing that several led to the surface, and occasionally used them to identify my position. It wasn't safe to travel across the vast glacial plains for too long. The few times I dared to traverse the exposed wasteland, I saw nothing but vast snowfields stretching up toward rocky ridges, occasionally broken by sparse patches of dead trees and towering ice cliffs.  
 
    It's not what I can see that worries me. I thought peeking up to get my bearings. It's what can see me.  
 
    Despite my mind’s nagging caution, I flew out toward one of the cliffs, swiftly disappearing into another set of tunnels the moment I landed. The new maze ran deep into the ice, taking me further inland. Another gust of chilling wind gnawed through the frozen holes, carrying the scent of smoke, fire and the call of that solitary bird. Switching my attention to a small crevice, I caught a glimpse of the phoenix’s glistening feathers as it disappeared into a patch of trees.  
 
    It’s following me, no doubt! My lack of understanding spiked my curiosity again, and despite my instincts telling me otherwise, I scrambled back to the surface to get a better look.  
 
    The bird was long gone; however, a far more ominous sight stole my attention – the reason I was out here. A monolithic spire of crudely forged wood and black metal rose high into the grey sky like a dark mountain, its peak circled by flocks of hungry carrion. Great gashes and tall spines marred its walls, while their surfaces flickered with the red light of its fiery interior. 
 
    I sank down back into the shallow tunnels, observing the layers of heavily garrisoned battlements, bulwarks and towers ascending from its vast, jagged foundation.  
 
    That has to be Ice Fire Citadel. My eyes carefully scoured every detail of its corrupted surface, eventually falling to where the base of the mighty fortress dropped away into the depths of a great cavern.  
 
    Good, there has to be an easy way in down there. Utilising more tunnels, I tentatively crept forward to peer over the edge, my claws digging at the ice as I slid onto a small ledge.  
 
    Lava filled the bottom of the cavern, and a foul, volcanic scent polluted the air, as if the earth itself was furious at having to bear the structure. A fiery red glow illuminated the weak scaffolding, and crude bridges hung over the lava moat. Creeping steadily around the cavern’s rim, my eyes fixed on a stone bridge leading from the maze of tunnels into the fortress’s interior.  
 
    That's my way in! 
 
    "Still feel like running?" Mordrakk's dark voiced hissed mockingly as he flickered into existence within my ice-bound reflection.  
 
    He grinned wickedly, pawing at the snow-filled passageway with a foreclaw.  
 
    "I wonder how long you can linger here and watch this unfold?" he added, peering at the fortress’s towering walls. "You cannot deny your destiny forever – is this not a clear example of the truth of which I have spoken?" he goaded, waving a wing ahead. "They will destroy each other before the end."  
 
    I glanced down at my paws, watching light drifts of snow settle over the golden plates.  
 
    "You don't want me to go back so I can stop them from killing one another, you only care about yourself," I hissed, the notion of doing nothing amplifying my guilt.  
 
    His eyes narrowed, and for a moment, I saw a glimpse of frustration in his expression.  
 
    "Then go, be the elusive hero you are so content with being. What is your plan? Charge into the citadel and destroy it all?" he suggested patronisingly.  
 
    "That's what you'd have me do!" I barked.  
 
    "I would merely have you fulfil your purpose, and if you truly cared, you wouldn't hesitate to do so," he scowled.  
 
    I glanced away, casting my eyes down toward the lava-filled depths. I'd abandoned my friends, family and my home, knowing that if I returned, he'd use me to destroy everything.  
 
    Hiding out here is the only way to guarantee their safety, I can't listen to him.  
 
    "So if you are to continue to entertain these pointless pursuits, what will you do?" he persisted.  
 
    I shook my head and grinned.  
 
    "I'll improvise."  
 
    With that, I leapt down onto the bridge and crept into the fortress’s interior. Down in the bowels of the monstrous keep, unnatural extensions of twisted rock, metal and scorched wood covered the ice. Frames of crudely erected spikes and flaming braziers spanned the shallow ravines and subterranean magma rivers. What was once a highkin ruin formed the fortress’s innermost foundations. A plethora of bones and rusted cages hanging from rattling chains, decorating the once magnificent architecture.  
 
    Mordrakk's image lingered in the ice beside me, a new, maniacal grin upon his muzzle. Not that he had time to lecture me before the solid metal interior of the orkin structure replaced his icy home. 
 
    "This is a bold move, I'll admit. Spending such a prolonged time so close to anything this grand is new for you," his disembodied voice echoed through the grim halls. 
 
     The idea that he knew something I didn't was more than a little unsettling. I ruffled my wings in frustration as I turned sharply and came upon an opening in the corridor. The sound of industry echoed from the bowels of the next chamber, hammers rang out as they struck hard steel, and hot metal hissed in the smoky air. Cautiously, I peered out to see that the opening led out onto a long balcony spanning the chamber’s circumference.  
 
    An army of orkin covered the floor, bearing the brass-coloured mark of a skull upon their rough armour. Hordes of them were busy slaving away in the construction of brutal weapons, savage armour and all kinds of other crude tools of war. Vast sprawls of wooden walkways, lava foundries and churning mechanisms ground tirelessly under the direction of slave masters. Cages held chimera and manticores, thrashing and clawing at their captors. While goblins and other foul creatures toiled underfoot.  
 
    There's more down here than there was in Taldran! The sight drew out a new wave of dread.  
 
    The fact that my enemies had such numbers and resources wasn't something I could ignore, and as I turned to look away, my eyes fell upon yet more hope-sapping visions. Monstrous ogres hauled great carriages of scrap toward a mountain of metal, while more workers constructed the frameworks for mighty cannons upon the backs of trolls trapped within deep pits. Most terrifying of all was the sight of a serpentine creature looming over it all.  
 
    The gigantic shape was silhouetted against the far wall; I'd no idea what it was, but it was huge. A heavy clatter of chains and searing flashes of vibrant green fire accompanied its powerful thrashing, causing the whole chamber to shudder under the wake of its fury.  
 
    After all this time, there's still creatures I don't know about?  Sometimes I almost wished it could stay that way.  
 
    "This is nothing but a monument to my childrens’ flawed ambition. A testament to the fragility of freedom," Mordrakk muttered, with a hint of spiteful rage.  
 
    In a burst of frustration, and with little care of giving away my position, I stomped an armoured claw on the soot-smothered floor. As much as I wished for him to shut up, it was a futile gesture. Nevertheless, his illusion failed to meet my gaze, nothing but flickering embers and hue of the smouldering forges danced in his place as the sound of my exertion was drowned out by that of industry.  
 
    "I don't support any of you," I declared firmly, before continuing along the walkway, moving further into the fortress.  
 
    Even with no reflective walls from which to materialise, I could still hear his pensive tone swirling within my mind, mixing with those of others I'd once known, all accusing me of abandoning them to the wrath of what I'd just seen.  
 
    Keep looking forward! I focused on the ascending corridors ahead until the sounds of a commotion gave me paused.  
 
    Following the shape of the tower, the outermost frame of the pathway curved slightly. Unable to see what was around the corner, I fell into a slow prowl. There were several locked crates, cages and weapon racks lying against the wall to my left, while the stomping of twisted, metal-clad feet beat their tune on the ramparts above.  
 
    "Tell me, why come here? You don't care for them and yet you drag yourself across this frozen wasteland with the frail belief that the petty things you are doing will somehow help them," Mordrakk accused. 
 
    With my armoured gauntlets tapping against the crudely-formed metal floor, I fought the urge to lash out at him.  
 
    "I wouldn't expect you to understand," I muttered, glancing up at another set of stairs leading further up into the tower.  
 
    "You say that I don't know love and compassion. That was not always true," he countered. "It was such weakness that led the universe into chaos. I loved my children dearly, but in the end, they stood between me and my duty. Now you would allow such distractions to come between you and yours?"  
 
    I took to the stairs, stalking swiftly up toward the door at their far end. While I moved, I forged my thoughts into an answer. 
 
    "That's why I came back – this place stands between me and my duty." 
 
    As I pressed low beside the door I peered out to see what appeared to be a large opening, what I assumed was some form of balcony or landing platform high on the side of the tower. Snow wafted in through the opening, as did the gruff sound of orkin voices.  
 
    "You have no duty, you betrayed your responsibility and chose to linger here, believing that your actions are enough. Yet every time you see these corrupt mortal-kind, you know that the world will tear itself apart around you," Mordrakk persisted. 
 
    "If you’re so great and powerful, fulfil your own plans. I'll never do what you tell me," I replied rebelliously.  
 
    His image flashed to life within the flames of a brazier beside the stairs. The flicker of his eyes sending a sharp surge of pain through my scars.  
 
    "You would do well to watch your thoughts, lest you fall back to them," he warned as I struggled not to collapse under the sudden onset of agony.  
 
    I clenched my teeth and flinched, my wounds pulsing as I stumbled forward.  
 
    No, he can't win! My wings rustled as the dull throbs clawed at my body.  
 
    But he was right, I'd been the one to herald the shadow, and like so many before me, I'd failed to prevent it.  
 
    No, without the amulet, he can't do anything!  
 
    "You know you can't keep your weakness out forever. This paltry control you sustain, it is nothing compared to my will," he pressed.  
 
    "Well, I've lasted this long, so... don't count on it," I countered aloud, defying his flaming form.  
 
    "Such a time is nothing in comparison to how long I have waited. I know my time will come, it is inevitable," he assured, flickering away with a hint of laughter.  
 
    I watched the settling flame until his image vanished, and felt a sickness churning in my gut as his words played in my mind.  
 
    "I count on nothing, and I am sure I will see your true character before the end," he growled confidently, before slipping back into the deepest, darkest parts of my mind.  
 
    I narrowed my eyes, unable to accept that – as always – he was somehow manipulating me. No matter what I did or where I went, he was there, always one step ahead.  
 
    No, I'm the one in control, not him! He's stuck materialising in fire and reflections, he has no power over me! I inwardly hissed as I swatted a paw at the flames.  
 
    "Come on, the bosses is here and they's not goanna be pleased if we's slips up," a grisly tone cracked, instantly re-engaging my instincts, especially at the word 'bosses'.  
 
    "Shut it, you’s runt!" another angry voice demanded, its words broken by grunts and snarls as if it were only a few generations away from being a wild beast.  
 
    Meanwhile, I glanced cautiously out into the courtyard balcony. The foul smell of the fortress’s interior, mixed with the acrid scent of smoke from outside as light snow danced across my vision. Fighting not to heave at the fetid stench, I saw ice and wind whipped at the exposed area, protected by a rail of spiked metal, adorned with skulls and dancing torch flame.  
 
    A pair of orkin stood across from the doorway, next to the grizzly rail. One of them was significantly larger; his pale hide warped and twisted into rough stone, more so than the smaller runt beside him. One arm melded with an axe, while the other blended with a set of rusted knives, forming four bladed fingers. Large stone spikes rose from his back, resembling the roots of a tree, each one adorned with metal plates, chains and bones.  
 
    The smaller of the two still maintained the dexterity of fingers on both arms, the dark stone that marred his pale hide only consuming his legs, shoulders and half of his scarred face. He still had some hair, though the shaggy mess was far from the gracious, flowing-silver strands his race had once possessed. Despite his lack of fused weapons and armour, he bore a set of sharp, rusted metal plates and a large hammer was slung across his spiny back.  
 
    Then I can only assume they're guarding what I'm here for. I concluded, glancing up to see the tallest spire of the citadel looming above.  
 
    Next to them, the blue blood of a bloated and gutted grey corpse covered a table. Besides that, sat a bucket of small bones, picked clean, and as I looked closer, I focused on a stairway leading to the upper levels of the tower's spire. Bearing crude spears and completely covered in rusty armour, another pair patrolled an upper balcony beside the stair's top.  
 
    If the warlords are meeting anywhere, it'll surely be up there. I guessed.  
 
    "I's don't see whys we's don'ts just set traps out in the tunnels. I'm hungry and I's say we go out there and eats that rat. Saves us the trouble of waitin' round here," the smaller orkin suggested impatiently.  
 
    As I peered over the snowy area, my eyes fell upon some empty cages, identical to those I'd seen dragons locked up in; they even bore the same enchanted masks that prevented elementals from blasting their way out.  
 
    If I didn't know better, I'd say they were looking for a dragon, maybe even me? I thought with a huff – not that I'd give them the chance to lock me up.  
 
    "You's know perfectly wells whys we don’ts. We’s waitin' here. The bosses ordered us to, says we's get a reward when we's done," the larger brute retorted, turning back to the smaller creature, only to have him snort in his face.  
 
    "Well, I's sick of waitin' about for the bosses, we's should be marchin' out with the rest of the boys, not here waitin' for the demons’ games. Besides, I's sick of stinkin' roblin meat, it’s alls we's had in weeks!" the smaller creature snapped angrily, taking his hammer and banging it hard against the table, splattering what I assumed was a roblin corpse into a bloody, blue paste.  
 
    "Come on, you's knows you's want some nice, tender flesh. Good and fresh, there's still some left in the pens, we's need some better meat," the smaller, rattier looking creature taunted, nattering his sharp teeth together as his larger companion growled. "Come on. We's shouldn't even be here; let the bosses talk, let ‘em all stays up there dealing with demons. I's want some meat!" he continued, waving a grizzly hand toward the tower.  
 
    I paused, homing in on what he was saying about 'demons.'  
 
    They don't use that term very often, maybe things are worse than I thought?  
 
    His disgruntled words also confirmed that the tower's peak was where I needed to go, and I quickly began formulating a plan to get there. As I considered my options, the larger orkin snorted and raised his bladed fingers.  
 
    "You's watch your mouth, maggot. If the Brazen Warlord hears, you's goanna be dinner next. An' I ain't facing his wrath because of some worm with a loose tongue," he declared aggressively, forcing the smaller creature to squirm backwards.  
 
    The armoured orkin standing higher on the ramparts above did nothing; in fact, they seemed eager to see something unfold as they snorted a laugh.  
 
    "The warlords don'ts have to know. You know yous wants some good, succulent meat!" The smaller creature persisted, and the larger paused.   
 
    The Brazen Warlord is here too? As I thought, the bulkier orkin threatened my whole plan when he concluded his contemplation with a huff. 
 
    "Fine, go gets a fresh fillet, and I's only wants the manticore’s meat, no stinkin' chimera hide," he exclaimed to the smaller creature, who eagerly nodded. 
 
    A moment later, he swept the bloodied surface of the table clean as his smaller companion moved in my direction. I coiled myself low to the floor, ready to pounce, the arcane blades along my wing edges ready to spark into life at a moment's notice. My teeth and claws were set, as was the blade on the tip of my tail. 
 
    With my eyes locked firmly on the door, the sound of heavy boots came closer, my armour segments tightening in preparation for combat. Just then, a sharp, fiery call from outside distracted all of us, sparing the approaching creature’s life for a few seconds longer. The orkin stopped and turned as I peered out to see all eyes were now looking at the spiked rails.  
 
    Perched there, was the phoenix. Its bright orange feathers shimmered in the dim sunlight, and its sharp-red eyes stared at the orkin, before glancing at my hiding place for a moment. For that brief instant, I was afraid it would give me away, but the weak-minded orkin failed to notice.  
 
    What is it doing? They'll kill it? I'd no idea why it was here or why it was following me; all I knew was that the fortress was no place for such a beautiful creature.  
 
    "What's that?" muttered the larger creature by the chopping table, and even the guards on the stairs stepped forward.  
 
    "It's a fire hawk," one declared, a slight grin parting his stone lips.  
 
    "I's bets it tastes better than some dry, old manticore meat,” the other added, as they stalked closer to the bird.  
 
    The phoenix peered at them curiously, waiting until the very last moment until opening its beak and dowsing them in a plume of fire. The flames seared the cold air as it flew up to dive over the edge of the tower. Pained cries met my ears as one orkin flailed, while the remaining brute looked more eager to take the bird’s head off.  
 
    I seized the momentary distraction, and with the full force of my coiled legs and bladed wings, I leapt out toward the smallest of the creatures. Instantly sinking my burning talons deep into his pale hide, scorching the withered flesh into black ash. The runt gave a painful howl, thrashing violently as he tried to bat me off with several wild swings of his hammer. His futile retaliation did nothing to spare him, as I sliced off his right arm with one sweep of my wing, leaving a cauterised stump.  
 
    He gave another animalistic cry as he staggered forward, swiping at me with his left. I bit down hard on the back of his neck and twisted firmly, snapping his spine with one swift crack. He fell against the snow, twitching violently, as with another fearsome growl, the larger orkin appeared above me.  
 
    "It's the demon! Kills the demon, brings me its head!" another called out, making my renowned reputation known to all.  
 
    As well as the angry brute beside me, several guards charged down from the tower. Without hesitation, the closest slammed into my side, stone body striking with the force of a rockslide. My armour tightened, absorbing most of the impact as I was sent skidding across the cracked stone, claws melting a steaming trail through the snow as I steadied myself.  
 
    He charged again and a chorus of hungry roars and fearsome insults followed as I lowered myself against the ground, my wings spread and tail coiled, before launching like a bolt of golden lightning at his head. The brute flailed wildly, his bladed limbs swiping at my back as I fought to maintain my grip. The more he struggled, the deeper my white-hot claw blades sank, searing flesh and melting rock. He screamed as I cut across the back of his knees with my magical tail blade. Until, with a twist of my molten claws, a loud crack and a shower of rocky splinters, he was gone.  
 
    His body fell to the ground. I'd no remorse – all orkin were just acceptable tallies upon the dark canvas of my mind. Cutting a bloody swathe through the others, I took special care not to allow any to escape and potentially warn their brethren. Mordrakk's molten reckoning confirmed nine in total, adding the number to the numerous others for which I no longer cared.  
 
    As I reached the top, I made my way to the roof. One final door sat between me and the spire’s interior. I paused for a moment, the wind whipping at my scales and snow biting at my wings. I could hear a deep chorus from the depths of the fortress, a thousand voices chanting at once. I ignored it and raised a forepaw to the door, melting away its crude lock with one strike. Suddenly, something else caught my attention – perched on another spiked rail, the phoenix stared at me.  
 
    Our eyes met for the briefest of moments, and with a light coo it took off again, the feathers of its wings glowing with fire as it flapped toward the high ridges further inland.  
 
    What does it really want? I'm about to break the orkin, cut the head off the snake? Is that not enough?  
 
    I watched as it disappeared into the smoke-strewn blizzard, before switching my attention back to the door.  
 
    What does it matter, it's the best I can do if I want to keep the world safe?  
 
    The shabby metal door swung open, and I crept into a dim corridor. It continued straight ahead, before turning sharply toward a set of stairs leading out onto a series of wooden walkways hanging high above a larger chamber. A succession of glowing torches cast orkin shadows, as at last, I realised I'd found my targets. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    Ebon Wings 
 
      
 
    Weaving among a series of hanging chains, I made my way out onto a walkway. More cages and open crates full of munitions littered the floor, while flaming caldrons and swaying pens hung either side of me. I'd learned to be wary of the large, spiked-metal spheres that often accompanied orkin artillery, for their violently explosive tendencies.  
 
    I'd also seen enough of the foul and loathsome beasts in Valcador to identify the cages’ inhabitants. Most were manticores, their scarred and pestilent hides as putrid as their orkin masters, as were their chitinous tails, each one wielding a venomous bulb and a sharp stinger at its tip. As fearsome as they were, these ones were smaller than those I'd seen elsewhere.  
 
    So long as I don't get stuck dealing with a flock of manticore riders, I'll be fine.  
 
    I crept onto the foremost of the beams, pressing myself close to the blackened material. From the higher rafters I could see the faint image of my mind’s avatar watching, his glowing eyes judging patiently, as if waiting for some inevitable slip up. I ignored his devious smirk, focusing on the chamber below instead. The far wall was completely open to the snowy sky, forming a huge entrance through which the orkins’ winged mounts could enter.  
 
    It also exposed the chamber to a very long drop into the ice canyons far below, where I could just about see the endless expanse of foundries spanning the keep's far side. More barrels of black powder, together with defensive cannons, greeted the tower’s visitors as they loomed either side of the spiked breach like brutish guards.  
 
    "Don't forget what you promised me, Brother. I'd hate for something unfortunate to befall you, should you not," a sly, grisly voice growled, accompanied by the rattling of armour and a distasteful grunt from its recipient.  
 
    "You's do wells to watch your mouth, Maragoth. I's gives you's what you's owed when I's done, and don'ts threatens me's neither!" another, immediately recognisable voice responded. 
 
    I looked directly below me to see two warlords engaged in crass conversation. The smaller of the two sat atop a gigantic, maroon-furred manticore, exceeding the ferocity and power of those locked up around me tenfold. Its charismatic rider sat with more nobility than most, despite the dark stone completely corrupting his body. Trophy-bones adorned his spines and long chains covered his back, as did a scruffy hide cloak. His horned face had elongated into a large, fanged muzzle, hidden beneath a dragon skull that he wore as an extension of his crude armour. One of his clawed arms bore a great axe, and it took me a moment to identify the hulk of dark metal that had replaced his left; the limb was some kind of miniature cannon.  
 
    That must be Maragoth? I'd heard less about the lord of Shadow Fen, the second of the orkin realms after Valcador.  
 
    A spark of deep hatred cut short my observations, for the orkin warlord whom he addressed was less of a mystery.  
 
    If any carried the title of Brazen Warlord, it was Balgore. He and his wyvern were both heavily scarred and battered, their wounds crudely hidden under grafted and dulled golden armour. The material appeared worryingly familiar, and in all this time, I'd never considered the fact he could have survived Taldran. 
 
    That's etherium gold? How in the creators’ name did he get that?  
 
    As imperfect as his advanced apparel was, I concluded that if the centurion we'd awoken from under the city had eventually fallen, as Apollo had suggested, Balgore and his rabble would surely have made use of all the free resources.  
 
    That's not good, as far as I know no mortal weapons can even cut through that stuff! I thought, my very immortal claws twitching restlessly. I have to stop him while I can.  
 
    "Don't lecture me, Brother, you'd be dead long ago if not for me. Remember, I was the one to grant you all of this, and there are plenty more who would take it from you," Maragoth retorted, gesturing to the shadowed walls about them.  
 
    Balgore snorted while his mount gave a hiss and rattled its spiny frill. Meanwhile, the lord of Shadow Fen grunted, yanking the reigns of his manticore toward a long wooden table, taking his place beside several more warlords. It wasn't hard to imagine they would tear each other apart at the chance to inherit each other’s titles, a fact on which I was all too eager to capitalise.  
 
    Even so, Balgore put their loyalties to the test with a firm grunt as he forced his wyvern forward. I watched carefully as he began to bellow demands, claws and wings ready to rip them to pieces as soon as the perfect opportunity presented itself. I had them all exactly where I needed them, and yet something felt wrong – they weren't as animalistic or aggressive as I'd come to expect.  
 
    It's as though they’re on edge. And not in the way they usually are, all wanting to back stab each other.  
 
    My intuition was confirmed when a sharp hiss cut through the tension and something slithered from the darkness.  
 
    "It is good to see that you can at least be civilised when you wish," a feminine voice purred, her words seeping out like dripping venom.  
 
    When I saw the black dragoness uncoil from the shadows like a spectre, I cursed my perception. Her body bore the faintest hint of once being a cloudy grey, as did her streamline features and smooth horns.  
 
    As she dribbled to the floor like liquid gloom, my eagerness to kill the orkin diminished, and the urge to retreat into the cover of the tunnels became overwhelmingly strong.  
 
    She's an ebon wing, what in the creators’ name is she doing here?  
 
    The new breed of dragon had once been no different from those I knew. Mordrakk's will and the work of his demonic servants had corrupted them, twisting them into shadowy fiends bent on hatred. One of them in particular held a firm grip over my conscience, the very first dragon I'd seen fall to the dark lure of oblivion.  
 
    Let's hope he's not here too. Ebon wings I can deal with, just not him, not again.  
 
    It seemed the first dark-scale was not alone, and moments later, another emerged from the shadows, taking his place alongside the first. His pristine scales shimmered like dark stars in the light of the orkin torches, retaining a hint of their former sky-blue lustre as well as the tattered sail that had once adorned the tip of his tail. Furthermore, with the exception of Balgore and Maragoth, all of the orkin appeared wary of the intrusion. 
 
     "But you would all do very well to remember who it is that truly allows you to survive," the female ebon wing pressed, as if mildly offended.  
 
    "Do not offer them such liberties, Omisha, they know little more than battle and savagery," the dragon beside her added.  
 
    "Spares me's your words, wyrms. I's in charge of these boys, not you's," Balgore challenged, prompting a narrowing of the dragonesse’s eyes.  
 
    "And does the Great Master not control you all?" she asked, as if daring him to voice any answer other than ‘yes’.  
 
    He shifted uneasily, anger and rage boiling inside him, before the threat of something far greater than himself forced him to back down.  
 
    "I trust your army stands ready?" the male asked, passing his satisfied companion a smug glance.  
 
    "The horde is ready, I's just hopes you's wyrms keeps to your end of our bargain," he grunted, and the dragonesse's smirk only grew.  
 
    "The Great Master does not lie. As promised, with the exception of Dardien, all of the lands north of Mordrin will be yours," she confirmed. 
 
    "Good, so longs as the hanging city burns, I's don't care," Balgore declared.  
 
    "Of course," the dragon assured him with a low bow.  
 
    Balgore's wicked grin grew as he turned to his warlords.  
 
    "Go, get to your hordes, we's leaving," he instructed.  
 
    All responded immediately, directing their various winged steeds to the balcony and taking to the air. Balgore was the last orkin to leave, glaring at the ebon wings with a hint of mistrust.  
 
    "You's better not think of stabbing me's in the back, or it's gonna be your heads on my wall," he warned.  
 
    It wasn't hard to miss the arrogant twitch in the ebon wings’ glowing purple eyes, as if their wicked facades could shatter like glass.  
 
    "On the contrary, this should be a good way to test your faith in the Great Master, should it not?" another voice stated bluntly.  
 
    It came as the sound of beating wings heralded a third ebon dragon’s arrival on the balcony, his claws tapping on the floor like obsidian daggers. His tattered wings blew snow aside as they folded to reveal deep scars of glowing purple across his face, and ragged burns slicing his scales.  
 
    No, not him, not here! I inwardly cursed myself for sitting idle while most of the orkin moved on. I should have just dropped down and killed them all the moment I saw them!  
 
    "And then what? You'd have been captured by those who you did not see?" my mind’s dark avatar commented as he nodded to the third ebon wing.  
 
    The whole building seemed to tremble at his touch, and I really had to fight to keep my composure. His black scales shimmered with a hint of blood-red, while a layer of sleek-black armour, similar to that of orkin hide but smoother and more regal, covered his toned body. Several plates shifted silently as a blade-tipped tail coiled behind him, ready to strike like a manticore's sting.  
 
    More armour shifted around his scarred chest, revealing ebon plates encasing chipped red gems. A grafted mask covered the left side of his face, forged and moulded into what remained of his mangled skull as it glowed with fiery-red runes.  
 
    The same dark metal wrapped around his lower jaw and fangs before curling up about his broken horns, leaving nothing more than a ball of purple flame within his gaping left eye socket. Most chilling of all was his right foreleg, or lack thereof. An arcane pillar of black metal replaced scales, muscle and bone, forming an artificial limb that radiated more purple cinders.  
 
    Pyro. I could see my avatar smile wickedly as my mind smouldered with trepidation.  
 
    My former friend's fellow ebon wings bowed upon his approach. While Balgore merely glared at him with as much distaste as he did the others.  
 
    "So you's finally come to sees me yourself?" the warlord mocked. 
 
    "Why, are you not satisfied with any other?" Pyro mused, his once proud voice twisted and cruel, yet Balgore didn't answer.  
 
    “Sceptre," continued Pyro. "See that everything is in order," he commanded, and the male ebon wing nodded before flying away. "And you, Omisha, are to escort our friend here," he ordered, and the black dragoness responded with an eager bow.  
 
    "I’s don't need some wyrm at my's side," Balgore protested, but Pyro's cold eyes demanded he listen.  
 
    "Think of it as a way to ensure you do as the Great Master decrees; I’d hate for you to make a mistake." 
 
     Balgore grunted but said nothing more.  
 
    "What about our guest?" Omisha asked deviously, and Pyro turned, inspecting his metal foreclaw.  
 
    "All in good time, sister," he purred, shifting each of his sharp talons like knife blades.  
 
    What are they talking about, surely they don't know...?  
 
    My heart almost stopped as the dark image in my mind looked at me smugly and I sprung up. 
 
    I have to go now! I never should have come here!  
 
     In the very same moment, I was wrenched from my perch by a set of impossibly-cold talons and dragged away in a plume of shadow. Before I knew it, my assailant threw me to the floor and swooped back into the rafters with a dreadful shriek. There was a bolt of pain and a hard metallic thud as I hit the cold stone, clattering to a halt. Fortunately, my armour absorbed most of the impact. Unfortunately, I now lay right before a set of black claws.  
 
    "Hello, Blaze," Pyro announced casually, glaring down his mutilated muzzle at me.  
 
    I bolted back, wings flaring as my arcane weaponry flashed to life like fiery lightning. He was unfazed; in fact, he even looked amused.  
 
    "Did you really think you could hide forever?" he cooed, levelling his glowing eyes with mine.  
 
    "No, but if you took any longer to find me, I may have started to believe it," I countered swiftly.  
 
    Purple flames snorted from his muzzle; even as I could sense him twitch with frustration.  
 
    "I'll admit, you are a tricky one, and yet it is your foolish pursuit of revenge that betrays you," he mused, a somewhat proud expression forming upon his scarred muzzle as he glanced about at the tower.  
 
    Beside him Balgore rumbled a low growl, watching me with the same vengeful scorn.  
 
    "You's caused my boys a lot of trouble, demon," he snorted, his wyvern hissing in agreement.  
 
    I didn't even spare him a glance as I assessed my surroundings for any means of escape. Mentally cursing my poor observations when I saw the shadowy vulpomancer that had snatched me stalking across the beams above.  
 
    Curse them and their tricks!  
 
    All the while Pyro perused the snowy world outside like it was a crop ripe for harvest. I stepped forward, carefully tracking his every movement as I challenged.  
 
    "I thought you were above dealing with such lowly things?"  
 
    Both of his accomplices seemed slightly concerned by that statement, and it was no secret to me that pride was one of their greatest weaknesses. My former friend snorted, his teeth flashing beneath his mask.  
 
    "I do what my master demands, whereas you are simply a means to an end," he retorted sharply.  
 
    "Am I really the one who's a means to an end?"  
 
    He gave no verbal response; instead, with one unnaturally swift sweep of his metal paw, he swatted me to the floor.  
 
    "I'm done with this futile endeavour. I will have a future greater than any wyrm in Dardien could have offered me. I'm the leader of the first unbound ebon wings since the days of Lamia herself," he boasted proudly, motioning to Balgore and Omisha for them to leave.  
 
    "Go, show this pathetic hatchling your might," he commanded.  
 
    Balgore growled, forcing his wyvern over to the edge of the tower. Lifting his mighty golden hammer high as he bellowed. 
 
    "To war!"  
 
    His deep voice echoed from the walls of the tower and out through the frozen wasteland. The mighty boom of a drum and a great horn bellowed like thunder in response.  
 
    Meanwhile, Pyro lifted me up in his talons, throwing me like a rag to the edge of the balcony before following with one beat of his wings and pinning me there. I looked down into the great ravine, at the enormous gates of the orkin citadel opening with a symphony of painful squeals and metallic groans. The bitter wind carried the din of orkin voices, all chanting as the weight of their warped stone feet trundled across the ice. Hundreds upon thousands of armed and armoured monsters marched forward from the mighty fortress’s flaming depths. The blazing lights of their torches and brazen banners becoming more apparent as they turned the canyon into a fiery river of stone bodies, sharp spines and rusted metal.  
 
    Towering beasts marched among them, from hulking trolls carrying monstrous cannons on their hunched backs, to savage chimera thrashing at their goblin tormentors from within wicked cages. Large humanoid ogres, with pale, scarred and putrid skin, wielded huge hammers or clubs, wearing nothing more than tattered loincloths beneath the weight of their swollen stomachs.  
 
    Small, ratty, pale and scrawny goblins, clad in spiked armour with no more than shards of scrap as weapons swarmed between feet like a living carpet. All the while winged horrors, manticores, chimera, as well as swarms of carnivorous bats and birds flew above like a great cloud of terror.  
 
    It was the vast engine of war set on destroying everything, cities, fortresses and my home. The tension that had been building in the world had finally broken, just as Mordrakk told me it would.  
 
    He's not right, I can stop it. Here and now, I have to do something!  
 
    With another loud roar, Balgore raised his hammer once more, forcing the mighty war chant to grow in volume as his wyvern lifted its head high to unleash a bone chilling bellow of its own. With a forceful beat of its tattered wings his mount took to the air, blasting the chamber with a gust of wind as it swooped down over the vast army, followed closely by Omisha.  
 
    "Did you really think I wouldn't expect you to come here? You're nothing if not predictable," Pyro pronounced triumphantly, pressing my head to the floor. "You know the truth, and yet you still think you can run?" he added through gritted fangs.  
 
    "Then finish it now, I'm right here," I growled, kicking up with my rear paws, forcing him to release his grip.  
 
    "Oh, I'm not here to kill you, as simple as that may be. I just need you to lead me home," he explained cryptically as purple light escaped from his smiling muzzle.  
 
    "I'm pretty sure your master’s been aware of where I've been all along," I added as I made a dash for the sky.  
 
    Pyro lunged at me with unnatural speed, metal talons swiping at my wings.  
 
    In an instant, I pulled them to my sides and my leap became a frantic spin as his strike sent me sprawling across the floor. In the same moment, I saw him looming overhead, and I kicked out, sending him sprawling into a rack of weaponry with a symphony of clatters and bangs. I staggered to my paws as he shook off his fall with a snort, his tail sweeping my legs out from under me before I knew it. Flames and an angry hiss seared from his nostrils as he darted over, only for me to coil and lash out with my wing blades.  
 
    "I tire of this game; you will do as the Great Master commands!" he declared as he parried my strike with his own, his dark weaponry scraping against the magical light in a shower of arcane sparks.  
 
    "If you think your pathetic creators will save you now, you're mistaken," he growled, slamming his metal claw into my back.  
 
    With all of my strength I spun, digging my talons into the metal, forcing myself back against his limb.  
 
    "I'm not counting on any gods to save me," I declared, throwing him off as I twisted his foreleg round in such a way that would have surely broken it were it still organic.  
 
    Even so, he was far from beaten, and I jumped to dodge his open muzzle, drawing my bladed tail across his forelimbs while attempting to blast flames in his face. In the same moment, he caught me around the neck with his serrated talons. I choked on fire, while the only thing preventing him from slitting my throat was my armour as it resisted the force of his grip.  
 
    "Look at you, you’re nothing but a flawed relic of a false pantheon," he hissed, claws tightening. "You know, I should thank you really. You lacked the stomach to kill me when you had the chance, and now I have become more powerful than any Dardien lacky!" he boasted.  
 
    Beating his wings, he lifted into the air, throwing me across the room with a flick of his metal claw. I slammed into the floor with a thud, my armour rattling as I slid to a halt beside a pile of orkin munitions.  
 
    "Ssstop toying with him, finisssh thissss as the massster demandsss," the vulpomancer hissed, spreading its tattered wings and swooping down onto a pile of crates.  
 
    Pyro scowled down his gnarled muzzle at me, while my insides still burned from the backfired flames.  
 
    "Still trying to be the hero?" he growled scornfully.  
 
    "I'm not a hero," I declared as I lifted myself to my paws, twirling to face the piles of explosives and volatile powder.  
 
    With a quick thrust, white flames snorted from my muzzle and ignited a trail of flammable dust. In a pyrotechnic shower of sparks and dancing embers, the munitions exploded. With an angry hiss, the taunting vulpomancer leapt into the air, vanishing in a cloud of shadow. Meanwhile, the explosion cast both Pyro and I aside. But I was ready, and charged with all of the strength I could muster, slamming into his forelegs horns first, throwing him into the air.  
 
    I didn't slow, leaping from the rim of the balcony; spreading my wings as the harsh wind sent me into a wild spin. For a moment, I was able to steady myself, then an ear-rending boom tore apart the structure behind me. There was a burst of light as the side of the tower exploded, the chain reaction sending an avalanche of rubble down onto the ramparts.  
 
    The shockwave tore past me, casting me into another uncontrollable spiral. I beat my wings in a desperate effort to right myself as the dark sky and the icy cliffs flashed before my eyes in a blur. When I thought it couldn't get any worse, the sound of beating wings filled the air and a ferocious pair of black talons ripped me from the sky.  
 
    "You didn't think it was going to be that easy, did you?" Pyro hissed, slashing at me with all four claws.  
 
    His wings flared, pulling up from the advancing orkin legions, while I flapped like a rag in a blizzard. Instinctively, I opened my muzzle to unleash a torrent of flames, forcing him to release me. The moment I was free, I beat my wings, the icy landscape rushing by mere meters blow me as the echoes of the explosion faded into the distance.  
 
    An endless sea of snow and ice sped by, broken only by scattered pools of glowing lava and spires of smouldering rock.  Swerving to avoid most of them, I revelled in the chance to fly so wildly again. However, months of confinement in the narrow tunnels had dampened my aerial skills, and I found myself skimming more than a few sharp edges, making me thankful for my armour.  
 
    As I weaved around a stack of spires, Pyro’s shadow appeared above me, surging downward like a bolt of pure darkness. His claws wrapped about my sides, instantly trying to immobilise my wings.  
 
    "See how much better I could have been for them? How great a leader I am compared to you? I wouldn't be so blind as to abandon them like a coward!" he roared over the howl of the wind as we scraped against pillars of volcanic rock.  
 
    Beating my wings harder, I pushed myself up against his underside, using the brief moment of freedom to spin round and face him.  
 
    "You did more than abandon them!" I retorted, lashing at his face with my foreclaws.  
 
    The metal of his helmet softened under the heat, but in the same instant, he struck out with his metal limb, seizing my neck. Gripping with a clench as cold as death, pain radiated through me, amplified by the scars along my side. 
 
    "I secured my place within the new world order so I may extend such a blessing to others of my choosing!" he declared, pulling up and dragging me into the sky with him.  
 
    "Are you sure you didn't do it for yourself?" I replied, kicking at his underside.  
 
    "You'd like to think that, wouldn't you? Be the glorious idol they all think you are?" he growled.  
 
    "Then do it, kill me! Or would your master fail to appreciate that?" I countered, pushing my tail’s glowing blade into his back in an explosion of sparks.  
 
    He roared in pain, purple flames gushing from the wound as fire surged through his bared fangs. Even so, he still possessed guile enough to throw me toward the volcanic glacier, and in the harsh wind my efforts to steady myself were in vain. I struck a mound of snow, smashing through several drifts, before tumbling into a volcanic pit of molten rock and smouldering stone. Lava had boiled up through the ice and rapidly cooled in the freezing air, creating a hostile well of fire and ash like an arena around me.  
 
    Towering pinnacles lined its rim, oozing gooey magma across the terraces of twisted rock and bubbling pools, as I finally bounced over a small stream of molten stone and rolled to a halt at the edge of a deep fissure at the pit's far edge.  
 
    Smoke filled my lungs and my scars coursed with dark magic, causing my wounded limbs to contort and twist. Pyro's silhouette flashed by, gleaming lesions the only thing to distinguish him from the shroud of volcanic smoke. Weakened, I clambered to the edge of the pit, peering down into the fissure’s icy depths, before slumping lazily on a bank of soft snow.  
 
    No, there’s no time for rest! He's not going to stop, he'll never stop!  
 
    True to my fears, Pyro circled like a vulture, before finally settling down in front of me. My armour tightened in preparation for a strike and with a firm swipe, he threw me unceremoniously across the snow.  
 
    "I know what you are – you're not a legend, you're no saviour. You’re the one thing preventing our true master’s return, preventing the universe's freedom from this chaos and disorder!" he hollered, striking again.  
 
    I staggered down a shallow bank at the edge of another deep fissure, leaving me inches away from plummeting into the icy underworld.  
 
    "I know what is in your mind, and it is nothing compared to the true might of the Great Master. You're nothing but a weak imposter!" Pyro went on, sneering through the streams of smoke escaping his bared fangs.  
 
    Pressing one claw to my neck, he drew the other across my body, dragging it upwards and tearing my wing.  
 
    I wonder if he can kill me – he's certainly not the first to try, or to fail.  
 
    All the while I could hear Mordrakk’s stones grinding in my mind as I looked up at the belief in my foe's baleful eyes. I wondered if he knew this was futile, that I couldn't die by his claws.  
 
    Through my blurred vision, I stared past him toward the clouded heavens, spying a lance of firelight streaking across the sky, accompanied by a fierce cry.  
 
    That glow, it can't be?  
 
    The phoenix slammed into the disfigured side of Pyro's masked face talons first. He howled and reared up, as the bird’s serrated claws gouged at his missing eye. Beating his wings, he struggled backwards, his efforts merely encouraging the phoenix’s feathers to burn even brighter.  
 
    The moment his grip loosened, I gasped for breath and staggered to my paws. I'd no idea what was going on, and I didn't have time to question as my opposition was forced, thrashing and cursing, back toward the magma pits. I turned to the cliff edge and bolted, beating my wings the best I could in an effort to fly. It wasn't enough and the next thing I knew I was tumbling into the frozen underbelly of Valcador, slamming against ice and stone before hitting the cold surface with another heavy thud.  
 
    Freezing water flowed lightly across my scales as it poured down from the plains, and peering up through the murky gloom, I could see the cliff top silhouetted against the faded glow of lava and bursts of purple flame. The phoenix’s feathers glowed like the sun as the mighty creature retreated into the smoke, before panting and battered, Pyro appeared at the cliff edge. His eye scoured the gloom, and I felt my chest throb as my heart beat faster.  
 
    Nevertheless, I crawled to the shelter of a small overhang, watching his blurred shadow against the opposite wall until, with an angry roar, he swiped at the snowy rim.  
 
    "You can't run forever, Blaze! The age of the Great Master will come regardless!" he warned. "Maybe then you'll finally come out and face the world like a real dragon!" he added with a menacing hiss, before spreading his tattered wings and disappearing into the darkening sky.  
 
    Afraid that he was just toying with me, I remained hidden for some time. Before I let out a long sigh, a stream of vapour escaping my muzzle as I slumped. A bed of smooth pebbles lay under me as my armour loosened and slowly fell away.  
 
    Things are getting worse. I can't stay here. One day he'll actually manage to catch me or find a way to activate his plans without me.  
 
    I dreaded to think, dismissing the countless horrible scenarios my mind presented.  
 
    That's if the orkin don’t bury Dardien first. My mind quipped.  
 
    With a painful wince and a weary groan, I rolled onto my front and lifted to my paws, knowing that ultimately, the waterlogged pit was not where I needed – or wanted – to be, especially when I looked toward an icy boulder opposite. The familiar sight of my mind’s dark avatar, with his coiled tail and folded wings, scowled at me with brooding menace.  
 
    He held a pair of stones in his forepaws, and with three slow strikes, beat them against one another. Yet before the fourth could ring out, the oblivion of unconsciousness stole me away and he vanished from my sight, as did the forsaken image of the frozen cave.  
 
    * 
 
    "It seems your efforts are wasted."  
 
    My eyes flashed open to gaze upon the frozen cave, only now the world felt dark and lifeless. The air itself was like a viscous soup, slowing my movements. Reality seemed to flicker and wane, as if it were a veil pulled loosely over my eyes. Ahead, I could see the dark serpent sitting upon an icy rock, yet all feelings of weakness had left me and my armour was gone.  
 
    It's just another dream, how could I expect anything else?  
 
    "I could say the same about your efforts," I responded. 
 
    "You could say that it does not matter," he continued, waving a dismissive foreclaw as the darkness below the dreary image crawled through the veil of reality like the tendrils of some great sea beast.  
 
    "It doesn't, but that doesn't mean I'll do what you ask of me," I reasoned, not daring to look at him.  
 
    He contemplated his response, raising a foreclaw to his muzzle.  
 
    "Isn’t the reason you stay here to ensure the safety of those you failed to protect?" he taunted. 
 
    My lack of a response raised his interest, seemingly confirming his suspicions.  
 
    "You're afraid, I know – I can feel it," he stated, snaking deliberately down from his perch and stalking toward me like a predator would its injured prey.  
 
    "Death and pain, they are not your fears. You're afraid of failure, because after so long, and so many attempts, you know you cannot win," he taunted, drawing out his words as if spoken to a child.  
 
    "You could stop me. There is no point in hiding that fact, because I know you will not. You are too afraid that in the end, you'll be alone, left for eternity to live with the fact that you failed. That when all is finished and the last star has faded, you will hear nothing but their screams cast upon my new creation!"  
 
    I swept a claw back through his shadowed form, even though I knew such an action was futile. He simply faded and laughed mockingly.  
 
    "Another example of how pitiful you really are," he scoffed, his disembodied voice flowing about me like water.  
 
    "If I'm so pointless, then so are you!" I called out to nowhere in particular.  
 
    Then something that Pyro had mentioned took its place at the forefront of my mind.  
 
    ‘You're nothing but a weak imposter.’ 
 
    "I don't think you're as all-powerful as you say you are."  
 
    There was a brief flutter as the illusion rematerialized before me, water parting at his paws as if fearing to meet his dark hide.  
 
    "What did he mean?" I pressed, feeling great satisfaction in the fact that I was the one pressuring him for change. "Surely, if you were in charge, you wouldn't have Pyro speaking ill of you like that."  
 
    He stepped backwards, sly expression fading as he hissed spouts of flame.  
 
    "It matters not," he retorted haughtily.  
 
    His manipulative nature turned to anger; he would stop at nothing to make anyone who spoke down to him suffer, and he didn't disappoint me when my scars began to burn.  
 
    He's hiding something... He's not who he says he is, not entirely.  
 
    My thoughts waned as a wave of pain lanced through me, threads of agony seeping deep into my body like the digging roots of penetrating weeds. Gritting my teeth, I staggered, but didn't take my eyes off him.  
 
    "I never wished for it to come to this," he proclaimed, raising a foreclaw and bringing it down over my eyes with one swift strike, severing my connection to the dreary dreamscape, plunging me into darkness once more.  
 
    * 
 
    Consciousness found me as reality drifted back into place. My eyes reluctantly flickered open, affording me a brief glimpse of my surroundings. It looked like another icy cave, much the same as any I'd lingered in for the past few months. The only notable observation was that it was different from that in which unconsciousness had claimed me. It was larger, and through the cover of my eyelids, I could still perceive a light source. I could only assume the river had washed me downstream. Opening my eyes, I could see there was a large gap in the ice, allowing the waterway to flow out over a cliff and into the snowy depths of a thick pine forest outside.  
 
    Dim sunlight illuminated the world beyond, allowing me to surmise I'd been unconscious for the night at least. The healed feeling, which had replaced the strained agony in my limbs, also supported my assumption as I tested each leg with a slow shift. After a few moments confirming my recovery, I stood up, the shards of armour still clinging to my scales shifting, while those that had fallen away resumed their position.  
 
    I glanced around, trying to get my bearings, first to the back of the cave where the river snaked off under the ice to be joined by other streams running down from melt holes in the walls. Piles of logs and fallen trees covered the ground around me, and I could only assume the river had washed them out from deeper within the frozen labyrinth.  
 
    Better be glad the water's not as formidable as it evidently can be, some of those logs are huge!  
 
    My instinct also told me there was even more reason to assume it had no problem washing me away from Pyro's ebon wings and their orkin lackeys.  
 
    What is it with me and escaping down rivers? I wondered as I rolled my aching shoulders.  
 
    Moments later, another sound quickly caught my attention, and my senses prickled as my instincts sharpened instantly – the sound was a gentle, unmistakable coo, and as I turned, I saw the phoenix perched on top of a crooked tree branch. It had the same curious look I'd seen in its eyes before. I checked my surroundings for any other disturbances, and when none presented themselves, I turned away from the bird.  
 
    I don't have time for this! I've no idea where I am, or what to do!  
 
    "It's not wise to turn your tail upon a hawk of Red-Fire," a strange, kooky and vaguely familiar voice suddenly chimed, followed by a light snigger.  
 
    I know that voice? It can't be? I spun round to face the last dragon I ever expected.  
 
    "You!" 
 
    Confusion completely consumed my mind as the grinning face of the withered, old earth dragon greeted me. Many of the Cartographer's aged features were hidden under a tattered hood and robe. I could barely see his horns, folded wings, scarred scales and clouded eyes. The only things I could really make out were his paws, spiked tail and horn-tipped muzzle. He held a wooden staff in the small fingers of his right wing; it looked like a piece of driftwood, and yet the twisted stub that was its upper end emitted a faint green glow.  
 
    What in the creators’ name is he doing here, of all dragons?  
 
    The crazy, old dragon I'd met in Dardien’s archives gave a disgruntled snort of disapproval.  
 
    "You know, for one who spends so much time tracking their prey, you would do well to cover your own paw prints," he grumbled, the second of his two personalities snickering as I glanced down at my paws.  
 
    I shifted with a hint of shame, sending ripples through the water as the Cartographer nodded to the phoenix. Ruffling its feathers and puffing up its chest, it ignited a small pile of twigs. The old dragon moved toward the blossoming fire, placing a larger log on the juvenile flames. The sudden warmth broke my stupor, and I shook my head as I moved closer.  
 
    "What in the creators' name are you doing here?" I asked, while he fanned the fire with a wing.  
 
    He paused, and with a simple wave of his staff, nudged me aside to retrieve more wood. He moved with far more agility than his withered look suggested, bringing my judgment into question.  
 
    Is anyone I know really who they say they are?  
 
    "Who else were you expecting?" he asked somewhat sourly, leaning his staff between two crooked branches.  
 
    My mind raced. Maybe Pyro, some ebon wings? orkin perhaps... Just not him!  
 
    "He didn't look like he was expecting anyone, especially not one from Dardien," the second of his personalities added with a laugh, only to be cut off by a slap from the former.  
 
    My eyes darted about, looking for something that would suggest this was a dream. Meanwhile, he looked at me as if he could see so many things I could not, as if I was the strange one!  
 
    No, this is real, he's really here? But if he was in Dardien after I left...? My mind raced and questions surged forward.  
 
    "In Dardien, what happened? Aries closed off the city and we..."  
 
    He silenced my jabbering with a wave of his forepaw, his second personality giving a tiresome sigh.  
 
    "We thought we warned you of the Sovereign's tendencies?” he asked.  
 
    “A lying snake, unworthy of his place, an insult to the great line of Goldfire," his second personality hissed scornfully.  
 
    Seemingly insulted by the mention of Aries’ name, he wrapped a forepaw around his muzzle. Recalling the last time we met, I tried to humour his bickering, knowing it was the best way to get answers.  
 
    Maybe if he'd been a little clearer about what he meant, I could have avoided most of this.  
 
    "What happened after the attack on the celebration?" I asked again.  
 
    He released his grip, stopped his muttering, and with his tail still twitching, his first personality continued.  
 
    "You fled with the aid of the princess, did you not?"  
 
    I nodded.  
 
    "Vulkaine's doing, we presume – he always did like you. We all did," he added with a smile.  
 
    That feeling's hardly mutual. I inwardly grumbled.  
 
    My opinion on the Elders was no better than those I associated with the creators. All they wanted was for me to fulfil their agendas, although I didn’t yet know what constituted the Elders’ agenda. The Cartographer's look changed and any hope faded briefly from his eyes.  
 
    "Things in Dardien haven't been good since that night," he explained. "The Sovereign tried to accuse the Elders of treason. He suggested that you were an imposter and a danger to the city. Many disagreed, however; fear drove most to see things differently," he confessed sadly, glancing at the fiery bird perched beside him.  
 
    I felt a new knot tighten in my stomach. I knew I didn't belong there with them, no more than I'd belonged with Tarwin, but to think I'd caused all of that. I glanced back at the old dragon as his second voice muttered angrily about Aries being a vile worm.  
 
    "And Zephyra, what did she do?" I asked, dreading a reality in which the princess was among those to betray me.  
 
    The Cartographer smiled at the mention of her name.  
 
    "It would seem that the legends have not been completely forgotten," he answered with a widening grin.  
 
    “Upon the twilight of ages, the skies will break to bring forth the Fallen Star of scornful wrath and eternal hate,” his second voice began to chant.  
 
    Hopeful about his response, I ignored his muttering. Don't think about that stupid legend, I know it's just a ruse.  
 
    "No, the princess did not hide while her father's madness gripped the city; it would seem that you inspired her," he explained admirably. "Not a bad dragoness to save, we might add, and the day she realised how dire things were, her entire order followed, joining with a good proportion of the others who followed the Elders over Aries."  
 
    There was a hint of hope in his tone, as if he'd been waiting to say such a thing for a very long time. Glancing to his staff, he took it in his wing fingers once again.  
 
    "The New Order follows her lead now, and they are the best hope of stopping the Brazen Horde," he added, glancing back with a knowing stare. "Yet they will soon face an enemy known to none."  
 
    I glanced away shamefully. No, an enemy known to me. The one I failed to stop.  
 
    "You know, don't you?" he accused. "You've seen them. The curse of the ebon wing has not been seen for almost seven centuries – their presence among the demon horde is a dire sign indeed."  
 
    He stared into the fire, and I swore his gaze caused the flames to shiver into unnatural images of beating wings and flame-spewing dragons. All that flashed through my mind was my battle against Pyro at Ilivar, the sight of his scarred face and his torn limb. I shied away, disturbing the flames with a beat of my wings, casting the image into a frenzied spiral of smoke and embers.  
 
    "I can't go back," I declared, my eyes not daring meet his. 
 
     He frowned, but didn't pull his gaze away from the settling flames.  
 
    "You are the guardian, will of the creators, if you will not stop this, no one will," he stated, as if rehearsed.  
 
    "Cometh then one of unnatural blood, born to one of the nine great races of our legacy. For when darkness falls, and the most ancient of shadows is reborn, cometh the last great Guardian to whom we are solely sworn, descendant of shadow, light, life and death, their loss will transcendent," his second voice continued relentlessly as he leaned forward, holding himself up with his staff.  
 
    I shook my head, trying to block out the guilt as I fought back the confusion.  
 
    It's all too fast, too sudden! It's been so long; I can't go back!  
 
    His knowing look told me that both he and the Elders had always known more about me than they cared to share. 
 
    "No! I failed to stop this; I've repeatedly failed. Obviously, whatever they intended me to be wasn't enough," I hissed. 
 
    He paused and shook his head.  
 
    "Our victories are measured in failures as much as in successes. It is, however; our will to carry on which defines us," he advised. 
 
    Reluctantly, I sank back down, fighting the urge to cower beneath my wings. As guilt welled up inside, the repressed feelings of the months hidden away broke free, searching desperately for any excuse to discourage my return home.  
 
    "Then I've failed," I admitted, bowing my head. "And I don't want to fail again."  
 
    The silence lasted no more than a heartbeat, before the old dragon started laughing. It wasn't the rebellious snigger of his second voice, he was actually chuckling as he added.  
 
    "We have seen failure, we have seen heroes fall, but that day we first met you, we saw the determination in your eyes." His laughter paused as he shook his head. "We had no doubt of who you were then, so why have you lost the will to go so far for those you hold dear?"  
 
    "The day we met, in the archive?" I questioned.  
 
    I wasn't doing that for anyone other than myself?  
 
    He laughed again, shaking his head.  
 
    "Oh no, we mean the day we saw you fly into a tree," he corrected quickly and my confusion dispersed in an instant.  
 
    "You! You were the one who brought me to Dardien?" I stuttered in surprise, and he nodded.  
 
    "We admit it was the most surprised we'd seen the Elders in an age, and as for the little blue dragoness the healers left you with, well she too, was just as shocked," he explained.  
 
    I felt my heart ignite and then fall into a depressing ache as the memory of the day I'd met Risha came back to me.  
 
    "I'm sure she was," I admitted.  
 
    He seemed to notice the effect his words had on me and pointed his staff at the empty socket in my armour, the wooden tip glowing brightly for a moment, forcing the golden metal to do the same. I shifted away as he pointed to the spot where the first good feeling I’d had in months had sparked – a warm heart, burning like dragonfire.  
 
    "We doubt a god could truly know such emotion, their omnipotent nature makes them blind to such things, their immortality far too distracting to truly understand the struggles of mortal kind," he explained with another jab at my chest.  
 
    I staggered back beyond his reach as he continued.  
 
    "That is where you differ, and whether it is fate, destiny or purpose, intended or accidental, you are who you are," he proposed, pulling back his staff. "And you are not one who would sit back and allow the world to die, we might add."  
 
    I glanced about nervously, my mind torn.  
 
    He's just like Mordrakk only... My thoughts came to a halt. I want to listen to him.  
 
    "Mighty fires of starlight will stand against the darkest dawn, and upon blades of crackling fire, corrupt blood will be drawn. When starry skies of longest night are gazed upon in times of greatest doubt and direst fear, age’s twilight grows ever near," his second voice continued to mutter to itself.  
 
    "If I go back, he'll get the amulet, he'll kill everyone," I whimpered.  
 
    "Upon that new dawn, the most magnificent light will bless such skies, as stars clash upon dying age’s coming night. When golden spires become awash with dragonfire, all will know of their last great saviour. So will end the reign of our grand creator," he rambled on until, with a hard slap of his muzzle, he silenced himself.  
 
    "Tell me, Guardian, how long have you lived?" his former voice enquired.  
 
    "Barely fifteen winters – no, I–I mean seasons. I don't really know which anymore."  
 
    He pulled back his staff, leaning it against his wing and locked his eyes with mine.  
 
    "And in all that time, who was it that chose to do what was right? Who felt, who cared, who lived, ate, drank and flew?" he asked, firmly nudging my wings with his barbed tail.  
 
    The reality of his words slowly gripped me, and Mordrakk's dark voice was nowhere to disagree.  
 
    "It wasn't the darkness that first drove you to Ilivar, nor did you run when faced with the power of the Great Master," he added, glancing down at my chest. "There is who we are told to be, and then there is who we choose to be, and we do not make that decision with our minds," he told me sincerely as he reached to tap my chest plate again.  
 
    I made no effort to avoid him as I thought about that. Just like Vulkaine said, I never really did any of that because I was told to.  
 
    "The choice we must make is whether to stand for what we love or let fear and darkness take us," he added simply.  
 
    With the thoughts spinning in my mind, I knew what I should do; in fact, I knew exactly what I wanted to do and what was going to keep my friends safe.  
 
    "When golden spires become awash with dragonfire, all will know of their last great saviour. So will end the reign of our grand creator," his second voice repeated the rhythmic conclusion of my legend. 
 
    "Wait, you called me ‘Guardian’? How do you know about all that? How do you know about any of this?" I asked, and raising himself from his sedentary position he answered. 
 
    "You did not think everyone had forgotten about the ages that existed before those of legend?" 
 
    "Who are you?" I pressed.  
 
    He gave a deep sigh, his second voice falling completely silent.  
 
    "That is a very long tale, one for another time," he replied, glancing up at the phoenix.  
 
    A wave of frustration fell over me, a million internal voices demanding I should know, especially after the lengths they'd gone to, to deceive me.  
 
    "And what of the fight, the orkin and Mordrakk? I can't defeat them all, regardless of where I am or what you say," I stated.  
 
    "There is a gathering of all wings still loyal to the old alliance upon the ruined overlook of Midnight Watch, be they of leather or feather. It is a five-day flight from here," he stated matter-of-factly. "Zephyra's army stands ready to intercept the Brazen Horde within a month," he explained, turning back to me.  
 
    "But even if Balgore is defeated, what about Mordrakk?” I pressed, but he merely shook his head.  
 
    "You're not as powerless as you think. For it was you who forced the Great Master's hand both times at Ilivar. You've already proven to him you're not so easily set aside. He is still weak, he will bide his time, you must use that."  
 
      But I didn't defeat Mordrakk at Ilivar? I noted, only to consider. True, but I didn't exactly let him get his way either, the Ether is still closed to him.  
 
    "You will make your choice and we will meet you on the sixth day from now," he added as he turned to leave and I shook off my confusion, bolting after him 
 
    "Wait, what about you, where are you going?" I asked. 
 
    He paused, glancing back, not at me, but at the warm glow of the phoenix radiating from above, while the fiery bird neatly preened its feathers.  
 
    "Oh, you do not need us to show the way. Though we guess we are not the only one who has been searching for you." 
 
    That idea made me both cautiously optimistic and fearful all at once as the old dragon added.  
 
    "As we are sure you have surmised, the ebon wings know of your escape too, they'll be hunting for you."  
 
    I paused on the snow-covered gravel, cold water lapping over my paws, unsure of what to say as he turned toward the snowy forest.  
 
    "We will take our leave, Guardian. Trust that our Eyes will always keep you safe," he added, and the flaming bird behind me cooed in response.  
 
    I turned to see the phoenix straightening and flaring its feathers; it even nodded.  
 
    Did he call his phoenix ‘Eyes’?  
 
    The Cartographer was more mystical than I imagined, a thought that was justified when I looked back to see that he'd vanished. Meanwhile, the glow of the phoenix shifted as the majestic bird flapped its wings and took to the sky, its flight illuminating the tips of snowy pine trees.  
 
    "So, what will you do?" Mordrakk questioned.  
 
    I looked up to see his illusion coiled upon a frost-encrusted mound.  
 
    "I know what you'd ask of me, but you're not him, are you? Not entirely," I challenged, approaching slowly.  
 
    I expected my scars to erupt with pain, but as I stopped at the base of the mound, I felt nothing but the fury in his eyes bearing down on me.  
 
    "You are not completely like him, and if what you tell me is true, you are as much a part of the creators as you are of me." I surmised. 
 
    He growled, and flames spat from his bared teeth.  
 
    "You may think that such an accusation will keep you safe, but know this, Guardian; I will stop at nothing to see the glory of my creation restored, and I will let no one stand before me, not even those traitorous aspects of myself," he threatened, with a fearsome inflection.  
 
    "So, you are different?" I muttered as a new realisation slowly dawned over me.  
 
    He's not entirely like the Mordrakk that I faced at Ilivar.  
 
    My thoughts died as a sharp blade of pain rippled through my scars.  
 
    "You may think what you wish of me, but do not make the mistake of thinking we are equal," he finished, and with a gust of wind, he faded away, as did my pain.  
 
    I staggered back and looked about as my mind fell upon one thing, a break in his mental assault and the motivation I'd been so desperately looking for. 
 
    I have to go back.  
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    Long Road Home 
 
      
 
    With the phoenix’s guidance, it wasn't long before I found a vantage point above the snowy forest. The vast ice fields of Valcador rose up at my back, the smoke from the bastions of orkin industry and volcanic pits darkening the sky. Before me lay the vast forest of Shadow Fen, and to the east rose the western foothills of the great Storm Mountains.  
 
    If I kept following their edge to the south, it will lead me toward Dardien. Around the heart of orkin territory.  
 
    I didn't really know much about the cursed forests of Shadow Fen, but what little I did know told that after centuries of vile magic the trees had been corrupted into a vast, twisted thicket of barbs, thorns and rot. I could see the endless wall of tangled roots and sharp, irregular tree stumps beneath the light cover of snow. The orkin that inhabited the foul lands differed greatly from their Valcador kin. In place of industry, they used vile sorcery, more ancient than even the beast-men themselves. While wild manticores thrived in the hellish undergrowth, like flies about a corpse.  
 
    I thought to wait a little longer, to find a safer place to take off from, but lack of time and the longing to get as far from Valcador as I could, made me impatient. To my left, a roaring river cascaded down the steep valley cliffs, creating an updraft of chilled mist. I glanced back at my flared wings, rustling them apprehensively. 
 
    This isn't going to be a simple trip.  
 
    The gleaming feathers of the fiery bird caught my eye as it made its way toward the mountainous horizon, confirming my instinct about it being the right direction.  
 
    What are a few manticore riders or walls of twisted trees to me?  
 
    I'd no idea whether the Cartographer had planned this, especially after he'd suggested that I'd have to navigate my way home.  
 
    I just hope he's right about all this, for everyone's sake.  
 
    * 
 
    Few things stole my attention as I flew, allowing the walls within my mind to hold tight against the doubts and hesitations. Despite the constant threat of attack, I felt content with the radiant light of the sun gleaming on my outstretched wings, and even more pleased to see the nearly impassable terrain passing by below.  
 
    Despite Shadow Fen's sinister landscape, the sunlight here was clear and untainted, unlike the sickly hue that shone down through the smoggy clouds of Valcador.  
 
    Ironic that a culture of dark curses and sacrifice spares them a sky full of industrial soot.  
 
    All too soon, the light narrowed on the horizon, and the winter glow morphed into golden pillars as it began to sink below the clouds. As the day began to fade and the cold night crept in, slight trepidation fell over me once more. Scanning the snowy forest, I looked for a safe place to nest, preferably one above the cursed thicket.  
 
    All the while, I was just waiting for Mordrakk's dark voice to tell me that the dark forest was no match for my power, and yet he was silent.  
 
    He's too quiet, I don't like it when he's quiet. Even so, I considered that what I'd said to him earlier may have actually had an effect. It's almost like he's afraid I'll find out more?  
 
    Regardless of his opinions, I knew better than to stay out after dark, especially seeing how well ebon wings could blend into the shadows. Therefore, as my sharp eyes scoured the ground, I could see that frozen rivers and lakes occasionally broke the snowy mass, as did a number of small orkin encampments scattered about the mass of knotted trees. I put as much distance between myself and those as possible until, finally, a large rocky ridge line came into view.  
 
    Towering cliffs of craggy rock rose up, trees clawing at their rugged flanks with sharp barbs, as if trying to drag them down into the darkness. The escarpment rose like the head of a great beast, a row of more inviting trees clinging to its back, forming a green mane, while rock formations outlined its eyes, ears and teeth. The natural illusion would have been flawless if not for the arched ruins that sat on the edge of what would have been the great monster's muzzle.  
 
    I passed close to the crumbling structure, checking for any signs of orkin activity, before circling back and landing on the cliffside just below an old tower. A large ledge sloped down to the forest, its far end consumed by the tide of cursed woodland, while above, ruined stairs snaked into the rock. I noted that the terrain provided adequate cover from any peering eyes, before I began searching for shelter.  
 
    It feels like everything's watching me here anyway, it's like the trees have eyes.  
 
    That idea made my spine prickle as I crept between two boulders, and heard the distant caw of the phoenix circling somewhere above. For a moment I was afraid it would give away my position, but I convinced myself that it couldn't be that stupid.  
 
    It's smarter than I give it credit for, I'll admit. I noted, as it vanished into the trees, without a trace.  
 
    Meanwhile, I came upon a small cave, and clearing it of bats, settled down to watch the last rays of sunlight disappear over the horizon. As night's shadows began to pool around me, my eyes lingered on places I anticipated Mordrakk’s dark image to manifest. Though only moss and vines covered the rugged walls, while dripping stalactites plopped water into small pools.  
 
    He's really missing out. Maybe I can have a relatively peaceful night for a change?   
 
    I knew that was a frail idea, yet after turning some dry vegetation into a soft bed, and without Mordrakk’s cruel words, my mind began to wander. I couldn't help feeling that his lack of taunting was deliberate; after all, I was one step closer to doing what he wanted. I just hoped the real Mordrakk didn't think I would leave Valcador so swiftly.  
 
    That's if I can still believe there's a difference between them.  
 
    It wasn’t long after sunset that something finally stole my attention away from anxiety. I jumped to my paws when a faint fluttering in the trees drew my gaze, and crept cautiously toward the cave mouth. Icicles clung to the stone like glistening fangs, and a bitter wind gnawed at my scales. Faint, wispy clouds crossed the darkened sky, looming like ghosts in the moonlit blackness.  
 
    Beyond, was an even greater sight. Despite all the deadly and otherworldly horrors amongst which I sat, the sea of sparkles crossed by the dancing aurora and cosmological clouds still offered the most intoxicating sight.  
 
    Hard to think the one bent on the world's destruction designed such a magnificent spectacle.  
 
    It was even harder to believe that one could engineer such a vast piece of art. It was far more reassuring to imagine it as a vast canvas filled with tiny holes and illuminated from behind by a glorious white light. I wished, just once, that I could view the stars in such a simple way again.  
 
    But how naive does that make me? I'd just be the ignorant fool Mordrakk takes me for.  
 
    A rustling in the tree caught my attention and I jumped to face it, cursing myself for allowing my attention to slip. There was a dull flicker amidst the shadows, a light similar to that of a dimmed lantern between the frosty branches. I relaxed when I saw the phoenix, its glowing feathers dulled to mask its presence. Even in such an inconspicuous state, it looked magnificent, watching me for a while before settling to preen its feathers.  
 
    The earliest I could recall seeing it was back in Taldran. Yet there were no obvious signs that the Cartographer or the Elders had possessed the allegiance of such a creature.  
 
    Am I so different? It feels like they used me just the same? I shook my head, trying to clear the thoughts. No, I'm not a pet or a pawn anymore!  
 
    The phoenix gave a light coo, its ruby eyes sparkling like jewels. Its intelligent appearance urged a thought that at one time would have made me feel stupid.  
 
    I guess that was before I learned there were things in the world that can understand me?  
 
    "What about you? Where do you fit in all this?" I asked. 
 
    The bird’s eyes twinkled, but as expected, its only response was a soft cluck.  
 
    Can't talk back, what else was I expecting? A portion of my mind laughed at my stupidity.  
 
    "Yeah, just as I thought," I sighed, sparing the stars one last glance before I turned away.  
 
    They weren't the same, they'd not been for a long time. A shadow darting across the lights instantly changed my train of thought, and I darted for the cover of the cave. For a moment, it seemed I'd gone unnoticed, and with a dull flicker, the light of the phoenix’s feathers died completely as it vanished into the forest.  
 
    Well, at least one of us can disappear. I thought scornfully as I cautiously glanced around.  
 
    The beating of wings and the dark silhouette scooted by, before landing with a metallic thud that erased any idea I was imagining things. I slid down as the draconic figure shifted in the gloom; noting just how hard it was to distinguish him from the shadows. It didn't look like Pyro, and as he raised his head and sniffed the air, I recognised him as one of the other ebon dragons from the tower.  
 
    Sceptre, if I remember right? Trust Pyro to send some lackey after me instead of coming himself!  
 
    At first, I thought he'd just leave, but as the tense moments passed, I realised that was a futile expectation.  
 
    "Spread out, find our master’s prize," he commanded eagerly as several vulpomancers materialised in plumes of shadow.  
 
    My heart jumped as the half-dozen serpentine forms silently skulked over the rocks and I slipped back behind a boulder, glancing around for a means of escape.  
 
    It's not going to be easy taking off without one of them seeing. I surmised, stealthily starting to creep away.  
 
    The shadow creatures vanished amidst the rocks while I moved to stay out of Sceptre's scouring vision. I managed to get a good distance away before I turned and scurried up the overgrown stairs to the ruined arches at the top of the ridge.  
 
    Is anywhere in this cursed place really going to be safe? I thought as I caught a glimpse of the endless forest on all sides.  
 
    After passing through one of the tall arches, I found the inside of the highkin ruin had collapsed, forming a pit of rubble and small pine trees hidden by the snowfall. Moments later, stones under me gave way, and with a clatter of armour and a snap of pain, I finally bounced to a stop on the cracked floor of an open chamber.  
 
    By the creators, why is everything north of Dardien falling to pieces!? I inwardly cursed, only for a loud thud to steal my attention.   
 
    A scattering of snow from the peak of the arch across from me signalled that my fall hadn't gone unnoticed, and I ducked behind a pile of bricks as the vulpomancer’s eyeless gaze passed over me. It gave a light hiss before creeping along the top of the ruin, and leaping over to the ridge's peak.  
 
    They're still not the most alert creatures, eyes or not. I let out a long-held breath as a new wave of relief washed over me. 
 
    Relief that was shattered in a flurry of dark smoke as a set of deathly claws ripped me from my hiding space and threw me into the middle of the ruin. The vulpomancer gave a wicked laugh, the sound distorted by rasping breaths and hisses. I lifted to my paws to find more of them settling around me like murderous crows, before a whoosh of wings and clatter of claws silenced their laughter.  
 
    "Guardian, it is good to finally meet you in person. Although, I must say, I expected a little more," Sceptre taunted, feigning a courteous bow.  
 
    "Likewise," I replied as my mind raced in search of a solution.  
 
    He's got more arrogance radiating off him than Pyro, I need to keep him talking.  Yet the ebon wing's proud expression soon faded, and he sighed. 
 
    "So much trouble over such a little whelp, you're hardly worth it," he stated.  
 
    "Ssstop this trivial boasssting, seizzze him!" one of the vulpomancers hissed, jolting forwards.  
 
    "Very well," Sceptre sighed, casually waving a paw at me.  
 
    Well, so much for keeping up his monologue!  
 
    The foremost vulpomancer leapt at me and my arcane blades despatched it with a fiery slice. A few more hesitated, while I spun and sliced another across the face with my wing blades. Even so, as their claws grazed my arcane armour, more poured forward, the overwhelming force of their blows forcing me to the ground.  
 
    Come on, get up! When did you let yourself get beaten so easily!? 
 
    I thought back to all the countless orkin strong holds I'd burned down in just a few weeks and kicked up. Yet to my surprise, almost as soon as they had started, my attackers stopped, quickly scattering back to their perches, leaving only one pair of eyes to peer down at me.  
 
    "Ready to give up?" Sceptre challenged, as if I was a fish trapped in a barrel. "Our master will not wait forever." 
 
    "Are you?" I taunted, as I staggered back to all fours. "I'm shocked your master lets you toy with your prey so pathetically."  
 
    He shook his head, snarling as he raised a forepaw to direct his dark companions back my way.  
 
    Okay this is it, Mordrakk in my head or not, I can't let them beat me here!  
 
    I crouched, ready to strike, when without warning, eldritch lightning lanced into one of the vulpomancers, disintegrating it in an instant. With my enemies momentarily distracted, I bolted without a second thought, darting rapidly up the side of the ruined wall toward the forest’s cover. I heard a chorus of rage erupt from my hunters when another bolt of lightning lit up the ridge.  
 
    What in the creators' name is going on? I was hardly given time to consider the fact as Sceptre bellowed.  
 
    "Find these imposters. No one can interrupt the master’s plans!" Another bolt lit up the ruins as he and his shadowy minions took to the sky.  
 
    Whatever it is, so long as it's after them and not me, I don't care!  
 
    I considered it may be some sinister Shadow Fen predator as the darkness of the trees encircled me and my instinct kicked in. I pressed myself to the floor, claws clutching at damp soil.  
 
    A rustle in the undergrowth followed by a sharp hum caught my attention, but before I could react, something exploded from the vegetation in a shower of snow and pine needles.  
 
    In an instant, I was on my back, each of my paws held in place by another set of clawed limbs. My attacker was about my size with a sharp set of claws and bared teeth, but it wasn't a vulpomancer or a dragon. I was about to strike back when I glanced at the polished-white bird skull, through which two shimmering, amber eyes locked with mine. The moment the both of us realised, our visions widened.  
 
    "We really need to stop meeting like this," Neera offered as she hopped off.  
 
    I was too stunned to answer as she tilted her head curiously, studying me so closely it was as if she had to convince herself I was real.  
 
    "Must you really be so barbaric in your actions? I assured you that this was the Guardian several minutes ago, and yet still you insist on assaulting everything we find," another indignant voice called from the bush, followed by a sharp hum and a flash of gold.  
 
    It was neither dragon nor demon; in fact, the glowing energy bound within the golden frame to form an arcane hawk was unmistakable. 
 
    Neera? Apollo, what in the Creators' name are they doing out here? 
 
     The faldron glanced between us, dismissing Apollo's words with a shake of her head.  
 
    "Relax, Goldy, I was just making sure," she assured, patting my shoulder with her wing.  
 
    "Yes, well, while I do appreciate your concern, I am fully capable of dealing with all potential threats myself, thank you. My talismans and enchantments are designed to function in many different scenarios," Apollo countered. 
 
    "Yes, yes, I know, you don’t need to remind me for the hundredth time," she replied, mocking him with an odd motion of her forepaws.  
 
    "What are you doing here, how did you find me? Who's with you?" I blurted, the words firing like cannon balls.  
 
    The pair looked at me with a similar lack of understanding. Urgh, why does everyone always look at me like I'm supposed to be the one with answers?  
 
    The awkward moment ended when hissing shrieks and wing beats drew our attention.  
 
    "Less talk, more lightning, please!" Neera commanded, waving a wing toward the approaching shadows.  
 
    Apollo rolled his glowing eyes, his metallic feathers ruffling with arcane sparks until his wingtips glowed, unleashing a bolt of lightning into the foremost creature and instantly turning another vulpomancer to dust. More of the creatures scattered in his wake, letting out frustrated hisses as they circled back.  
 
    "Come on, we have to take out the wing leader," Neera called, before darting back toward the ruins.  
 
    "Wait, what?" I exclaimed, reaching out to stop her, only managing to get a paw-full of snowy twigs.  
 
    Save questions for later, when there's not a flock of angry demons trying to kill us!  
 
    "Wait, what are you doing?" I called, catching Neera as she stopped at the base of the ruined wall.  
 
    "Take out the dragon in the lead and they usually disappear, at least when there's a lot of them in one place," she elaborated, her rushed words almost lost to her exertions as she added. "You seriously don't know how to deal with ebon wings?"   
 
    "Indeed, her theory is correct, and yet I am uncertain as to why this new-found fact may be the case," Apollo chimed.  
 
    Ignoring his explanation, I fixed my eyes on Neera.  
 
    "No, I mean what are you doing here?"  
 
    "Isn't it obvious? We came to find you," she replied, as if I should know. 
 
    As her words faded, a dark shape scampered across the stone above us. 
 
    "Look out!"  
 
    She didn't even have time to glance up before I pulled her down and blasted white fire over her head, burning the vulpomancer into oblivion.  
 
    "Thanks," she replied casually, swiftly jumping back to her paws while shaking the snow from her ruffled feathers.  
 
    "Indeed, good show, Guardian," Apollo added, as I grabbed Neera by the shoulders.  
 
    "I need to know what you're doing here, who's with you? How did you even find me?" I demanded, almost shaking the answers from her.  
 
    "Do not allow thessse arrogant wyrmsss to bessst you!" another approaching vulpomancer commanded. 
 
    The three of us turned to see its grizzly form unexpectedly swallowed by a blast of green flame, as a shape darted by before landing on the wall above us.  
 
    "Are you okay...?" I heard another instantly recognisable voice ask.  
 
    "Fine thanks, Bolty," Neera replied, backing away from me.  
 
    Bolty? Who's ever called him that?  I thought, looking up to see the green dragon shake his head and scowl.  
 
    "Do you really have to call me that?"  
 
    "It makes things simpler," she answered, jumping up onto the wall beside him.  
 
    "Boltock!?" I exclaimed as I shook off my own surprise.  
 
    He'd changed since the last time I'd seen him. Most notable was the smooth silver armour adorning his scales. It looked almost too tight against his firm build, its wind-like shapes and encrusted opals suggesting that it was originally intended for a dragon of another element.  
 
    "It's good to see you again," the earth elemental offered with a relieved smile. 
 
    "Told you I’d find him," Neera announced proudly.  
 
    "On the contrary, it was the tracking talismans that determined the Guardian's true location, I believe that..."  
 
    "We know!" the dragon and faldron announced in unison, instantly cutting off Apollo's lecture.  
 
    "Where are the others?" she asked Boltock, but he merely motioned to the sky as more flames erupted among the scattering vulpomancers.  
 
    "Wait! What others, how did you find me!?" I repeated, pointing at Apollo with a frantic forepaw. "What does he mean about talismans!?"  
 
    The arcane construct jumped at the opportunity to explain, but before he could, another shadow passed over us, wings beating like a crack of thunder as the force of its claws sent us all sprawling over the wall.  
 
    "The wing leader didn't inform me you would be bringing guests," Sceptre hissed, words uttered through gritted fangs as he swooped low.  
 
    The three of us lifted to our paws. Apollo darting to my side as the ebon wing perched upon one of the ruined arches. Once more it was as if we were nothing more than meddlesome insects to him as he raked a claw along the rock.  
 
    "No matter, I’ll deal with all of you if I must," he added, leaping forward with outstretched claws.  
 
    I coiled up ready to blast him, but before the flames left my muzzle a gleaming bolt of silver struck his underside, pulling him upwards in a flurry of wing beats. Boltock and Neera jumped forward, while the new dragon and the ebon wing tussled in the sky – claws, wings and blades ringing out as silver armour struck corrupted metal. Bursts of fire sprang from both sides before Sceptre gave an angry hiss and withdrew.  
 
    "Don't think this is over!" he called, snaking off into the night, the remaining vulpomancers retreating with him. 
 
    The moment they vanished, the silver dragon twisted gracefully in the air, before gliding down to us. The others didn't seem too concerned, but I watched him warily.  
 
    I know him, we've met before. My eyes narrowed. He was Pyro's friend.   
 
    "Soaren?" I asked sceptically, recalling the air elemental’s face from the Season of Fire Celebration.  
 
    The larger grey dragon regarded me with the same surprised relief as the others. Not to mention he boasted the same air order armour.  
 
    "Guardian, it’s good to see you again," he offered, stepping toward me before prostrating himself in a regal bow.  
 
    I shook my head at the gesture, waving it off with a forepaw.  
 
    "Likewise, I suppose," I replied, unsure of my feelings.  
 
    "Blaze, isn't it?" he asked as he lifted his head.  
 
    "Yes, but that name hardly matters anymore." As true as it was, the confession sent an emotional jab through me.  
 
    Why would he care, he's like Pyro? Ambitious, prideful? How can I trust him?  
 
    I didn't want to repeat the mistakes that had led to Pyro's corruption, but Soaren seemed puzzled by my response.  
 
    What am I saying, they all seem confused? I don't have time for guessing games, I need explanations.  
 
    "How did you get here, why are you here? Who else came with you?"  
 
    With the threats gone, questions flowed from my muzzle like a river. Even so, they all looked slightly stunned by the verbal barrage and remained silent, until one voice broke through.  
 
    "Why do you think?" It was the most wonderful, yet most intimidating sound I'd heard in a long time.  
 
    I became as stiff as a statue, forcing myself to turn, and the moment I did, I was wrapped in a tight embrace.  
 
    "You're alive, you're alive!" Risha's voice was filled with desperate relief as she buried her head into my shoulder.  
 
    Initially, I tensed, feeling as cold as the ice in which I'd lingered for months. That was until the intensity of our reunion hit me, my heart thawed and I returned her embrace without thought. The moment was over far too quickly, and as she leaned back; our eyes met.  
 
    I can’t tell that she was wounded at all, Apollo did a great job!  
 
    Like her brother, she was wearing a set of sleek, silver armour that fitted her slender body far more snugly.  
 
    I didn't ponder on her new look for too long, however, as slowly the logical dread within me drowned out the warm feelings. I glanced away, recalling the Cartographer's words about my emotions compared to the creators.  
 
    So what if they can't feel like this? Why does it make me any stronger?  
 
    It was in that moment that reality seemed to hit her as well, and her smile wavered slightly.  
 
    "Where were you?" she asked firmly.  
 
    Despondency flowed back into me with the force of a tsunami, and I shied away once again as I muttered.  
 
    "I couldn't come back."  
 
    It seemed to take her a moment to process that, I could see the internal conflict behind her eyes, as if anticipation had been building ever since I'd left.  
 
    She's angry at me, even if she won't admit it, I can see it on her face.  
 
    "By the skies, what happened to your shoulder?" she demanded abruptly, and I realised she'd caught sight of my scars. 
 
    I shifted my wings, covering the wounds as I forced myself to look at her.  
 
    "It's fine, I'm fine, I just couldn't... I…" My response died in my throat.  
 
    "What do you mean?" she asked quietly, stepping back as I tried again.  
 
    "It's not what you think it is, any of this, I can't…"  
 
    What can I tell her? That I'm just as much a part of the monster as I am the creators?  
 
    I didn't want to believe that truth, I didn't want to admit that Mordrakk had been right about why I'd failed to return. She glanced away, and the memory of the last thing I'd told her began to eat away at me.  
 
    "You promised," she mumbled.  
 
    God or not, I couldn't stand the glare that followed. I could hear the illusion’s disparaging voice in my mind, his distant words cast amidst a sea of whispers and slithering hisses. Then, as if at his whim, I felt a hint of bitterness, which I leapt upon like a life raft amidst the growing ocean of sorrow.  
 
    Everything I've done, I did it all to keep them safe. All because I care for them more than anything. Do they doubt that I'll do absolutely anything for them, no matter the cost?  
 
    At that notion, a small island of reason appeared on the horizon of my conflict, its shores desperately calling me. What had I done by abandoning what I stood for? I knew why they looked up to me. I'd been their leader, braved the unknown with them at my side.  
 
    "Things changed, Risha," I admitted in a whisper so shameful I almost hoped she'd fail to hear.  
 
    She glanced away, her beautiful, sapphire-blue eyes falling to the mud at her paws.  
 
    "Yeah, looks like they did," she admitted tersely.  
 
    I had to fight to keep remorse from dragging my conscience off its mental raft as I turned to Apollo. His golden frame was forced into what looked like a frown as he finally spoke.  
 
    "I trust the reactivation of your location talisman didn't prove too difficult?" he asked. 
 
    "My what?" I responded. 
 
    Once again, I was given that patronising look, no matter how fake it appeared upon his metallic face.  
 
    "Your armour's location talisman; it reactivated not too long ago and I was able to track it," he explained, jabbing a wing tip at my chest plate.  
 
    "It's how we found you, some ancient, magical nonsense," Neera interrupted, earning a deeper frown from Apollo.  
 
    I thought back to only a day ago, a nagging feeling that I'd not been the one to activate the talisman; in fact, everything going on now seemed to lead back to the Cartographer.  
 
    "After your disappearance, your companions were quite concerned," Apollo continued, looking over each of the others in turn.  
 
    "I will admit, after failing to detect your beacon at the location to which the gateway was set, even I had my doubts, and yet, it seems your abilities are far greater than anticipated," he added.  
 
    I silenced him with a stern look, driven by a fear that he'd unknowingly divulge a portion of the truth about Mordrakk and I.  
 
    He's wrong, I wasn't powerful enough. If I was Mordrakk would be gone and they'd all be safe.  
 
    "You shouldn't have come here, it's too dangerous," I stated, earning only puzzled looks from most of my friends.  
 
    "And that's a reason for you to be here, is it?" Risha swiftly challenged.  
 
    I shivered as she rounded on me, with a look similar to one a parent would give a chick that had continually disobeyed them. Yet there was a small quiver of pain in her expression and the sight broke me as I sighed.  
 
    "No, but it’s better me being in danger than anyone else." She almost looked ready to beat that idea out of me, or at least to voice a firm retort, but her opportunity was stolen.  
 
    "He's right, the traitor may have scattered, but he will soon return with greater numbers," Soaren suggested sensibly, looking to the sky.  
 
    "Traitor?" I questioned, hiding how I truly felt about the minds Mordrakk had already broken.  
 
    "Marshals of demons, wherever they go, those awful things swarm in greater numbers," Soaren replied. 
 
    He talks about them like they're already dead? I noted, only to pause. They don't know, do they? About Pyro?  
 
    "Not dragons?" I asked, but he appeared almost insulted.  
 
    "They forfeited that name when they abandoned their allegiance," he replied sternly. "Now come, we must return to cover before they have a chance to track us down," he commanded, leading off into the air.  
 
    "I would advise that you follow this descendant’s example, Guardian. He has proved to be quite an adequate leader in your absence," Apollo suggested.  
 
    "Thanks for the tip, Goldy," Neera grumbled, while she approached.  
 
    "Are you really okay?" she asked.  
 
    I fought against the urge to snap at her for doubting me, but the only emotion that tempered my underlying rage was fear.  
 
    "Y–Yeah... I mean you're all back, so why wouldn't I be?" I stuttered.  
 
    She's like Risha, she knows when I'm lying. I'd no doubt about that as her long ears flicked back, but she didn't press any further.  
 
    "Well, I suppose we should follow our ‘oh so great and powerful’ leader," she finished in a somewhat mocking tone, before taking off after Soaren.  
 
    Apollo accompanied her with a sharp hum and a flash of his segmented wings. Even so, I stood still for a second, before Risha finally passed me, her eyes turned away.  
 
    "It is good to see you again," she whispered quietly, almost as if she were seeing a ghost.  
 
    I glanced her way, only to see her in a light I wished I'd never have to witness again, saddened and pained because of my actions.  
 
    All I want to do is keep her and the others safe. The dangers are all things I've brought upon them, it's my fault.  
 
    "You too," was my simple response, as my heart ached.  
 
    "She's right, you know," Boltock observed, as his sister took off.  
 
    "Is it just the five of you?" I asked, not wishing harm to befall anyone else for my sake.  
 
    There was at least one other dragon I knew who may have come after me, and part of me was still anticipating Ember to drop out of the night sky. Boltock gave a sigh and nodded, cancelling out my suspicions and drawing my curiosity.  
 
    Has something happened, does she know about Pyro? All this time they've thought he's dead, right? I was caught trying to decide which fate was better: death or the truth. What do I tell them?  
 
    Not wishing to dwell on such thoughts, Boltock moved to my side, a truly glad expression replacing his sorrowed look. 
 
    "Hey, even if I have said some dumb stuff, I still wouldn't give up on a friend. Not that my sister would let anyone doubt you were still alive anyway," he assured.  
 
    "Thanks," I responded.  
 
    He nodded, then fell back into the stern and obedient state of mind I'd once seen Ember adopt. I didn't want to think about why he was like that, not after seeing where such an attitude had gotten Pyro. Nor did I wish to speculate on what would happen if I told them about the dark ringleader of the ebon wings.  
 
    "Anyway, come on. We really don't want to be out here in the dark," he suggested. 
 
    I nodded as he headed up the hill, glancing back as I lingered behind a moment longer.  
 
    "Oh, and welcome back to the wing," he called with a warm smile.  
 
    I nodded again, looking down at my gleaming, golden gauntlets in the wet, snowy mud as he disappeared into the air. That's when I caught the sight of Mordrakk’s sinister figure sitting upon a ruined pillar to my left, his flaming eyes narrowed and mouth flickering. He didn't say a word; he didn't have to for me to know exactly what he was thinking. He simply coiled back within his shadowy wings and clasped two sharp stones in his forepaws, smiling as he peered up in the direction of my friends.  
 
    No, I'll never let him. I spread my wings and leapt up. I'll never let him lay a claw on them!  
 
    * 
 
    "If you need a fire, make it brief. One is seldom out of sight in these forests," Soaren advised as I reached the cave in which the others had been hiding.  
 
    Nestled between two cliffs and shielded by a waterfall, it had only been a short flight from the ridge ruins. 
 
    Seems everyone that's not orkin or ebon wing are doing their utmost to remain hidden. I noted, considering they had a better hiding spot then I did.  
 
    Traversing the water-stained rocks, I peered inside to see a more habitable setting. Neera had constructed a fire, on which I assumed she intended to cook some squirrels and birds she had strapped to her improvised armour.  
 
    It's been far too long since I've slept by a decent fire. I thought, appreciating the warmth offered by the grey and red flame.  
 
    "You'll have to make several more hunting trips before we reach Talon's Rest," Soaren proposed, glancing to Neera.  
 
    His expression suggested that this topic was the only reason he accepted her presence.  
 
    Even with all that's going on, some dragons still don't trust her? I thought, recalling what Pyro had once said about faldrons being elemental thieves.  
 
    It seemed Neera knew of that underlying mistrust all too well, yet seemed to take pride in it.  
 
    "Don't you worry – as long as I'm around, you won't go hungry," she replied, looking over one of her outstretched paws casually as she did so.  
 
    The larger dragon snorted, and I was reminded of a similar atmosphere I'd rather not recall. I shook the memory from my mind, locking it away with countless others.  
 
    "Wait, you needed to hunt? Exactly how long have you been out here?" I asked, and everyone looked at me.  
 
    "Almost a whole season," one particularly frustrated voice responded.  
 
    I didn't look at Risha as she watched me; I could feel the conflict still raging behind her gloomy expression. Everyone else shied away from the two of us, all appearing to understand and yet not having the nerve to speak to me as she did.  
 
    "Well, it doesn't matter now. We've found him, so we are to meet the others at Talon's Rest as planned," Soaren swiftly interjected.  
 
    His authoritative tone didn't sit well with me, nor did the idea that my friends were only here because of some 'strict orders'.  
 
    The last dragon following strict orders I trusted has tried to kill me multiple times.  
 
    I pushed the mistrust from my mind and tried to avoid Risha's glare. Every moment she was angry with me seemed to hurt her, which only made me want to tell her that everything would be okay.  
 
    But if I tell her the truth, it will destroy her. I know how she feels about me.  
 
    "Talon's Rest?" I questioned, latching on to the few of Soaren's words that didn't involve doom and gloom.  
 
    "Yes, it's a small griffin settlement on the east Shadow Fen border. We are to meet another New Order wing there before returning to the overlook together," he confirmed, removing his helmet.  
 
    "You mean Midnight Watch?" I replied.  
 
    "It's a ruined keep at the southern end of the Storm Mountains, not too far west of Dardien. Though few call it by that name anymore," he responded sceptically, as if such information was not privy to all.  
 
    I guess he's not had a crazy dragon following him around, passing on all the information then? I recognised, considering what the Cartographer had told me more so.  
 
    I stared down at the flickering flames, as if expecting more images to appear in the fiery blend of colours. Images of Valcador's great army flashed through my mind, Balgore and his vast legions bearing the mark of the Brazen Horde. There was no way just one order's worth of dragons could face them.  
 
    Even so, as Neera constructed a roasting spit from branches, I notice Soaren was still looking at me, as if awaiting a response he wasn’t sure I'd offer.  
 
    They're looking at me like I'm supposed to be in charge now, but what's that worth, I'm not a leader?  
 
    "I've seen Valcador's army; they left no more than a few days ago." The immediate look of concern on his face did little to encourage me to press on as I reluctantly added. "The ice fire forges are empty, tens of thousands are marching south, together with the ebon wings."  
 
    Soaren’s eyes slowly drifted to the fire, the dancing flames reflecting in them like a mirror. Despite his sorrow, his expression gradually hardened.  
 
    "So it’s true; those traitors have fallen so far as to side with orkin?" he muttered, spitting out the latter words as if they were poison.  
 
    In the back of my mind, I heard the distant tapping of rocks accompanied by the thunderous orkin war chant, the roar of their drums and the ungodly howl of their horns. I saw flashes of Pyro's mangled and mutilated corpse on the ice at my paws.  
 
    How can I condemn them anymore than I do myself? We're not so different. Just two sides of the same coin.  
 
    "They weren't always like that," I muttered weakly.  
 
    "All the more reason to hunt every last one of them down," he quickly snapped.  
 
    "Not everyone has a choice in the matter of what the gods make them," I challenged, earning a few puzzled looks. 
 
    Sympathy melted from Risha's glare for a moment, as if she were tired of hearing such things. I knew she was outraged by what it was doing to me, but neither of us said anything. Soaren, however, seemed to battle his pride as he considered my words.  
 
    "Then the best we can do is end their suffering swiftly," he stated, his eyes fixing on the fire.  
 
    "I wouldn't be so ready to take the life of one of my own," I advised, while he shook his head.  
 
    Meanwhile, Mordrakk’s voice sniggered, reminding me that I wasn't a true dragon either.  
 
    "All we can do is what's necessary, and that's all the more reason to return to the order master as soon as possible," Soaren instructed.  
 
    "And yet you still think you can beat them with what you have? You'll be sending hundreds to their deaths," I added, knowing most of us were doomed no matter what. 
 
    He gave me the same look Pyro had on the night he'd abandoned us.  
 
    "You're right," Risha finally interrupted, standing up and moving by my side.  
 
    "But the Elders have a plan. Only, to make it work, we need you, and they all thought you were dead," she snapped. 
 
    I fought not to break under the pressure of her hurtful look, all too aware that she'd every right to be angry with me.  
 
    "I did what I had to do, to ensure hundreds didn't die," I countered, and she seemed slightly taken aback. 
 
     "That didn't stop such things from happening, though, did it?" she added, falling silent as her news effortlessly broke through my emotional shield. 
 
    She's right, how many have died in this war since I left? How many places have the orkin raided or vulpomancers wiped off the map? The thought forced me back into a reclusive silence as she reluctantly moved away. 
 
    All that suffering and I can't even tell her I'm sorry correctly.  
 
    * 
 
    After eating, the four of them drifted off to sleep, allowing me time to creep out onto the ledge. The roar of the waterfall rushed by, engulfing the cliff face in cold mist. Amidst the gloom, I saw a fiery flicker dart between two rocks, and glanced over to see the phoenix watching me. This time I didn't entertain the idea of talking to it. Instead, I folded my wings around me like a cloak. 
 
    My eyes fixed on the only break in the gloom, the stars far above as most of my thoughts lingered on my friends. Against all odds, with the help of a kooky old dragon, and Apollo's strange, arcane magic, they'd found me.  
 
    How could I ever ask for better? I don't deserve to call any of them friends after all I've done.  
 
    "So, lost pieces return to the board," the distinctively raspy voice hissed as Mordrakk’s illusion flickered into existence beside me, eyes cast out over the tangled forest.  
 
    "I thought I'd already won your little game?" I answered, not even affording him the luxury of a glance.  
 
    His response was less than swift, and I could sense his underlying fury.  
 
    "You defeated nothing, and even if you had, there are still many others who continue to suffer because of your actions," he snapped.  
 
    "So you are admitting that you're tired of taunting me?" I challenged. "Or are you just not as all-powerful as the real Mordrakk?"  
 
    His head whipped back to face me with the speed of a striking cobra, and my scars immediately began to burn under the intense heat of his baleful eyes. Wrapping a dark claw around my muzzle to force it shut, he continued. 
 
    "What knowledge you have of my existence isn’t important. What you think you know of the universe beyond this world is but a speck of dust in a sea of cosmic transgressions. You are not the centre of any of that!" he warned, shaking my muzzle to emphasise every syllable.  
 
    "And you are?" I countered, shaking my head and forcing his limb to fade into smoke.  
 
    "If you knew of all the horrors creation has produced, you would not be so swift to blame anyone, and yet you are the only one stopping it from finally being free," he accused.  
 
    "That's not what you want, though, is it? That is just your excuse to hide the truth. What you want to do is destroy everything because you lost it," I pressed.  
 
    He smiled, waving a menacing forepaw over the forest.  
 
    "Not if you are right. If you are, the darkness you fear, and I, are not the same. The Outsider uses my image to see its will carried out, and its wish is to annihilate this creation fulfilled," he added, his flaming eyes daring me to say otherwise.  
 
    "If you are right, then isn't the being that has been corrupted by your…" He pulled back, waving a distasteful forepaw toward me, "… beguiled mind. The real Mordrakk?"  
 
    Like I'd ever believe he's the real Mordrakk, this is a trick of some kind, surely. The moment he realised what I was thinking, his shadowy fangs parted with a wicked smile.  
 
    "I cannot deceive what you have surmised for yourself. For then who is the one being tricked?" he questioned, before fading into the mist.  
 
    I grunted as my scars stung, shaking the lingering glow of his toothy smile from my vision.  
 
    He can't be right. He's the deceiver – that's what he does. I assured myself. Yet I'm the one who came up with the idea he may be different to the monster at Ilivar.   
 
    I slumped at the thought, aware that the self-concocted idea was the only reason I'd left my icy hiding place.   
 
    "I am sorry, Guardian, do forgive the intrusion, but I could not help noticing that you have isolated yourself," Apollo's cheerful tone surprised me.  
 
    I suppressed my urge to jump in alarm, my head sinking as I acknowledged his arrival.  
 
    "I've been isolated for a long time, I'm fine with it," I confessed.  
 
    "Of course, I do apologise for making any incorrect assumptions," he answered.  
 
    "Don't be... it's not like anyone else is."  
 
    The metallic hawk landed on a rock beside me, claws tapping like polished gemstones.  
 
    "It is peculiar, is it not? How this world has changed? You are worshipped as a saviour, and yet you think so little of yourself," he observed.  
 
    I glanced back at him, his glowing innards illuminating the icy cliffs and snowy banks around us.  
 
    "I don't think anyone intended for things to turn out like this," I confessed.  
 
    He has a magical way of knowing things, maybe that's why he's always trying to explain. I thought to myself, even if everything he said was confusing.  
 
    "The descendent female, she told me of all that you were," he stated primly. "She never allowed anyone to think you were gone, and I realised just how alike to the old masters their kind really are: gracious, determined, loyal and loving. A truly fitting legacy," he reminisced, and for a moment, it almost sounded as if he choked on a millennia's worth of nostalgia.  
 
    "What was it like? Before all of this? I mean, I know, I saw it..." I trailed off before confessing. "I have dreams, or memories, about the Golden City, the Ethereals and the drakaran."  
 
    Images of golden spires, the regal forms of star dragons flying graciously beneath a majestic sea of cosmic rainbows and gleaming starlight crossed my mind. Followed by the image of the lone dragoness, staring out over a sea of devastation as the burning world loomed beyond the desecrated horizon.  
 
    "I would imagine such impressions still linger in your mind. After all, the memories of most of creation lie somewhere within your forged consciousness," Apollo explained. 
 
    "As for your question," he added, looking back out over the cliffs.  
 
    "I do not recall much. Most of my core memories were removed from my recollection talisman the day I was reassigned to protect the Arcanum. Therefore, I was not permitted to access any other lexicons post-reassignment," he replied as if he were ashamed of being unable to recall.  
 
    "Goldfire, that's the dragoness I always see in my – or their – memories," I told him, and his feathers ruffled as he perked up. 
 
    "Indeed, Guardian, Seraphine Goldfire was her full name. She was the elder sister of my former mistress, lady Ilfaria, although she disappeared long before my time," he explained, as if glad of the reminder.  
 
    "So you do remember some things?" I pressed.  
 
    His avian frame forged into a vaguely happy expression as he nodded.  
 
    "Why of course I recall such widely known things. What I fail to remember is the plan of the creators. Compartmentalization, no doubt," he chimed.  
 
    He clearly thinks he knows who I am, but what doesn't he know? Does he know what happened that day atop of the spire? Does he know what became of Mordrakk and Nakir, who I really am?  
 
    I thought to ask, but the idea didn't strike me as a good one, especially considering he liked to talk so much.  
 
    I can't have him accidently tell the others something they're better off not knowing.  
 
    Even so, he seemed content to recount the life he'd once had, telling me everything about his time in the golden city, as if wishing to explain it all before his listener could be stolen.  
 
    "Ilfaria, Seraphine and their brother Phaethon were the descendants of the two drakaran hierarchs, Teeana and Balthazar. Their dynasty was one of the greatest among the stars, yet during the first centuries of war with the Infernal Blade, Seraphine disappeared." 
 
    I did my best to indulge him as he went on about a time long before Mordrakk's corruption. Wars fought and won in an ancient age.  
 
    And here I just want to focus on the evil I have to stop right now, not monsters of the past.  
 
    "You must understand that all of this was before my time, long before even the time of the Darkness," Apollo confirmed as he rambled.  
 
    "In fact, many lexicons hold legends proclaiming how Goldfire founded the mortal descendants upon Enishra, although how and why she did so are not clear to me," he concluded. 
 
    I nodded intently, but most of his words went over my head. That was, aside from ‘Seraphine’.  
 
    Is she really the dragoness I see in my dreams? But why, she's never spoken to me before?   
 
    "And what... what happened to the rest of her family?" I quizzed, and his plumage seemed to deflate.  
 
    "The truth of Seraphine's ultimate fate upon this world remains unknown to most. As for the rest of my mistress’s bloodline? They died, as did all of my masters the day the Golden City fell silent," he explained with a hint of sorrow that betrayed my assumptions about his emotions.  
 
    Shame overcame me as I considered the ancient day I'd first failed to stop Mordrakk. It was entirely my fault, and it was hard to believe everything that had transpired since could have been prevented if things had gone to plan millennia ago.  
 
    How can I say I trust either of them though? Nakir and his cryptic legends are just as sinister as Mordrakk's blatant goal of annihilation, they're both wrong.  
 
    "I'm sorry," I confessed, staring down at my paws.  
 
    "I doubt that any of them would blame you for what transpired," he responded. 
 
    "I'm not what they made me to be. I'm..." I faltered the moment the truth was at the tip of my muzzle.  
 
    "If anything, the fault for such a reality lies with me. I was designated to protect the Arcanum that day – and I failed," he admitted.  
 
    Silence lingered between us as I neglected to reply, and continued to stare out over the cliffs.  
 
    "Do forgive me, it is not the place of a lowly construct to say such things about my masters, Guardian."  
 
    I shook my head, dismissing his words with a wave of a forepaw.  
 
    "None of that matters now, no matter what anyone says. We're a few millennia too late for formality," I added with a smile. "And what about you, Ilfaria and the others? You were all there the day this began, so what do you believe?" I asked with a glimmer of hope.  
 
    He paused, pondering his answer carefully.  
 
    "I lack the capacity to say for myself," he began. "Although I know my mistress would have believed in you, I have no doubt of that. As for her sister, well if the tales about her are true, I have no doubt she would have found you worthy of her legacy too," he confirmed, beak moulded into a smile.  
 
    "Then I really hope they were right," I admitted.  
 
    He didn’t reply, and after a moments’ silence, disappeared back into the cave with a respectful bow. Leaving me to watch over the cold darkness embracing Shadow Fen’s forests. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    Broken Bonds 
 
      
 
    Light broke through the darkness of the forest in a sickly hue. It seemed the one good day of sunshine I'd seen over Shadow Fen's border was all it had to offer, as gloom now hung over the decrepit land like a blanket.  
 
    The day that followed attested to that, as rain mixed with half-melted snow. I was thankful that we spent most of our time on the wing, above the thick mist and twisting branches. The vast thicket sailed by like a mangled sea, swarming with thorns and crooked limbs reaching out like gnarled hands to drag some unsuspecting victim into the gloom. For the most part, I watched the sky for ebon wings or manticores, but the only threats I saw were the faint flickers of fire from orkin camps.  
 
    The nights were no different. I spent them sleepless beside the fire, distancing myself from the others as I'd done countless times before. I could feel the pessimism about them all, yet no one seemed angry, just unsure. I even considered running away again, but it felt like that would simply bolster Mordrakk's accusations. I really didn't want to give him any advantage over me. Surprisingly, his anger had faded, as if he'd accepted everything I'd told him and simply moved on with his sinister plans.  
 
    The only other thing to garner my attention was the Cartographer's phoenix. The arrival of my friends had not deterred the fiery bird, although it still lingered out of sight in the trees or boulders. I was never oblivious to where it perched, and as the days went by, I felt I had to ensure its safety as much as the others. Every night I would check on all of them from a distance, before finding a comfortable vantage point on which to stand watch. Each time the world seemed to grow a little darker, and before long, I started to attribute that to more than just the foul aura that clung to Shadow Fen.  
 
    It seemed things had changed more than I'd imagined, and sometimes it felt as if I'd not left my icy tomb at all. It wasn't hard to see the effect it had on the others either, and that did nothing to stave off my guilt. They were looking to me as a glimmer of hope, yet I was anything but.  
 
    The pressure of our predicament finally surfaced the day we reached Talon's Rest, or at least what remained of it. Soaren was first to land, his armoured claws touching down with a muddy splatter as his broad wings folded, his grim expression unchanged as the rest of us landed behind him. The stench of smoke filled the air, while black plumes drifted up into the cloudy sky. Cut into the cliffside above the wicked trees, the settlement was broken by several tiers of muddy earth, divided by a gushing river.  
 
    Charred wood and smouldering thatch was all that remained of the griffin structures. The vast web of tree-like nests, bridges and ropes was similar to what I'd seen in Storm Peak. In the past, I may have looked upon the devastation with deep sorrow, but now, a yearning emptiness filled my heart.  
 
    It's just the same as every other village I've seen in the past few weeks. No matter how hard I try, evil always gets to them first.  
 
    Months of watching the orkin in Valcador had made me all too aware of the signs of a raid. Amidst the scattered muddy imprints of taloned feet and paws, were larger manticore prints. Additionally, the stained walls carried the scars of sorcery, a technique preferred by the orkin who inhabited the dark lands to the west.  
 
    This was hardly a fortress; it was a village with families! My rage boiled as I realised I wasn't the only one assessing the situation.  
 
    "Fires curse those beasts!" Soaren growled, stamping a clawed gauntlet in the mud.  
 
    I made sure to approach carefully, moving to his side so I could peer down at the river running between the cliffs. Apart from some collapsed bridges and rope, there was no sign of any corpses, though the revelation didn't bring any relief.  
 
    I know what they do with prisoners. I recalled, thinking back to Taldran.  
 
    "What do we do now?" Neera asked. 
 
    "We need to find somewhere to nest for the night, we can continue to the overlook at daybreak," Soaren replied with a hint of regret.  
 
    Looking back at the others, it seemed none of them completely agreed, even Apollo looked doubtful. Meanwhile, I concealed my concern as much as I could.  
 
    They don't like it, because it's not right. But moving on is the only realistic option. 
 
    "We should head up to that ridge line, at least there we can see anything approaching," I suggested, motioning to the cliffs.  
 
    Soaren took a long look in the same direction, studying the area carefully before finally nodding.  
 
    "Very well, at first light we press on along the eastern Shadow Fen border, until we reach the south-western edge of the Storm Mountains," he agreed, stepping forward and taking off.  
 
    As the others followed, I noticed Risha staring over the smoking ruins. I thought to say something to reassure her, but what was there to add?  
 
    This is the reality of our new world; she knows that as well as I do? 
 
    "It brings back memories, seeing places like this," she admitted.  
 
    Shying away, I recalled what she'd told me of how her family had perished. That just made it harder to come up with anything to say. When she glanced my way, it was clear she knew exactly what was going on in my mind, and without another word she took to the air, and I soon followed.  
 
    * 
 
    The small rocky outcrop we landed on was no different to any other nest of the previous few nights, and once again, I soon found myself perched high on a cliffside ledge protruding from a cave mouth. I sat there for most of the night, watching a cold fog roll in from the hills and shroud the trees below. My eyes fixed on the swirling void, noticing every shift or flicker in the distance as bats darted between the foliage. Other than that, there was nothing to see except for the distant glow of the phoenix roosting on the cliff above us.  
 
    After a few hours, the tapping of claws on stone and the splashing of paws in shallow pools caught my attention. My sudden movement disturbed the rainwater that had settled on my armour as I turned back. In the same instance, the droplets stopped hitting me altogether. Perplexed, I glanced around to see it bouncing away, as if hitting an invisible dome. All the while, Risha stood behind me, the blue marking on her forehead softly glowing as a portion of her concentration focused on keeping us dry.  
 
    "I... I didn't know you could do that," I admitted, even though it made perfect sense and was the last thing I knew she’d want to talk about.  
 
    "There seems to be a lot of things you don't know," she responded, in a curt but calm tone. 
 
    I couldn't help feeling that the situation was more treacherous than flying through a thunderstorm. Realising there was no way I could change how she felt, I tentatively responded.  
 
    "Risha, I'm sorry, but if you knew…" Her expression hardened.  
 
    The rain around us fidgeted, her wings ruffling as she muttered.  
 
    "If I knew what? That you could come back from the dead? Well, it's a shame you already threw that revelation at me."  
 
    She looked to be battling back tears as she scuffed a foreclaw at the ground.  
 
    "Everyone thought otherwise, they all thought you were gone. The only one who didn't think I was crazy was Neera, and they believed her even less!"  
 
    I looked back into the rain, droplets kissing my wings as her concentration faltered once again.  
 
    "You knew that wasn't true, you're the smartest dragoness I know," I offered, but my reply didn't change the look in her eyes; in fact, it appeared to make things worse.  
 
    "Yes, and I had to spend all of that time thinking... Thinking I'd lost you – not because you were dead, but because of something even more dreadful," she exclaimed, stepping forward.  
 
    Even more dreadful? If she really knew why I didn't come back... I felt my heart begin to ache as I thought about the truth.  
 
    "We all saw what happened, and still I waited. I thought you’d keep your promise," she hissed, stepping up close to me, rain whirling furiously about us as her eyes quivered.  
 
    I shied away, battling the urge to cower under my wings as she pressed harder.  
 
    "I spent all that time knowing you were alive, so why didn’t you just come back?"  
 
    I–I want to tell her, but...  
 
    "I can't tell you," was all I managed to mutter.  
 
    "Why not?" she demanded, but I merely edged back into the rain.  
 
    "You wouldn't understand," I replied, not daring to glance back as the freezing deluge graced my scales once more.  
 
    "I would try to, if you'd just tell me!" she insisted.  
 
    My wings fidgeted restlessly, the urge to fly away stronger than ever.  
 
    "The last I recalled, you were keeping just as many secrets from me," I countered, the bitter part of my mind doing its best to uphold the conversation.  
 
    "What do you mean?" she replied, suddenly taken aback. 
 
    "You said the Elders have a plan? No one's seen fit to share that information with me so far," I pressed, though I had no real desire to know.  
 
    What is it really? Do I just want to prove that we're both just as bad as each other?  
 
    Her wings dropped slightly as words caught in her throat. She didn't need to say anything for both of us to know that she was just as reluctant to speak to me about that topic as I was to tell her the truth.  
 
    "Risha, I'm not the dragon you think I am, what anyone thinks I am," I uttered shamefully.  
 
    She looked pained and my heart ached even more, eyes quivering as they met hers and she added.  
 
    "I’ve always thought you were just a good, honest dragon."  
 
    I opened my muzzle to respond, to tell her there was still some good left in me, but I couldn't lie to her.  
 
    She always sees through my lies.  
 
    "You're right about one thing though; you really have changed," she admitted, her wings drooping like wet curtains.  
 
    She bolted without another word, disappearing back into the cave before I could stop her. My head dropped, as did my wings and tail, sinking to the rock as if to melt into just another puddle.  
 
    "She still thinks the world of you, you know?" a new voice broke the silence. 
 
    Boltock appeared on a ledge above, shaking rain from his scales like a wet dog as I straightened myself. It wasn't hard to surmise he'd noticed his sister’s feelings for me long before I had.  
 
    "That's what I'm afraid of," I answered meekly. 
 
    "You're afraid of my sister? And here’s me thinking I was the only one," he responded, a hint of laughter accompanying his humorous tone as he hopped down next to me.  
 
    I glanced back, his light-hearted attitude the only positive thing I'd heard in ages.  
 
    "I just don't want to hurt her... I don't want to hurt any of you ever again," I admitted, my voice hardly greater than a whimper as I caught a glimpse of his scarred wing. "Sometimes, I think it's a mistake we ever met."  
 
    I hoped, above all else, that I didn't truly believe that, and yet I wasn't afraid to accept it, if it meant they could all be safe. Even so, Boltock frowned.  
 
    "Hey, she's looked after me my whole life. She's the best dragoness I know," he replied sincerely, pausing for a moment. "Well, actually..." his voice trailed off as he glanced at the rainy darkness.  
 
    As gratifying as his speech and faith in his sister may have been, I still couldn't bring myself to truly understand why she was risking so much. Whether we loved one another or not, I wasn't the great paragon of goodness she'd once thought I was.  
 
    I'm not worthy of all of this emotional suffering.  
 
    "I just wish Ember felt the same way about me," Boltock muttered, hope filling his eyes for a fleeting moment.  
 
    I couldn't help but smile at the forlorn dragon. Coming upon a strange urge to cheer him up, just as he'd tried to do for me so many times.  
 
    "So you're finally admitting you like her?" I asked knowingly.  
 
    His relationship with Ember was the one thing I'd noticed, as blatant as it was and with a good deal of Risha’s help, and yet he shook his head. 
 
    "Do I really have to? Skies above, if I was able to work out that you and my sister had eyes for each other, I'd be surprised if she and a god haven't noticed I've always liked Ember," he answered casually. 
 
     The double revelation silenced my mind in an instant; even the dark whispers fell silent. It was as if Mordrakk couldn't intrude for that brief moment, as embarrassment truly gripped me like a vice. Meanwhile, Boltock gave a light snigger, his melancholy over Ember dissolving.  
 
    "How is she?" I asked, curious about the fiery dragoness.  
 
    "We haven't spoken much since... Well, you know… But she's fine. She’s pretty much a fully fledged member of the Fire Order now, creators know she was hatched for it," he explained thoughtfully, his eyes scanning the horizon as the first shreds of dawn began to emerge.  
 
    "Although I don't doubt she'd still follow you, now you're back. We all would, no matter how angry some of us are trying to appear," he added, glancing in his sister’s direction. 
 
     I winced, not so much deterred by his sister's frustration, but by what both he and Ember believed had happened to Pyro.  
 
    His death tore us all apart, if they find out about him now, will they still follow me?  
 
    I wanted to tell him the truth, as much as I wanted to tell Risha. Worst of all, there was no voice in my mind telling me that it was the right or wrong thing to do.  
 
    "Sorry," I admitted softly, corrupted kindness demanding I lie.  
 
    "Don't be," Boltock sighed. "After everything I did, she's better off without me," he confessed, shuddering slightly. "Just don't… Don't make Risha go through the same thing – she deserves better after all she's done for me," he added.  
 
    The urge to tell him that everything I'd done had been to keep her safe welled inside. However, before the words could find their way out of my muzzle, the tapping of claws interrupted our conversation. We both looked back, half-expecting to see Risha, but Neera approached.  
 
    "Good to see someone kept him talking while we were sleeping," the faldron declared, smirking at Boltock.  
 
    The green dragon grinned right back, as if it were something to be proud of, while she jokingly waved her feathered tail.  
 
    "What are you doing?" I asked, moving back to greet her.  
 
    She looked at me with the wry patronisation she profusely radiated, as if I should know.  
 
    "I'm going hunting; all these days on the wing haven’t given me much of a chance," she stated, puffing up her chest feathers in stoic emphasis. "Unlike you, some of us have to eat."  
 
    "Well, you shouldn't go out there alone. I'll come with you again," Boltock protested, turning her expression to one of trepidation.  
 
    "No, no, no!" she blurted suddenly, before stammering. "I’ll be fine... I mean no offence, but boulders don't make for the cleanest kills."  
 
    Oh, so she's been on the receiving end of that trick too? I couldn't help but smirk.  
 
    The green dragon frowned, as I spoke up.  
 
    "How about I come with you?" She looked at me as if that was a challenge.  
 
    "Well, I never did see if you were any good at it," she mused, her eyes narrowing and ears falling back.  
 
    I glanced back at the cave, then at Boltock.  
 
    "You okay with this? We shouldn't be long," I asked.  
 
    He looked uncertain for a second, then nodded.  
 
    "We have to eat, I suppose," he admitted. "I'll tell them where you went, but just try to be back before Soaren gets too impatient. You know he'll want to get moving again as soon as possible."  
 
    I nodded before glancing to Neera, who was already heading eagerly into the forest. 
 
    At least hunting's the one thing I'm good at where I don't have to worry about the fate of the world on my shoulders.  
 
    * 
 
    The tangled mass of barbed trees and twisted branches sailed by as we both made sure to keep as close to the ground as the gnarled limbs would allow. Our flight ended when we finally found a small clearing crossed by a stream. The moment my paws struck the frosty mud, I was reminded just how much I hated days like this. Even back in the village with Tarwin, hunting in the mist; while sometimes useful, was never my preferred atmosphere. I recalled the ghostly shadows that had once stalked me through such blankets of gloom, the thought increasing my anxiety tenfold. 
 
    It doesn’t help that this is possibly the most unnatural forest on the whole continent.  
 
    A vast swarm of crooked trees encircled us like a wall of broken fingers and talons. Dead shrubs, withered moss, silky fungi and fallen logs concealed the seemingly endless mass of rotting bark, all draped in a fine layer of snow and ice. Beneath which, a hard floor of frozen mud cracked under our weight.  
 
    Even the wind felt wrong as it struggled to find its way through the tangled undergrowth, howling and moaning like a ghost. The vaguely recognisable form of an open path snaked its way through tangled roots and icy puddles. As we moved into the forest, I found it was just as much a maze under my paws as it was from the air. Navigating the contorted patchwork wasn't easy, and eventually I had to revert to leaping over most of the smaller obstacles.  
 
    I'd no idea what Neera intended to hunt down here; I could neither hear nor see any animals. I couldn't even smell anything through the damp hue. The only sign that I wasn't in some dark nightmare was the sound of her bounding through bushes as she led the way, traversing the forest floor with considerably more elegance.  
 
    I couldn't help feeling slightly ashamed that I was using this as an excuse to get away from the others. Not only that, it also granted me the displeasure of Mordrakk's dark illusion as he silently watched from the shadows.  
 
    He should be right at home in this place. He can just do me a favour and stay here.  
 
    "Good, now we should be able to find something," Neera announced as we came across another small stream.  
 
    As I glanced up, she stopped, her ears pricked while she sniffed the air before diverting her eyes toward a cliff face on our left.  
 
    "Although I’ve never hunted in a place this cold, this is too far north for a faldron," she added, ruffling her plumage with a shiver. "Oh, and watch out for the trees, pretty much anything that crawls here will try to eat you."  
 
    I felt an urge to peer into the closest bark pillar, while trying not to think about how many of them looked like gruesome faces, contorted into positions of terror or yawning mouths lined with rows of sharp teeth.  
 
    Surely she's not come out here just to hunt? Not after how Soaren treats her.  
 
    "So what about you, why are you still here?" I asked, trying not to make the question sound too intrusive.  
 
    "Well, there wasn't much reason for me to go back, that's for sure. That, and the orkin declared all-out war on everything north of Dardien," she responded.  
 
    As daunting as her words were, and as inspiring as her determination was, I still couldn't bring myself to understand why she was still risking so much.  
 
    "You know, for the first time since I left home, I actually wished there were more faldrons around. I mean, dragons and griffins are fine, it’s just…" She smiled, and my head cocked at the mention of the composite creatures, not that she seemed to notice my curiosity as she continued.  
 
    "It's the same with all of them. Oh, she’s an elemental thief, a feathered fiend, don't leave her unwatched. I mean, come on! What is the worst I'm going to do, steal some dragon's fire while they're not looking? Because I'm pretty sure that’s not how it works," she joked, mocking the pompous voices of her accusers.  
 
    "You're none of those things, and besides, a lot of them don't even deserve dragonfire," I assured, my own bitterness regarding Dardien's betrayal bristling.  
 
    She laughed, ruffling her damp wings.  
 
    "Maybe, but I'd like to see any of those scaly-hide leatherwings or stuck up long-beaks catch a decent meal. The best they can do is still wriggling on the way down," she boasted, puffing up her feathers.  
 
    I gave a slight laugh, recalling that as a hatchling, I'd tasted my fair share of living critters.  
 
    Nowadays all that memory does is make me feel nauseous. I thought with a mock gag.  
 
    "I bet I could catch a better dinner than that," I teased. 
 
    She smirked, straightened up, flared her feathered crest and twitched her ears.  
 
    "Is that still part of the challenge? Because it looks like both of us are going back with nothing at this rate," she commented.  
 
    "Depends," I replied, waving a forepaw.  
 
    "On what?"  
 
    "On whether or not you want me to steal your job again," I added, and she snorted.  
 
    "Well, they didn't call me ‘the Wyrm’ for nothing," she retorted, flexing a foreclaw.  
 
    "Apparently I’m a demon," I added, shaking my head, the two of us sharing another laugh as we prowled along the stream.   
 
    "Don't get me started on demons. The bad, hissing black-winged kind, I mean," she commented, as if she feared to speak of the vile creatures. "All my life I thought I knew about fighting the orkin, but those things…" she paused, as if even the memory of vulpomancers sapped her soul. "They're something else."  
 
    As I watched, I thought to say something, but moments later her head shot up and her ears stood tall.  
 
    "You hear that?" she gasped quietly, but without giving me any opportunity to answer, she bolted forward.  
 
    It took me a moment to realise she was gone, and I called after her as my mind began to race with panic. 
 
    "Hey, you should probably come and look at this!" she yelled back.  
 
    My brief anguish subsided as I saw her crimson head rise from the snowy undergrowth, and I moved over to see she'd stopped next to a small log.  
 
    "Can't say its orkin, you make anything of it?" she asked as I peered over.  
 
    Ice partially covered a pool of rusty, red-looking water. However, the faldron's eyes focused on the muddy bank, where the snow covering had been disturbed. Pressed into the moist sediment beneath was a vaguely visible footprint, frozen in place when frost had reclaimed the area. Instinct told me it could be no more than a day old – years’ worth of hunting and tracking skills resurfaced as I brushed my forepaw over the hardened dirt.  
 
    It's got no claws or talons, so not a griffin or a dragon. Plus, it's not large enough for an orkin. I assessed.  
 
    A smaller one – a runt or goblin, perhaps? I considered, but I knew they had rattier, more disfigured feet, leaving only one candidate: human.  
 
    It certainly looked as if it had come from a boot, and if I was correct, the orkin weren't the only things out there. The idea triggered memories of Tarwin and how some of her tribe attacked me the last time we'd met. Recalling what had become of Risha's home only reinforced my growing cautiousness too.  
 
    "They're definitely tracks. Human tracks," I warned, and Neera looked slightly crestfallen at not recognising that sooner.  
 
    "Humans?" she asked sceptically, before glancing into the thick mist.  
 
    Meanwhile, I scoured further along the bank, coming upon something else. Pressed against the base of the log, almost completely covered by snow, was a belt and satchel complete with a canteen. Pulling the leather attire free brought back a warm flicker of nostalgia as I turned it over in my forepaws, carefully noting the details of the metal band and scribbles etched into its side.  
 
    It's definitely human.  
 
    "What are you doing?" Neera asked as I placed the belt over my neck. 
 
    Although just a reminder of what I'd once been, ultimately, it was useful. 
 
    "It's better with us than on the ground – waste not, right?" I responded, and she nodded. 
 
    "You know you'll have to clean it first. The water around here's the last thing you want to be drinking," she advised.  
 
    "We need to find a clearing and get back to the others," I suggested, unsure of the significance of the human presence. "We can hunt somewhere else later."  
 
    I didn't doubt that most humans wouldn't hesitate to kill us like animals given the chance, and as reluctant as she seemed to go back with nothing, our findings clearly had her on edge too.  
 
    "Just follow the stream until it gets a little wider, we can get out from there," she suggested, before moving ahead.  
 
    The chilling gale grew in strength as the trees began to thin, the dawn's blissful light breaking through. It was like a ghostly pyre amidst the mist as it touched the withered trees, casting wicked shadows that shifted in the wind. As we cleared the last of the thickest cover, we moved into a clearing, but what greeted us was far from any normal sight.  
 
    I had to stop sharply to avoid falling over the edge of a steep gorge. The roar of a fast-running river thundered from below, while a bank formed from rotting logs and twisted roots partially covered by snow occupied the edge. Opposite was more than simple forest.  
 
    I sank to the ground, Neera mirroring my caution, her ears twitching like the wings of a nervous insect. The decaying peaks of a large structure stretched up from the corrupted forest like a great, rotting tree stump. More like a vile extension of the landscape than any building, its base bore several gaping holes between long-dead roots and a shabby, half-fallen log bridge. 
 
    I felt the same rage stirring inside me that I'd carried through Valcador. Although this was nothing like the great ice fire foundries, this sick pit of corruption and decay was clearly the work of Shadow Fen sorcery. That notion was confirmed when I looked closer and saw several large, bone-clad orkin squabbling outside one of the yawning entrances. At least three manticores sat upon the structure's spires, all mounted by equally-fearsome riders.  
 
    "Skies above! I didn't think orkin could get any viler," Neera observed.  
 
    Fortunately, the beasts were oblivious to our presence, and while I watched, something else caught my attention. At another of the structure's decrepit entrances, several brutish orkin were battling with a grey griffin, while others struggled with a larger red dragoness. Chains about their captives’ limbs writhed and twisted like metal snakes, while the same metal masks I'd seen over my friends’ muzzles in Taldran were clamped over the dragonesse’s snout.  
 
    Is it just me, or do those restraints move like they're alive? I observed, as I saw two more dragons being heaved deeper into the rotten hollow.  
 
    Smaller goblins made off with what sets of armour and weapons they could gather, while more orkin goaded the prisoners forwards with long spears and red-hot barbs. 
 
    I felt a sharp spike in my already simmering rage at the sight of orkin slavery, images of my friends bound in cages and forced to fight in Taldran's arena flooding back. I really had to fight off the burning urge to leap down and kill them all, and by the way Neera grit her teeth, I was sure she was thinking the same. 
 
    "Skies curse these brutes, this must be where they took the survivors from Talon's Rest," she growled, clawing at the snowy moss in frustration.  
 
    There’s got to be something we can do. I wondered, scouring the fortress. I can deal with them, but not while Neera's here, I won't risk her life too.   
 
    "Come on, we have to get back to the others," I declared. She looked at me with a shocked expression.  
 
    "Wait, you're just going to leave?" she asked.  
 
    "I didn’t say that, but we need a plan," I countered.  
 
    She seemed unsure, but said nothing as we crept back through the tangled forest in search of another clearing.  
 
    "I can't believe they actually live in something like that; they're no better than cockroaches," Neera snapped angrily.  
 
    "I have a feeling what we did in Taldran drove them to the extreme," I responded, and she at least seemed to brighten up at that.  
 
    "I suppose setting a giant golden dragon on them will do that, but this is Shadow Fen, not Valcador. Things out here are just sick. They always have been," she responded.  
 
    I swallowed, glancing away.  
 
    The last thing I need's another friend who disagrees with me.  
 
    "The golden dragon – what happened to it after I left?" I asked, harbouring a faint glimmer of hope that the centurion may have levelled the whole of Taldran.  
 
    "There wasn't much left of anything when we left, but your giant death-machine was gone," she explained, confirming my theory regarding Balgore's new attire.  
 
    How many more orkin have that armour too?  
 
    My thoughts trailed off when Neera suddenly stopped again, tensing up and staring into the trees.  
 
    "What is it?" I questioned, stopping as the branches about us creaked and groaned eerily.  
 
    "I don't know. Let's just get out of here," she replied.  
 
    There was no hesitation from me as I moved on, scouring the trees with my own sharp senses.  
 
    "Are you sure?" I whispered again, seeing nothing amidst the damp gloom.  
 
    "Trust me; there’s nothing that can get by..."  
 
    A sharp yelp cut her response short when the ground under her paws erupted in a shower of snow and leaves. I leapt back, my paws brushing against the ground as a rattling net hoisted her kicking and flapping into the trees. Instinctively, I coiled back, aiming for the thick tether connecting the trap to the branches, but then I froze.  
 
    Those feathers may keep her warm, but she's far from fireproof.  
 
    Unfortunately, something else had no problem interfering as it wrapped itself tightly around my muzzle, dragging me back into the undergrowth. The foul scent of whatever it was burned my nostrils when I inhaled. Fortunately, my ambusher hadn't counted on my strength, and I kicked back, flapping my wings before they finally let go. I spun to face them, my wings flaring and blades sparking to life before I froze.  
 
    "Tarwin!?" I exclaimed in utter surprise at the sight of the equally shocked girl staggering back.  
 
    "Blaze!?" she stuttered, and I felt my wings’ arcane weaponry relax at the sound of her voice, at least until she added.  
 
    "Did you just talk?" 
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    "What?" My thoughts came crashing to a stop, leaving me unable to stammer anything more.  
 
    Shock and surprise suffocated the idea that this wasn't real, that it was some kind of dream.  
 
    It's a trick, this isn't her, it's Mordrakk’s doing and she's most certainly not heard me talk. Humans can't understand any race other than their own!  
 
    Tarwin, for her part, looked to be experiencing the same level of stunned confusion, though she also appeared to recover far swifter as she pulled herself back to her knees.  
 
    "You're here, you're... I thought you were dead!" she uttered as she leant forward and wrapped her arms around me.  
 
    Her leather clothing was battered, worn and covered in an extra layer of fur pelts. Her skin was pale and dotted with numerous cuts, bruises and scratches. Even so, she felt real, and the sight of the smooth bow on her back along with her father’s equally recognisable battle-axe cemented the idea.  
 
    T–this is really happening.  
 
    "So are you," I muttered weakly.  
 
    She let go and rapidly jumped back, as if somehow, I'd suddenly changed into some kind of venomous monster.  
 
    "You just talked again. You've never talked!" she stuttered.  
 
    "I did?" I replied, pressing a forepaw to my snout as she jumped again, laughing as if she were crazy.  
 
    "You’re... By the spirits, you're talking!" she exclaimed.  
 
    "I can't talk. I mean, I know I can, but it’s impossible for you to understand me. This has to be a trick," I reasoned, but she didn't seem to care.  
 
    "Blaze, this isn't a trick. You're talking, and wow! Your voice, it's so, so… normal," she continued, shock fading as I looked her in the eye.  
 
    How can she possibly understand me?  
 
    "How are you doing this!?" I demanded, pointing a wing at her accusingly, but she just laughed.  
 
    "Wow! I never thought you'd look so adorable ever again, but you're so cute with that voice!" she teased through her uncontrolled giggling.  
 
    "Of all the things, I'm not cute!" I protested, but she just carried on laughing.  
 
    I'm a dragon, I'm not cute! I thought, pouting with a huff.  
 
    "Get off me, you featherless freaks!"  
 
    Neera's angry voice caught my attention as I heard the sound of ropes and a scuffle. The disturbance forced me back to reality and I leapt back through the bushes toward her. The faldron was on the ground, surrounded by several humans as she thrashed and squirmed, flames spewing from her muzzle as she forced them back.  
 
    "Get away from her!" I shouted as I barged between them, flaring my wings. 
 
    It seemed my newfound talent for speech extended to more than Tarwin, as all of the humans staggered back like frightened children. Meanwhile, Neera paused, looking at me like a stranger.  
 
    "Wait, they understood that?" she observed, testing her own voice. 
 
    They offered her colourful words no response, though they continued to stare at me.  
 
    "You’re just full of surprises, aren't you?" she stated as she locked eyes with the humans, coiling back defensively.  
 
    "Believe me, this one is as much a surprise to me as it is to you," I replied.  
 
    "Yeah, so was that time you came back from the dead," she added, ruffling her feathers. "Don't worry, I'm getting used to it."  
 
    "Put your weapons down, all of you!" Tarwin commanded, emerging from the brush.  
 
    Her companions gave her a confused look while she approached the pair of us. Just as I placed my tail before Neera to stop her from lashing out.  
 
    "What are you doing?" another vaguely familiar voice questioned as the man it belonged to emerged from the forest.  
 
    "I thought we were hunting beast-men, not dragons – and certainly not my friend," Tarwin told the newcomer scornfully.  
 
    He looked as perplexed at her words as he did my own, and it was at that moment that I put a name to his face.  
 
    Yorik, that man tried to drive a sword through me last time we met!  
 
    I had to admit that I'd little idea whether that had been his true intention in the midst of the night’s chaos, but I still bared my teeth at his approach, which only seemed to bolster his bitterness.  
 
    "Your friends, they're animals," he responded.  
 
    "I'll show you an animal," Neera barked.  
 
    I almost wanted to let her loose, but they remained oblivious to her challenge.  
 
    "Aren't we all just animals at the end of the day?" Tarwin countered, swiping a bow from his grip. "Now, are you going to stand there wasting time, or do you want to go and check the rest of the traps? If not, go and check on the horses or do something else useful," she commanded, and he reluctantly waved a few of the other men away into the forest.  
 
    Tarwin scowled, but seemed satisfied as she turned back to us. Kneeling before me, she observed the strap around my neck.  
 
    "Come on, Blaze, tell me I'm not crazy," she implored, placing a hand on the canteen hanging over my chest. "I know you just spoke."  
 
    "You're not crazy," I responded, and both her and Yorik's expression told me this was all too real.  
 
    "Great spirits, it really did talk," the latter expressed with surprise as he staggered back and shifted to unsheathe a smaller knife from his belt.  
 
    Tarwin didn't notice, she just laughed while Neera’s fearsome look focused on the small blade being slowly manipulated in the man's fingers.  
 
    "Please, don't ask me how I'm doing this, it’s strange enough already," I almost begged, and her smile widened.  
 
    "It's not that strange, you've got the most handsome voice I've heard in a long time," she offered, placing a hand on top of my head. "I thought we agreed never to wear this stuff, it's too noisy," she chastised, tapping the golden plates covering my head.  
 
    "That's if you don't scare every animal away with the amount of noise you're making first," I retorted, and she gasped, forcing a pained expression.  
 
    Yep, this is definitely the real Tarwin, for sure.  
 
    "Are you finished?" Yorik questioned. "Because I don’t know if you've noticed, but you’re talking to a golden lizard."  
 
    "First off, he's a dragon, and he's white, not gold. That stuff’s just…" She glanced between me and her fellow human, while I ruffled my wings and shifted my paws.  
 
    "Armour," I offered, not fully understanding the arcane metal's true workings. "The unconventional kind."  
 
    My simple answer was enough to complete her awkward explanation as she looked back at Yorik, who merely grumbled and turned away.  
 
    "What does it matter anyway?" he stated, before taking his bow back from her. "Come on, we still have to figure out how to get the others out of that fortress."  
 
    Fortress? Neera's head rose sharply at his statement, as did my own.  
 
    "The one by the river?" we asked simultaneously, although only my words garnered a response.  
 
    Yorik paused and glanced at Tarwin, who in turn, scowled and glanced back at me.  
 
    "You've seen it?" she asked, and I nodded, a response closer to our usual method of communication.  
 
    "They've taken a lot more than humans," I advised, saddened by the fact that one of our first real conversations brought bad news.  
 
    She just nodded, looking back at her companion with an expression I knew all too well. 
 
    That's her 'let’s try something reckless’ face. She had it the day this all started.  
 
    "No, you can't be serious," he responded, clearly knowing that look too.  
 
    "I'd like to see any beast-man fortress stand between me and him on a good day," she declared proudly, nodding to me.  
 
    As relieved as I was to realise that what had happened back home hadn't severed our bond, I'd a horrible idea about what she was planning. Yorik gave a low grumble, folding his arms as he leaned back against a tree.  
 
    He really doesn't like dragons, or any race by the sounds of it. I noted, seeing a lot of Tarwin's late father in the man. I don't think he has half a chance of holding her back though.  
 
    His consternation between the old ways and this strange new reality was ended by a sudden thud and the draft from a pair of large wings. Snow and leaves scattered as the wind whipped violently, branches snapping as Soaren thudded to the ground between us. A torrent of grey flame far superior to that which Neera had displayed exploded from his muzzle, narrowly missing Yorik and Tarwin as they darted aside. I felt a surge of rage when I almost saw my oldest friend roasted alive, but before I could do anything, Risha and Boltock landed beside me, the latter far more unsure of the human threat than his sister.  
 
    "What in the creators’ name are you doing?" Risha hissed, as if I were a hatchling that had gone against all instructions only to wind up in inevitable peril.  
 
    I shook her off rapidly pushing myself between Soaren and my human friend. 
 
    "Don't bother negotiating, their minds have been mangled for an age," the air elemental advised.  
 
    "Stop it. They're not going to hurt anyone!" I demanded, glancing back at Yorik cautiously as he readied an arrow.  
 
    Tarwin leapt up and shoved his weapon down, confiscating the sharp projectile.  
 
    "He's right, stand down," she instructed, placing her own bow and battle-axe on the floor.  
 
    It took only a second for the others to realise what had just transpired, and the inevitable questions came in swift union.  
 
    "Wait, they can understand you!?"  
 
    "Of course they can, language is not a barrier to one bearing the armour of my masters. These mortals would do well to show respect to their Guardian and his peers," Apollo chimed distastefully, levitating down from the tangled trees to perch on a branch. 
 
    All eyes turned to the golden hawk as his head rotated to peer at the humans.  
 
    "Now, may I introduce myself?" he proposed, continuing with the same scripted introduction he always boasted while the gears in my mind worked to fit the puzzle together.  
 
    "Wait, so my armour allows me to speak to them?" I asked.  
 
    "Indeed it does, Guardian; however, I am detecting slight anomalies in the vocalisation of this particular species. It is oddly reminiscent of ancient infernal magic. I’m having trouble recognising the source," he added. 
 
    I cut his explanation off with a shake of my head.  
 
    "But I can talk to them?" I pressed.  
 
    "Of course, your armour and I are fitted with vocalisation talismans. Both enchantments are equipped to function no matter the language or state of those with sufficient intellect one wishes to communicate with," he told me, as if I should know. "Should I tell them to surrender?"  
 
    "What? No! Don’t say anything, I can do the talking," I instructed, motioning for him to wait behind me.  
 
    "Hardly, those scaleless, soft skins have been nothing but barbarians in the north since the days of the Guardian War. The children of Mordrin, not much of a legacy, if you ask me," Soaren scoffed.  
 
    His prejudice was hard to accept, but I shook it off and ignored him as I moved over to Tarwin.  
 
    "How many people have the orkin, beast-men or whatever you want to call them taken?" I asked, hoping that she'd treat me as if we'd always had the advantage of vocal communication.  
 
    "After the village was destroyed, we were forced to wander the wilderness. They killed and kidnapped at least half a dozen people before we tracked them here," she explained with a hint of regret.  
 
    "Wait, you're not seriously considering helping them, are you? We shouldn't even be able to talk to them," Soaren interrupted.  
 
    "Indeed, it would appear that their kind has been cursed by an ancient form of magic, rendering their language useless to all other species. May I recommend…" 
 
    Apollo was quickly silenced by my stern glare. 
 
    "I think they've taken prisoners from Talon's Rest too – dragons, griffins and their families. Do you really want to leave them?" I asked, stealing Soaren’s challenge.  
 
    "If that’s true, there could be an entire wing of Fire Order dragons down there. They were the dragons we were supposed to meet," Boltock interjected, straightening his armour.  
 
    Dragons that could soon become an entire wing of ebons, if we don’t save them. I thought to myself.  
 
    At her brother's admission, I glanced at Risha, and despite what she might currently think of me, she didn’t disagree.  
 
    "I can't help feeling that you plan these things," she sighed, anger softening as she stepped up to my side.  
 
    "Planning would suggest I know what I’m doing," I added, offering a weak smile.  
 
    "At least the part of you that doesn't sit about and do nothing is still in there," she observed, lightly nudging my side with her wing.  
 
    "It seems you're full of surprises," Soaren added with a snort, backing down slightly. 
 
    "So, you want to attack the beast-men’s fortress with a small army of dragons?" Yorik asked sceptically, and Tarwin smiled as she nodded.  
 
    "As much as I know you'll hate it, yes I do," she confirmed confidently.  
 
    Yorik mumbled something about cursed spirits, before she offered him his arrows back and ushered him toward the river.  
 
    "I hope you really do have a plan," Soaren suggested, shooting me an uncertain look as we followed our new allies.  
 
    * 
 
    The blackened walls of rotting bark and sickly spires of twisted decay looked no less foreboding from the opposing riverbank. A large group of orkin stood watch amidst the tangled thicket of crawling roots, while two more were mounted on manticores.  
 
    I studied the scene from the cover of a fallen log, trying to pick out the entry points, the most prominent of which was a small hole on the left side, connecting to the cliff via a small log bridge.  
 
    Risha, Boltock and Tarwin were beside me, while Soaren and Neera sheltered further down the bank. Yorik and the rest of the humans had taken up a vantage point on the cliffside, along with Apollo, the construct serving as a means of communication.  
 
    I'd no doubt that Soaren and Neera could deal with the manticores, despite my reluctance to ask it of them. While Risha, Boltock and the others could deal with the creatures on the ground.  
 
    That just leaves Tarwin and I.  
 
    "What about the ones inside, how do we know they won't just execute everyone before we get there?" Boltock asked.  
 
    "Because I'm going to sneak inside before you attack," I stated, nodding to the small side entrance.  
 
    He seemed concerned but didn't appear to have any major problems with the idea; in fact, he seemed to admire it. His sister admired it less so, glancing up at the smaller entrance with a frown. I knew exactly what she was about to say, and I opened my muzzle before she could do so.  
 
    "No, you have to stay here – they'll need every dragon out here if they're to stand a chance against those manticores. The moment you see smoke from the inside, come in after me," I elaborated, before assuring. "I've snuck into my fair share of orkin forts, I know what I'm doing."  
 
    "Let me guess, you learned that while you were stuck out here alone?" she chastised.  
 
    Meanwhile, Tarwin was looking between us, only hearing half of the conversation, but quite clearly understanding what we were discussing.  
 
    "I'm coming in with you," she declared, drawing more of my disapproval. "Just because you can talk now doesn't mean you can argue. I'm not letting you go in there alone," she pressed sternly.  
 
    "Besides, I've got a little something to give those stupid creatures," she added, pulling several small, spiked orbs from one of her pouches.  
 
    I recognised the orkin weapons in an instant. Not only had I been the target of such explosives, but I also felt an element of caution at the sight of them.  
 
    They're bombs, like the cannon rounds, only smaller.  
 
    "Where did you get those?" I asked, trying to hide my excitement as I imagined the orkin getting a taste of their own fiery medicine.  
 
    "Surely you didn't expect me to spend months out here without picking up a few new tricks?" she responded, tossing one of the orbs up and down.  
 
    Does she know how dangerous that thing is!? I had to fight not to lunge forward and snatch it from her. She's like a flightless hatchling playing far too close to the edge of a cliff!  
 
    "So, are we heading in there or not?" she urged, nodding to the rotting fortress as she stashed the explosive.  
 
    I let out a sigh, but Tarwin wasn't Risha, there was far less room for negotiation.  
 
    "Good to see there's still someone you listen to," the blue dragoness joked.  
 
    "Fine, but I have no idea what's going to be in there," I replied with a huff.  
 
    "Good, that should make it interesting," Tarwin declared, and I couldn't help rolling my eyes.  
 
    It's going to be just like old times, only with murderous rock monsters, flying horrors and miniature bombs.  
 
    After assuring myself that every one of my other friends was ready, I motioned for us to begin our approach toward the bridge, where a lone guard stood by the entrance with a crooked spear.  
 
    "You ready?" I whispered to my companion as she knelt in the bushes beside me.  
 
    Despite the overwhelming difference between us, she simply nodded. Clearly, my newfound ability to speak hadn't changed the years of hunting experience we had together. She quietly drew an arrow, pulled her bowstring taut, and aimed for the guard's neck. I glanced between her and the oblivious orkin, half of my mind pondering whether she'd be able to take him down before he could warn any of the others.  
 
    Seriously, if anyone can do this, she can. Moments later, the guard fell backwards into the fortress’s entrance, clutching at the arrow in his neck. Point proven.  
 
    Silently, we both scurried across the bridge and made our way inside. The structure itself seemed to be covered in damp bark, as if some foul magic had dredged the tree from the soil and frozen it in a constant state of decay. A pungent smell filled the air and sickly fungi clung to the flaking walls; it was so bad I felt a strange longing to have the hardened walls of the ice fire citadel back. 
 
    I really shouldn't think about what can smell that foul, or what I'm stepping in.  
 
    Tarwin crouched beside the fallen guard, yanking the arrow from his neck and making sure her work was finished by swiping a dagger across his throat.  
 
    "Nice shot," I commented, flicking my tail at the orkin.  
 
    "Thought you knew I never missed?" she boasted, snatching a wall torch from its decrepit holder.  
 
    We cautiously made our way into the maze of tunnels toward the centre of the festering structure. The deeper we moved, the more the walls glistened like wet slime. 
 
    It's like we've been swallowed whole, this place is disgusting!  
 
     I tried not to think about the areas of the wall that seemed to writhe and wriggle, as if a whole carpet of insects were eating away at the decaying wood.  
 
    The more I look the more I just want to burn it all down. Even so, the swarms of bugs weren't the only things to shift in the dim light.  
 
    As we made our way around one tight bend, I saw a patch of large, bulbous mushrooms sprouting from the wall. I paused, raising my wing to signal for Tarwin to do the same. The fungus shuddered, as if disturbed by our presence, and with a scraping sound, one popped free from its place amidst the rotting bark and gave a low, chattering growl.  
 
    Okay, now I've seen everything. 
 
    The creature looked like a mushroom; a set of mangled, grubby legs sprouted out below the bulb while a fleshy mouth lined with jagged, brown teeth broke its surface. It had no eyes and was no bigger than my head, but the deeper I peered down the tunnel, the more I saw.  
 
    Not all were mushrooms – some looked like simple branches or wiggling maggots – but they all began to turn toward us with hungry sets of snapping jaws. I recoiled, fighting the urge to gag on the smell as the walls came alive. Tarwin took one look past me and brought the torch forward.  
 
    "Quick, get through before more of them notice," she commanded as the tide of nattering beasts collected themselves and began to advance. 
 
    I didn't argue as the first of the little monsters jumped up at me like some kind of horribly deformed grasshopper. Without a second thought I cut it in two with my blades, the sizzling odour of its charred flesh smelt worse than when it was alive. Two more latched on to my paws as I staggered forward, only to be squashed like bugs. As more awoke, I opened my wings to keep them away from Tarwin, forcing them back with several heavy beats.  
 
    "Get through, I'll be right behind you!" I called urgently as I kicked and clawed at the probing creatures.  
 
    My efforts did little to keep all of them at bay. The urge to simply blast them was tempting. Especially as I felt smaller ones trying to worm their way under my armour, only for the magical metal to tighten and slice them apart. One jumped at my face, trying to sink its teeth into the end of my snout before I snorted a puff of flame, turning it to ash.  
 
    "Remind me again why we were always so eager to see things like this!?" Tarwin called as she squashed one of the festering creatures under her boot.  
 
    "That was you, not me, I was just dragged along," I retorted, half-focused on flicking one of the things from my tail.  
 
    A sudden sharp pain lanced through one of my wing membranes and I turned to see several of them had sunk their teeth into the soft tissue. Shaking them off was easy, but watching the inky-black substance that flowed quickly into my veins wasn't so trivial to dismiss. I felt a wave of sickening nausea come over me as the golden glow of my natural healing began to stem the tide of rotting venom.  
 
     "Don't let any of them bite you," I called, all too aware that if the poison could do this to me, I'd no idea what it would do to a mortal.  
 
    Tarwin looked round, her face awash with alarm as she noticed the necrotic poison battling my celestial healing.  
 
    "Since when did your wings light up?" she asked, smashing another grubby monster aside with the torch.  
 
    "Since I found out I wasn't like any other dragon. Now, will you please move!?" I snapped urgently, battling away more of the ravenous beasts.  
 
    There was no more arguing, and we soon forced our way into a larger chamber where four tunnels converged. The combined light of several torches illuminating the chamber seemed to be enough to force the creatures back into their gloomy tunnel, and I slumped down with a huff. Taking several long breaths I inspected my wing, watching the wet holes slowly close as the rotting effects diminished. As Tarwin observed my rapidly healing wounds I knew I had to explain.  
 
    "I can't really be hurt, not from anything I've come across," I told her, although I made an effort to hide the dark scars on my right side as I did so.  
 
    Not by anything aside from Mordrakk's claws.  
 
    She offered a confused look.  
 
    "Is that the same for all dragons or just you?" she asked. 
 
    I had to disguise just how much that obvious question hurt, when voices from within the maze of tunnels interrupted our conversation.  
 
    "It's the stinkin' wood grites, I's tellin’ you, nothing more," the gruff voice of an orkin soldier announced as two shadows appeared ahead of us.  
 
    We took cover in another of the tunnels, Tarwin finding a pool of sickly brown water to douse her torch as they came into view.  
 
    "Stupid things keep trying to bite off more than they's can chew," the same orkin added, while his companion snorted.  
 
    "Shut your's trap, we's no venom without them little wretches," he added.  
 
    I glanced at Tarwin, and it was clear she'd heard and understood their conversation too. 
 
    I guess the orkin are just as cursed, if not more so. But if they're using the venom of those little creatures? I didn't want to think about how that could rot someone’s flesh.  
 
    "Don't let one of them so much as scratch you," I whispered.  
 
    Tarwin gave me a look that told me how obsolete my comment was. While the two orkin passed by and moved off down the tunnel we’d just escaped.  
 
    "Douse that torch, I's don't want the stupid things swarming over us again," one of them muttered, and my attention spiked at that unwitting advice.  
 
    So those little things react to light then?  
 
    "Come on, this has to be the right way," I whispered, creeping down the tunnel from which the orkin had emerged.  
 
    "You just want to leave those two?" she asked.  
 
    "I have a feeling they'll get more than they bargained for down there," I replied confidently.  
 
    As sceptical as my companion looked, I knew she trusted me. Even if our newfound ability to talk made it all a little weird.  
 
    I just hope it doesn't make things too strange, how are we going to feel about one another after all this?  
 
    As expected, more of the wall-dwelling creatures resided in the next passageway, although, without torchlight to wake them, they remained placid. The only light we had came from the small puffs of white fire I dared exhale. It was like navigating a dark, trap-filled maze, until we reached a balcony overlooking a larger open area. It appeared the cavernous space had once been the core of the rotten tree; evidenced by the barely-visible growth rings in the floor.  
 
    So this was once a real tree? I considered, feeling a tinge of sadness at its reduction to a fetid tower of filth.  
 
    At least three more larger openings led into the maze of tunnels, and judging by the weak sunlight breaking through from outside, one particularly large maw had to be the main entrance. More light pierced through gaps in the tangled thicket of the cavernous roof, illuminating an assortment of bone effigies and roots that hung down from the rotten walls.  
 
    Blood-covered pedestals bore the demonic glyphs of sacrificial magic, with gory shrines erected to ancient gods. The bloodied corpse of a griffin lay over the dripping slab of one sacrificial stone, their limbs bound and feathers scattered as if it were no more than slaughtered poultry.  
 
    I heard that unmistakable grinding of stones. The sound made me feel sicker than any decaying venom could manage as Mordrakk drew another tally across my mind’s wall of darkness. It didn't stop when I glanced upward. I suddenly found myself very relieved that it hadn't been Shadow Fen orkin to enslave my friends months ago.  
 
    More mutilated bodies hung from the festering walls like tattered red flowers, their innards splayed open and bony limbs tied back. Most were no more than simple forest creatures, deer, pheasants and mountain goats, runes carved into their hides. Clearly, anything on the scale of a dragon was too much of a prize. Several larger bone-cages hung amidst the wicked display, exposing those crammed inside to their impending fate.  
 
    I focused on the prisoners, noting that most were humans. Larger creatures had been isolated in bigger cages, at least one of which appeared to be for dragons, bound within elemental-dampening chains. Four out of the five I could see were fire elementals. Another was reserved for a group of griffins, who looked to be in far worse condition than their leatherwing fellows.  
 
    Looks like they've been here much longer? One glance back at the feather wing on the alter and I dreaded to think why. This land is sick.  
 
    Tarwin took one look at the cage containing humans, and I could tell she was battling hard not to find and kill every single orkin crawling about this horrific place. The sight forced me to accept that this may not be as simple as burning down a fortress in Valcador. I was immortal and fireproof, but the thirty or so prisoners were not.  
 
    To make matters worse, we weren't alone. At least six orkin stood among more empty cages and pits of sickly black goo that bubbled away in the festering bowels of the tree below. Most were clad in bone-like armour, bodies completely consumed by corrupt stone. I also assumed that the wood grites’ necrotic venom tipped all of their crudely-sharpened weapons.  
 
    Things can never be so simple, can they? I turned my attention to the weeping walls, specifically several large patches of sickly orange fungus nestled within the cracks. More grites?  
 
    Looking back to the pools of bubbling sludge, I recalled seeing the same stuff before, on the war machines in Valcador. 
 
    They use it in weapons manufacture, it's flammable. I flexed my claws and ruffled my wings. The others are waiting for a fire? Well, I'm about to give them one.  
 
    "Do you have an arrow that can set that stuff on fire?" I asked, pointing to the sickly bogs.  
 
    "Blaze, you're a dragon, can't you just breathe fire?" she asked, and I sighed, a puff of smoke escaping my nostrils.  
 
    "My fire isn't exactly subtle. We need something that’s going to cause a distraction, not roast everyone," I reasoned.  
 
    Had the situation not been so serious, I was sure she'd have added something witty. Instead she looked at one of the torch-bearing orkin, then at the pit.  
 
    "I don't have any fire arrows, but if you can get one of the ones with a torch near a hole, I can improvise," she proposed. 
 
    "Okay, I'll get their attention, but we'll need a distraction to keep them occupied while we free the prisoners," I responded.  
 
    "Leave one of those cages to me," she said, grabbing at the canteen around my neck and pulling it off.  
 
    "Loud and to the point," she mumbled to herself, bouncing two of the explosive orbs in her grip as she looked at the leather-clad drinking utensil.  
 
    Now I know she's planning something crazy, something very crazy. I was about to ask her just how ridiculous her plan might be, but before I could say anything, she spoke again. 
 
    "You know, I always thought I was the one with the ridiculous ideas. Maybe we're both just as crazy?" She shifted slightly to strap the canteen to her belt with the rest of the orkin explosives.  
 
    "No, that's just you; you are the one with all the crazy ideas," I laughed. 
 
    "You say that as if it's a bad thing," she responded with a wry smile as she crept away.  
 
    Now there's no going back, nor is there time to consider other options.  
 
    As she edged to fulfil her part of our plan, I crept slowly down the side of the balcony into the centre of the chamber. While I pressed my body to the foul-smelling filth, my mind screamed at just how much of an idiot I was being. Against all my better judgment, I jumped out into the middle of the heavily armed guards.  
 
    Tarwin's right, we're both crazy, but that's served us both well enough up until now.  
 
    Taken completely by surprise, every orkin around me stopped what they were doing, a particularly large one turning back from the bloody altar. His rugged form was hunched and crooked beneath a layer of crude armour while an antlered skull covered his face. He peered at me with baleful green eyes, as he backed slowly toward one of the bubbling pits.  
 
    "What’s this?" he cursed as the majority of the others stepped closer, their weapons raised.  
 
    It wasn't hard to see the caution in them – these orkin were smarter than those of Valcador. I fought the urge to let my eyes wander toward Tarwin as I saw her creep around the edge of the room, before she began unscrewing several of the explosive orbs to get at the black powder inside. 
 
    Meanwhile, the larger orkin gave a frustrated groan and finally charged at me. I darted into the air, kicking him in the face with my rear claws as he tried to grab my wings. It was seemingly a cue for the rest of them to attack, and within no time, I was battling several sets of hideously spiked blades.  
 
    I dispatched two with my tail and another with a clean sweep of my wing, all the while wishing I could simply burn them and be done with it. One of the larger creatures drove a spear through the membrane of my left wing, pinning me down as another struck me across the back with a spiked club. My armour absorbed most of the blow as I swept the legs out from under another of my attackers, while the hooded beast stood on my muzzle, stopping any form of fiery retaliation. In that moment, I saw Tarwin appear above the altar, improvised canteen in hand. I'd no idea what she'd done with it, but as she produced another explosive orb in her opposite hand, I didn't stop to think about it for too long.  
 
     "Here, you overgrown fungus, have some of this!" she shouted, tossing both the armed explosive and the canteen into the middle of the group.  
 
    I took one look at the bloated leather pouch and immediately realised what she'd done.  
 
    Loud and to the point, indeed!  
 
    Kicking up against my confused attackers, I yanked the spear from my wing, having barely enough time to escape before there was a blinding flash and the whole floor shook. The orkin were sent flying in a shower of sparks and flames, several landing in the sickly black pools, swiftly igniting the liquid and themselves. Tarwin released several arrows into the confused rabble as strange-smelling smoke began to pool in the air.  
 
    Well, there's stage one of my plan. I surmised, leaping up onto an outcrop of rotten wood, peering at the tether holding the fire dragons’ cage aloft.  
 
    Now to complete stage two, before reinforcements arrive.  
 
    The walls began to twitch and chatter as the heat of the sudden explosion and the bright burst of light touched them. Within moments, fungal growths crawled from the decaying wood, immediately overwhelming two orkin as the rest were stuck between the growing fire and the tiny beasts’ chattering teeth. 
 
    I glided across the flames, cutting the tether free with a sweep of my wing blade. The rope snapped with a dry crack and the cage dropped toward the fire. Twisting around, I caught the severed cord in my teeth and pulled as hard as I could manage. I may have been stronger than a normal dragon, but the weight of a whole wing of them was just about the limit.  
 
    I slowed their fall just enough, and the cage collapsed into the fire with a loud crash. Releasing the cord, I jumped to their aid, but before I could reach them, a very angry looking set of toothed fungi confronted me.  
 
    I’m really starting to hate these things! I inwardly grumbled as three more leapt onto my back, gnawing at my armour while another pair latched on to my foreclaws.  
 
    Kicking up, I managed to buck at least one of them off, crushing another in my grip. More kept coming, one landing between my horns, its sickly teeth snapping only inches from my eyes. I dropped to the floor and rolled, crushing the ones on my back and head with a wet splatter as I tumbled into the fire. Their slimy green innards smelt so bad; I was almost glad for the acrid wreak of smoke filling my nostrils.  
 
    They smell even worse when they're burning. Resisting the urge to gag I rose to my paws, the inferno spreading rapidly around me. So much for subtlety, that stuff burns more than I thought.  
 
    Through the fire, I spotted one of the fire dragons rising to her paws, her muzzle still entombed within an elemental-dampening mask. I dashed over; she wasn't a dragon I recognised, but the same couldn't be said of me. The moment I began melting her bounds and helping her free of the mask, she gasped in surprise.  
 
    "By the fires, it really is you!" she blurted.  
 
    "Can you free the others and keep this fire under control? We need to keep it and the smoke away from the other prisoners!" I urged, nodding toward the other dragons as they struggled with their own chains.  
 
    "We can keep the flames down, but without reinforcements there's little hope of freeing everyone," she responded, glancing to the griffin-filled cage.  
 
    "Don't worry, help's on its way," I assured her, and for once, it seemed my reputation was good for something. 
 
    She nodded and began to coordinate what was left of her soldiers, while I looked to the upper level, seeing Tarwin taking shots at any orkin that got too close.  
 
    Okay, they can keep the fire under control, now for part three!  
 
    That required reinforcements, and for once, it felt like they were taking their time.  
 
    Surely, they've not left us or worse still, attacked each other! 
 
    I knew Risha would never allow that to happen, though my trust in Soaren and Yorik wasn't so strong. I'd little time to dwell on the idea, when a barbed set of limbs suddenly snatched my paws out from under me. Instinctively, I lashed out at the coiling tendrils with my wings, rolling to the floor as they released me.  
 
    I spun around, expecting an angry orkin, only to see the thrashing set of bloated limbs and vine-like tendrils extending from below a bulbous mushroom head. The ghastly beast looked more like a rotten pile of firewood than anything that deserved to be alive. Not only that, but this particular grite was larger than me.  
 
    Yeah, I’m really starting to hate these things! As if sensing my disgust, the creature's severed tendrils unexpectedly regenerated. Really!?   
 
    The grite charged with a gargled shriek, wrapping its thorny tendrils around my legs and pulling me on to its bulk before I could get off the ground.  
 
    Upon landing, I discovered a layer of horrible orange slime covering the smooth surface of the bulb. I struggled not to let any get in my eyes or mouth as it pulled me back toward its mouth. One of my blades sparked to life as I moved, melting a deep line through what could only have been its face, before cutting its limbs once more.  
 
    It recoiled, severed stumps wriggling like giant worms. Shaking them off, I turned on the creature and opened my muzzle. 
 
    I've really had enough of overgrown fungus for one day! Before I could blast it into ashes, the beast lurched forward as a great branch of twisted wood burst up through its body.  
 
    "Having trouble?" Boltock announced, retracting the wooden spear with a casual flick of his forepaw, as Risha appeared beside him.  
 
    "You really do know how to get everyone's attention," she remarked as she peered out over the flaming chaos.  
 
    I shook off more of the disgusting orange slime while the rest of my companions charged in across the room, their weapons brought to bear on the confused orkin and remaining grites. Soaren headed for the other dragons, before assisting another air elemental in freeing the griffins, while others blasted their fire with deadly accuracy. Apollo and Neera darted through the air above the flames, picking off others with shards of bone or blasts of lightning, while Yorik and his companions traded blows with more surprised beast-men.  
 
    "And you all really know how to make an entrance. Now come on, we still need to get them out!" I declared as I leapt up toward the last occupied cage.  
 
    Regardless of my audible voice, the frightened humans still shied away at my approach. 
 
    "I'll have to melt the locks," I stated, knowing I couldn't just drop the cage into the fire.  
 
    Before I could consider how to get them all out safely, a loud, grisly voice interrupted me.  
 
    "Wells, wells, wells, more wyrms for me's collection." I glanced over to see an orkin at the end of a looming balcony.  
 
    A tatty black robe covered his hide, while a hood covered his horned head. His left arm was merged with a large chain whip, coiling about his spiny back and right limb, moulding into a formidable set of torturous utensils.  
 
    "You focus on helping them," I commanded, nodding at the humans before dropping down to confront the new foe.  
 
    "No, let us help you!" Risha called out, her eyes darting between the slave master and the prisoners.  
 
    "No, save them first!" I insisted.  
 
    "Why won't you just let us help you?" she challenged, her eyes narrowing.  
 
    "Look out!" Boltock suddenly shouted.  
 
    The orkin hadn't simply waited for our argument to conclude, and I glanced back just in time to see the flash of his whip. I darted aside clumsily as the chain struck the wet mud with a splat.  
 
    "Nots very impressive, demon, where's is the scourge of Taldran I's been tolds of?" he mocked, swinging for me once again.  
 
    This time, it was my turn to knock him aside as I shot to my paws and forced him back.  
 
    "Get the cages!" I shouted, slashing my attacker’s knees with my wings.  
 
    The corrupted stone glowed white-hot, but didn't yield as his whip struck my side. My armour absorbed most of the impact, enough for me to ram my horns into his legs. The force knocked the brute into the mud, weaponised limbs flailing frantically as I jumped on top of him, coiling back ready to blast fire. He locked eyes with me before cutting off my attack with a well-placed kick to the chest.  
 
    "I's don't goes down to wyrms so easy," he taunted as he stood up.  
 
    "Well, I'm no ordinary wyrm!" I growled, lunging at him as I recovered.  
 
    Clearly anticipating my response, he shifted his whip with alarming skill. With one flick of his hand, the chain wrapped around my front, halting my momentum, before coiling tightly around my neck. I landed beside him, choking on the constricting metal while he laughed. Unfortunately for him, a blast of blue fire abruptly interrupted his moment of success.  
 
    "By the skies, what did I tell you!?" Risha shouted, as she jumped between us.  
 
    What kind of dark magic is this? I thought as the pressure around my neck eased and the chain relaxed. 
 
    Although the orkin’s hide burned, it wasn't enough to make the metal coils any easier to escape. It was as if it was alive, constantly seeking to tighten and tangle. Risha had no such limitations as she coiled back and blasted the stone fiend with another burst of flame.  
 
    "Enough, you's stupid wyrm!" the slave master shouted, angrily swiping at her with a flaming claw.  
 
    She darted aside when more chains lashed out from his spines, constricting her forelegs and tail. She struggled, but before she could break free, he dragged her off her paws.  
 
    "This is why I should be the one dealing with things!" I hissed as I tried to get into a position to melt the writhing metal.  
 
    "Yeah, and you've clearly done a magnificent job – first you leave us all, now this!" she scorned, and I had to admit, the accusation stung.  
 
    "Quiet, wyrms! Now where's..."  
 
    A high-pitched call cut the slave master's words short when a large mass of snowy white feathers and formidable talons pinned him to the floor.  
 
    "Not so tough without your little toys, are you?" the griffin hissed furiously, strong talons cracking his rocky hide like cooked shellfish.  
 
    The squirming orkin tried to force his enchanted weapon around her, as he had with Risha and I, but it was only long enough to keep the pair of us tangled up.  
 
    "Ice Feather, stop toying with him," another feminine voice demanded when a second griffin slammed down onto two smaller orkin.  
 
    The second griffin's hide and feathers were the standard beige colour of most of her kind. While the former griffin, now identified as Ice Feather, screeched and snapped her prey's neck.  
 
    The moment life left its master, the bewitched chain relaxed.  
 
    Guess I'm lucky they didn't have sorcery like this in Valcador. I thought, as after a few moments of awkward wriggling, Risha and I managed to stand.  
 
    Meanwhile, the bay-coloured griffin shook the orkin blood from her talons, looking at us with a hint of satisfaction, before cocking her head and focusing her sharp eyes.  
 
    "Wait... are you?" she asked.  
 
    This again? I sighed and lowered my head.  
 
    "Yes," was all I muttered, and I saw her satisfied look turn to shock.  
 
    Evidently, seeing her supposed saviour beaten by a chain wasn't what she'd expected, enchanted or not. Even so, I noticed Risha was just as unsettled by her look.  
 
    Meanwhile, a mass of tightly clustered rocks formed into an arm wrapped around the last cage, slowly easing it to the ground, as Boltock descended.  
 
    "Good work," I offered as the green dragon grinned triumphantly.   
 
    "You did say the cages were priority one, right?" he asked, as his sister gave a disapproving grunt.  
 
    "Maybe he should consider self-preservation among his priorities," she grumbled.  
 
    I stiffened; I could see there was still a swell of sadness driving her frustration.  
 
    She has to see I only do things this way to keep her out of harm's way, she can't heal like I can, I can't let her get hurt!  
 
    "So you're the one?" another voice asked before I could offer Risha a response. I glanced up to see Ice Feather peering down at me.  
 
    "That's one of the things they like to call me, yeah," I answered, shifting uneasily. 
 
    "And who might they be?" added another voice.  
 
    I glanced over to see the red-scaled fire dragoness I'd commanded earlier approaching with two more dragons at her side.  
 
    Behind them, the flames were steadily dying. The last of the orkin overwhelmed, and what was left of the insufferable fungus nothing more than ash. 
 
    "All of you, and pretty much everyone else I've met in the past few seasons," I answered. 
 
    Motioning over them all with a forepaw, my eyes finally fell on the cage containing the humans as Yorik and his men pried it open. 
 
    They're all here because of me, no three races have worked together like this in an age. I knew the griffin and dragon relationship was strenuous at best, as for the humans...   
 
    The eyes of everyone with wings followed my gaze, and their expressions simultaneously converged into one of abhorrence.  
 
    "Savages, it surprises me that these ones weren't helping the orkin," the bay-coloured griffin announced.  
 
    Ice Feather appeared ready to add her own bitter observations, but I raised a wing to calm their collective anger, and thankfully that was enough.  
 
    Good to see my reputation has its uses, no matter how much I hate it.  
 
    Like Tarwin had said, there were at least a dozen imprisoned humans, many of them young and utterly terrified. Many of their surprised faces looked at me, and there was no doubt they'd also heard my voice.  
 
    Even that scares them half to death? How am I ever supposed to make this work?  
 
    "Is the area secure?" Soaren asked as he approached.  
 
    Neera walked proudly beside him, her feathered body blissfully free of harm. Even so, the faldron was met with only a little less resentment than the humans, as Soaren swiftly commanded everyone's attention.  
 
    "Thanks to you, we’re secure here. I didn't think anyone would be coming after us," the lead dragoness replied.  
 
    "Well, you can thank the Guardian's unwillingness to leave anyone who isn't an orkin behind," Soaren replied, glancing at me before continuing. "Is this all that remains of the wing stationed at Talon's Rest?"  
 
    Her head sank slightly at his question, and she glanced over the six remaining dragons.  
 
    "It’s what’s left of the whole population, unfortunately. They came on manticores on a late-night raid. There was little we could do," she admitted.  
 
    I saw a hint of defeat in Soaren's expression – no matter how much pride the dragon had; he could still fail.  
 
    That's something I know too well. I was reminded.  
 
    "Very well, we were to stop at Talon's Rest on our trip back to the overlook, but now it seems we have no choice but to head straight there," Soaren explained.  
 
    "My wing and I will be happy to accompany you, there's little left for any of our kind out here," the dragoness offered and Soaren nodded, giving a wing salute.  
 
    "Very well..." he began, before pausing.  
 
    "Talvana, my name's Talvana," she announced.  
 
    I could see the bored look in Neera's eyes while she stood quietly at his side, both she and I seeming to think there were more important things to focus on. 
 
    Therefore, I glanced about, finding Tarwin, coming upon her climbing down a thick set of roots to join the others.  
 
    "This is going to take a lot of getting used to," she proposed, clearing the sweat from her brow and securing her weapons as she warily observed the congregation of dragons and griffins.  
 
    "Now you know how I felt when I found out about all this the first time," I added.  
 
    "Indeed, despite all of the legends regarding this world, it is populated by numerous threats. Regardless, I believe your plan was a complete success," Apollo interrupted as he appeared beside us.  
 
    Perplexed sets of eyes focused on the shimmering hawk, but in a situation where humans, faldrons and talking dragons were all present, it really didn't seem to matter.  
 
    "So, you really are a leatherwing and not a griffin," Ice Feather announced, and I found myself confronted with the frosty-coloured griffin once more.  
 
    Tarwin stared, meanwhile Soaren gave a subtle snort somewhere behind us.  
 
    "Is that a problem?" he asked. 
 
    The griffin snorted back.  
 
    "No, it’s not; I just didn’t expect a dragon to save our tails in these parts. I'm Ice Feather, this is Meadow Hide, and it seems we are indebted to you," she formally introduced herself, while motioning to her bay-coloured friend.  
 
    "What are they saying?" Tarwin whispered to me.  
 
    "I suppose you could say they're introducing themselves... Which I suppose means the old alliance still stands for something," I added while she looked at me as if that explanation had gone right over her head.  
 
    "Old alliance?" she questioned sceptically.  
 
    I shook my head and quickly covered my muzzle with my wing.  
 
    "I’ll explain later." 
 
    "In that case, I guess you'll be coming back to the overlook with us too?" Soaren asked the griffins.  
 
    Before the featherwings could respond, a sudden roar, splintering wood and rattling chains burst through the tangled thicket above as a manticore rider landed on top of the humans’ cage. Men, women and children scattered as it buckled, several of them falling over as the beast lashed out with its venomous tail. As it did, another manticore-mounted raider jumped down from the new hole in the ceiling, slashing at Soaren and the griffins.  
 
    The air dragon's wings flared, forcing Tarwin and me back as the brute atop the mangy beast smacked him in the face with a hammer blow, preventing a fiery retort. Without a second thought, I darted away. Neera seemed to have the same idea as she leapt up onto a cage, sending a flurry of bone projectiles into a third rider’s neck as he stalked amidst the tangled branches above.  
 
    The sharp bone struck rotten wood as the beast jumped back, its orkin rider more intent on drawing a bow from his back, to fire down into the chaos.  
 
    No, everything's falling apart! Without thought I charged forward and blasted a jet of white flame over the orkin confronting Soaren.  
 
    The beast howled, rearing back as the griffins and Talvana dispatched it. I saw Risha and Boltock tackle the rider, while, Tarwin backed up next to me. Aiming her arrow at the manticore on top of the cage she let it fly into the barbed tail, giving Yorik a chance to slice the poisonous bulb off.  
 
    The winged feline reeled back in pain, and at the sight of the enraged beast, I charged over as Tarwin fired again, the second arrow finding its mark in the manticore's shoulder. Jumping up, I tackled the rider from his saddle and into the midst of the humans below. The crowd parted like braking waves as the stone brute rolled to a stop and readied an arrow.  
 
    I coiled back, but before I could blast him, he released the poisoned projectile. I instinctively leapt aside, dodging the black shaft, only for it to strike home in Yorik's right thigh. I glanced back, filled with cold dread as the man gasped in pain and fell to the dirt.  
 
    No, no one else is going to die, not while I'm here!  
 
    Without hesitation, I jumped at the orkin, while behind me, another arrow struck the manticore’s head bringing its flailing to an end. With her opponent vanquished, Tarwin ran to her fallen companion, while the orkin’s stone fist grabbed my shoulder.  
 
    "Go, warn’s the masters, warn’s the masters!" my opponent called, and with shards of ice and bony feathers glancing at his mount's barbed tail, the third rider took flight.  
 
    Sweeping around, I knocked my opponent’s twisted feet out from under him, took in a deep breath, and opened my muzzle.  
 
    "When did killing become so easy?" the dark voice rasped in my mind as Mordrakk’s shadowy form appeared over my opponent. 
 
    Time seemed to slow around me, and I shook my head in an effort to dismiss him from my vision.  
 
    Killing them has always been easy, they're monsters, they're evil!  
 
    "Are we really so different? Is what either of us would do right now truly right?" he asked, tapping his stones together.  
 
    "I don't care which part of the darkness you are, whatever you'd do is wrong," I hissed, my crazed voice lost amidst the chaotic sound of battle.  
 
    "So, if I am more of you, more of my children than I am of the darkness, then surely, by extension, whatever you do is also wrong?" he taunted, then grinned as he mused. "You'd do well to focus."  
 
    Suddenly a very angry orkin erupted from behind his shadowy illusion, stone fist slamming the side of my head. My armour instantly hardened, though that didn't stop momentum from casting me aside.  
 
    "Stupids, wyrm, talks to itself. Now I's goanna haves yours head!" he growled.  
 
    Before he could act upon that threat, a shard of ice struck him through the skull, and he fell to the floor in a twitching heap.  
 
    "I had that," I told Risha as she landed.  
 
    "I know, you seem to have everything handled all on your own," she muttered, frowning down at me.  
 
    "Look, I'm sorry but I can't be like you want me to be," I replied.  
 
    "I don't want to force you to be anything, I just want you to value yourself more," she declared, and with that she moved back into the crowd. 
 
    What does she know? What's there to care about? I'm just the gods' means to an end, she's the one really worth saving, the one to look up to. I thought as the rest of the crowd began to gather.  
 
    "That shaft was laced with grite venom, foul little things. He's got no more than a day or two without proper healing," Meadow Hide explained as she looked over Yorik.  
 
    Apollo translated to Tarwin as she sat by the wheezing man and dressed the already blackening wound the best she could.  
 
    "Your friends, they're useful, I'll admit," he stammered to her through his pained exertions.  
 
    "Can you do anything?" I asked Risha quietly.  
 
    "I need magical remedies and potions to cleanse the poison. If it had been manticore venom, it may have been easier, but I've never even heard of a grite," she replied, then winced. "Plus, there's no teaching of human physiology in Dardien."  
 
    At her solemn confession, both of us looked to Neera, but the response from her was just as dire.  
 
    "Come, we must make it to the overlook before tomorrow's end," Soaren proposed as he and the other dragons moved toward the exit, turning his gaze away from the dying human. 
 
    "You're just going to leave them?" I asked sourly.  
 
    Upon hearing my question, Tarwin's expression also turned to shock. Soaren shook his head with a low growl.  
 
    "Their kind has no place among us. Whatever commitment they had to the alliance of old died with their kingdom long ago."  
 
    He can't just say that, and he can't just leave them. I won't let him!  
 
    I marched to the door, blocking his path as I caught something glimmer in the tangled mass of roots above. The phoenix looked at me expectantly, the light of its radiant feathers a blessing these cursed walls didn't deserve. In the meantime, Mordrakk’s image brooded in the back of my mind, suggesting that our fate was hopeless either way. 
 
    "I didn't feel like I'd a place among you the day your leader banished me from Dardien," I began, and I saw Risha perk up.  
 
    "Aries is not our leader, not anymore," Soaren replied, his eyes narrowing.  
 
    "No, but you take orders from his own flesh and blood, don't you?" I challenged, and he looked ready to follow in Pyro's paw steps as he glared at me.  
 
    This is it, soldier, prove to me you're not like the rest.  
 
    "I do believe the Guardian is correct – leaving these mortals would be a cruel act most unfitting of Goldfire's legacy," Apollo chimed, but no one except me seemed to pay him any heed.  
 
    Even so, he wasn't the only one on my side as Risha appeared next to me. At first, I was half-expecting a witty comment about honesty, but surprisingly, she stomped a forepaw.  
 
    "He's right, Soaren, they helped us, we can't just leave them here."  
 
    I didn't take my eyes off his wrinkled snout. He had a decision to make: is he with or against me? 
 
    "What would you have us do, carry them?" he retorted.  
 
    "Yes, if we have to, there are more than enough able wings to carry the injured," I confirmed, looking back at Tarwin.  
 
    "The rest of them can take the horses. With the injured in the air there's plenty," I reasoned, and my human friend nodded.  
 
    Soaren glanced between us, and the longer he withheld a response, the more I looked at Risha. Then for the first time since I'd returned, the pair of us spoke in perfect union.  
 
    "But only a big strong dragon could do that."  
 
    Good to see we still think alike, even if she's always two steps ahead.  
 
    With a final sigh, Soaren's defences fell.  
 
    "Very well, gather what you can. We leave as soon as we're able," he agreed reluctantly, turning toward the exit before anyone could complicate things further.  
 
    The other dragons followed his lead, leaving Risha and I standing before the crowd. For a moment, a smile remained on her muzzle. Clearly, she once again saw the good soul she thought I was. As much as I hated being that beacon, or to mislead her in any way, I didn't say anything as she offered a nod of approval. 
 
    "Who knew it would take a battle to get some of the old you back?" she suggested, and I huffed.  
 
    I still am the only me, I'm just smarter. Not to mention how much I care about her.  
 
    "Here we go again," Boltock interrupted as he appeared on my opposite side.  
 
    I glanced his way, then to the room full of bedraggled survivors.  
 
    Not 'again', I've never been part of something like this before. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    The Gallery of Thorns  
 
      
 
    The snowy forest sailed by, still a tangled mass occasionally broken by irregular ridges and gleaming rivers. The sound of beating wings filled the cold air, and what had started as just the six of us had now become closer to thirty. I made sure to keep a watchful eye on Tarwin as she and at least a dozen others rode along a muddy path below.  
 
    It reminded me all too much of how things used to be. How despite the rugged landscape forcing a good distance between us, I never let her escape at least one of my senses. 
 
    Only those lands were never as dangerous as this one. I'm just glad they've been able to survive out here so long.  
 
     I had to admit, after wishing I could show her the sky for so many years, I was slightly disappointed that she wasn't one of those up here with me. 
 
    At least half a dozen wounded had been loaded onto makeshift saddles, allowing Meadow Hide and several other griffins to carry them. Meanwhile, dragons flew in a protective formation around them, their rough, scaly hides and sleeker bodies far less adept to the purpose of transportation. Some of the griffins were too young or wounded themselves to carry others upon their backs. 
 
    That left Ice Feather to carry Yorik's unconscious body in her talons, while another trio of featherwings held onto the rest. I tried not to think about their precarious positions too much, nor how the hot-headed griffins may decide to accidentally drop someone. Tarwin seemed to trust my judgment, and right now that was all I needed. 
 
    She's always had good judgment, at least most of the time. I neglected to ponder the fact her judgment sparked all of this in the first place. Better judgment after she was kidnapped, surely?  
 
    Even so, I kept my distance, flying beside Soaren and Apollo at the front of the group. The latter beat his wings, darting through the sky like a fish through the deep ocean. While Soaren concentrated on controlling the wind, creating enough lift to allow him and the others to fly more easily with their precious cargo. 
 
    At least if he's focused on that, he's not complaining about everything. I noted, still sensing his disapproval. He's more open minded than most though, I'll give him that.  
 
    * 
 
    Our flight continued until the dark mountains that had been a distant image on the horizon hours ago, began to draw closer. Looming from the thinning forest like a great wall of jagged stone, gloomy storm clouds and harsh winds swirled about them.  
 
    "Shadow Fen’s southern border lies beyond those peaks, although we'll have to take a different route if we mean to get everyone through!" Soaren called over the wind's howl. "Shadow's Gate Pass lies just to the east!"  
 
    "How much further!?" I asked, fully aware many among us didn't have time to spare.  
 
    "A day at most. Though it would be unwise to make the journey at night, so we'll have to rest amidst the canyons after sundown," he added, and to avoid any conflict, I simply nodded.  
 
    Using the strong air currents, I dropped down, flying up beside Tarwin as the road led her out onto the ridge of a towering cliff. 
 
    "It's nice to see you don't have to kneel down for once," I called, as I came to an eye-level glide.  
 
    "Not for much longer! If you grow anymore, I'll be able to fly on your back," she teased as her horse slowed to a trot.  
 
    "Soaren says we have to rest for the night, the trip through the mountains is too dangerous to attempt in the dark," I informed her.  
 
    "Fine, as long as you think it's a good idea. But not all of us can spare the time," she responded, glancing up at the burdened griffins.  
 
    "I know, I'll make sure we move on as soon as we can," I assured, and with a final look of appreciation, I pulled away.  
 
    * 
 
    Within the hour we began to circle in search of shelter, and by the time the sun had come to the end of its heavenly journey, the mountains resembled jagged teeth in a shadowy jaw. Below, rocky foothills and valleys stamped their claim upon the world, shattering the strangling grasp of Shadow Fen's wicked thickets. 
 
    "Find somewhere out of sight, manticores hunt better at night," Neera advised, earning another bitter look from Soaren.  
 
    "Okay, tell me I'm wrong. You leatherwings can't see in the dark, can you?" she challenged.  
 
    Soaren snorted as he swooped down to a large ledge beside Tarwin and the others. The horse-mounted humans coming to a stop as he moved toward a series of overhanging rocks at the rear of the ridge. The griffins came to rest among them, and in an instant, everyone set to helping those who needed it most.  
 
    Risha and Boltock landed, the former swiftly moving off to put her healing skills to good use. Meanwhile, I turned to the cliff's edge, peering out over the tangled forest as the horizon stole the last shreds of sunlight. To the east, far beyond the distant shapes of the Storm Mountains, I could see a large trail of smoke rising into the darkening sky, illuminated from below by the light of thousands of individual flames.  
 
    "What is that?" Boltock questioned as he appeared beside me.  
 
    "Valcador's army, they're moving faster than I thought. They'll be at Dardien soon," I stated hopelessly.  
 
    The green dragon looked at me with defeat in his eyes, but I ruffled my wings and suggested.  
 
    "Go help your sister, I'll keep watch."  
 
    I found myself sitting there as the dim moon settled, while the stars remained hidden behind a sheet of thick cloud. After an hour or two, I gave up hoping the skies would clear, eventually edging a little closer to the fire my companions had constructed.  
 
    Aside from two dragons, Ice Feather, Apollo and a cautious group of humans, most were asleep. I prowled around the ridge's edge, peering into the darkness for any sign that the orkin might have pursued us, while trying not to be distracted by the snowy griffinesse's back and forth march. I assumed it was some form of griffin guard routine as I scoured the tree line for the phoenix.  
 
    For the briefest of moments, I thought I saw the bird perched upon a distant branch, and with nothing better to do, I moved toward the trees. Eventually coming upon where the tethered horses of my flightless companions quietly nibbled on the surrounding bushes. 
 
    Strange how peaceful they are while the world's falling apart around them. I observed, almost envious.  
 
    That was when I caught another fiery flash amidst the rustling pine trees, but before I could look, the sound of footsteps on the nearby rocks met my senses.  
 
    "You know, if I didn’t know any better, I'd say you were trying to catch your death out in this cold," Tarwin proposed as she approached, covered by a large fur fleece. 
 
    "I’ve never really cared about the cold all that much," I replied while she took a seat next to me. "How's your friend?" I asked. 
 
    "Not too well, I just hope we get to wherever it is we're going soon, because I've never seen wounds like those," she admitted, before adding proudly. "He's made of tough stuff though, anyone raised out here has no option but to be strong."  
 
    "Don't I know it," I sighed.  
 
    Regardless of my guilt, I didn't want to think about the dire condition of the man who'd tried to sever me from my home.  
 
    "Cute new voice or not, I know that look. What’s wrong?" Tarwin asked, sensing my melancholy.  
 
    "Nothing, just thinking about something," I responded, but she shook her head and crossed her forearms.  
 
    "Oh no, now you've got no choice but to tell me," she insisted.  
 
    "Fine," I sighed in defeat. "I was just wondering what it would be like if you were all... Well, like me and the others," I reluctantly admitted, rustling my wings as she gave me an inquisitive look.  
 
    "What, like a dragon or one of the grumpy ones with feathers?" she asked. 
 
    "Not even anything like that, I suppose. After everything that happened today, it kind of makes me wonder what the world was like before all of this," I elaborated with a shake of my head.  
 
    "Oh, you mean like that thing you said you'd tell me about later?" she asked, curiously.  
 
    "Yes, back in the fort?" 
 
    Oh by the creators, this is going to be a long story.  
 
     "Soaren and the others were talking about an age-old alliance between the nine great races. Dragons and griffins are some of the only ones left that abide by it... Barely. For some reason, I don't think your kind counts anymore though," I explained, and she rightfully looked annoyed.  
 
    Even so, her look of curiosity turned to one of determination. A look similar to the one she'd worn the day this all started.  
 
    "Wait, so you've all had this big war going on and you just left us out?" she exclaimed, shifting her arms with a huff.  
 
    "It’s a lot more complicated than that," I reasoned.  
 
    "Why? We lost our home to this mess, so we should have a right to fight back," she demanded, glancing back at the others.  
 
    I felt another wave of guilt wash over me at the mention of our old home, but I managed to force it from my mind.  
 
    "Tarwin, it took me over four seasons to figure this thing out, and I’m still not sure I’ve managed to understand it. It's all much bigger than you realise; trust me, I know. The only reason I rushed into it all in the first place was to save you," I assured her, all the while trying not to think too much about all the things I might have messed up along the way.  
 
    She gave a light sigh as she asked.  
 
    "Are you saying I wouldn't do the same for something I cared about?" 
 
    "I'm not saying you wouldn't, but... Well, you can't even fly, so it wouldn't work even if you wanted it to," I explained, my answer seeming to have her stumped.  
 
    Her argument fell flat, her firm expression relaxing with a sigh. However, my remorse didn't waiver, and it forced me to go on.  
 
    "Look, I've no idea what they're planning to do about any of this, but I won't let them leave you," I declared.  
 
    "I never doubted that, it's just... The way things have changed worries me," she confessed, and I tried my best to hide my own doubts.  
 
    "Don't worry about it," I lied.  
 
    As the words left my muzzle, I felt something scratching at my mind’s deceit, and sure enough, in the corner of my eye, Mordrakk's fiery eyes shimmered amidst the trees.  
 
    "You should get some rest, I'm going to stay out here until morning," I told her, doing my best to avoid the flaming eyes of my mind's avatar.  
 
    I didn't know whether she sensed I was trying to end our conversation before she could see the fragility of my misleading words, but biting her bottom lip, she reluctantly stood.  
 
    "So long as you're still here when I wake up, I don't plan on letting you out of my sight again after all this," she warned with a laugh.  
 
    "Now you're starting to sound like Risha," I commented, only to realise what I'd said as she looked at me strangely. "She's my friend, the blue dragoness. The green one is Boltock, and Neera is the one with feathers," I quickly explained.  
 
     She gave me another odd look; the same look she'd given me the last time we’d met in the village. Specifically when she'd seen Risha and I together.  
 
    "What?" I asked bluntly, but she shook the expression from her face and simply replaced it with a wry smile.  
 
    "Nothing I don't think you know already," she began cryptically, before quickly adding, "Anyway, I still didn't say thanks for today. We wouldn’t have stood a chance without you."  
 
    "Well, what are friends for?" I responded, as she returned to the others.  
 
    The subtle glances of the dragon guards and Ice Feather were swiftly diverted when they saw me looking.  
 
    Clearly, their Guardian's stranger than they expected. Not that I care what they think about me.  
 
    "Kind lies, they seem to be becoming a habit of yours," hissed Mordrakk, appearing where Tarwin had been sitting. 
 
    "What else can I do, tell them they're all doomed?" I grunted, and he didn't think twice before responding.  
 
    "Regardless, their fate is inevitable. I suspect you only lead them now to selfishly spare yourself the pain."  
 
    I felt myself tense, fighting the urge to swipe him from the air.  
 
    "Or spare them from it. If I'm as strong as you say I am, then I should have no problem dealing with the extra pain," I snapped.  
 
    "A noble sacrifice, but ultimately it’s a step on the path to giving them up entirely," he growled.  
 
    "As long as you keep telling me that, there's no way I’ll believe it," I retorted.  
 
    "And what if you’re right and I’m no more than a shadow of the true Great Master? Then the only one you are denying is yourself," he goaded. 
 
    Finally, my head lifted, and with one flick of my tail I cut his image from the air.  
 
    Glancing back, I dared not meet the eyes of those who had seen my crazy outburst as they stared.  
 
    I look like such a fool; how do they still see me as a hero? I thought with a huff.  Mordrakk's wrong; those are his lies, not mine.  
 
    The longer I dwelled on his words, the more the implications spun in my mind. If I were indeed wrong, he'd destroy the world the moment I retook the amulet, but if I was right, and he wasn't the real Mordrakk, there was a chance I could stop all of this. I could spend my whole life denying him, but if he was telling the truth, I'd only be denying myself, and all of those dark thoughts had been no one’s but my own.  
 
    * 
 
    The light of dawn came on swift wings, rising over the mountains to reveal another gloomy day, marred by rainy drizzle and the damp stench of an entire forest's worth of rotting wood. It didn't take long to load everyone up and once again take to the air, especially under Soaren's insistent command.  
 
    The grey dragon led us through the maze of rocky peaks and winding river valleys for what felt like hours. All the while I distracted myself by keeping an eye on Tarwin as she rode along the muddy tracks below.  
 
    Surely the orkin have to have sent something after us; an entire flock of manticores can't be far behind.  
 
    As the day wore on and the weather grew worse, I began to accept that the orkin might be the least of our worries.  
 
    "Wing leader, we must land, the featherwings cannot fly in these conditions while carrying the extra weight," called Talvana.  
 
    The look of frustration that passed over Soaren's face was not so subtle, but the weather forced him to agree.  
 
    "We'll find shelter down in the pass; we can walk to the overlook from there," he instructed, peering down at the terrain.  
 
    As he descended, I swooped down and passed the information on to Tarwin. As unhappy as she was about it, she was forced to agree, and before long, we were all settling down within one of the rocky valleys. 
 
    "Make for the tree cover," Soaren instructed as I landed behind him.  
 
    Tarwin rode up beside me, her horse’s tired steps slowing as she glanced at her wounded friend. Meanwhile, Ice Feather moved him from her talons and onto the saddle over Meadow Hide's back.  
 
    "Keep your eyes open, there are far more than orkin dwelling in these hills," Talvana advised, her narrowed eyes scouring the gloom.  
 
    Soaren nodded before motioning for her and two more soldiers to take positions at the front of the group. As they did, I looked out into the hills. Each sharp peak looming out of the mist looked almost like the shattered bones of some great skeleton set upon by the forest’s ravenous vegetation. Tarwin and the other horse-mounted humans passed behind me as I fell in line with Boltock and Risha to bring up the rear.  
 
    "Are you okay?" I asked my blue-scaled friend.  
 
    Removing her helmet, she shook her head as her dorsal fin sprang back into place. I could see where the orkin chain had marked her exposed neck and wings, and once again felt the sickly feeling that often accompanied the realisation of how quickly I recovered from my wounds.  
 
    "I'm fine, still just a little shaken," she admitted.  
 
    "Are you really?" I pressed, and her smile faded.  
 
    "Yes, Blaze, I'm fine; besides, isn't there a lot more you should be worrying about?" she replied, glancing between her brother and I, who was clearly pretending not to listen.  
 
    "I know, but if something happened to you, I'd never be able to forgive myself," I admitted, yet her stern look didn't falter.  
 
    "Did you ever stop to consider how anybody else would feel if something happened to you?" she asked. 
 
    "But it won't, it can't," I assured, while the dark scar under my armour betrayed the statement as she regarded it. "That's different," I muttered swiftly.  
 
    "How is it different? Or is it all part of what you’re not telling me?" she snapped.  
 
    "No, I mean it's nothing that you need to worry about," I insisted. 
 
    In the back of my mind, Mordrakk's voice pressured me to reveal the truth. Meanwhile, Risha took a deep breath, appearing more disappointed than frustrated.  
 
    "Look, I understand if you don't want to talk about it, there were a lot of things I only told you and... well, I just thought..." she muttered, glancing back at me in anticipation of more.  
 
    "You wouldn't want to know, because everything you told me, isn't real, none of this is real," I admitted, waving a forepaw toward the snowy cliffs. "It's all so small and fragile, and if you knew…" My voice trailed off.  
 
    "Do you think we'd be afraid?" she questioned, placing a wing on my shoulder.  
 
    I thought about that, knowing she was partially right. Even so, to provide her with at least some closure, I nodded. I could tell she knew that wasn't all of it, and yet she dropped the subject, brushing her wing back along mine.  
 
    "I'm sorry about what I said. I was frustrated with you – I still am – but you're still my friend, my best friend, and I'm sorry for my own lies," she paused, the words catching in her throat. "I still feel the same way as before."  
 
    She knows something about this war, this plan the Elders supposedly have to save the world?  
 
    As much as I hated the idea, she was keeping secrets, yet I trusted her enough to believe it was the right choice. Besides, it would be hypocritical of me to think otherwise.  
 
    "Thank you, and thanks for standing up for me," I replied.  
 
    Her smile failed to falter, and she lightly brushed my side with her wing.  
 
    "Well, who else would stand up for you like I do?" she teased. 
 
    "I would, and I can think of at least two more dragons... well, not really dragons, but they all would," Boltock added, counting on his foreclaws.  
 
    His sudden interruption was a clear sign he didn't care much for hiding his eavesdropping. Not only that, but it was becoming very clear that the sweet, lovable and possibly naive side of him simply wanted us all to be friends again.  
 
    Can I really say that's not all I want too?  
 
    "Are you two friends again now?" he asked hopefully, and Risha rolled her eyes.  
 
    "We were never anything other than friends. I mean, only the best of friends can get really mad at one another," she revealed, and he gave a slightly bemused smile.  
 
    "Nothing more than friends, right?" he teased, and both Risha and I exchanged knowing glances.   
 
    Embarrassment that I still failed to understand gripped me again as the muddy path we were taking rounded a sharp corner. Ahead, the cliff ended, and the ground rose steadily into mountainous peaks and valleys. Huge trees grew like a natural fortress upon the rough hillside, each one a mountain in its own right, their monolithic trunks rivalling Dardien's temple pillars in width. The lean bark was far from the tangled mass of thorny branches that covered the rest of Shadow Fen, and at the base of each, was a giant web of stocky roots, each thicker than a dragon's tail.  
 
    "This is it!" Boltock expressed eagerly, bounding across an old cobble bridge that spanned the river.  
 
    Both Risha and I looked at each other in confusion.  
 
    "This is what?" she asked.  
 
    "The Gallery of Thorns, you know, where legends say the curse of thorns was placed upon Shadow Fen?" Boltock answered, as if such a thing was written on every scroll.  
 
    "Come on, you're standing right next to a legend, surely you've heard of this!" he exclaimed, pointing at me.  
 
    He was about the only dragon that could joke about such things without sending me into a spiral of regret and anxiety. Even so, Risha seemed to disapprove of his blunt accusations, but my lack of disapproval forced her look to soften.  
 
    "He's right, you know, I thought you leatherwings were supposed to love all of that history stuff," Neera chipped in.  
 
    We all glanced up to see the faldron standing on a ledge above, a witty smile covering her muzzle. A moment later, she stood tall, sniffing the air.  
 
    "Still, I'd be just as wary of what might be in those trees as I am those of Shadow Fen," she warned, leaping down to the road and following Soaren, Tarwin and the others.  
 
    Boltock beamed at the confirmation of his knowledge before following after her, while his sister and I shared another glance.  
 
    What does she mean? What's in there that could be worse than anything else?  
 
    Bats and a whole manner of other dark creatures flitted amongst the towering bark monoliths, and I could feel my scales crawl at the sight of fungus lingering between the great roots. Rocks and other tough looking shrubbery broke up their mass, and only small patches of snow were able to work their way down through the bristling canopy. The winding path would have been invisible if not for Neera’s guidance. Both she and the griffins were far better at peering through the dark, even if Soaren didn't admit it.  
 
    As we moved on, I couldn't shake the feeling that there was something watching us. It was far more than the feeling I usually got when something stalked me from the shadows. In here, it felt like there was a great deal more than Mordrakk’s illusion prowling the around. It was almost as if the whole forest had eyes, studying us like some kind of hungry predator awaiting the perfect time to strike.  
 
    Eventually, we reached an opening, where a great crevice tore deep into the hillside. One of the huge trees had fallen across the gap, its hollow insides providing a bridge up to some open ground on the opposing cliff top.  
 
    "We should stop – the wounded need time to rest and we need to find some food," Meadow Hide suggested, motioning to her back and two other equally-encumbered griffins.  
 
    Soaren's frustration was clear, but thankfully, he avoided an argument.  
 
    He cares more about their lives than he lets on. I noted as I came to a stop beside him  
 
    "Make a fire against the cliff face, and send someone out to hunt. Be swift, the trees will not hide our presence for long," he advised, motioning over to the rock face.  
 
    Tarwin and the other humans rode up on the opposite bank, before dismounting, tying their steeds to nearby trees and walking across the gorge. Neera lit the flame, while everyone else unloaded various cargo.  
 
    "Good, now see to them as best you can," Meadow Hide instructed, the language barrier making any form of efficient treatment difficult.  
 
    Seeing them struggle, I moved over to where the majority of the humans were being treated, motioning for Apollo to assist in communication.  
 
    "I swear, if one of them calls me bird again…" Ice Feather snorted, looking at me in particular.  
 
    "Well, I don't know. They're kind of growing on me; better than orkin, that is for sure," Meadow Hide responded as she struggled to apply green dressing to a human's leg.  
 
    I recognised the paste as something similar to the stuff Neera had used to help me, and sure enough, the faldron was already offering more to the other healers.  
 
    "They're about as interesting as my tail feathers," Ice Feather grumbled, flicking her notably featherless tail.  
 
    "Funny, I bet I could think of a few griffins who would find those pretty interesting," Meadow cooed, and Ice Feather uttered a shrill eep as her eyes went wide.  
 
    "Stay quiet, the pair of you," Soaren hissed, before turning back to a hushed conversation with Talvana and the other dragons.  
 
    Taking a page from the wing leader's book, I left them to their awkward grumblings, finding my way to Tarwin. She was looking over Yorik's unconscious body as he trembled in his restless sleep.  
 
    "You should see if you can find anything in the woods that will slow the poison," Risha suggested, appearing at my side.  
 
    "Do you know about anything that could help?" I asked.  
 
    She considered her response while Tarwin inspected the blackened wound spreading across her friend’s slowly decaying leg.  
 
    "You could find some narcotics to keep him unconscious and dull the pain. Like I said, I've never seen poison like this before," she admitted, and my hope faded as she continued to mumble to herself. "Gar leaves... or maybe Moon Crescent, that will be one of the only flowers in bloom this season."  
 
    "No, you should try to find Star Bloom. They're usually quite rare, but if there is one thing Shadow Fen's renowned for, it's magical plants," Neera interrupted as she finished her round of assistance.  
 
    We both looked at her curiously as she elaborated further.  
 
    "It’s a big, glowing white flower. It should give him at least another day or two."  
 
    Translating her words for Tarwin was simple enough, even with the weird way in which Neera moved her paws to indicate the flower's dimensions.  
 
    "Well, what are we waiting for? We don't want to be out there too long," Tarwin responded, drawing her bow as she stood and looked out into the forest.  
 
    "I'm never one to say no to a good scavenger hunt." Neera perked up eagerly.  
 
    "Can you watch him? You know more about this stuff than any of us," I asked Risha, nodding to Yorik.  
 
    Despite recent revelations, he was still one of the last people I'd want to leave her with. But she was the only one who knew anything about healing practices. She glanced between the others and I before nodding her acknowledgement. 
 
    "I'm coming too," Boltock called out, "I'm not staying here with grumpy feathers, sour-scales or those frightened, well..." he waved a paw at the humans.  
 
    It wasn't hard to understand why he didn't put a name to them; he wasn't as set on seeing the good in people as his sister. Nevertheless, his emotion, coupled with his exertions, was evidently enough for Tarwin to discern what he was saying about her people.  
 
    "Can't we just all be friends?" she proposed.  
 
    "You should go and take care of them, we'll find those herbs," I told her, and despite her clear objection, I could see a new sense of responsibility wash over her.  
 
    "Be careful," she advised, jabbing the end of her bow into my shoulder. 
 
    "Funny, before yesterday I thought you were the one who needed to be careful," I laughed, and she lightly batted my wing with the weapon.  
 
    "Yeah, maybe I was until you decided to creep into that cursed fortress," she berated.  
 
    "Oh, and if you need to talk to the others, just ask Apollo, tell him I sent you and he'll do anything you ask," I added, glancing at the baffled construct before moving off into the forest with Boltock and Neera close behind. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    The Paragon 
 
      
 
    My previous observations of the trees’ scale were put to shame as we moved through the mass of damp vegetation covering the frosty ground between them. The living palace looming over us was almost greater than the golden temples I'd seen in my dreams.  
 
    Some of these trunks are large enough to hold an entire house! I thought, as we traversed tunnels bore into the roots.  
 
    A calm wind blew across the vast sprawl of ferns and small saplings, its movement enough to disturb the small snowdrifts. Through the softly shifting landscape, I could see other things moving, as if there were a hundred eyes lingering just beyond my sight. The idea that the forest was alive became even more disturbing as we passed several trees that, with a small amount of imagination, could easily be mistaken for people, or even dragons.  
 
    It's like there's things petrified in the wood? I observed, seeing frozen figures the size of orkin with blade-like limbs. Let's just find what we need quickly and get out of here.  
 
    Ahead, the others cautiously scoured a cluster of mossy boulders for any sign of the glowing flower Neera had described. All we discovered were scattered blue blooms as we passed under an overgrown arch into a shattered graveyard of pale stone pillars.  
 
    The crumbling structures looked as if they'd been pulverised to ruins by some great beast, before the forest had slowly reclaimed them. Within the overgrown mass, most things were no more than single stones, scattered architecture resembling the ruins I'd seen around Valcador.  
 
    No, this is much older, highkin ruins were never so sharp, their architecture is smoother and more rounded. I observed, the stones exuding a mysterious aura.  
 
    "So why is it they call this place the Gallery of Thorns?" I asked, glancing between Neera and Boltock.  
 
    "I told you, it was here the ancestors apparently fought a great monster, and it placed something called the Curse of Thorns upon Shadow Fen before it fell. It's one of the oldest bedtime stories there is," Boltock replied, as if I should know.  
 
    "They should have called it the Graveyard of Thorns," Neera added, peering down at one of the toppled pillars. "I just hope a story's all it is," she added, quickly leaping over winding tree roots.  
 
    "Well, a lot of stories have been coming true lately, so I don't know," Boltock corrected, and I felt my mind wander.  
 
    Surely not all legends are true? It's like the tale about Overlord's fell, a little too ridiculous.  
 
    "My point exactly, Bolty," Neera called back.  
 
    "That's not my name," he grumbled. 
 
    "I know, but it's sweet and so much easier to say," she teased, jumping over the far side of one of the giant roots.  
 
    "Sweet... I..." he stammered; face almost as red as Talvana's.  
 
    "You can't expect every dragoness to be like Ember," I advised with a small chuckle.  
 
    Oh yes, because I'm the best dragon to offer relationship advice. My mind chastised.  
 
    "But... she's not even a dragon, and she flirts with..." he frantically waved a wing in Neera's direction, before frowning. "Did my sister put you two up to this?"  
 
    "I wouldn't even know if she had," I told him honestly.  
 
    He at least seemed to believe that part, before I added.  
 
    "Besides, she's just messing with you. She was the first dragoness I saw after coming back from the dead – and she still jokes about it."  
 
    Even so I did my best not to recall Mordrakk's dark image had also been there to taunt me, as Boltock seemed to lighten up.  
 
    "So you really did die?" he asked, his voice lowered as if we were surrounded by a crowd of onlookers.  
 
    Oh, by the fires, I should never have brought it up again! I almost choked at the blunt question.  
 
    "I mean, if you don't want to talk about it…" he added, as I stumbled.  
 
    "No, no, it’s fine," I assured, steadying myself. "I mean, death wasn't fine, but knowing that I had to help you guys kept me going. Only…"  
 
    I paused. The words swam calmly in my mind and yet refused to formulate into something that made sense. Outwardly, I fluttered my wings restlessly, pressing a forepaw to my partly-covered scars.  
 
    Only what? What else did I really come back for? Because Mordrakk wanted me to?  
 
    "Just don't let things like that rule your life. The world is a lot bigger than you think, trust me. And I know I have no right to talk about you and Ember, but..." I stopped as the reality of that confession came to mind.  
 
    I wanted to tell them about Pyro, about Mordrakk and everything else, but I couldn’t do it. All the while a dark hiss echoed through my mind as Mordrakk slithered amidst my thoughts.  
 
    "No, you're… You're probably right. Risha tells me the same thing, and I want to move on. It’s just, Pyro died because of me and my stupid mouth," he admitted, lightly pawing at the frosty ground.  
 
    No, it wasn't because of you, it was my reckless decisions. The weight of a million accusing voices flooded over my mind. I made those mistakes, he just tried to stand up for me.  
 
    "That wasn't your fault. If anything, it was mine. I was the one who left to save that village, and I'm the only reason Risha told you any of that stuff in the first place," I confessed, the weight of shame hanging like millstones tethered to my wings.  
 
    Nevertheless, Boltock looked at me as if he didn't quite understand.  
 
    "But she was right, you are special. You killed the Dark Guardian, fought those demons. You even died and you’re still here!" he exclaimed, spreading his wings.  
 
    "I don't think she was ever wrong about any of us, including you," I admitted. "You didn't kill Pyro, and Ember didn't lose..."  
 
    "Hey, forgive me if I'm interrupting anything!" Neera called impatiently, peering back at us from over a cluster of roots. "I found some herbs, not exactly a Star Flower or on your sister's list, but I know them, they should help." She fell back out of sight, her tail feathers flicking over the rim of the root as she added. "Come on, I don't want to lose either of you out here!"  
 
    "Let’s go, before she gets her feathers in a bind," Boltock chuckled, swiftly taking off after her.  
 
    I moved to follow, but before I took a step, something else caught my eye. There was a fiery glimmer in the gloom around me, and I looked up to see the phoenix flying low between the trees, its ruby eyes fixed on a large ridge of snowy rock to my right. With a light call, it came to land on the crippled root of a fallen tree, and I glanced between it, and the path ahead.  
 
    There has to be some kind of reason to all of this. Is there something it wants to show me?  
 
    I was reluctant to leave the others, but whether any of them liked it or not, and regardless of what Risha told me, I was still always in far less danger than they were. There were still things I needed to know. 
 
    "What do you want?" I asked, trying not to feel too stupid about speaking to the molten bird again.  
 
    It simply preened its glowing feathers, as if it had somehow read my mind and found insult.  
 
    "So you didn't want me?" I added, shaking my head with a snort.  
 
    Urgh, couldn’t the Cartographer at least send me a guide who can talk?  
 
    The bird glanced back to me, then up through the trees, my eyes following until I was looking at the base of the ridge. Not only that, but the mouth of an overgrown cave. I glanced back at the bird, yet it found more interest in the cleanliness of its feathers than my perplexed expression.  
 
    Fine, I guess I'll just take a look on my own.  
 
    I crept forward cautiously, wet mud and snow squelching under my paws as I reached the ivy-strewn entrance. Smaller ridges stretched out around the curved rim of the rocky formation. Similar to the roots of the large trees, it was almost as if the whole thing were some great stump, the tree itself ripped away long previously. If that were the case, then this tree would have dwarfed even the monoliths that stood around it.  
 
    Meanwhile, the phoenix fluttered away with a soft coo, disappearing into the mist, as I parted the vegetation and peered inside. As I did so, I breathed a small pyre of flame; the light revealing the cave was far bigger than most I'd seen in the past few days. A narrow, moss-covered path snaked down from the entrance, the sound of water and a cool breeze echoing from deeper within. Cautiously I traversed each step, disturbing the soft surface and forcing it to reveal its true nature.  
 
    It's glowmoss, like in Dardien?  
 
    I extinguished my fire as the moss’s natural blue glow flickered into life. Like the steamy caverns under the city, it looked more natural and less well kept, hanging down from the ceiling in rough clumps, while tiny blue flowers bloomed like stars. As I reached the base of the pathway, I came across a small pool, its calm, lily-covered surface shimmering in the blue glow, surrounded by a pile of fallen bricks.  
 
    The ruined architecture was strangely familiar, and yet it wasn't identical to anything I'd seen previously. Strange, twisted branches of silver leaves grew from it, each glinting with light, as if covered in a swarm of fireflies. More of the plants here appeared almost humanoid, and just as before, I could almost identify faces in the gnarled bark. In fact, each of the branches bore a noble, even stoic, but motionless expression, the only movement coming from their leaves waving in the light breeze.  
 
    The sound of the phoenix caught my attention, its call echoing from deep inside the cave. Following, I found more glowing moss lined the walls, while dripping vines hung from the smooth ceiling. I had a feeling the flora wasn't what the Cartographer's emissary wanted me to see, nor was the small stream flowing gently over the rocks beside me. At least until the passageway came to an abrupt end.  
 
    By the creators... I was used to grand spaces, and yet they still had a way of astounding me.  
 
    I came out onto a ledge, moist ferns and shrubs marking its rim as a large opening loomed above me, a hole in its roof crossed by fallen logs and the roots of more giant trees.  
 
    A pair of waterfalls fell from between the natural mass, as did small flurries of snow. The stream beside me disappeared into the abyss below, collecting in another pool at the bottom of the cavern. The round chamber walls held a small town’s worth of ancient ruins. Grasses and small trees sprawling all over them.  
 
    It wasn't as grand as some places I'd seen, and yet its glowing tranquillity made up for its dilapidated state. In the air above the pool, the recognisable shimmer of the phoenix's feathers gleamed as it circled and came to perch on top of a ruined wall.  
 
    So this is what it wants me to see?  
 
    I followed a narrow ledge, until it met one of the flat plazas of cliffside ruins. Grand arches and spiral pillars encrusted with faded silver vines flanked me. Old carvings depicted noble beings, similar to the highkin I'd seen in Valcador's forgotten temples. It went on to include griffins and other races until finally it depicted dragons.  
 
    The armoured figures descended upon legions of demonic beasts, guided by shafts of sunlight bursting through broken clouds. An intense, fiery flame represented one angelic dragoness in particular, as if she were the brilliant light of the sun itself. 
 
    Is that the dragoness Apollo talks about? I wondered, my fear of cryptic murals long since forgotten.  
 
    "The world is far bigger than you know," Mordrakk announced from behind me, and I glanced back to see his shadowy image perusing the ruined carvings.  
 
    "Don't waste your breath, you know I'm one of the only ones here who understands that," I snapped, but he didn't even spare me a glance.  
 
    "You think the Darkness to be the only thing to threaten my creation?" he pondered, brushing a foreclaw over the image of four gargantuan monsters sitting in the shadow of an even greater demonic creature.  
 
    "You're the only threat I care about," I retorted with equal disdain.  
 
    "Every force that dared threaten me was broken, all the while proving that mortal kind couldn't be trusted with its own morals and rules," he spat bitterly.  
 
    "And you think destroying whole worlds is the way to make things right?" I questioned.  
 
    "It does not differ from what you do. Do not deny you would do anything to protect your own – even destroy what you believe to be flawed. Do not pretend you did not do what you thought was best for them, regardless of how they felt. In that regard, we differ not," he challenged.  
 
    "Leaving them wasn't the same as what you did!" I growled, releasing a small flicker of flame from my muzzle.  
 
    He simply grinned and faded from sight; meanwhile, I tried my best not to let his words fester.  
 
    He's wrong, killing orkin for the good of others is not the same as his genocides!  
 
    I moved on to discover the crooked length of a toppled pillar provided a bridge to the bottom of the cavern, and the moment my paws hit the soft grass, I looked up through the mass of roots above, barely able to see stars. From its perch, the phoenix gave a light coo, drawing me over.  
 
    "So what do you want?" I asked again, that nagging sense of stupidity still in the back of my mind.  
 
    It gave me another serious look, and frustration finally drove my attention away. A tranquil pool lay just beside me, its rim surrounded by an overgrown ring of archways. Plants rustled as if sensing my approach, while tiny fireflies came to life about me, highlighting four more of the strange-looking tree figures standing in the water.  
 
    Like the others, it felt as if each one watched me, judging my every movement. A trail of stepping-stones led to a small island at the pool's centre, where more of the glowing insects buzzed about a large willow tree, its weeping branches devoid of greenery.  
 
    I placed a cautious paw on the first of the stones, glancing back at the trees as if somehow, they could come to life at any moment.  
 
    That's ridiculous too. Trees are just trees. I reasoned, only for my mind to counter. Yeah, and so was fungus days ago, this is still Shadow Fen remember?  
 
    Grass bit at my armour as I reached the island, and I fought to stay balanced in the small space surrounding the willow's base. Now I was up close, I could see it was clearly dead, and yet there was no sign of rot or decay. In fact, it seemed to resonate with warmth, similar to a warm breeze. Mosses and vines crawled over the surface of its silver bark, which appeared to be hollow beneath.  
 
    I walked around its sides before finally pressing a paw to the trunk and brushing the clinging vegetation aside. An eerie wind blew as I did so, and I swore I heard some of the trees whisper. The silvery bark crumbled into dust under my weight, and I pulled my forepaw back sharply as I felt I'd done a terrible wrong. Worried, I glanced at the phoenix as if it would somehow tell me why, but it did little more than preen its feathers.  
 
    So much for helping me. It's just a tree, Blaze, calm down.  
 
    Convincing myself it was no more than that, I moved round to the far side, where I noticed that the bark seemed to flow about a flat surface carved into the trunk. 
 
     Upon closer inspection, I saw a set of strange runes and an ancient language written into its surface. All completely untouched by the passing of time and the surrounding vegetation. The symbols radiated with more lustre than anything else, and one particularly large symbol in its centre glowed a soft green.  
 
    Funny, it almost looks like some kind of stag? The glow was not an ugly hue, it was similar to the colour of sunlight streaming down through lush leaves on a warm summer day.  
 
    It was almost alluring, drawing me in as my paws pressed at the soft grass below it. The sudden flutter of wings drew my attention away when the phoenix landed on an arch to my right, ruby eyes locked on the cervidae icon. It nodded its head, as if motioning for me to reach out.  
 
    It's just a tree. I told myself again.  
 
    I glanced around for a distraction, but only found Mordrakk’s shadowy form perched on the opposite arch.  
 
    "What is it?" I asked the fiend, and he looked between the tree and I.  
 
    "Old. A magic as old as the world itself," he told me, a blatant lack of care in his voice.  
 
    He didn't appear eager to add anything more as he surveyed the area for himself. It was possibly the first time I'd seen him interested in anything other than tearing me apart, and yet I was unsure whether that softened my fears or enhanced them.  
 
    What's the worst that can happen? I thought to myself. It's only a tree, and I'm immortal.  
 
    I reached out, placing a forepaw over the glowing stag. Suddenly finding myself unable to pull it back as a wave of exhaustion fell over me and I immediately felt weightless. The world became a blur as I felt myself fall to the ground, and a swirling mass of green light tore into my thoughts. All that lay beyond was a cold darkness, into which my consciousness swiftly disappeared.  
 
    * 
 
    My head throbbed and my vision spun, when from nowhere, the world suddenly slammed into me. It reminded me of passing through Apollo's gateway, and like my dreams, this reality felt lucid. A gentle breeze blew against my scales, beckoning me to open my eyes, yet for a moment, I feared what I might see, suspecting that this was somehow another nightmare from aeons previous. As much as I cowered behind the obliviousness of my closed eyes, I knew I couldn't hide forever.  
 
    They flickered open, and I found myself staring into the dirt pressed against my muzzle. Lifting my head, a towering forest of grass surrounded me, and I sat up to see an endless sea of green. A light breeze drew shimmering patterns over the rolling hills, while leaves rustled amongst the rough patches of forest that dotted the plains. Mountains broke the distant horizon, and the rough silhouette of a city graced its opposing edge. Towering silver spires and domed temples, covered in tranquil greenery, basked in the blissful sunlight.  
 
    The sound of water, the call of birds, and the buzzing of insects filled the air. Several plumes of dust rose as flocks of giant earth-birds ran freely across the open expanse, and I immediately recognised where I was. 
 
    It's the Midnight Plains, I'm near Dardien. I felt dry soil shift between my claws and strands of grass tickle my bare under scales. This is a dream – it must be a dream – but I didn't fall asleep?  
 
    For a brief moment, I didn't mind being here, at least until a large wing of golden-armoured dragons flew overhead, their breastplates gleaming in the sunlight as they descended into the distant city. Moments later, the sound of a deep, low hum bellowed and a great wall of golden light rose up around the city, rising like flames until it merged to form one great dome of magical energy.  
 
    The moment it sealed, I felt like the most isolated soul in the world. Even the earth seemed to take an anxious breath as I felt a shiver run down my spine. The sky seemed to ripple with one great wave as ominous clouds began to gather. The growing darkness sent a jab of terror into my heart, and instinct drove me to find shelter as fast as I could, darting through the tall grass to take cover under a large boulder. A dull rumble echoed through the gathering storm, and lightning began to flicker. The birds fell silent, and even chirping insects fled.  
 
    Every facet of my mind that had sustained me in the frozen wilderness for so long was screaming at me to run with them, but another part of me couldn't help but fear it was futile.  
 
    Then the sky erupted with an almighty boom, and a blinding bolt of lightning struck across the horizon. I closed my eyes and wrapped my wings over my head as a great shockwave blasted past, sweeping me from my paws. A surge of dust, rock and vegetation battered me as the blast ripped up the ground in an intense deluge of raw power.  
 
    When my eyes opened, the world was gone. The grassy plains were nothing more than a barren expanse of lifeless ash, dotted with all kinds of bones. Scattered rocks were reduced to molten slag, trees to charred twigs, and the sky was cold and empty, filled with a sea of unforgiving stars. The mountains had crumbled, their bare peaks spewing red-hot fire, while opposite, the burning city cast a red glow all about me.  
 
    My eyes widened in horror when a great pillar of purple light reached up from the shattered earth to form a swirling storm of clouds. Shards of rock levitated about it, suspended in the burning air by some supernatural force, while dark swarms of winged beasts sprawled around it like bees protecting a hive.  
 
    I gasped, but the hot air felt like it was choking me. It was dry, tasting of rot and decay and smelled no better. Meanwhile, fire began to spread, and from its flickering wrath, I could hear a cacophony of terrified screams.  
 
    What in the creators' name is this foul place?  
 
    I lurched back, something shifting in the ash under my paws. All the while, I staggered to stop myself from tripping, and when I looked down, I saw a blackened silver dragon helmet. Within was a flesh-stripped skull, the likes of which rolled out onto the scorched dirt to reveal a few blue scales. I fell back, but all that caught me was another pile of bones.  
 
    I saw a flash of green and red scales. A set of crimson feathers drifted by in the scorched wind. I glimpsed a familiar wooden bow lying beside a shattered axe.  
 
    No! No, it can't be! I gasped in shock and the air itself seemed to vanish. This can't be it, there has to be a way to stop it! 
 
    My head spun frantically, until I caught sight of something that stopped my frantic attempts to escape. A pair of levitating stones struck an invisible wall, sending sparks and embers blossoming across its surface. I froze as the flames spread to reveal millions upon millions of tallies.  
 
    I can't be responsible for this! Yet if not me, then who? I fell to the ground in a cloud of ash, curling up tightly as I did in the end of every soul-breaking nightmare.  
 
    "Maybe now you will understand. You cannot escape your destiny," rumbled the dark voice I knew all too well.  
 
    Even as he growled the words, he seemed to slip away into silence, however. As did the harrowing sounds and the burning sensation of the world around me. The air returned, and I gasped for breath like a beached fish as a calming light shimmered beyond my closed eyes. It took me a few moments to work up the courage to peek, but when my eyes finally opened, I caught a glimpse of another familiar scene.  
 
    The world of ice, rocks and towering crystal pillars wasn't exactly my favourite, but it was far better than the apocalypse I'd just witnessed. The only differences were the light of the distant stars and the red glow emanating from the fireball steadily rising above the horizon. That was when my gaze settled upon the mysterious dragoness sat on the ruined outcrop, where many of my previous dreams had ended abruptly.  
 
    Only now she didn't stare out over the fiery horizon; she looked right at me with a set of magnificent golden eyes.  
 
    "I know what you just saw," her regal voice echoed, far more majestic than this frozen reality.  
 
    None of my dreams ever go like this. I've been here a hundred times and never has someone other than Mordrakk talked to me. Nevertheless, I shook off my shock and tentatively opened my muzzle.  
 
    "What is this place?" I asked, hoping she could offer information Mordrakk would never give away.  
 
    She peered at me, as if my question hadn't quite been what she'd expected.  
 
    "This is an incarnation of your mind, a dreamscape drawn from aspects of your subconsciousness, all fused into one. Your mind contains the lost memories of far older, greater things," she explained, and the idea of just how much of my mind was hidden terrified me. 
 
    If Nakir and even Mordrakk are right, millions of drakaran and the Ethereals themselves endure in me. 
 
    "Who are you?" I asked. 
 
    This time she regarded me as if that were a far more fitting question.  
 
    "I’m Seraphine Goldfire, first descendent of Teeana and Balthazar, pleased to make your acquaintance," she introduced herself with a graceful bow.  
 
    Her pale-white scales shimmered like golden stars, as did her arcane armour as it shifted in a similar way to my own.  
 
    "I know that name is not new to you," she suggested, and I finally found my voice.  
 
    "Not new, just not very well understood," I clarified, and she nodded, smile fading.  
 
    "So you know of the legends?" she asked, speaking more as if it were a matter of fact than a question.  
 
    I shifted to keep my eyes focused on her face as she glanced back out over the flaming horizon.  
 
    "It has been a long time since I've seen the incarnation you have just witnessed," she admitted, glancing back sharply, causing me to jump.  
 
    My mind offered brief images of what I'd just seen. The destruction of the once tranquil reality was almost crippling. Yet she peered at me with a hint of curiosity as those thoughts burned through my head.  
 
    "Tell me, what do you think you saw?" she instructed, and I reluctantly answered.  
 
    "I saw what's going to happen if I let Mordrakk win."  
 
    She considered that for a moment, slowly shaking her head.  
 
    "Maybe so, but one can never truly see the future, not even a god. Yes, you may manipulate and try to change it, but nothing is ever truly set," she elaborated.  
 
    "So that wasn't the future?" I asked hopefully, and in the back of my mind, I could hear Mordrakk's intimidating growl.  
 
    Seraphine shook her head once more before explaining.  
 
    "No, it was an image of what you fear will come to pass, coupled with the memories of past calamities that reside deep inside your mind," she explained, gesturing a forepaw about the barren wasteland.  
 
    I felt words formulate in my closed muzzle, dance about my tongue and then die as a perplexing look crossed my face.  
 
    What is she saying? Is my mind somehow connected to hers, as it is so many others? The idea made me squirm more than I'd like. No, that's impossible. Apollo said she disappeared long before the Darkness attacked the Golden City; she couldn't have been there when the Ethereals created me.  
 
    My confusion was all too evident, and she took a step toward me before continuing.  
 
    "The place in which you stand, the tree you made contact within the waking world – it is a portal to a magical network, established in an age long since forgotten, a network that contains a great deal of this world’s past."  
 
    Her words allowed a small part of my mind to fit some pieces together, and others soon followed as I began to realise what she was saying.  
 
    "So what I saw, that was your memory?" I asked, and she nodded.  
 
    "One of mine fused with one of your own and influenced by countless others. If it had been pure, you would have seen it through my own eyes, just as I did, three millennia ago," she confirmed.  
 
    "What happened?" I asked, and a solemn look took hold of her expression.  
 
    "This world fell into ruin and tyranny because of my mistakes. It was besieged by an enemy in an ancient time. Now such things threaten to repeat themselves with a great evil born anew," she explained.  
 
    I had a strange feeling about all the other evils that could lie out there among the stars, but for now, I had to focus on the ones I knew.  
 
    "I have waited far too long for this," she continued, looking back toward me.  
 
    My head perked up, and at that moment, I recalled exactly what had led me here – the Cartographer's bird!  
 
    "Waited too long for what?" I responded immediately.  
 
    "To meet you myself," she replied promptly.  
 
    "Wait, since when have you wanted to meet me? I hadn't even heard of you three seasons ago," I answered with a tone of frustration. 
 
    She appeared a little shameful and apologetic.  
 
    "Ever since you first arrived in the city, I have known of you. The Elders, my heralds, made it quite clear who they thought you were," she admitted, and the final pieces of my mind’s puzzle fell into place.  
 
    She's the one with whom the Elders have been in league with all this time! I'd thought they'd their own plans or had somehow been reporting to Nakir, but not this.  
 
    "That doesn't make any sense; why not just speak to me like the Ethereals did?" I asked, but she shook her head.  
 
    "Even in their disembodied state, their power exceeds my own, though their supremacy has faded too much for them to aid you," she explained.  
 
    "I wouldn't call it ‘aid’," I grumbled, and it didn't look like she disagreed. "That still doesn't explain what's been going on all this time, though." 
 
    "There is a power within Dardien of which very few know. Not even the current ruler is aware of its existence, as each of his predecessors were," she advised, and an image of Aries flashed through my mind as I asked.  
 
    "What power?"  
 
    "One that can save the world as it did long ago, but you must go back and claim your destiny if it is to be so," she continued.  
 
    "And what destiny is that? So far, one is to save the world and the other is to destroy it," I grumbled.  
 
    "Neither is for me to say, and yet I think you know what it is you must go back for," she answered, and another wave of realisation blossomed within my mind:  
 
    The amulet.  
 
    "You know he will destroy everything if he gets it back, right?" I stated simply.  
 
    "Only if you allow it," she advised, but that wasn't nearly enough to sway me.  
 
    "No, all of this stupid sentiment isn't going to stop him. What am I supposed to do?" I demanded.  
 
    "You must trust that there is a way, even if you do not yet see it," she answered.  
 
    "That's not enough, there has to be something more. If you have been here for all this time and said nothing, you must know there is a way," I proposed, and she finally sighed.  
 
    "You know how much the truth can hurt," she reminded me, and at that, I knew she was withholding something.  
 
    "What is it?" I demanded, tired of the never-ending guessing games.  
 
    "Upon the twilight of ages, you must come to me, Guardian. That will be the time for truth. Until then, do not stray away from the path you know is right."  
 
    "No, tell me what's really going on!" I pressed, but even as I did so, the world began to fall apart and her image faded until darkness took hold and I was drawn back into consciousness.  
 
    * 
 
    My senses flashed back to me as a cold wetness flared across my face. The water stung my eyes as they shot open and my paws flailed wildly. Coughing, I looked up to see the blurred silhouette of a brown and green figure standing over me and I instinctively lashed out. The blurred form darted back with a slight laugh.  
 
    "So the Guardian still lives?" a wild, old voice cackled as I finally finished spluttering and rolled onto my front.  
 
    "You!" I hissed spitefully as I saw the Cartographer, one of his personalities lost in a fit of laughter.  
 
    "What in the creators’ name have you been doing?" I demanded angrily.  
 
    His laughter finally stopped, and wiping a teary eye with a wing, he suddenly lashed out at me with his staff. I ducked instinctively as it whooshed over my head, but missed his sweeping tail, which swiped my legs out from under me.  
 
    "Don’t break the sanctity of such a place with your angered words!" he scolded, as if I were some disobedient hatchling.  
 
    "Then again, it is good to see your reflexes are unhindered," his more reasonable tone added as I picked myself up.  
 
    "What in the creators’ name are you going on about?" I asked, prepared for another surprise assault.  
 
    He smirked, before jabbing at me with his staff. Only for me to swipe it aside. 
 
    He's totally bonkers! I inwardly moaned as he persisted jabbing, until I gave up.  
 
    "You! We are talking about you! What you just did was no idle endeavour! Connecting to such a vast magical entity would kill most mortals!" he explained, pointing to the tree. 
 
    I looked back to see it was still dead, while his phoenix sat nonchalantly on one of its branches.  
 
    "I can't be killed," I told him abruptly, but he gave me a questioning look before moving on toward the willow.  
 
    "This is an ancient earth shrine of the great Kashiyan Paragon, a deep magic that runs through the whole world. Many say it is older than dragonkind itself and contains the collective memories of their legacy," he explained, regarding the tree as if it were made of blissful gold.  
 
    "You wanted me to see that, she wanted me to see," I told him, knowing he knew what I was talking about.  
 
    "Of course, the mistress of Gold Flame has long awaited the time you'd be ready. We meant for it to be sooner, but Aries and your disappearance made that somewhat difficult," he scolded, sending another stab of guilt through me.  
 
    Not that I care much for ruining his or the Elders’ plan after all the trouble they've caused me.  
 
    "So, what is this grand plan of yours?" I asked, fighting the urge to demand he tell me everything.  
 
    He stopped at the edge of the pool, moving his staff toward the phoenix and ushering the bird onto its tip with a wave of his wing.  
 
    "So, the great mistress told you there is hope?" he asked, looking down at the water.  
 
    "She mentioned a plan, not hope, something about a power hidden in the city, something that can stop the Darkness," I answered, moving up beside him. "Although I'd have been better off knowing this before you sent me to Taldran. Why not just use it to remove Aries and defeat the orkin before any of this?"  
 
    "If only things were so simple," he admitted, looking at me as if I should just accept it. "We assume you were told of what you saw?" he asked, and I explained all that Seraphine had said to me.  
 
    "That was the eve of the Age of Tyranny, right before Lady Seraphine turned herself and her drakaran legion into the first mortal dragons in an attempt to save this world from the wrath of the Infernal Blade," he explained with the utmost respect, much to Mordrakk’s disdain.  
 
    "An age of darkness followed, the world and its inhabitants served under the cruel reign of demonic overlords…" His voice trailed off as he looked mournfully at the tree.  
 
     So this isn't the first time darkness has won out over this world? Oh, doesn't that fill me with confidence!? My thoughts deadpanned.  
 
    "Such an age was many millennia ago," he added. "Long before even our time. It ended when the rest of the star dragons finally found their mortal descendants and liberated their legacy. After that, they carefully took steps to ensure that this world would never be threatened again by such a great evil."  
 
    "Evidently, that didn't work," I replied curtly, expecting him to be insulted, and yet he looked ashamed.  
 
    "It wasn't long after that day, that the Great Master fell to the Outsider; not even the ancestors could have foreseen the treachery of their greatest lord," he declared, his words cold and empty.  
 
    "Why me? Why did she want me?" I asked, trying to change the subject.  
 
    "Because you need to understand that in the face of utter destruction, the hardest decisions must be made; you must know that, as only she did."  
 
    I paused for a moment, before a new wave of realisation hit me.  
 
    "What do you expect me to do? Let the world burn like she did?"  
 
    He shifted back at my words, far from the proud old dragon that had scolded me for shouting only moments ago.  
 
    "I'm not afraid of him," I continued. "The only way I know I can stop him for sure, without killing everyone else, is staying away. I proved that, and... I... I should never have come back." The confession slashed at my conscience like a knife, and I backed away from him.  
 
    "This is what you were after all along, you and the Elders. You just wanted another star dragon to make all the decisions you were too afraid to make! Or should I say Goldfire was too afraid to make again!" I accused him angrily. "I'm not going to be her instrument any more than I am the creators’ or Mordrakk's, and I will not be responsible for anything like she showed me!" I finished, turning away from him toward the exit.  
 
    "Many heroes have come before you with the same fear," he muttered, and I paused. "We have seen a great many like you, watched them grow old and die. All had to decide between what was right and what was necessary," he added.  
 
    "I'm not a hero," I replied forcefully while Mordrakk formed in front of me, his shadowy form blocking the pathway.  
 
    "Just leave me alone," I growled.  
 
    He didn't say a word but simply looked up into the dull moonlight. Confusion gripped me for a moment until my eyes followed his. Through the mass of tangled roots and icicles, snow shifted and fell while the dull thud of wing beats disturbed the leaves as I saw them in the gloom.  
 
    Manticores!  
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    Battle of Shadow's Gate  
 
      
 
    I have to warn the others! That was the only thought racing through my mind as I glanced back to the pool, to see the old dragon had vanished, leaving only his bird to fly up and out of the cave.  
 
    What! So much for being helpful!  
 
    Right now I’d little care for him, and I bolted up the pathway as fast as my paws would carry me. I emerged into the cold night minutes later, to find it utterly silent. The previously eerie wind was still, but that unsettling feeling of a hundred looming eyes still lingered.  
 
    No, I know I saw something skulking around up here. I glanced about frantically, before determining which direction the others had taken.  
 
    I ran, yet quickly became disorientated in the thick vegetation and chilling mist. A maze of snowy bushes and monstrous tree trunks soon surrounded me, and I cursed myself for wandering off.  
 
    I should never have left, why did I follow that stupid bird!?  
 
    A disturbance in the undergrowth behind me caught my attention, and I tensed, coiling back before something came rushing at me. I'd little time to react when, with a roar and beat of its tattered wings, the manticore revealed itself, immediately slamming me down and pressing me to the floor, coiling its barbed stinger, ready to strike.  
 
    The anger I'd directed at my own incompetence flared, and I kicked up, spreading my wings. The blades of my claws and the edges of the leathery membranes flashed to life as my talons struck the creature’s underbelly, just as its stinger shot down, narrowly missing my neck. With a howl, it leapt back, and I spun, catching its forelimbs with my wing blades. The searing weapons crippled it in a flash, before I forced my tail blade up through its neck, slicing its throat and dislodging the very angry orkin rider.  
 
    Yanking my tail free as the mount staggered, I could do nothing to avoid the blunt end of the rider's hammer. My armour hardened against the impact, but I fell to the ground with a head-spinning thud as the rider swung again. That was when several small blades struck his neck, ending in a gargled breath as he toppled from the saddle.  
 
    "Blaze!" Neera shouted.  
 
    I focused on her voice and the blurred shape of her bounding over the corpses.  
 
    "Where in the name of the great egg did you go?" she demanded. 
 
    "It doesn't matter, we need to get back and warn the others," I retorted.  
 
    "That's if those things don't get there first!" Boltock interrupted as he appeared behind her.  
 
    I opened my muzzle to respond, but another savage roar drew our attention to three more manticores bearing down on us. Two erupted from the snowy undergrowth, Boltock darting aside to avoid their claws. Neera spun to face them, while I jumped to my paws as one charged me. Coiling back, fire surged in my chest, but the beast’s rider had different ideas, the stone-fused creature released a black arrow at me.  
 
    I was immediately thankful for my helmet’s protection as it pinged off, though it gave me little time to avoid his mount’s sweeping claws. Yet again I found myself muzzle-first in the frosty mud, pinned down as its barbed tail loomed.  
 
    I could see Neera and Boltock struggling to take down the second creature as the third prowled around the edge of the fray. Then another, sudden movement shifted in the mist. At first, it resembled some kind of long black serpent, and I thought it was Mordrakk or an ebon dragon. The orkin targeting me was completely oblivious until the mysterious entity gave a dry groan.  
 
    With one swift lunge, a spiked tree branch impaled the rider, piercing through his chest as another wrapped around him and tore him from his saddle. Stunned for a second, I was reminded that I still had a very angry animal to deal with, when the manticore's stinger came down toward me, lodging in the ground as I rolled.  
 
    What in the creators' name is going on, are the trees really alive?  
 
    At that thought, the undergrowth erupted and several tree-like figures jumped out from the mist, landing on the manticore’s back. Their cries sounded like a hundred birds and insects had all combined into one terrifying cacophony as the manticore roared and thrashed. I seized the chance and darted around the floundering beast, as its new attackers sank sets of bark-encrusted claws deep into its putrid hide. Another pair of the strange tree creatures assaulted the second manticore, writhing roots dragging its rider into the undergrowth.  
 
    Okay, now I've a good idea what the Cartographer meant when he told me to respect this place. I thought, terrified that my friends and I would be next as more roots sprang from the earth. 
 
    However, as I looked about for any sign of attack, the mist began to clear, allowing the moonlight to reveal a path.  
 
    "Hey, over here!" I called, and my companions retreated to my side.  
 
    "You know I'm starting to regret some of the things I said about this place!" Neera declared, as more of the tree creatures dragged orkin and manticore bodies away.  
 
    "Mandrakes, retreat to the sky!" one of our attackers cried, before a branch wrapped around his head and threw him to the ground.  
 
    Despite his warning, many of those that had been stalking up in the canopy were too disorganised to counter the forest’s ambush. Like a swarm of bees emerging from a hive, the beings identified as mandrakes, scurried down tree trunks, leaping onto the winged beasts with alarming agility.  
 
    A leafy green glow flickered from within each of their twisting cavities, while swarms of similar-coloured insects buzzed within them. Their numerous limbs were like serrated daggers, and their backs sprouted a bustling thicket of sharp tendrils. Others bore thorns and barbs, while some appeared to be nothing more than deadly whirlwinds of serrated leaves.  
 
    Yeah well, just be thankful they only want to kill the orkin for now! I inwardly declared, as I glanced about. 
 
    "We need to get back, now!" I called, looking at Neera.  
 
    "You don't say," she responded, glancing to the moonlit path. "Come on, this way." 
 
    Moving to follow, I was thankful to see that she had several plants strapped to her back.  
 
    At least some of us could do what we were supposed to do. I reassured myself.  
 
    Despite the destruction we'd left behind, there was a shifting in the mist when another large manticore landed before us. Its wings were tattered and bloody, while its rider shook off severed branches that writhed like barbed snakes.  
 
    "Stupid plants aint's gonna stop me's," he growled as he charged at us.  
 
    "Come on, we can outrun it under there," Neera called, directing us toward a tangled set of roots.  
 
    How does she figure this all out so fast!? I wondered, yet I wasn't about to argue with someone who'd spent their entire life surviving in the wilderness.  
 
    Neither did Boltock, as the two of us took off after the faldron. Ushering him into the thicket first I took one last look in the direction of the cave where the Cartographer had led me.  
 
    So much for a plan to save us all. I inwardly grumbled, before scurrying under the root cover. We'll all die out here at this rate!  
 
    The angry beast at my back struck the mass of tangled bark with a heavy thud, shaking free the frosty coat gathered on the tunnel’s surface. It let out a vicious roar and took off, while I could see Boltock's tail ahead of me, as well as a fork in the tight passageway. The tip of my friend's tail vanished left, and I swiftly followed, squeezing through the tangled hole of barbs.  
 
    I really hate these kinds of places. I have wings, I don't belong in here! I inwardly huffed, unable to shake the sensation that the vegetation could spring to life at any moment and crush us like bugs.  
 
    That was the least of my concerns when a part of the thicket exploded inwards and I found myself dodging a grasping claw. The orkin growled as we all slipped by, his manticore clawing through the roots like a bear after honey.  
 
    "Are you sure this is the right way?" Boltock asked urgently.  
 
    "I'm pretty sure; at least it's better than being out there!" Neera responded.  
 
    The sound of splintering wood and an angry growl cut short her words as the whole manticore smashed through into a larger area before us. She jumped back as the beast lashed out, forcing us all further back into the tunnel. I instinctively coiled back, but with my less than fireproof friend between our attacker and I, I swiftly rethought my actions.  
 
    Creators curse this place, it's too tight!  
 
    Meanwhile, the manticore reared up, snagging its tail in a mass of tangled thorns. In the same instant, the whole tunnel came alive, roots starting to coil around the beast like serpents. Seizing the moment, I forced everyone past the creature as it battled with the angry vegetation.  
 
    No more than a few moments later, another of the beasts smashed through the bark directly above me. The tight space made turning to face it difficult, and flames spat from my snout as I braced myself. Just as suddenly as it had struck, the monster vanished behind a wall of stone as the ground exploded upwards. It coiled back with a painful howl, falling against the wall where the ravenous undergrowth swiftly sprang to life, tossing the rider into reach of my tail blade.  
 
    "Thanks," I offered Boltock as I dispatched the disorientated orkin.  
 
    "Don't mention it," he responded proudly.  
 
    "Hey, that’s all well and good, but less talk, more running, please," Neera called back. 
 
    She's right, we have to get back to the others before the orkin find them! Crawling through more of the tangled mass, we soon found ourselves on a ledge opposite the gorge and our camp.  
 
    "I told you this was the right way," Neera announced, immediately taking flight.  
 
    "Good, now go!" I urged Boltock, who followed without hesitation.  
 
    Beating my wings, I followed with the howls of our hunters in close pursuit. As Boltock reached the ground, I swivelled in the air to meet the first manticore head on. Surprising the beast with a swipe of my wings, I cut the rider from his saddle and sent him plummeting into the gorge. Unfortunately, the manticore wasn't so easy to deal with and swerved round to strike my side. Moments later, several more emerged from the trees, jumping forward as the horses tied at the other side of the bridge bolted.  
 
    So much for riding to the overlook. My conscience commented. I'll cross that bridge when I come to it, right now, I've bigger problems.  
 
    I couldn't focus on every attacker and for every one that the angry forest tore apart, another reached me. Fighting to stay airborne, I sent several blasts their way, flaming explosions scorching the wings of at least two and directly hitting another. I counted twelve before my mind settled for simply classifying it as a lot more than I could handle, and my instincts screamed.  
 
    Run!  
 
    As the word radiated through my thoughts, I realised it was too late. I could hear fighting below me, and every part of my being wanted nothing more than to pick up everyone without wings and fly as far away from these monsters as I could.  
 
    No, think rationally. There's got to be something I can do! I thought as a manticore slammed into me, only to be struck down.  
 
    As I steadied myself, the sound of feathered wing beats heralded the arrival of two griffins, who immediately began clawing at the raiders with sharp talons and beaks. Torrents of fire followed the featherwings’ assault as Talvana and the rest of her wing surged up into the fray.  
 
    "Steel yourself, Guardian," Apollo announced as he darted up next to me, wings beating furiously as lightning crackled around him.  
 
    The sight of more manticores to my left drew my attention away and I opened my muzzle to send a wall of fiery death their way. The flames turned several into fireballs that not even the forest dared consume as they fell. The rest swerved aside; wings singed as they fought to stay away from the grasping branches.  
 
    "Apollo?" I called, and he hovered right up next to me. 
 
    "Do forgive me, Guardian, but may I say, it seems holding this area is irrelevant? The descendant has recommended we immediately make for the safety of our allies. Should I...?"  
 
    "Yes, yes, that plan sounds very good!" I abruptly cut him off.  
 
    I had to swerve to avoid another strike as the words left my muzzle, while finding his ability to hover in one place without attracting any attention very irritating.  
 
    "Splendid, I shall inform the others immediately," he chimed with a ruffle of his metallic feathers.  
 
    I turned to follow him, only for another pair of manticores to block my path. I sliced the underside of one with my wing blades, while the second slammed into my back, sending me spiralling to the fallen log bridge. The whole thing gave a mighty shudder and I had to sink my claws in deep to avoid sliding off the curved edge. Flames drifted down as Talvana, Meadow Hide and Ice Feather, along with every other able-bodied dragon and griffin, battled above. Meanwhile, Soaren, Neera, Risha and her brother all held back any beast that got through as the injured hurried along a rocky passageway. Tarwin shot orkin from their saddles with extreme accuracy, while across the crevice, the forest continued to assault those that would dare break its sanctity.  
 
    Everyone's fighting together... It's... The sound of Mordrakk's unimpressed growl filled me with hopeful pride.  
 
    That was until the log shook and three more manticores surrounded me. I jumped back as another tried to swipe at me from the air, but regaining my balance, and coiling back, I readied myself to burn them. Before I could exhale, the wood under me splintered and a stone claw dragged me down.  
 
    I gained a brief glimpse of the orkin who'd yanked me into the hollow log, before firing and shattering the whole thing into pieces. The force of the explosion broke my attacker's grip and catapulted me back as the whole tube began to slip into the gorge. Fighting to steady myself, I bolted toward the others, digging my claws deep into the wood as it slipped out from under me before narrowly leaping out as it fell. I rolled to a stop on a bed of pine needles while the remaining manticores retreated into the night.  
 
    "By the skies, you idiot!" a frustrated voice announced.  
 
    Despite her anger, Risha grabbed my foreclaws in her own and helped heave me up.  
 
    "What were you thinking, taking them all on by yourself!?"  
 
    "Better me than anyone who could actually suffer for it," I was swift to counter. 
 
    "And you don't suffer for it?" she questioned, jabbing a wing at all the fresh cuts and bruises I'd sustained.  
 
    "They'll be gone in a few hours," I huffed, but she scowled.  
 
    "Well, at least you brought back something useful," she added, motioning to Neera and the herbs strapped to her back.  
 
    Why is she so stubborn, why can't she understand? I won't let any of them get hurt, not again!  
 
    The unmistakable sound of a horn echoed through the trees, and we all exchanged glances before Risha and I reluctantly set our argument aside.  
 
    "Come, they will not be so few in number next time. They'll no doubt come in force," Soaren proposed, raising his head as another horn sounded.  
 
    "You call that few in number?" I caught Ice Feather grumbling under her breath.  
 
    "How far is it to the overlook?" I asked, passing an uneasy eye over the forest, then the horseless humans.  
 
    "It’s through Shadow's Gate. I'd hoped not to traverse it at night, yet it seems you brought back more than herbs," Soaren scolded.  
 
    I reluctantly nodded, before he and the other more experience fighters flew over to their lead positions.  
 
    "You know, next time you think of bringing back an army, at least let me come with you," Tarwin joked as she appeared at my side.  
 
    She looked tired; in fact, so did everyone other than me.  
 
    Still being unaffected by many of the world's rules is an advantage, no matter how much I hate it.  
 
    "Shame, I really liked that horse," she added, glancing across the gorge as several fires of various colours flickered in the gloom.  
 
    I cast one look in the same direction and shuddered as I felt the eyes of the forest sink back into sinister lurking mode.  
 
    "I'm sure they'll be fine," I offered Tarwin, but for once she didn't look so sure.  
 
    "It's not the horses I'm worried about," she replied, taking in a deep breath before moving on up the pass.   
 
    They're all worried about me? I shook off the idea as I moved after them. They should know there's far more pressing things to worry about.  
 
    * 
 
    The steep path snaked along the edge of a sheer cliff face, while an equally towering rock wall loomed upward on the opposite side. Ruins similar to those I'd seen in the forest dotted the snowy terrain, some forming regal gateways and arches of stone over the ravine. The trees dwindled to almost nothing, but for all their size, the great wooden pillars were amazingly resilient. I still didn't quite know how I felt about the plant's ability to grow almost anywhere, and I made sure I kept an eye on the thick roots burrowing through the solid stone. 
 
    I certainly don’t want to meet the same fate as the orkin.  
 
    No one was flying, not even when the updrafts from several waterfalls would have made it easy. Following at the rear of the group, I could still smell our pursuers’ foul odour in the air. More of them were undoubtedly amassing around us, patiently waiting for the time to strike. It was a daunting prospect that so many of them had managed to avoid the forest's anger, as well as the fact they seemed to stalk so effortlessly amidst the harsh terrain.  
 
    The road ahead was almost too perfect for an ambush. It wound slightly as the cliffs softened into a series of rough slopes and towering trees clung to every available perch.  
 
    "We should find more cover in the trees, the passageway to the overlook is not too far now," I heard Soaren advising the group as a smaller, cliffside forest came into view.  
 
    "Trees didn't stop them last time," Neera snorted from a rock to his left.  
 
    "She's right, they're too bold," Talvana agreed. "We should send someone to fly ahead for reinforcements."  
 
    Soaren glanced at the dark road before us, eyes narrowing as he squinted through the trees.  
 
    "They'd pick off anyone that tried to leave in a wingbeat," he stated, and I gave the cliffside ruins another wary look.  
 
    Glancing back over a griffin’s shoulder, I saw Tarwin, and as close as we were, I could tell by her face that she'd disagree with me if I insisted on going ahead anyway. The manipulative voice in my mind tried to worm its way into my thoughts with the idea that she'd betray me. But thankfully, it failed and reason took hold, yet before I could volunteer myself, Talvana spoke up again.  
 
    "One well trained dragon shouldn't attract too much attention while they are so focused on hunting the rest of you. Please, allow me to go ahead, the consequences could be more severe if we don't find help," the fire dragoness insisted.  
 
    Soaren looked back over the beguiled group behind him, then sighed.  
 
    "Besides, you're not my true wing leader, Soaren. In the end, it's not your decision," the fire order dragoness added, tone as stern as the one Soaren often used.  
 
    "Very well, fly as fast as you can, don't engage anything until you reach the overlook," the air elemental finally relented.  
 
    Talvana nodded once, and with a firm beat of her wings, she darted into the maze of overgrown ruins. I watched her vanish into the darkness like some kind of fiery ghost, pausing to look back at the muddy pathway behind us.  
 
    "What are you thinking?" Risha enquired as she moved up beside me. 
 
    That look in her eyes, does she expect me to do something stupid again?  
 
    "They're not going to leave us alone. That last assault retreated too easily," I answered as she shook her head.  
 
    "I mean what are you doing? All of this hiding away, taking on all the orkin alone? We can keep bringing this up and pretending we've moved on, but what you did back there has to stop. You're not alone in this," she explained, reigniting my doubts as I responded.  
 
    "Risha, I..."  
 
    The sound of dislodged rocks and a rush of paws caught my attention. I glanced up, expecting to see a set of ferocious teeth and a deadly barbed stinger, but thankfully it was Neera bounding down the cliffs toward Soaren.  
 
    "There are none of them ahead, but..."  
 
    A loud roar cut off the faldron's words as a ball of claws, fur and wings erupted from below the cliff's edge. Risha and I ducked in unison as the manticore slashed, while pulling up along the opposing rock face. I coiled back and glanced over the cliffside to see a whole pack of them clinging to the wall like giant bats.  
 
    They've been waiting down there this whole time!  
 
    One creature took advantage of my distraction, swinging around with its tail. Yet a bolt of lightning stopped its progress before it could strike.  
 
    "May I recommend you act upon your former plan? Speed is most certainly of the essence, and a point of defensive significance is also preferable to this rather vulnerable position," Apollo's calm voice proposed as he released two more bolts of lightning into more manticores.  
 
    "Run!" I demanded, flames building in my throat.  
 
    "I'll run when you do," Risha replied, setting one of the beasts alight as the whole pack leapt into the sky.  
 
    The rest of the group erupted into a sprint as more monsters filled the air and I finally gave in, darting for the trees’ cover with her close behind. Our attackers didn't hesitate to take full advantage of our retreat, yet the collective force of flames, talons and sharp projectiles held them back. 
 
    No, this is too easy – they could kill us all if they wish. This is something else. I thought, and as we retreated under the canopy, I felt a sense of dread crawl over me.  
 
    "I think we lost them. Ha, those stone-hides are too scared to fly under some trees!" Ice Feather spat mockingly, catching her breath.  
 
    "No, we gave them too easy a target, this is far from over," Soaren stated, glancing back.  
 
    A rustling in the trees, followed by several loud cracks, stopped everyone in their tracks as more manticores dropped from the canopy to perch on the branches like a flock of crows. Soaren spread his bladed wings and several humans drew their weapons, while the rest of us brandished blades, beaks and claws.  
 
    "Giant monsters, just like old times," Tarwin remarked nervously as she backed up beside me with an arrow drawn.  
 
    I found it hard to disagree and even harder not to feel terrified. My dread only doubled, when another shifting sound amidst the trees marked the arrival of several dark forms, and with a soft whoosh, a large black serpent landed before us.  
 
    "You're right, you do make this all too easy," Sceptre announced in his sly, deceptively smooth tone.  
 
    Several vulpomancers materialised from the darkness surrounding him, while the orkin shot uneasy glances their way.  
 
    Don't let him distract you, just focus on keeping everyone alive.  
 
    Dense trees and a sheer overhang meant there was no way out. The ebon wing had us trapped, and I could hear the grinding of stones in the back of my mind.  
 
    "Kill us or be gone, traitor, don't waste our time," Soaren snapped, shifting his wings.  
 
    The dark-scaled fiend at least had the sense to look mildly insulted.  
 
    "Why be so swift to invite your own demise?" he cooed, and Soaren snorted sparks.  
 
    "You had no problem trying to kill us a moment ago," Ice Feather growled, ruffling her wings.  
 
    "Do forgive these savages, they aren't ones for subtlety." He gestured to the rather disgruntled orkin rabble. "Had it been I to find you first, I'd have simply snapped your neck like the poultry featherwing you are," he added.  
 
    "I'll show you poultry, you traitorous wyrm!" Ice feather hissed, lurching forward.  
 
    Meadow held her back while the ebon wing revelled in her reaction, his sharp fangs flashing as he smiled.  
 
    "Traitors to what, exactly? Surely you don't still believe that what remains of the old alliance is anything worth upholding? Neither of your kind has concerned yourselves with the other for centuries, and now you hope that what is left of your fragile friendship will prevail?" He laughed, pressing a forepaw to his chest. "I see you've even recovered your pale-skinned pets, how quaint," he added, waving a talon at Tarwin and the others.  
 
    Despite being oblivious to his words, I saw Tarwin's grip on her bow tighten, and for a moment, I really wanted her to shoot him in his smug face.  
 
    "Such things don't concern you, traitor," Soaren interrupted, stepping between us all.  
 
    "I think you'll find such things concern me and my fellow ebon wings very much, as does anything that defies our master," Sceptre hissed, craning his neck round to peer at me.  
 
    I felt the eyes of my companions, bar those who were oblivious to his words, all settle on me.  
 
    "You still think such a pathetic hatchling will save you from all of this?" he questioned, opening his wings and motioning to his allies. "No, you have no idea what's coming."  
 
    "And you do?" Soaren challenged. "Have you so readily devoted yourself to something that you don’t completely understand?" 
 
    Sceptre’s muzzle curled into one last smirk.  
 
    "You speak as if it were by choice that we follow the Great Master. No, the weak soldier your pathetic ruler sent to Frostwrath is no more. All that remains now is perfection in my master's image. Purity and order, the very reason he created us. For what are we if not what we were made to be?" he added, pulling back to address his companions.  
 
    "Leave this bold leatherwing to me, take your pick of the rest."  
 
    The orkin roared and ushered their winged steeds to jump from the trees. 
 
    This is it, there's more fangs, claws, blades and barbed stingers than even I can stand against.  
 
    Everyone shifted, ready for what may be the last fight of their lives. With the painful grinding of rocks persisting in my mind, I ducked under Soaren’s wing and leapt forward. 
 
    He'll not stand between them and the others, I will. It's my responsibility!  
 
     Before I could act, the trees shuddered and the wind began to roar. The welcome sound of wing beats thundered through the air, heralded by loud calls as a small army of dragons and griffins smashed through the canopy. 
 
    Gleaming armour, claws, teeth, beaks and talons dropped from the sky, dragonfire and lightning burning bright as the new attackers bore down upon our enemy and their mounts like the beating rain of a thunderstorm. In a flash weapons rang, and magic seared as they met with stone-hides and savage swords.  
 
    I heard Sceptre roar a fit of curses before he snaked away into the gloom, while the vulpomancers about him scattered to bring their deadly claws to bear. Without a second thought, I identified them as my primary target and took off into the midst of battle.  
 
    Unfortunately for me, reality didn't take kindly to my eagerness, and before I knew it, a set of claws plucked me from the sky. Heavy wing beats blasted air over my back, and as I fought to turn all I could see was the putrid flesh of the manticore’s underbelly as it dragged me over the trees. I bit down on the forepaw wrapped around my left wing, sinking my teeth deep into the foul-tasting flesh while simultaneously burying my burning claws into its hide.  
 
    The retaliation ushered a guttural howl of pain from the creature, and with one flick of its paw, it threw me from the air. Its claws cut bloody scars through my exposed wings as the force sent me into an uncontrollable spin. I was crashing through branches with a series of bone-breaking crunches and wood-splintering cracks before I knew it. Had it not been for my armour, I'd have been a broken mess, and as I rolled to a halt, with my limbs burning and blood trailing from my tattered wings, I knew I couldn't stop.  
 
     Through my daze and the maze of trees, I could see the dancing lights of dragonfire and elemental magic. The din of battle was unusual. From where I lay, it looked less chaotic and more like an unscripted dance. A heavy thud dismissed my focus as the manticore landed beside me, the glowing wounds I'd inflicted hindering its movements.  
 
    "I's got's yous, you stinkin wyrm," the grisly rider declared.  
 
    Gritting my teeth, I lifted myself, before the orkin gave the reins a jolt and ushered his mount forward. The beast didn't hesitate, leaping onto a fallen log with a fearsome roar, rotten wood splintering under its weight as it came at me. Darting to the left, I tried to slash across its outstretched limbs with a swipe of my wing blades. Unfortunately, my wounded limbs were less willing to cooperate and the strike was only fleeting, doing little more than angering my opponent.  
 
    Recovering from the near miss, the rage-filled creature swerved to face me. Savage or not, the manticore was proving a match for me in my current state, and before I could steady myself, it dealt a heavy blow against my side.  
 
    "Is that's all you's got?" the rider laughed as his mount thudded towards me once more.  
 
    I pressed all four of my paws close to the icy ground, anchoring myself as I raised my tail. The glowing blade at its tip sliced through the monster’s underside as it charged over me. The gutted creature fell silent as its steaming innards spilled across the ground behind me, and its rider roared angrily.  
 
    Wobbling as I stood, I caught my breath just in time to see several more manticores darting down from the trees. I coiled back, diverting fire toward them before exhaustion demanded I pause to recuperate. Several of my attackers easily avoided the flames, only to be met by more jets of elemental fire combining like a rainbow of heat, as several dragons flew by.  
 
    Maybe it's not so bad having an army watching my back? I thought, taking the opportunity to regain more of my depleted strength as I gasped.  
 
    An awful smell met my nose, seconds before I saw the shadow of an enormous axe swinging my way. I leapt aside, narrowly avoiding the jagged blade of the rider whose beast I'd just dissected. Having missed, his weapon embedded in the frozen earth, allowing me time to face him. He slammed a boot down on my tail, the corrupt metal pressing my armour against my scales in a tight pinch.  
 
    "You's nots doing that again," he growled, grabbing my muzzle tightly and yanking my head down. "I's been dealing with wyrms like you's for a long time, you's no different, demon!" he declared confidently. 
 
    Retrieving his axe, he attempted to swing at me again, clearly aiming to cut off my head. I squirmed in his grip, really not wishing to find out what happened if I suffered an injury like that. Suddenly the sharp crackle of a steaming-cold ice shard embedding itself into his hand forced him to drop his axe.  
 
    "Don't you dare touch him," Risha roared, leaping from the undergrowth and landing on his back.  
 
    Her agile form snaked between his spines as she coiled and unleashed a torrent of blue flame.  
 
    "Is everything okay, Guardian? I cannot help but deduce that you have been having some trouble," Apollo chimed, wings humming as he appeared beside me.  
 
    "Well, you deduced right," I muttered, little concern for his observations as I charged forwards.  
 
    Risha’s target was still distracted, and with all my strength, I kicked up into his chest. My burning claws sank deep into his hide, sending him sprawling across the ground, while Risha leapt from his back, slashing her tail blade across his throat.  
 
    "Thanks," I uttered through my exertions, as she landed at my side.  
 
    "Indeed, it seems that without this descendant’s intervention, you would…" 
 
    "Enough, Apollo!" the pair of us snapped in union, then without warning, Risha wrapped her wings around me. 
 
    "I really, really hate you right now," she scolded, "But we have to fix this!"  
 
    My eyes followed hers, watching as the small army of dragons and griffins battled the orkin.  
 
    This is the New Order, what's left of the old alliance?  
 
    Mordrakk's illusion scoffed at the idea, grinding his stones while he tallied up the lives I'd just ended. I tried not to care, pushing every doubt I had to the back of my mind. 
 
    I need to focus on saving as many of them as possible.  
 
    "Come on, this isn't just some orkin rabble, Sceptre and the vulpomancers are still here," I urged Risha, before moving back toward the hilltop and the dozen or so manticores swarming above it.  
 
    "Yeah, and you're still keeping me in the dark about why they keep coming after you," she cursed as she ran beside me, while Apollo beat his wings to keep pace.  
 
    "There's no time for that now," was all I could offer, but her look was far from satisfied.  
 
    "Yeah, you could have told me days ago!" she retorted.  
 
    The anguish in my mind flared at her lack of understanding, but for the first time the storm of other emotions overcame it, and right now, it really didn't matter. That only became more evident when several manticores dived down at us through the trees.  
 
    Apollo's wing tips glowed and what met our attackers wasn't what they'd expected. The lightning bolts seared the first's flesh to dust before arching to the next victim. As the initial few riders fell, the others pulled away, but Apollo was fast when he wanted to be, and he always hit what he was aiming at. One shot was enough to fell another, and as he moved to target a fifth, I diverted my attention to Risha.  
 
    "We have to get back up there," I stressed, gesturing to the hill side.  
 
    She nodded, and without another word, led on. The pair of us swiftly made our way toward the heaviest fighting, cutting down a pair of dismounted orkin as we went. When we reached the road and came upon a group of fleeing humans, something shouted out in my mind. 
 
    Where's Tarwin!? 
 
    Instinct took hold, a surging determination I'd felt only a few times before. Looking around I saw Soaren beating back orkin attackers with the help of Talvana. While Ice Feather pinned another and Neera darted around like a moth. There was no sign of my human friends.  
 
    "We need to find Tarwin and the rest of her people. They can't just fly away like us," I announced.  
 
    Risha set to scouring the battle as I swiftly moved back from the fray.  
 
    "Blaze, wait!" she called out, seizing my tail. "The last time you left to find her, you came back ready to give up," she responded, and I recalled the night in the village months ago. 
 
    "I won't give up. I can't, not anymore," I assured her. 
 
    "Is that just another part of what you're not telling me?" she asked, her eyes scouring mine for the truth.  
 
    A sharp shriek and a flurry of shadow cut short our conversation, and I shoved her away from the vulpomancer’s formidable claws. Its talons locked with mine as we collided, and the ghastly veil that surrounded it bit at my scales like a bone-chilling wind. The dark beast hissed, its jaws snapping as my molten claws cut deep into its hide.  
 
    No, you're not going to lay a claw on anyone, you monster!  
 
    My scars burned in its presence, but I ignored the pain and twisted in the air, forcing it beneath me. It screeched as I shoved my rear paws into its underside, kicking it down into the dirt. The impact turned most of it to black dust, before I finally sliced its remains to pieces with a flurry of claw strikes.  
 
    Maybe next time you come after me, you'll think twice! I thought as I back pedalled.  
 
    With a scurry of paws Risha was beside me again, as I muttered.  
 
    "Sorry, I didn't mean to push you so hard," I admitted bashfully.  
 
    "Yeah, well, better than dying," she panted, and I huffed.  
 
    "Exactly, you see my point now?" She frowned, but I knew she'd be hard pressed to deny it.  
 
    "Get to cover, go now!" I suddenly heard Tarwin command, immediately drawing my attention from Risha's disgruntled expression.  
 
    It took me a moment to home in on my friend's voice amidst the chaos, but I found her and several other humans fighting at least half a dozen manticores within an open space between two trees. All the while vulpomancers circled above like hungry carrion.  
 
    Neera and Boltock were stuck on the ruins of a wall above them, both battling a creature of their own, while directly below, a shallow cave was filled with the rest of Tarwin’s wounded companions.  
 
    "Can you help them?" I asked Risha, motioning to her brother, Neera and the cowering humans.  
 
    She didn't want to leave me, but I knew she wasn't one for letting anyone down either, especially her brother.  
 
    "Yes... But…" she huffed, glaring at me. "By the skies, you better come back in one piece!"  
 
    As she made her way to the others, my attention locked onto one of the manticores as it reared up ready to slash at Tarwin. I leapt forward, spreading my wings as I collided with its neck. Digging my talons and wing blades deep, the beast howled, toppling to the ground. I heard Tarwin call my name, reminding me that despite our recent revelations, she didn't fully know of what I was capable of.  
 
    Then I'll have to show her. She was always one for showing off!  
 
    With a final whip of my tail, I knocked the rider from his toppled mount and brought the blade across the beast’s neck. The disorientated orkin got to his feet and I rose up to meet him, but not before an arrow pierced his skull and he staggered to the ground. I glanced at Tarwin, nodding in recognition, before another manticore lunged from the sky.  
 
    Without warning, a swift and bone-crushing strike ripped the rider from his saddle, as more dragons descended into the fight, setting the edges of the battle alight to prevent their escape. Freed from the inconvenience of its rider, the manticore thudded down and growled at Tarwin. In retaliation, it took her no time at all to send an arrow its way, before drawing her father's axe. Her assault only angered the beast, and with the power of its hind legs it lunged forward, claws outstretched and teeth bared.  
 
    I leapt at its side, knocking it off balance while the axe found a home in its right forepaw. Battling disorientation, I heard the beast's pained roar, then the unmistakable sound of Tarwin readying another arrow. Before she could release it, a bolt of searing red flame, followed by a torrent of dragonfire scorched the flailing creature as a wing of fire order soldiers flew by.  
 
    Staggering, I looked at her as she retracted the arrow and despite all the fighting and bloodshed, I knew that this was the world she'd always wanted to see.  
 
    She never liked being trapped in the village, she's wanted to be part of this for so long. I almost wished she could have seen it as I saw it, to the stars and beyond. At least back when it was a bit more peaceful.  
 
    Even so, my thoughts were interrupted as an orange dragoness landed beside me with a flurry of cinder-spitting wing beats.  
 
    "Good to see you again, Blaze," a familiar voice announced, a hint of relief in her battle-hardened tone.  
 
    "Ember!" Boltock shouted before I even had time to think.  
 
    I didn't expect anything less of him when it came to her, it was as if her presence was a beacon no matter where he may be. Yet our fiery friend looked different than the dragoness she'd been before I left. Black armour covered her scales, similar to that which Pyro had once worn. Its edges glowed red with inscribed ancestral battle runes, unmistakably that of the Fire Order.  
 
    So she's a true soldier now, just like he was? I didn't know how to feel. She'll never be like him, surely?  
 
    She took a fleeting look at Boltock, then at me, and the green dragon's eagerness faded as I recalled that the two of them hadn't been so close for some time. Moreover, as Ember's eyes met mine; they didn't fill with the same relief the others did, more a stern hope.  
 
    She thinks I'm just as much a war hero as Soaren does. No, I'm not a soldier like them! I recalled how she'd not viewed me as strange the day we'd met in the training cave. So much for all my friends just being my friends!  
 
    Another roar cut short our reunion, and before any of us could react, a jet of purple flame engulfed the ground around us. I instinctively forced Tarwin back, covering her as the flames kissed my scales.  
 
    "Don't go into the fire," I suggested, but she shot me a knowing look as she deadpanned.  
 
    "You don't say."  
 
    "Ebon wings," Ember hissed as she patted out the fire and snorted a jet of her own from flared nostrils.  
 
    Making her opinion of the traitorous dragons clear, the knowledge of Pyro's fate momentarily stung. 
 
    I'm going to have to tell her at some point just... I glanced around at the others, both Boltock and his sister saving the humans from the fire, while more dragons attempted to put it out. Just now is really not the time!   
 
    Meanwhile, a set of black claws swiped overhead, as a second blast of flame and an unnatural wind scattered dragons from the sky.  
 
    "I’ve had enough of this; how dare you defy your Great Master so boldly. I will see that you all burn," Sceptre declared as he swooped in with his mouth wide open, expelling more flames.  
 
    "Get down!" I called, and Tarwin took cover behind a rock as the ebon wing ignited the battlefield.  
 
    Amidst the chaos, I caught his smouldering eyes fix on me, yet as soon as they did, plumes of flame and volleys of arrows graced his dark scales. He coiled back, opened his mouth and blasted a bolt of purple flame. With his adversaries stunned, his cruel laugh caught my ringing ears and I sat up to see him thud to the ground, his body marred by dusty wounds.  
 
    "All of this is so unnecessary. Accept that you will lose. You cannot fight the Great Master," he proclaimed, leaping forward and pinning me under one forepaw.  
 
    He was larger and heavier, peering down his wrinkled nose while his white fangs were stained red with blood.  
 
    "It seems the wing leader was wrong – I'm more than a match for you. Maybe once I have returned you to the Great Master, he’ll see fit to put me in charge instead," he mused, raising a talon over my eye.  
 
    I squirmed, but he merely laughed at my futile struggle as he hissed.  
 
    "So much for the creators’ hero..."  
 
    A fresh hail of arrows followed by blasts of varying coloured flames assaulted the fiend as humans, dragons, griffins and faldron alike assaulted him in unison. He flashed his teeth, growling furiously as he whipped his tail about to swipe several of his assailants aside.  
 
    "Stop battling the inevitable, accept your fate and die!" he roared, his neck coiling to send another fiery blast their way.  
 
    Their assault had been enough to unbalance him, and I pushed up with all of my strength, forcing him to swipe me aside with one heavy lash of his claws.  
 
    "Give up!" he hissed, and with a twist of his head, dragged me across the ground like a bloody rag.  
 
    "Blaze, no!" Tarwin cried over the silence that gripped my mind.  
 
    Without a second thought, I leapt up, charging horns first at the dark dragon.  
 
    Tarwin can now see the real power of her fallen star. My resilience didn't catch Sceptre off guard, and he met my attack with a bolt of fire.  
 
    The world exploded in purple light as the blast catapulted me through the trees and down the hill. Shrubs and branches cracked and shattered around me, before I finally crashed into a patch of ferns at the base of a tree. He swiftly glided to a halt before me as he folded his vast wings and scoffed.  
 
    "You'd have made a good ebon wing. If only you'd listened, you could have been one of the soon to be many," he mocked, scowling. "You've the world's most powerful weapon but no idea how to use it."  
 
    He towered over me, ripping my chest plate away and pressing a talon to my heart.  
 
    At least it won’t be the first time. I thought as I stared into his eyes.  
 
    "It matters not, I'll deliver your cold, dead body to the Great Master, and when you wake, this world, this war..." He peered up into the sky. "You'll wish death really had found you."  
 
    The appearance of a blue streak abruptly cut off his sly words. He staggered back, while blackness seeped into my vision, and my armour slipped away as my thoughts began to fade. The ebon wing only seemed to notice his injuries when he fought to stand, but it was too late, a glistening bolt of armoured scales sank their silver claws deep into his tattered wings.  
 
    He growled, kicking up with all the energy he had left, the spines along his back digging into the underside of his attacker's armour. His assailant seemed to have underestimated his strength, but they were swift, and with one clean sweep, the blades on their wings sliced the end of his tail clean off. Sceptre howled, coiling back like a trapped animal as his adversary spun round to face him.  
 
    "This isn't over," he hissed, and in a blur of black scales he vanished into the trees with only a trail of dusty ichor in his wake.  
 
    I peered up through my darkening vision to see the sleek and serpentine form of a sky-blue dragoness clad in regal armour, her movements silent as her bladed tail swished and her sharp wings folded. Even in this state she wasn't hard to recognise, and as the light faded from my vision, I saw the silhouettes of others approaching.  
 
    We've made it, my friends are safe.  
 
    "I suppose this makes us equal now, Guardian?" Zephyra proposed.  
 
    Yes, we're equal now. I inwardly mumbled as the world fell away and I passed into unconsciousness.  
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    Chapter 9 
 
    The New Order 
 
      
 
    A vague sense of awareness flickered back to me, timed with the rhythmic tapping of stones. The blurred image of some dark world swarmed into my vision before the staggered panels of reality realigned. I lay at the base of an icy pillar, below the faint light of stars. This time there was no ocean, no ruined outcrop, and most notably, no sign of the illusion claiming to be Seraphine.  
 
    High above the pillar, the burning sphere rose into the unforgiving night; fire consuming its surface like spilled water over dry stone. Mordrakk mused over me from a vaguely throne-like rock formation, stones grasped in his talons. Even so, I raised a forepaw to stop my head spinning, barely managing to get it off the ground.  
 
    "So, everything is falling into place," he proclaimed, waving away several more tallies. "How does it feel to know that everyone has played you for a fool since the beginning?" 
 
    "No more than I've been used by you," I grumbled, as I staggered to my paws.  
 
    "Your gods, your leader and now your friends have all used you and you don't even see it," he continued. "Your friends, your family, do you honestly believe that they have no part in this? The entire world is praying you will save them, and yet you know not all believe that to be true."  
 
    He clattered the stones together, sending sparks flying between them.  
 
    "After all, is that not what you wanted?" he added slyly.  
 
    "What would you know of it?" I snapped.  
 
    "Without my full power I see only what you see, but after what transpired in the Paragon, the events that have been creeping up on you since that first day you took a step into the void, I know exactly what they will ask of you," he taunted. 
 
    His claims to see things I couldn't, poured more fuel onto the flames of my dread. I peered into his eyes, ready to reply when more cryptic words silenced me.  
 
    "It is most unfortunate that your intellect is so overshadowed by my own. If you really want to know what your last hope is, I would ask your leaders, then your friends. You know at least one of them has been lying to you."  
 
    The cunning grin he wore during the latter part of his sentence sent a simultaneous rush of fear and rage through me, but before I could respond, he faded away, and within moments, the chilling illusion of my surroundings evaporated into the darkness with him.  
 
    * 
 
    The heaviness of sleep wavered as my weary eyes slowly opened. I rustled my wings to feel the light texture of a warm sheet and a soft, mossy bed beneath me. As my eyes adjusted to the light, I saw a dull hue filter through what appeared to be white canvas, forming the walls of whatever room in which I lay.  
 
    Peering down over the edge of what I discovered to be a stone bed, I could see the floor seemed to be no more than dirt, trampled slightly and covered by a thin layer of straw. As my vision continued to clear and the throbbing pain in my head began to fade, I lifted myself up and glanced about, concluding that I was inside some form of tent. Fancier than those I'd seen Tarwin and the hunters use. A firm wooden frame supported its canvas, and several wicker-crafted tables lined its walls.  
 
    It was clear that the room was only a small portion of the canopy. In fact, the whole thing was constructed on the foundations of a long-ruined structure, making it more like a permanent nest than a temporary shelter. The extent of the crumbling architecture was evident by the towering shadows cast over the cloth, resembling the shattered skeleton of an ancient beast.  
 
    Looks like there's a whole ruined fortress outside.  
 
    My attention soon turned to what lay inside the tent. Primarily what appeared to be healing supplies and potions stored in glass vials or stone pots.  
 
    I really hope no one wasted them on me when there could be so many others who need them.  
 
    I suddenly recalled that I'd no idea what was going on, or where I was. Nor did I know anything of what had transpired after I'd blacked out. The light outside, and the fact my pain had dulled to a mild ache, told me that it had to have been at least a day or so.  
 
    Looking myself over, as expected, I saw nothing more than a clean body of white scales hidden beneath a sheet. The only thing that hadn't changed was the ugly scar still staining my shoulder, although the wound had been dressed.  
 
    It felt like the first time I'd been without my armour for weeks, only this time, I'd no idea where it was. Not that I cared; I was almost glad not to have the reminder.  
 
    The sound of someone approaching interrupted my thoughts, and craving the distraction, I looked over to a flap in the wall to see a vaguely familiar face enter. A white griffiness, with pale-blue fur on her haunches, wore a leather saddle over her back, its pockets brimming with healing supplies. The moment she saw me, she cocked her head, and unlike most others, my recovered condition didn't seem to surprise her.  
 
    "It's good to see you again," Mountain Echo said kindly, turning her attention away from my scars.  
 
    "You too," I uttered, nodding at the memory of the griffiness who'd treated me in Storm Peak over a year ago.  
 
    Oblivious to my mental struggle, she moved on, setting several healing salves down on the table as I asked.  
 
    "What is this place, what happened to the others?" 
 
    "This is the healing tent and your friends are doing fine. We've already treated most of the wounded, and the poisoned Mordrin is being cared for. Although, I'll admit, their medicines are not familiar to me," she explained.  
 
    "That one's more of an acquaintance than a friend," I muttered.  
 
    Nevertheless, I rolled onto my front and rose tentatively to my paws. Echo bore a concerned look, slowly replaced by a hopeful gleam, the same one I'd seen the day we had met.  
 
    "Do forgive my bold words, but the day I treated you I was surprised. Your ability to regenerate, it’s..." Her voice trailed off, and she waved a talon, as if to snatch the answer from the air. 
 
    "Amazing?" I finished, but she shook her head.  
 
    "No," she answered, much to my surprise. "We've been here for almost a whole season, and not everyone comes back from the skirmishes in good shape. I've seen a lot of friends die, too many souls brought back to me with no hope but the grave," she explained solemnly, bowing her head slightly.  
 
    Remorse filled me once more, though fear overshadowed melancholy. A fear that soon I'd have to witness the same fate claim those whom I cared about so greatly.  
 
    "I'm sorry," I answered, voice devoid of emotion.  
 
    She shook her head again as it rose.  
 
    "You are the last one who should be sorry for such things, for it is you that brings me hope, brings us all hope. What you have survived and accomplished are proof to us all that it is not hopeless."  
 
    It was almost as if she was insulted that I thought anything less of myself. 
 
    If only she knew the truth, knew of the great darkness hidden below the banner of gleaming hope. If only she knew how powerful the forces that sought her world’s destruction really were. How many more will come back to her dead before the end?  
 
    As much as I hated myself for it, I upheld her beliefs and simply nodded. She moved back to get more supplies, and one by one, I stretched my legs, before doing the same with both wings.  
 
    "I don't suppose you will need anything more for that?" she asked, looking at my scar.  
 
    "I doubt there's a remedy in the world that can fix it," I admitted.  
 
    "I wouldn't be so sure. Your friend has been doing all she can to fix you up," she explained, slightly amused by the fact.  
 
    Confusion gripped me, seemingly allowing the featherwing a little more entertainment as she giggled.  
 
    "The same dragoness who's been taking care of you since the last time we met, I see," she stated as someone else entered the room.  
 
    "I see you're awake and still alive," Risha groaned with both a faint hint of satisfaction and irritation as she ran a forepaw over her weary face.  
 
    She seemed to have recently escaped from a long overdue slumber, and yet her tired eyes conveyed everything that was going on in her mind. I shied away, fearing that I'd once again done something terrible. She looked at Echo, forcing a weak smile as the griffiness glanced between us.  
 
    "I'll leave you two alone, it was good to see you again," she finished, before slipping away.  
 
    Moments later, Risha glanced over my body, as if she could see all the things still wrong with me that I was oblivious to.  
 
    "Thanks," I muttered, staring at the floor.  
 
    She sighed, placing a forepaw on the bedside and nudging my left wing.  
 
    "Of course, but what did I do? You just came back together all on your own, it’s certainly not thanks to me," she hissed, nudging my wings slightly harder and causing the muscles to ache. "You came back to me no better than a bag of broken bones. I left you for one moment and you went and got yourself blown up!" she declared, flaring her wings.  
 
    Yet as soon as that flash of anger spiked, her mood softened. She shook her head with a slight grunt and turned away, focusing her attention on one of the supply-laden tables.  
 
    "Both of your wings were shattered – and don't get me started on your legs. No dragon is supposed to be able to take a lightning bolt to the muzzle and live to talk about it," she lectured.  
 
    I made an effort to hop off the bed, slipping back down like a fool as she rummaged through the supplies Echo had left.  
 
    "So all this is yours?" I asked, looking about the tent.  
 
    "Not all of it, but there aren’t many of us who know about healing. I guess my lack of order progression in Dardien isn't a problem here, especially with all the experience I have following you around," she joked while returning to me. "But I guess we both have things we don't tell one another," she added sourly.  
 
    "Don’t get me wrong, Blaze, I respect what you do, a great many more may have been lost if you hadn’t, it's just…" Her voice trailed off, while her tail flicked nervously.  
 
    "All the times you've been beaten and bloodied, I watched you die. Blaze, you’re my friend, the best dragon I know, and to watch you do this to yourself while I’m so helpless to stop you. It... it’s almost like you come back just so I can watch you suffer again!" Her head sank as she muttered.  
 
    "I still love you. I always will, but we..." As her words faded, I finally jumped down from the bed, placing my wing on her shoulder.  
 
    Just tell her, tell her the truth! What am I afraid of, that she'll hate me? If she does, will that ensure her safety, will she stay away and not get hurt? I'd no idea whether the part of me that resisted telling her what I really was, was selfish or foolish.  
 
    "I don't want to pretend to understand, but you and the others are the closest thing to family that I've got, and if anything happened to you, I would, well…" I replied, thinking about Boltock's scarred wing, Tarwin’s father and the sight of Risha lying on scorched stone with blood trailing from her shoulder.  
 
    "I care for you as well, more than anyone I've ever met, even if I don't really understand it." I laughed slightly at the confession. "But they made me to protect their creation, and while I don't care for that purpose, if it means I can protect you, then that's why I have to be the one."                
 
    Logic and love waged a war in my mind to rival that brewing around us. Meanwhile, I could tell she was angry; she hated me for what I did to myself. However, we both knew that if it had been her taking Sceptre's strike, she'd be dead, just like anyone else. She sighed, moving back to the shelves.  
 
    "I spent all night in here caring for you, and I still can’t find anything for that," she pondered, flicking her tail in the direction of my scar.  
 
    "There's nothing you can do for it." 
 
    "So you're not so invincible after all?" she challenged.  
 
    "I've had this wound since the day I left, if it was going to kill me, I'd be dead already," I confessed, shifting my shoulder to hide the scar. 
 
    "I'd be more inclined to believe that if you'd tell me what happened," she continued, rounding on me.  
 
    "I... I can't, if you knew..." I stammered as I realised how close I'd come to telling her.  
 
    "Your lies hurt as much as all the lightning strikes in the world," she added. "You'd die for me, and yet all I expect from you is honesty!" she finished, her tone rising sharply, her tail and wings twitching in agitation.  
 
    I coiled back; my failed emotional barricades unable to weather an assault they were never prepared to endure. I felt the urge to curl into a cocoon of silence, my last line of defence against such things. Risha noticed immediately, and unlike me, she actually knew what to do.  
 
    "Love is not something we hold each other to," she admitted quietly, seemingly as much to herself as to me. "It's about us, sharing things, feelings, troubles, all of it. We're a team, Blaze."  
 
    "Risha, I'm sorry but..." I started, but the words faded as they caught in my throat.  
 
    Her eyes narrowed, as if she were playing different endings to my sentence in her mind. 
 
    "It’s good to see you're awake and well," Soaren unexpectedly interrupted.  
 
    His appearance startled us both, and I jumped like a frightened songbird as he peered in from the tent flap.  
 
    "Yes, it's good to see you too," I replied sheepishly, part of me wishing he'd just leave.  
 
    "The order master and Elders request your presence in the keep. I am to escort you there as soon as possible."  
 
    The Elders? After what they've done to manipulate me, not to mention the Cartographer, they've got a lot to answer for. 
 
    I nodded and Soaren stepped out.  
 
    "Do you want me to come?" Risha asked.  
 
    "No, you should get some more rest," I advised, hoping she'd listen. "I'm glad you stayed awake for me, but..."  
 
    She yawned and ruffled her wings, thankfully not opposing my suggestion. 
 
    "Our tent is the red one by the training grounds. I'll meet you there later," she replied, brushing her muzzle against the clean side of my neck as she left. "I trust you won't get into too much trouble without me around?"  
 
    I froze under her gentle touch but managed a nervous nod. 
 
    "I think I'll be fine, and thanks for taking care of me," I repeated, unable to avoid thinking about how much of an inconvenience I must have been.  
 
    "You would have done the same for me, although I'm still mad at you," she declared sternly as she left. 
 
    I know she is, but what can I do? I thought, moving past Soaren through an opening into a larger part of the tent.  
 
    He bore the same stoic look, cloudy scales and silver armour, making him look more like a statue than a dragon, at least until he glanced at me.  
 
    "Are you ready?" he asked, before leading on.  
 
    The main section of the healing tent was a large, round chamber covered by a tall, airy roof with multiple rooms surrounding its edges. Several tables formed from the remains of ruined walls guarded a fire in the centre.  
 
    Water order healers and griffins moved about with purpose and urgency, tending to the wounded, routing through their healing remedies and performing a whole manner of restoration magic. There were other creatures too. At first, I'd mistook them for griffins, but upon second glance it was clear they were very different.  
 
    Most prominent was their rear half, which wasn't that of a feline but of a horse. They had hooves and a flicking tail, the majority of their feathers and coat were white and, unlike their cousins, their ears were more equine than feathery-wolf. The scales about their front talons were jet black, as were their beaks. Most had sharp, clear-blue eyes, while their plumage was longer and more regal.  
 
    Their manner of dressing was also more majestic. What little metal they wore was silver and only served to cover their rear halves in small, elegant waves. Most else was covered by finely-crafted cloth and blue robes. Before I could observe any more, Soaren moved toward one of the exits and I followed into the fresh, mountain air.  
 
    The camp outside was as grand and bustling as a city market. Just as the noise I'd heard from inside the tent suggested, it looked to have been set up amongst a series of ruins, scattered around a shallow hillside. Beyond the tents, the size of the ruins grew until they formed an almost intact wall topped by a large keep and a tall tower. Even so, the surrounding tents were considerably smaller than the healing tent, with many larger ones sat further up the hill. Intricate decorations adorned some, while others had extensions to their main bodies. Several had flags flapping above their peaks, while others balanced precariously on elevated rocks or crumbling towers, accessible only by flight.  
 
    Snow and icicles covered almost everything, while hardy vegetation clung to life at the camp’s edges. Between them, a well-walked path stretched out toward the central keep. Dragons and griffins filled both it and the air, all busy taking weapons and armour for repair at forges or using their claws to train. Others emerged from tents with mouths full of food or sloshing barrels tied about their necks. While the sight of others filled me with horror.  
 
    Wounded soldiers weeping blood under battered armour as they slowly limped in from the road, were carted on stretchers or staggered from the sky. Some weren't even warriors, they were barely hatchlings, innocent bystanders caught in a war that I still felt was entirely my fault.  
 
    The sound of Mordrakk's voice and grinding stones whispered tales of the dark future. I tried to force him from my mind, using the idea that I'd finally be able to get some answers from the Elders to help put a stop to this.  
 
    "You weren't lying about this place," I observed as we moved toward the keep.  
 
    While we walked, I could see more of the hillside below as well as the towering mountains encircling the camp. The hill the ruins lingered upon was an island in the midst of a great lake, each shore a steep mountain slope. The only escape appeared to be the sky or one narrow passageway behind us, marked by an old bridge.  
 
    "I had no reason to lie; you didn't expect such, did you?" Soaren asked sceptically.  
 
    "No, I just… I didn’t expect there to be so many," I replied, peering up at the crowded sky.  
 
    My escort glanced skyward with less optimism.  
 
    "Still too few to defeat the armies of the Brazen Horde, we're awaiting the arrival of more forces," he stated.  
 
    He's right, Valcador's army is huge.  
 
    Before either of us could add anything more, we reached the keep’s outermost walls, passing between two towers guarded by griffins perched in wooden nests.  
 
    "I just hope that the Elders’ plan can save us," Soaren finally admitted as we approached a second wall, this one much larger and surprisingly intact.  
 
    "Wait, you don't know what it is?" I asked, and he looked at me as if I were stupid for thinking he could possibly be in the loop.  
 
    "Of course not, only the Elders, the order master and your other friends know of it," he told me.  
 
    So Risha's been keeping that secret from everyone else too?  
 
    It felt like she was almost manipulating me as much as the Elders and the creators. I swiftly silenced that destructive train of thought, telling myself that the Elders were doing this out of fear, and the creators saw me as nothing more than a tool to be utilised.  
 
    Risha’s reasons have to be different, she's not like them.  
 
    "Hey, it's good to see you're back on your paws," another voice sounded somewhere in the winged crowd, heralding the approach of another flying figure.  
 
    I could see now why Neera had wished for more of her kind to be present. The crimson-feathered faldron looked out of place among the armoured rabble as she hopped down the wall and appeared before us. She ruffled her feathers, her ears standing tall as she grinned.  
 
    "Didn't take as long as the last time either," she added, jabbing at my chest with a foreclaw.  
 
    Soaren glanced between us, catching Neera's expression and frowning.  
 
    "What are you doing here?" he snapped. "Aren’t you supposed to be hunting?"  
 
    "Please, I caught five weevils this morning. I'm just seeing how my friend's doing," she rebuffed, waving a dismissive forepaw at him.  
 
    His frown deepened, but she didn't show a care in the world.  
 
    "You are okay, aren't you?" she asked, her tone reflecting her recollection of the last time I'd been in such a state.  
 
    At that time, she'd no confirmation that I'd recover, other than what she believed. 
 
    "I'm fine, more or less," I confirmed, shuffling my wings slightly, and she nodded.  
 
    "I'll be over by the training field when you are finished with grumpy here, I can think of more than a few faces that want to meet you," she proposed, glancing at Soaren.  
 
    "I'll keep that in mind," I offered, before the faldron finally turned, flicked her tail at Soaren, and disappeared. 
 
    "By the skies, she would make a good feather cloak," he grumbled, and I felt a spike of anger that he'd even suggest such a thing.  
 
    I'd like to see him try.  
 
    Nevertheless, we moved on, passing under the gate of the inner wall to where the muddy path became a set of stone stairs leading up into the main keep. An open area of raised stone lay before it, upon which stood the largest of the tents. The clean-white structures were actually much larger than I'd expected, which I suppose was why we'd been able to see them over the ruins. Many seemed more like the great hall in my old village than any tent, leading me to surmise that they were for far more than just accommodation.  
 
    Moreover, the hill’s elevation offered a view over the army of tents below. White smoke rose from most, while the coming and goings of their occupants looked like an orchestrated dance.  
 
    "Greetings, Guardian," the Cartographer’s familiar voice sounded, both welcome and irritating at the same time.  
 
    The old dragon appeared in the doorway with the phoenix perched atop his staff.  
 
    "You are relieved, we will take it from here," he added, glancing at Soaren.  
 
    The larger dragon glanced down at him suspiciously.  
 
    "And who might you be?" he challenged.  
 
    I could tell that the question irritated at least one of the Cartographer's personalities, but I stepped between them before either could reply.  
 
    "It's fine, just do as he says," I advised Soaren, who reluctantly nodded and did as requested.  
 
    Funny they don't know each other; just how many secrets do the Elders want to keep? I noted, as the Cartographer returned the gesture and turned back toward the entrance.  
 
    "Come now, Guardian, we have been waiting for you," the more sensible of his two characters ushered, clearly fighting to stay in control as the second one twitched and mumbled under his breath. 
 
    They're not the only ones who've been waiting for answers. My thoughts snapped as I swiftly followed him into the depths of the ruined keep. 
 
    "It is good to see you are still alive," he added as I caught up.  
 
    "No thanks to you," I grumbled bitterly, and the second of his personalities sniggered.  
 
    "You didn't need us; besides, the trees of the Paragon will do anything to defend their heart, they merely needed a little nudge," his former voice resumed, stealing the other’s humour.  
 
    "It still didn't stop the orkin from almost killing us," I argued with a degree of frustration.  
 
    "And yet here you are," he countered swiftly, and my argument ceased with a growl. "Your loyalty and commitment are admirable. That is, when you care to use them," he added, and my frustration eased slightly.  
 
    "I don't even know if I'm supposed to use them anymore," I stated, recalling what Risha had told me.  
 
    The old dragon paused and looked at me, his second personality muttering some gibberish.  
 
    What does he really mean? I glanced up, but before I could ask, a large set of wooden doors hinged open before us.  
 
    "Greetings, Guardian, may I say how happy I am to see you again," Apollo announced excitedly as he hovered from the door.  
 
    "You too," I offered. 
 
     "Indeed, I assume you are here to meet with the other descendant hierarchs?" he asked, and I nodded.  
 
    "Yes, now allow us to proceed," the Cartographer interrupted swiftly, moving into the room and ushering me to follow with a wave of his spiked tail. 
 
    He talks like he knows exactly what Apollo is? I glanced at the arcane hawk, but he merely looked like he was awaiting instructions from me.  
 
    "I must admit, holding such a prestigious meeting in a place like this is not of the standard I am used to – just another example of cultural changes, I suppose," he announced as we moved after the kooky, old dragon. "I have also taken the liberty of repairing your armour. Many aspects of it were not functioning at full efficiency."  
 
    "Good, please take it to Risha's tent when you're done," I requested.  
 
    He looked confused for a moment.  
 
    "Of course, but do you not wish for me to accompany you?"  
 
    The last thing I needed was another patronising voice to tell me what I should do and how all I'd done to this point was wrong.  
 
    "No, I’ll be fine on my own," I finished, moving off into the room ahead before he could question me further.  
 
    A large fabric wall covered the crumbling holes in the stonework, while wooden beams similar to the tents outside reinforced the partially-renovated interior. More stone furniture nestled up against each wall, boasting arrays of weapons, food and potions, while a wooden platform created an elevated position at the far side of the room. Under-paw, the surrounding floor was a smooth, grey stone, covered by a generous layer of straw. A central brazier illuminated the space, its smoke escaping through a small hole in the canvas roof, while on a wooden stand to the right, sat a familiar set of deep-blue armour.  
 
    A large table covered by parchment weighted down by stones, and claw blades, sat in the centre of the raised platform. It wasn't the regally decorated chamber or the rare items that adorned its shelves that caught my attention. The four old dragons standing before me stole my gaze. Vulkaine was the first to lift his head, his faded scales shifting as he moved.  
 
    "Hello, old friend," he offered in his always wise, calm tone, bowing to the Cartographer, who returned the gesture.  
 
    "We could say the same," he offered, the phoenix jumping from his staff as he bowed and settling on Vulkaine's wing.  
 
    "Traitor," the second of the Cartographer's personalities muttered, as if soured by the bird's chosen perch.  
 
    Even so, the old dragon stepped aside and once again, I found myself standing before the judgmental eyes of the Elders as Vulkaine began.  
 
    "Greetings, Guardian, it is..." 
 
    "I know! It is good to see me again. I've heard that before," I snapped before the fire Elder could finish.  
 
    Even so, his expression remained unchanged, as always. Nonetheless, I could tell by their silence they were surprised.  
 
    "You lied to me!" I accused, glancing between them and the Cartographer. "The day we first met, you told me you knew nothing about who or what I was, you said you knew nothing of the past and you told me to give up on Tarwin!" I exploded in a fit of anger.  
 
    It felt worse than when I'd confronted the creators for their manipulation. Maybe it was because these dragons couldn't smite me or hide behind projections if I offended them. Either way, the dark fiend in my mind revelled in my anger, as if it were a luxurious bath of hot water.  
 
    The Elders exchanged glances, and all the while the Cartographer's stranger half muttered uncontrollably. I looked to each face, awaiting an answer that was taking a considerable time to present itself. Once again, it felt as if they were waiting, judging and assessing me.  
 
    "Well, I'm here now, so just tell me what you want me to know so I can go," I demanded.  
 
    Vulkaine scratched the set of small, fire-like scales hanging under his chin.  
 
    "You seem rather eager to be free of those who would withhold secrets from you," he stated.  
 
    "Everyone I know keeps secrets from me, it's nothing new," I snapped, "but when those secrets hide the reason I was created, I tend to resent those who knew but didn't tell me!" I added, the memory of Nakir flashing through my mind.  
 
    The teeth of my angry thoughts snapped at the mental portrait like rabid wolves. Meanwhile, each Elder pondered my outburst, and once again, Vulkaine was the only one to speak.  
 
    "So it is true, you found what it is you sought at Goldfire Ridge?" he asked, and my frustration boiled to the brim.  
 
    "If you mean the fact that I'm no more than a weapon? Yes, I suppose I did," I confirmed, the truth Mordrakk had revealed to me coming dangerously close to surfacing.  
 
    That's if they don't already know about that too!  
 
    My revelation didn't seem to surprise them; instead, they conversed with each other again. Their apparent disregard causing my scowl to deepen.  
 
    "It would seem congratulations are in order," Vulkaine announced, drawing himself away from the huddle and looking to the Cartographer.  
 
    The old dragon stopped his rambling and stood up straight.  
 
    "Wait, what!? What in the creators' name is there to congratulate anyone for? I want to know what you’ve all been doing!" I finally screamed.  
 
    The room fell silent, and all eyes focused on me.  
 
    "You are aware of the legend set down at the end of the last age, that which regards one of unnatural blood among the nine great races of our legacy?" Vulkaine asked, and for what it was worth, I nodded my acknowledgment. 
 
    "Such a thing was only a vague prediction to feed the hope of a hopeless world, one that became nothing but folklore after the tragedy of the Guardian War," he added with a hint of sorrow.  
 
    "There has been little hope since the day the war finally ended – almost seven hundred years of nothing but hapless legends, all slowly building to a new cataclysm. That is, until you appeared."  
 
    Their expressions changed to a vague hope. Unsurprisingly, it was the first time I'd seen anything other than empty glares upon their faces.  
 
    "I already know all of that, and it doesn't make any difference, because even with my help you cannot defeat the orkin. I've seen their army, their numbers exceed what you have here tenfold," I stated solemnly, and once again, they quickly assessed my response. 
 
    "You did not give up so easily the last two times the world asked more of you," the blue dragoness beside Vulkaine reminded me.  
 
    "You told me to abandon my friend the first time – and what choice did I have the second? Aries was going to imprison us all," I challenged.  
 
    "Upon both occasions there was none other than yourself to take the lead, and both times you were an inspiration to those about you, no matter how small you thought you were," Vulkaine added, glancing at the Elder dragoness to his left.  
 
    I opened my muzzle to respond, but the words died in my throat. I recalled my journey to Ilivar, the friends I hardly knew following me across the world. I thought of Goldfire Ridge, knowing that even after the loss of Pyro they had been with me, trusted me to lead even if I'd no idea how.  
 
    Would they follow me now, if I told them what really happened?  
 
    The thought of Pyro's apparent death filled my memories with an unwelcome darkness, bolstered by images of Boltock’s limp body hanging from the wyvern's jaws and the memory of Risha bleeding on my back. I couldn't change the fact that they saw me as a sign of hope, even if they were all gravely mistaken.  
 
    "Hope can come in many forms, one only has to see it. Then it can become more powerful than any army the orkin can amass," Vulkaine announced, and the Cartographer's crazier side nodded in frantic agreement.  
 
    I looked down at my paws, feeling the dull pain of my scars as I thought about that.  
 
    It's still unrealistic; hope won't save us from their savage blades or Mordrakk's ungodly wrath. Despite my hopeless look, the Elders exchanged glances once more.  
 
    "Though, only a fool would leave victory to sentiment." Vulkaine began with what I swore was a slight smirk.  
 
    "Courage, hope and loyalty are potent weapons in their own right. For us, however, there is knowledge – knowledge of an ancient world that, we have to confess, we've long tried to hide from those who live today," the ancient dragon explained, and my anger boiled over with the blatant confession that they'd always known.  
 
    I tried not to focus on why they had lied, and yet, as his words tumbled about my mind, I became all too aware why it was so hard to find out anything about the ages before the Guardian War. 
 
    After all, the victors write history, no matter how desperate those victories might have been.  
 
    "Seraphine," I muttered under my breath, and Vulkaine's eyes fell upon the Cartographer.  
 
    "Do you still possess the records?" he asked, and without another word, the kooky dragon pulled back his hood and moved over to the table.  
 
    With a dusty thud, he produced a large and very old book from his cloak.  
 
    ‘The Fallen Star.’ 
 
    "Wait, I left this in... Hey!" I cried in recognition, looking at the cloaked dragon.  
 
    "Yes, it was not the only part of our archive we found in that place, either," he retorted, and at that, my words stammered to a halt.  
 
    With a flick of his forepaws, Vulkaine opened the book, turning swiftly through the tattered pages with a precision that suggested he'd read the text a thousand times before.  
 
    "Very few know of the deep magic that resides within this world, much of which is no more than isolated ruins and long-dead enchantments like the Paragon. Yet some still remain," he began. 
 
    Finally, he stopped turning pages, revealing a picture of four stone pillars with an eight-pointed star at their centre. Each pillar bore the symbol of an element, except for the scribbled out symbol of earth. I cocked my head, vaguely recognising it as a page I'd flicked past the last time I’d had the book.  
 
    "The elemental pillars are four broken shards of a great heart. These crystals are the source of all dragonkind's elemental mastery," Vulkaine explained. "They were brought to us by the ancestors after the great liberation of our world and the founding of the council of nine. Such power was granted upon their descendants to ensure an age such as the one of tyranny would never again befall them," he went on, and I felt a strange sympathy for Seraphine.  
 
    Those first mortal dragons had no elements; they were animals, like those the humans feared. I thought, taken back to the old village legends.  
 
    As I looked more closely at the picture, my mind forged another connection. I recalled what Nakir had told me about the Golden City, specifically the great heart that had once existed at its centre, the one that had been shattered.  
 
    These pillars have to have something to do with that, the same way the Sphere of Eternity did. Vulkaine seemed oblivious to my realisation as he continued, pointing to each pillar in turn.  
 
    "The pillar of air remains upon the Ivory Spire of Mist Wind, that of water lies deep within the ocean vaults of Parinthien, the pillar of earth was destroyed during the Guardian War, and that of fire..."  
 
    "It's in Dardien, isn't it?" I suddenly interjected, stepping back from the table. "That's your great plan? You've wanted me to open it all along."  
 
    That's exactly what Acrodan wished of me, what started this whole mess!  
 
    The Elders and the Cartographer looked at me, and there was no sign that what I'd suggested was wrong.  
 
    "Yes," Vulkaine sighed. "Since first finding you, we have hoped that a day would come that you would open the realm of fire once more," he admitted.  
 
    "So you manipulated me to do the same thing Acrodan wanted me to do? Don't you know what happened when I opened the sphere? I doomed us all!" I exploded, most of my breath escaping as a snort of smoke.  
 
    To my surprise, the dragon’s look became strangely contrite.  
 
    "What you must understand is that the power that dwells under Dardien is not of darkness. True, it is a secret to all but the Elders and the reigning Sovereign, but it is an older, purer power than that which the Dark Guardian had you face," Vulkaine assured me.  
 
    For a moment, a combination of their revelation and a lack of breath claimed my silence.  
 
    "Only two beings have ever been able to open the shard’s power, for it is neither bloodline nor birthright that makes one worthy of Goldfire's legacy, but their loyalty and commitment to their kind," he added, placing a foreclaw upon the fiery symbol.  
 
    The image of Seraphine, beset by the apocalyptic sunrise, crossed my mind.  
 
    "Well, that means I can't. I'm not even a dragon – and I'm certainly not worthy," I admitted.  
 
    "Are you not? You are closer to the ancestors than any dragon that lives today. But it is not that which makes you worthy," he told me, lifting his head high.  
 
    "There was a reason the truth was kept from you, a reason we recommended against all that we hoped you would do. For if you had no greatness to aspire to, no roll to fulfil, then you would prove your worth to all, including yourself. For it was not our words or the words of our creators that drove you to do what you did," he elaborated, jabbing his tail at me in emphasis.  
 
    "Indeed," the Cartographer snorted, his wings and tail thrashing. "We had hoped such a truth would be for all to see in time, but unfortunately that snake Aries cannot see goodness through his corrupt pride."  
 
    I looked to each of them, unsure of everything they had said. They did all that so I could prove to the world I’m worthy?  
 
    "And what of him? What has he done with...?" I asked, a strange sensation running through me as I ran a forepaw over my chest.  
 
    Mordrakk's dark avatar smiled at the idea of my gleaming amulet, eagerly grasping at the mental image as if it were tangible.  
 
    "We know nothing of the significance of your trinket, that is the creators’ tool. Although we do know Aries placed it in the grand vaults below the temple after the forces still loyal to him seized it from us. That was only hours before we fled Dardien along with the New Order," he elaborated, then sighed.  
 
    "Yet we feared you may also need it to open the realm of fire," Vulkaine confirmed.  
 
    If they don't know about it, then they can't know the full truth. They must think of me as their last hope, just like everyone else.  
 
    Every aspect of my mind was telling me that withholding the information was both stupid and hypocritical, but fear built a wall against those thoughts and locked them away.  
 
    "So why do you want me to open this pillar of fire? Why not just ask me the day we met?" I asked, and once again, they glanced at each other.  
 
    "Those who know of such an ancient defence are sworn to keep it secret," explained Vulkaine, "lest it be needed in the darkest of times. We could not ask such a thing of you before you knew your true self. Furthermore, revealing the pillar while Aries sits on the throne would be most unwise."  
 
    I turned away, my tail thrashing at the table. 
 
    "Your anger is understandable," he continued. "Nonetheless, you must see that there is very little hope of defeating the armies of Valcador without the power of fire, and who knows what other dark forces are mounted against us?" 
 
    "The last time I saw one of those things it contained a world-ending god," I pointed out, jabbing at the picture of one of the pillars with my tail. "What is inside this one!?"  
 
    "Little is known of it, but the one who opens the shard can unleash a magic far greater than any here possess," he reasoned.  
 
    I thought about all the power I possessed already. It was dangerous and unwelcome, and the idea of giving Mordrakk more was incredibly frightening, but once again, fear stifled the notion.  
 
    "And how do I even do this?" I implored. 
 
    The look they gave me told me I should know. I hated that look. It was as if the gods had created it just to irritate me.  
 
    "Do forgive our ignorance, but we were sure your companions would have told you already," Vulkaine started, and I felt another mixture of emotions toward Risha.  
 
    Is this what she’s been hiding from me? It was something I couldn't understand, not that it stopped me from asking.  
 
    "Soon, the New Order is to fly to war. You and your friends are to reach the temple and find the pillar before the battle can fall in the orkins’ favour," announced Vulkaine, and as he spoke, I began to understand why Risha had been numb to the idea.  
 
    "What! You can't send them into battle. None of you should have to go! If you need me to find the pillar, then fine, but send me – and only me!" I challenged, but he shook his head.  
 
    "You wouldn't know what to do with the ancient power should you find it, and in the meantime, the orkin would be free to pillage the lands surrounding the city," he elaborated, but I stood firm.  
 
    "They'll just slaughter everyone here instead, they’ll kill my friends!" I retorted.  
 
    "Every dragon, griffin and hippogriff here knows the risk of war, so do your friends, who were actually quite stubborn about the matter. They are loyal to you, so do not waste that commitment," the blue Elder chipped in. 
 
    Upon testifying to the stubbornness of my friends, her words put a name to the unknown composites I'd seen outside. Nevertheless, I let out a disgruntled snort.  
 
    "I won't drag my friends into a war, nor will I watch any of them die because you didn't have the nerve to tell me about any of this sooner," I growled, but once again, they remained unfazed.  
 
    "It is not us that will be hard pressed to adhere to that request; those dragons will follow you to the end, you know that better than any," she continued, and with that, she had me stumped.  
 
    Of course, I know they'd willingly risk their lives, it frustrates me so much!  
 
    "Quite so, it seems almost impossible to separate the five of you, even now," another authoritative and gracefully regal voice suddenly entered the conversation.  
 
    The almost silent tapping of claws emanating from a passageway behind the Elders heralded the arrival of Princess Zephyra.  
 
    Even without her armour, the air dragoness looked no less majestic than the day we'd first met in Dardien’s archive. Unlike the other dragons I'd seen, her scales and wings were spotless. I didn't know whether that was because she pristinely maintained her looks or that she'd not been in a situation in which she could sustain damage on the level of her soldiers.  
 
    I found it hard to assume it was the latter, even if I was sure there was an element of self-preservation in her. After all, she was the one holding this New Order together.  
 
    That air of respect was apparent upon the faces of my companions, each of whom gave a subtle bow. I failed to perform such a formal gesture, even if she was on the list of dragons I at least partially respected.  
 
    Even so, the princess didn't seem to care for such things and dismissed the routine submission with a wave of her forepaw.  
 
    "We can waste time with formality later, for now I am simply glad you're all here," she said, moving forward to the edge of the table.  
 
    Even from here, the sight of her reminded me of her father. She was taller than I was and had an aura that demanded attention, which no one appeared reluctant to give. 
 
    She's certainly nothing like that cruel snake running Dardien. I thought, as even the phoenix perched on Vulkaine's wing seemed to straighten obediently.  
 
    "I trust our friends here have told you of their plan?" the princess asked.  
 
    "They may have mentioned it," I replied, the idea of taking my friends into war working like a ravenous plague upon my thoughts.  
 
    Zephyra looked over them, sharp eyes lingering on the Cartographer as the old dragon put away 'The Fallen Star'.  
 
    "You want to take everyone into battle against an army that outnumbers us a hundred to one?" I added sheepishly, but she remained silent.  
 
    In that moment of quiet, I was afraid she'd demand more, tell me that not everyone was even enough, and yet she accepted my reply with a subtle nod.  
 
    "I won’t try to sweeten the idea, but it is true," she admitted. "If we do not, then the orkin will surely spread, and if Dardien falls, nothing will stand between them and the cursed lands to the south," she continued, glancing to the Elders.  
 
    "It was never my intention to drag any of you into this, and for what I would ask of you and your friends... Well, I don't expect you to offer me any kind of forgiveness," she confessed, and in that moment my mind froze. 
 
    She's just as unhappy about this as I am.  
 
    "I have a feeling it wasn't you who did the dragging," I growled, scowling at the Elders.  
 
    "I think you should go, I will speak with him alone," she suggested, waving the elderly dragons away with a wing.  
 
    There was no argument as they funnelled out, Vulkaine offering me one last hopeful glance before he disappeared with the muttering Cartographer close behind.  
 
    "This role grows tiresome as of late," Zephyra admitted, running a forepaw over her weary eyes.  
 
    "I wouldn't know," I admitted.  
 
    "Wouldn't you? I hear tell that you're a great leader, one I can respect, if your companions speak the truth." 
 
    "What they say and how I think about what they say tend to differ. I wouldn't have needed you to save me from Sceptre if I was any good at my job," I countered, before adding. "Thanks for that, by the way."  
 
    A look of curiosity covered her face, and she turned toward the tunnel through which she'd entered.  
 
    "Will you walk with me?" she asked, motioning to the exit. 
 
    I took a glance back at the opposite door. I didn't intend to catch up with the Elders any time soon and I'd little intention of staying here, so I swiftly took her up on the offer.  
 
    "They're good friends, you know?" Zephyra assured me in a more relaxed tone, one I suspected was reserved only for private conversation.  
 
    "That’s why I cannot risk losing them," I responded.  
 
    There was a knowing, compassionate look in her eyes.  
 
    "They're all I have," I added, and she cocked her head, a rather nonchalant gesture for one of her stature.  
 
    "Blaze, you should be proud," she said, a smile breaking across her muzzle. "You didn't have to ask for such loyalty."  
 
    Proud of them? I've never thought about it that way. It didn't feel right, nor did I feel able to consider them as something to be proud of. They're dragons, not objects.  
 
    The interior of the ruined fortress was in no better shape than the exterior. Only the larger occupied sections and the tents erected throughout its walls held any furnishings to make them hospitable. Dragons, griffins and the strange new hippogriffs went about their business within the halls. They all noticed me, and all stopped what they were doing, allowing us to pass. I assumed their actions were due to the presence of the princess rather than my own.  
 
    Regardless, I still didn't like the idea of everyone watching me, even after everything, it still stuck in my mind. Thankfully, it didn't last long, and after only a short walk through the halls, Zephyra turned and headed up a set of stairs toward a sunlit walkway on the ruin’s outer edge.  
 
    "You've created quite the commotion around here, you know?" she advised as we ascended the steps.  
 
    "I didn’t know there were so many others here. I thought it would just be dragons," I confessed, and it was now her turn to take some pride, smiling to herself.  
 
    "There are a great deal more than I expected. I thought only the feather wings of the north still honoured the old alliance, and even then, I wasn't sure they would uphold it. As for those of the south, the hippogriff capitol of Mist Wind bears the pillar of air, and they were called at the Elders’ request," she explained as the pair of us reached the top of the stairs and moved out onto the walkway.  
 
    It ran both left and right and was bordered by a squat stone wall. I could only assume that on the other side, the mountain dropped off to a steep slope or a cliff. The sound of a large waterfall reinforced that idea and as I moved forward, I could see that the ruin indeed sat on a spit of land between two great walls of tumbling water where the edges of the surrounding lake met the drop. The walkway traversed the whole length, forming an arched bridge over the water on each side, before meeting a pair of towers on the flanking mountainsides.  
 
    It was truly spectacular. I almost wished I could have seen it when it was still pristine. Looking down over the wall, I could see several more arches built below us, serving as landing zones for griffins, dragons and more of the horse-bird composites. Even so, I soon turned back to Zephyra, who seemed rather impressed by my stunned reaction. It was a drastic change to how I'd felt only moments ago, and I was pleased that such things could still amaze me. I latched on to every little fact like that, as if they were a raft keeping me afloat upon a sea of emptiness.  
 
    "I'm glad to see you're impressed," she announced proudly, before turning and continuing along the walkway.  
 
    I followed, glancing about as several wings of dragons and griffins flew overhead, landing somewhere in the shattered towers above us.  
 
    "What are they, those featherwings?" I enquired, seeking more information about the new beasts beyond a simple name.  
 
    Zephyra glanced up in the direction of the towers.  
 
    "Hippogriffs," she replied. "They come from a kingdom far to the south, beyond the cursed lands."  
 
    "And they’re involved in the Elders’ great plan?" I asked, nodding as I took in what I could. 
 
    She looked as if she'd known that statement would arise, yet blatantly hoped otherwise.  
 
    "I cannot say how for certain. The Elders only shared their plan after I helped you escape my father, and I’m not even sure they have shared it to its fullest extent." 
 
    "They sure like keeping secrets," I hissed bitterly, and I could swear I saw a ghost of a smile cross her muzzle.  
 
    "I cannot disagree. Before the celebration, I'd no idea that these ancient pillars still bound our races," she continued, flicking a foreclaw through a small mound of snow as she thought about it.  
 
    I have a feeling discovering that only led her further away from her father. I thought, opening my muzzle to speak, but she continued before I could utter a word.  
 
    "I’m not going to pretend that I believe we have a chance of victory – the odds are stacked against us, and I'm sure you know that. The armies of the Brazen Horde are too strong for us to challenge," she admitted, peering out over the cliffside. 
 
    The distant light of the winter sun illuminated her scales, but her look was far from glowing. My eyes followed hers while her words span around my mind before abruptly falling silent. From this angle, I could see the gushing waterfall falling away onto the Midnight Plains and all that polluted its seemingly endless expanse. A vast swarm of darkness stained the land like a great tide washing in from the sea, flickers of glistening metal and flame broke its gloom and smoke rose from a thousand fires.  
 
    I could see the ruins of an ancient city, its crumbling structures highlighted by the reflections from the rivers snaking their way through the remnants. They were the only things brave enough to break the vast masses of orkin occupying its streets and plazas. Several dragons still braved the onslaught in a valiant defence of their homes. Flashes of shining armour and jets of flame the only things that set them apart from the swarming filth.  
 
    Just as I recalled, beyond the ruined city, the vast grasslands fell away into a deep fissure, marking the main access into the hanging city and the closest place to a home I had left. With my mind captivated and muzzle clenched, I stepped forward to the barricade in the hope that this was nothing more than an illusion.  
 
    They reached Dardien faster than I thought!  
 
    More dark shapes filled the sky, like a swarm of flies over a rotting corpse. Winged monsters swiftly overwhelming any dragons that stood against the hopeless odds.  
 
    All of this, and Aries has done nothing, even when they occupy the ground above his head!?  
 
    Not only that, but the foul army had even begun to forge the ruins into something resembling Taldran. Crude structures were visible amongst the rubble, as were the deep pits the orkin had excavated throughout. The largest structures were three grand towers, each one in the advanced stages of construction. Meanwhile, dense swarms of beasts and pillars of smoke rose from the foundries, and the rasping chant of thousands filled the sky.  
 
    "How... how, long has this been going on?" I managed to stutter through my shock.  
 
    The princess gave me a solemn look, hopelessness and anger filling her expression. I knew that feeling: the frustration of being so powerless.  
 
    "The orkin took the ruins of Andruid from my father's forces three days ago. We were too few to stop them, and without you, I didn't want to risk a battle we had no hope of winning. The remains of Dardien's army are still fighting within the ruins, but I fear it will not be long before the orkin find a way into the city itself," she admitted hopelessly.  
 
    Despite the dire tone of her words, my mind set to work picking apart the pieces of information, stealing away the name of the former city as Andruid, then setting to work on what I could see occupied it. I tried to recall anything I'd learned about Balgore and his horde that would betray their strategy. Yet when my mind provided me with little more, I looked to Zephyra.  
 
    The princess seemed to have even less to say about the matter. All I could see was her underlying fury, and that made me choose my words carefully.  
 
    "What about your father?" I asked, trying not to let my tone turn sour at the mention of the sly dragon.  
 
    She didn't seem eager to acknowledge or answer straight away, but as she continued to stare out over the horizon, her expression grew firm.  
 
    "He’ll do nothing but hide where he thinks they cannot reach. Half of his army has abandoned him, and those that remain loyal he sees as expendable. He cares for no one other than himself," she stated, her voice fading into a whisper. "Including his daughter, it seems."  
 
    "I'm sorry," I admitted quietly.  
 
    "Don't be... I'm sure to him I was nothing but a means by which he could ensure his bloodline endures," she admitted.  
 
    I couldn't help but sympathise, having an entire life planned out with no choices was a curse I knew all too well. Every aspect of one's existence forged for a single purpose, and all for another's gain. Yet she must have someone who loved her, unlike the gods that had forged me.  
 
    Aries must think something of her? What of the rest of her family? I'd little idea about them.  
 
    I said as much, but she shook her head and laughed emptily, as if it were a cruel irony.  
 
    "There is no one else. I never knew my mother, undoubtedly another beautiful dragoness of the royal harem, but whether she cared for me or not, I cannot say," she explained.  
 
    I pondered for a moment, the empathy of feeling alone in the world far closer to me than most. I looked up and for once, thoughts of what my friends had done for me in such times filled my mind, thoughts of Risha in particular.  
 
    "I know that everyone here thinks you're more than that. I know I do," I assured, thinking of it as a compliment, if nothing else.  
 
    It's the least I can do to thank her for what she's done for me. She smiled, almost humbled as she raised a forepaw to her chest.  
 
    "That means a great deal coming from you," she stated. 
 
    I shied away, wishing my words didn't carry such extra weight, but what she said next made me think again.  
 
    "Especially as a friend; without whom, I wouldn't be here."  
 
    I recalled the image of her at the celebration, pinned before the death-dealing claws of a vulpomancer. I'd saved her life, and I knew I'd have done the same for anyone.  
 
    "Thanks," I responded somewhat sheepishly, a hint of the shyness I'd felt the day we first met resurfacing.  
 
    Even so, everything I knew, be it good, bad or the words of a dark illusion telling me to go back to the ice, would soon be irrelevant. Ultimately, I didn't want anyone to die for me or because of what I'd done, and yet if there were anyone I'd follow in such a time, it was Zephyra.  
 
    I trusted her, just as much as I trusted my friends. I swallowed my fear and hesitation, before finally quashing my instincts and thinking about what Risha had told me.  
 
    "This plan. You can't win without it, can you?" I asked with a hint of regret.  
 
    "The legend of Dardien’s true power is mighty. Only Seraphine herself and my great aunt Aria have ever been worthy of it," she explained, betraying a hint of fear in her eyes. "Unfortunately, the fact that it is needed makes it abundantly clear that the orkin are not the foe we should truly fear," she added, and at that my heart sank.  
 
    She obviously knew there was something else, she'd seen it all, along with everyone else who had attended the season of fire celebration.  
 
    Do they know about the Great Master and all he plans to do? Do they know about me?  
 
    I knew that if I did go back, if I found the amulet, Mordrakk would win.  
 
    He'll kill everyone and everything, and after that, what does it matter? The idea chilled me to the bone, and despite my efforts to hide it, I knew Zephyra saw right through me.  
 
    "You’re right, there is something else," I muttered, the truth once again on the tip of my muzzle and yet unable to escape.  
 
    "That is it, isn't it? What you're hiding?" she asked, and I froze.  
 
    Does she know? How has she figured it out so easily? I stuttered, and after failing to speak, I simply nodded.  
 
    Yet she said nothing; she merely looked back over the war-ridden horizon.  
 
    "They never gave up on you, you know? I don't doubt they'll follow you to the end – not this so-called ‘guardian’, but you," she finished, gesturing at me with her tail.  
 
    I really hope she's right. I thought as the beating of leathery wings sounded overhead. 
 
    "Your highness, King Halfbeak has arrived and requests your presence. The scouting wings from the valley have also returned," a soldier announced through some heavy exertions.  
 
    "Thank you, I shall meet him immediately. Please direct all returning wings to the dining tent and the healing tent, should they need it," Zephyra ordered, in a tone that sounded as though it came from a different dragoness, so much so that when she looked at me, I hardly recognised her.  
 
    "The council will be meeting to discuss the battle plan in a few days," she informed me. "I trust you will be able to find your friends from here?" she added, prompting me to recall the directions Risha had given me.  
 
    "Of course, your highness," I responded more formally, and at that confirmation, both the messenger and Zephyra disappeared from sight.  
 
    "Still think you made the right choice?" Mordrakk’s voice interrupted my thoughts.  
 
    "Do you?" I responded. 
 
    A wicked smile broke his muzzle.  
 
    "I have no choice in the matter, I go where you go," he replied.  
 
    "Maybe you’re right about the future, but if I'm going to lose, I'm going to bring every last shred of you and your plans down with me," I countered, spreading my wings and leaping toward the camp. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    Midnight Watch 
 
      
 
    The camp itself looked larger from above. Yet the number of eyes I could feel focused on me as I flew did nothing to settle my emotions.  
 
    Mordrakk sat in the back of my mind, the easy choice and the right choice either side of his brooding image. He didn't seem concerned about which I took, yet his dark future felt far too close for comfort.  
 
    Nevertheless, I peered down over the crowds amidst the tents, then at those in the sky about me. Images of Dardien's vibrant population coupled with Storm Peak’s and even my old home resurfaced.  
 
    They could all be gone because of me, and if my choice doesn't matter, what then can I do to save them?  
 
    All I had left was the belief that Mordrakk couldn't be right, and I focused swiftly on something other than that bleak future.  
 
    Risha's directions returned to me as I searched for the training area and the red tent she'd described. I found the former first, the sight of several sparring dragons and other creatures striking battle dummies catching my attention. It was a large, open area surrounded by fallen walls, clearly having once been the foundations of a long since fallen structure. The lake and a pebbled beach sat to its left, with the tents bordering to the right.  
 
    Many of the smaller structures differed in colour from the larger white ones, and just as Risha had advised, only one was red. Circling round, I landed close to the training ground, shifting the soft snow under my weight. Smoke rose from several braziers as I made my way along the edge of the practice ground.  
 
    "Glad to see they didn't take up hours of your time," a familiar voice observed, and I turned to see Neera.  
 
    "It's not like I'd have let them," I joked.  
 
    "So what did they say?" she asked, leaping down from a ruined perch, her ears standing tall. 
 
    "I thought you'd know?" I proposed.  
 
    She sat back, tail coiling over her claws as her wings ruffled.  
 
    "So they are going through with it?" she murmured.  
 
    "If you mean sending us all into battle on a wild hunt for Dardien's last hope, then yes," I confirmed, feeling a slight stab of betrayal, before pressing. "Why didn’t any of you tell me?"  
 
    "Look, it had nothing to do with me, I just do what you all do. Skies above, I don't think they'd even let me stay here if I didn't know you," she explained, waving her forepaws in emphasis.  
 
    That fact made me both angry and ashamed, and any idea that I may have upset her didn't make me feel better.  
 
    "Who else knew?" I requested, trying to restrain my frustration as Neera glanced around.  
 
    "As far as I know, only the four of us, but I'm not the most informed, as you probably know," she confessed.  
 
    I sighed and nodded, stepping away to the edge of the ruined wall.  
 
    "I am sorry, but they said you'd never come back if you knew," she continued, sounding genuinely remorseful.  
 
    I don't have to guess who made that assumption. I felt ashamed that they would think so little of me, and even more so at the fact that I knew they were right. 
 
    Mordrakk gave a low, raspy laugh, and I slammed a mental door in his smug face.  
 
    It still doesn't mean he's right about the true reason I ran.  
 
    "You still don't think it'll be enough, do you?" Neera asked, reading my expression like an open book.  
 
    I glanced down at my paws, at the bare white scales in the wet mud, for what felt like the first time in ages. I shook my head.  
 
    "Don't tell them," I implored, and Neera nodded. 
 
    "For what it's worth, I think you can... Win, I mean." 
 
    I wish I could believe her as much as she did herself, but unfortunately the mental vision of the fire that may soon ravage the world quickly consumed any hope.  
 
    What's hope really worth next to that?  
 
    "Neera!" the sound of new voices interrupted, cutting off my grim thoughts.  
 
    "No, I want her today!" another announced.  
 
    "But you had her last time!" the first voice replied.  
 
    The faldron was quick to turn her attention toward the commotion, her attitude abruptly turning from solemn to eager. Looking over, I saw three dragons, no older than a few years, run out from the camp and stop at Neera's forepaws, eagerly beaming up at the faldron.  
 
    "Come on, she only got back a few days ago, you can wait your turn," one small, red dragoness with yellow markings around her eyes and down her neck snapped at another teal-green dragon.  
 
    "But she has feathers, she's so cool, I shouldn't have to wait!" the second dragon, clearly a water elemental, responded.  
 
    "Why can't we just share?" a small bronzy-metallic dragoness, with scales like topaz, asked timidly, earning a disapproving look from her two enthusiastic peers.  
 
    She dropped back with a small ‘eek’, folding her wings over her head as she sank to the ground.  
 
    "Hey now, I'm good enough for all of you," Neera stated, playfully placing a foreclaw on her chest as she puffed up her feathers.  
 
    I cocked my head curiously: Neera is a teacher?  
 
    Risha had suggested desperate times called for desperate measures, but knowing how adept Neera was at surviving, it was a pleasant surprise.  
 
    My shock was nothing compared to that on the little dragons’ faces as they laid eyes on me.  
 
    "By the skies, it's him!" the red dragoness muttered, tugging at the wing of her watery-coloured friend. "I thought he'd be taller," she added.  
 
    "I... I really like his... wings," the timid one added, once again garnering a perplexed look from her companions.  
 
    "I told you I knew a few dragons who'd love to meet you," Neera commented wittily as she edged my way.  
 
    "Wait, you're a teacher?" I finally asked.  
 
    "Yeah, I mean everyone other than Risha is, and she only got out of that duty because they need every healer they can get," Neera explained as her students continued bickering.  
 
    "Told you she was telling the truth," the red dragoness stated, spitting her tongue out at her aquatic companion.  
 
    He growled as she added proudly.  
 
    "Dragonesses never lie, we're all too pretty to lie." She puffed up her chest in a way that made her bright yellow markings stand out like intense bolts of fiery lightning.  
 
    "Now, pay up," she added, holding out a forepaw.  
 
    "I didn't bring any dragoons with me, so it looks like you lose after all," he retorted smugly, but the young dragoness grinned.  
 
    "Looks like you'll have to give me one of your meals every day for a week then," she finished, withdrawing her paw and patting him on the back with her wing.  
 
    "Hey, what did I say about gambling?" Neera demanded firmly, and the pair immediately froze with guilty expressions.  
 
    "Besides, I'm a faldroness, to be precise," she added, giving the red dragoness a wink. "We can lie sometimes."  
 
    The fiery hatchling smiled back while her companion wrinkled his snout, flared his fins and looked to me for support.  
 
    "Err... good job," I improvised, awkwardly waving a forepaw at them.  
 
    The only response that earned me was a fit of laughter from all three, even the timid one.  
 
    "You're funny." Was about the only thing I could discern from the childish din.  
 
    "Don't worry, you'll get used to this," Neera offered. 
 
    "I wouldn't hold your breath on that one," another recognisable voice interrupted.  
 
    The laughing stopped abruptly, and both Neera and I looked to see Ember approaching, still wearing her order armour.  
 
    "Good to see you back in the land of the living. Not that I thought you were dead or anything," she added swiftly.  
 
    "Thanks," I answered, putting her awkward words to rest with a smile.  
 
    "Sorry I didn’t come after you; I would have, only they need all the soldiers they have here," she stated somewhat shamefully.  
 
    She knows she made the right choice; I can't blame her. 
 
    She stretched out one of her wings, inspecting her armour closely.  
 
    "After all, I didn’t meet Pyro over a romantic meal for two.  It's just a shame he'll never get to see me like this after all we did together," she added, folding the leathery limb and standing straight.  
 
    "He'd be proud of you," I offered sheepishly, doing my best to hide the cold spear of guilt lancing through me. 
 
    She nodded, but swiftly turned her attention to the now silent hatchlings, who were still gawking at us.  
 
    "Teal, Scarlet, you two are with me and Storm today," she explained in an orderly fashion.  
 
    "But you two are so boring, Neera lets us hunt each other and practise take-offs over the lake," the watery dragon, who I assumed was Teal, moaned, pointing a foreclaw at the faldron.  
 
    Neera shifted, as if she may be in trouble, but Ember smiled.  
 
    "Well, maybe when you've convinced your brother and I that you've earned it, you can try for real," she offered, and I noticed Neera mumble something about how real her lessons actually were.  
 
    Regardless of whether she'd heard the faldron's muttering, Ember waved goodbye before she moved on, motioning with a flick of her tail for the two hatchlings to follow.  
 
    The disgruntled pair reluctantly followed, a series of dry groans and snide comments replacing their eager laughter as they trudged after her.  
 
    "She's changed," I commented, glancing back at Neera.  
 
    "I know, she keeps this up and she'll be the new head of the Fire Order," Neera proposed, pausing when she saw my crestfallen expression.  
 
    "Oh... I, I'm..." she stuttered.  
 
    "It’s fine, there was no way things were going to stay the same forever," I assured, waving a wing dismissively.  
 
    She appeared as if she thought it was anything but fine, yet didn't press the matter.  
 
    "Well, Brass, looks like it's me and you again," she announced, prompting the timid dragoness waiting behind us to raise her head while the rocky spines on her back stood up in excitement.  
 
    "See you later," Neera finished, turning to follow in the same direction as Ember and motioning for Brass to follow, an invitation the little dragoness eagerly accepted.  
 
    I waited for a moment, peering out over the field of battling dragons and griffins as the early sunset illuminated them all in a golden hue.  
 
    All of this, all they're fighting for, those small dragons who've yet to experience a long life. All of it's going to burn, and it's my fault.  
 
    The grinding stones in my thoughts reminded me that there was no way I could let him win; not only that, but I had to do it without risking the lives of my friends. I had to find some way to fix all of this, and running back to the ice wasn't an option.  
 
    If there's a way, I owe it to all of them to move the sky itself until I find it. I thought, yet deep in my mind, Mordrakk's smile curled wickedly.  
 
    * 
 
    The inside of Risha’s tent was far less regal than the others I'd seen. A skeleton of wood supported its inner walls, and the crimson fabric danced in the wind. Loose beds hung from chains and a small fire burned within a dish at the centre, filling the air with the light scent of smouldering oils. A set of stands held the armour I'd seen Risha wearing, an empty space beside it where I assumed Boltock stored his.  
 
    Another stand stood between them, its finely crafted wood hidden by the golden shards hovering about it, almost mocking the other attire with its gleaming elegance. Apollo had certainly done an excellent job restoring my armour, removing all evidence of its time in the cold, salty air.  
 
    And still it looks so wrong, like it's not supposed to be here. I thought, almost as if the whole room wasn't worthy of its presence.  
 
      Finding myself at the far side of the tent, I peered closer into the smooth silver surface of Risha's neatly polished gear. A well of warm thoughts about the magnificent dragoness battled amidst the onslaught of bitterness and guilt as I peered into my blurred reflection.  
 
    I need to know if I'm ready to make the same decision Seraphine made millennia ago. I knew I was going to have to do one thing again, and the anticipation was killing me.  
 
    I glanced at my golden armour, half-expecting Mordrakk to appear and lecture me on how he believed that was the only reason I ran in the first place. But all I heard were voices and the sound of the tent flap opening as I turned to see Boltock enter.  
 
    "Skies! I told her no fire. I mean, who uses fire against a dragon anyway?" he grumbled to himself, stopping abruptly the moment he noticed me.  
 
    "O–Oh... You're back!" he exclaimed, and I stepped away from the armour as he continued. "I mean, I didn't doubt you'd come back, especially after what Risha said."  
 
    "You shouldn't listen to everything Risha tells you about me," I answered simply.  
 
    He paused, a perplexed expression dawning over his face. Even so, I knew that behind his initial confusion, he remembered what had come of blindly following his sister's hope.  
 
    "I know she can get carried away, but…" he began, and once again, I stopped him.  
 
    "You asked me to keep her safe, to save her from the same pain you felt. The only way I can do that is to deny what she sees in me, because it's wrong," I added. 
 
    He was more than a little taken aback by that, but I knew, despite everything, he heard something in them.  
 
    "What about you?" he added.  
 
    "There's nothing that can save me from this anymore," I admitted solemnly, turning away and dragging my weary body to one of the beds.  
 
    He watched, seeming to slowly process my words.  
 
    "The only thing she was right about was that I'd never come back knowing what I have to do," I added, jumping into one of the cots.  
 
    Boltock glanced about, words seeming on the tip of his muzzle but struggling to escape.  
 
    "She never told me that, and if she had..." He paused and straightened, "well, there are some things she says I don't listen to, but I know when someone is wrong," he added with a firm paw stomp.  
 
    I withstood his frown for a moment before sinking my head into the straw bed. Even so, he didn't say another word as he moved to his own bed, shaking off what parts of his armour he could, before flopping down.  
 
    "You know, for what it's worth, I'm glad you came back," he added, taking his helmet in his foreclaws, "because if this all ends, if we die, at least we'll be together, and I know that means as much to Risha as it does to me."  
 
    One of my eyes cracked open as I glanced his way, his words dancing through my mind. As much as I wanted to believe him, I knew it was impossible.  
 
    If they die, I'll have to live with that guilt for eternity.  
 
    It seemed that Boltock’s training had tired him enough to allow sleep to claim him swiftly, while the sounds of the world beyond the thin red walls died down to the low din of a busy evening. The glow of braziers and torches replaced the winter sun as I drifted between the darkness of sleep and the low light of the world, all the while expecting another cryptic visit from my own dark consciousness.  
 
    The sound of the tent flap opening summoned me back from the brink of sleep as Risha entered wearily. She glanced about, slowed her movements and quietly approached the rear of the tent.  
 
    "Why didn’t you tell me?" I asked as I lifted my head.  
 
    Her head jolted sharply as she froze, holding her position for a moment, as if searching for the right response.  
 
    "Didn’t they tell you?" she asked.  
 
    "What? About the plan to charge straight into the largest battle of the century?" I spat, the words like hot coals in my muzzle.  
 
    "Did they tell you about how I knew you wouldn't come back if you knew?" she corrected. "I'd have told you the moment we found you, but you weren't the same. You weren't the Blaze that promised me he'd come back," she explained, an air of frailty in her voice.  
 
    I felt my emotions clash at the sight of her like that, and my resolve began to crumble.  
 
    "I'd have never taken any of you into battle at any time," I declared.  
 
    Stepping forward, she continued. 
 
    "No, you'd simply put yourself in our place a hundred times over."  
 
    I leaned back as her declaration struck me, but I wouldn't allow my urge to protect them to fall so easily.  
 
    "How long do we have to argue about this?" I asked bluntly.  
 
    "Until you give back the Blaze I know and love, because I'll fight for him as hard as he'd fight for me," she proclaimed, before finally sighing. "Because he was the best of us."  
 
    "No, you're the best of us, Risha. You always have been," I assured, settling my head down.  
 
    She moved over to her own nest, glancing back as she climbed in.  
 
    "If that were true, I'd never have lied to you," she stated, her tone saturated with remorse.  
 
    "You never did," I muttered under my breath, but in the silence of the tent, only my dark avatar and I were able to hear and feel the heartache of such a sincere belief. 
 
    * 
 
    After that night, the hours began to blur, more so than they had in the ice. Boltock and Risha had work to attend to, while I was little more than an icon for the rest of the bedraggled soldiers and others occupying the camp. In truth, I failed in that regard as well, hiding away in the cover of the tent most of the time. The looming threat of battle hung heavy over me and I feared the inevitability of a bloody dawn more than I'd ever feared any dark lord.  
 
    After days of hiding, I finally made an effort to venture outside, mostly out of an urge to talk with someone other than myself.  
 
    Creators know Mordrakk's not the best companion.  
 
    As I opened my wings, the golden plates of armour flew into place around me. Apparently, a blank mind was as much a signal for the attire to act as an active one, something I could only assume the enchanted metal had somehow learned from our time alone.  
 
    I made no effort to fight off the shards as I stepped outside. The day was gloomy and overcast, a light snowfall mixed in with the cold rain, creating a mass of sludge-filled puddles, whilst making the air smell deceptively fresh. I tried to let my mind go, to pretend I was still home or somewhere that wasn't filled with the fear of war.  
 
    The sight of wounded dragons and blooded griffins flying in from their battles made that hope no stronger than a spark in a damp cave. Wherever I looked, there was no escaping the sounds of battle training, dragons my age, younger and older, moulded into soldiers for a cause that may not last the week. As for the smaller ones, I found it hard to watch and think about the things to come; it was only when my eyes fell upon someone familiar that I found the courage to move on.  
 
    Neera was still teaching the group I'd seen her with days ago, while Ember watched beside her. Torn between observing the featureless walls of the fortress and the fiery orange dragoness, Boltock stood to the side too.  
 
    Well, if there's any set of dragons I'm going to socialise with around here, there they are.  
 
    Taking a deep breath and focusing my mind the best I could, I moved over to them. It didn't take long for the young dragons to notice me, and at their shocked expressions, each of my friends turned their attention too.  
 
    "I did say that tent was boring," Boltock muttered to Neera, glancing at me as the faldron covered a snigger with her wing.  
 
    I could see Ember stiffen; a disapproving look reserved for what she deemed to be inappropriate behaviour shot their way. Any feeling of insult, embarrassment, happiness or otherwise fell upon me to no avail. All I could visualise were the dragons before me dying on the battlefield. Ember crossed the yard, stopping before me and averting her eyes from Boltock, much to his dismay.  
 
    "Are you okay?" she asked, as if she understood something I was struggling to grasp.  
 
    What kind of a question is that these days, really?  
 
    The others fell silent as I nodded, but she didn't look convinced. The sound of hushed voices behind her served to stifle the conversation, and we all looked back to the trio of young dragons. They all froze, until the red dragoness, Scarlet, as I recalled, shuffled forwards.  
 
    "Can we see the fight now?" she asked, and they all glanced at Neera with beaming expressions.  
 
    Ember also looked at the faldron as the feathered dragonesse’s amusement faltered.  
 
    "Oh right, that," she stammered sheepishly, rubbing the back of her neck with a forepaw.  
 
    "What did you do?" Ember asked, and Neera glanced between Boltock and I.  
 
    "She promised we would get to see the Guardian fight before he wins the battle!" Teal blurted out, and Ember's expression fell flat.  
 
    She looked ready to give them all a firm lecture on how serious this was; however, at the sight of the small dragons and my friends, I felt a small part of their determination slip through the net of my dread.  
 
    If they're going to get anything before what's coming, the least I can do is give it to them.  
 
    "That's fine," I answered, stepping up beside Ember before she could open her muzzle to protest.  
 
    The little dragons’ faces were bright as dragonfire, and my friends were just as shocked. Ember turned back to me, an air of uncertainty radiating from her.  
 
    "If I'm out here, I might as well do something useful," I added, but her doubts didn't seem to ease.  
 
    "Blaze, the fact that you're here is useful, there's no need for pointless games," she stated, turning her signature scowl to Neera and Boltock again.  
 
    "Let's do something simple," I suggested.  
 
    "You're sure?" she asked, and I nodded.  
 
    The idea of fighting any of them terrified me, and yet I couldn't bring myself to say no.  
 
    So long as I don't hurt her, it could be fun, right? I thought, craving a break from the torment of my thoughts.  
 
    Ember moved to the opposite side of the square, lowered her frame to the gravel, and opened her wings, the black blades on their edges gleaming in the dull sunlight. The eager muttering amidst the young dragons fell silent as she curled her tail like a spring, her claws flexing in the mud. Neera and Boltock watched from behind, the former with anticipation, the latter completely focused upon my fiery adversary.  
 
    Ember gave me a subtle nod, leaping forwards before I could even move. I raised my wings clumsily, but without fear of an actual threat, and terrified I may unknowingly harm her, she swiftly swept my legs out from under me with the blunt edge of her tail. A series of gasps escaped from the smaller dragons and Neera laughed, while Ember circled around before placing a forepaw on me.  
 
    "One, two, and three... you're out," she counted, with a flick of her tail. "I learned that one from you," she laughed, tail flicking whilst she helped me to my paws.  
 
    I shook myself off as the trio of young dragons came bouncing over.  
 
    "Ember beat the Guardian... she beat the Guardian!" they all exclaimed.  
 
    The armoured dragoness looked slightly unsettled by the praise, but I felt obliged to allow her every bit of joy she deserved.  
 
    "Yeah, she did," I admitted, shaking loose dirt from my wings.  
 
    "That fight wasn't as good as I thought it would be. I mean, if Ember can beat the Guardian, why can't she just win us the war?" Scarlet questioned.  
 
    "Yeah, but I bet if he wanted to, there's like... A hundred percent chance the Guardian could totally kick her tail," Teal countered.  
 
    "Now, I'm sure you're all right, but you've seen the fight now," Neera interrupted, cutting off the eager babble as she jumped down and bundled them back with a few waves of her wings.  
 
    "But you made it sound like it was going to be epic!" the water dragon protested.  
 
    "Plus, they only fought once!" Scarlet added, arching her neck to stare at Neera.  
 
    "I promised a fight, I didn’t specify how many or how entertaining," Neera corrected.  
 
    "Sorry if I made you look bad. I shouldn’t have. You're everyone’s last hope, not some dragon they need to see put on his tail," Ember apologised, brushing the dust from her wings.  
 
    "I know a few dragons who'd like to see me put on my tail," I sighed. "Besides, maybe now they'll listen to you more; just remind them you beat me," I laughed.  
 
    "It's not that they don't listen, they're good chicks. It's just... We shouldn't have to teach such young ones how to fight. I only joined at five years because the academy put me into training. But I didn't join the order to teach younglings how to fare in battle. It's not what Pyro would have wanted either," she admitted, returning to the boulder on which she'd been perched.  
 
    "Well, if it’s any consolation, you're both good teachers," I assured them, glancing back at Neera as she tended to the young dragons. "Desperate times call for desperate measures, after all."  
 
    She looked cross at the suggestion, and for a moment, I was worried that she might direct her anger at me.  
 
    "Teaching orphaned hatchlings to fight isn't desperation," she growled.  
 
    What did I expect? This is war? That darkness in my mind wasn't about to let this opportunity go unnoticed, and I could already sense it formulating ways to remind me of it.  
 
    "Sorry," I admitted.  
 
    "It's not your fault; Aries should have sent soldiers to defend the other settlements. Instead, he just kept us all in the dark while Valadran and Frostwrath burned," she spat resentfully. "That was the real reason I agreed to do this, after Storm told me what happened to him and his brother in Ziliren..." Her voice trailed off as she snarled. "There is no way anyone, dragon or otherwise, should stand by and let this happen."  
 
    I've never seen her like this, she's changed. I noted as the sound of paws beside me signalled Boltock's tentative approach.  
 
    "I still think you're right; you know?" he told her, his eyes fixing on her for the briefest of moments.  
 
    She struggled to return the look as she nodded firmly.  
 
    "Thanks," was all the response he got, before an uncertain silence consumed the conversation.  
 
    "Hey, Bolty, you want to come lend me a paw?" Neera called, breaking the silence and drawing his attention. "We're going to the dining hall, morning training is over, remember?" she proposed.  
 
    Her reminder prompted him to follow, waving a rushed goodbye to Ember and I before disappearing. Even so, I did little more than wait while snowy drizzle settled on my muzzle.  
 
    "Well, I should probably get cleaned up before the council tonight," Ember proposed, looking over her armour as she jumped down from her perch.  
 
    I don't want to think about the Elders’ council after our last meeting. I inwardly hissed, yet nodded.  
 
    "See you later!" she called as she sidled away. 
 
    I was alone in the drizzle, and it was some time before I finally looked up at the training grounds. The rain was becoming too heavy for some, the only ones who withstood it were those attempting to teach water elementals how not to get wet.  
 
    "There you are!" I recognised the new voice immediately.  
 
    Admittedly, she looked rather odd amidst all of the other creatures that passed her by, exchanging strange glances and muttering as they did so. I knew that should bother me far more than it did, but in that moment, I was just glad she was here.  
 
    "Spirits above, I've been looking everywhere for you. Did you forget that you and that hawk are the only ones I can talk to around here?" Tarwin asked.  
 
    "No, I didn’t forget, I just got distracted," I explained, warding off several scowling dragons with a stern glance.  
 
    The fact that such a distraction had been days of wallowing in pity wasn't something I wanted to admit, however. So I let her go on.  
 
    "Well, if it means anything, I've been tending Yorik for the past few days. Whatever those birds gave him seems to be working, even if all they do is stare at us like children," she explained with a huff. "I’ve been worried about you too, but after that black dragon attacked, you just disappeared," she added.  
 
    I nervously flexed my wings and sighed.  
 
    "Like I said, I'm not like other dragons, I’m not so easy to kill." She looked horrified that she hadn't asked more about it the first time.  
 
    "You do realise how strange all of this is, right?" she asked, placing a hand on my helmet.  
 
    "Well, I've known exactly what you were saying since the beginning, so for me it's not that new," I reassured her.  
 
    "I'd a feeling that was the case," she confirmed. "Although your voice is strange," she laughed. "And now that we're not being hunted, I have a lot of questions for you, mister."  
 
    As much as I wanted to direct her to Apollo, knowing he’d answer every question under the stars, there was no way she'd want anyone other than me to explain about this new and unknown reality.  
 
    "I’ve no idea where to start," I stated, looking about as if the sight before me would somehow present the answers.  
 
    "You're not doing anything for a while, are you?" she asked, and I shook my head, as she drew her bow. "Good, then we’re going hunting!"  
 
    * 
 
    Finding a way off the island from the ground wasn't as easy as I'd anticipated, the roads and winding routes were difficult to navigate amidst the mass of tents and bodies. Yet Tarwin's tenacity was a trait she'd not lost, and eventually the long stretch of stone that led back toward the lakeside came into view. A pair of stone stumps that I guess had once been towers sat on either side, and despite the lack of obvious guards, I'd no doubt we were being watched as we moved out from the camp.  
 
    Tarwin clearly wasn't worried, and as we finally reached the forest on the opposite side of the lake, I tried to imagine life as it had once been.  
 
    Years of hunting in the woods, all that time working together and being the best team in the village. All without speaking a word or having the knowledge of the world about us.  
 
    Only thing that's not changed is my willingness to follow her. I thought as she stopped, and so did I.  
 
    The gentle patter of rain and the light rustling of pine trees broke the silence. She carefully drew her bow, pulling back the string and releasing an arrow. The subsequent rustle and sharp caw heralded contact before a rather large bird fell from the trees.  
 
    "Good shot," I complemented, the playful humour in my voice feeling more than a little strange. 
 
    Talking like this... Nothing's ever going to be the same again. I thought, as she looked back, brushing hair from her eyes.  
 
    "Thank you, let’s hope it’s something good," she replied, recovering the arrow.  
 
    "I hope you haven't forgotten how to catch things either?" she asked in the way a teacher would before an important test.  
 
    "I haven't forgotten anything," I assured, straightening myself up.  
 
    I remained true to that statement over the next few hours, although she made me all too aware that blazing claws weren't the correct weapons for catching prey, nor was dragonfire. Thinking back to a time I myself had made the same statement to my friends, made the light scolding a little embarrassing.  
 
    Even so, she wasn't one to misuse my new abilities, and when our hunt finally concluded, a cooked meal was far easier to obtain. The sky had cleared slightly by the time we found ourselves beside the smooth, grassy banks of a small river, surrounded by ruined walls and crooked trees breaking up the grassy slopes. The winter sun had finally broken through, spreading its light, making the rushing water shimmer like liquid gold as it bubbled and surged over boulders.  
 
    "You know, I never caught this many after you left?" she mentioned, motioning to the pheasants and rabbits piled up next to her. "Although, I won't lie, I would have killed to get my hands on some more of those boom-orbs. They have their uses, that’s for sure," she added mischievously. 
 
    "I haven’t caught anything since leaving," I added, recalling the few times I'd actually hunted without her.  
 
    "Well, you could have fooled me," she responded, leaning back and taking a charred leg from the sizzling carcass.  
 
    I looked down at the singed bird, licks of white flame still flickering from the burnt grass around it.  
 
    "I think there are a lot of races I've fooled," I admitted, and she gave me a perplexed look.  
 
    "Why's that? I thought you said they all trusted you, that's why they're all here, isn't it?" she asked.  
 
    "They only trust what they want me to be. Like I said, I'm not like them, and I cannot explain everything because I don't know the full truth, but they're depending on me to be something I can't be," I added, the joy of being out in the wilderness with my closest friend all but exhausted by the reality check.  
 
    Tossing aside the small bone of her meal, Tarwin shuffled closer.  
 
    "Blaze, a few days ago, I'd no idea any of this existed. Well, I knew dragons, dark wizards and monsters were real, but nothing like this." She motioned back in the direction of the camp. "It always makes me wonder why Father was so desperate to protect me from it." 
 
    I picked up the courage to look at her, even if the mention of him made me want to crawl into the yawning hole inside my chest. 
 
    "Not that it did him much good," she continued in a whisper, tossing a small pebble into the river.  
 
    "No, if he had any idea of what was out here, he was right to be concerned," I replied.  
 
    She looked up, the pain in her eyes showing how many times someone had told her the same thing, only for her to refuse to believe it.  
 
    Coming from me, she can't ignore it. Can she?  
 
    "And you think that about your friends, do you?" she asked.  
 
    It took a moment for an answer to come to me, and even then, all I could do was shake my head in disapproval while her expression grew more serious. 
 
    "I know he was just trying to keep us safe, but..." she began. 
 
    "He was trying to keep you safe, not me," I cut her off, and once again, her anger seemed fuelled by the idea. "I know he never trusted me, any more than he did the world. Yorik is the same, but sometimes I think not trusting anything is the best way to survive out here."  
 
    "Is that why you're afraid to do what they need you to do? Is it because you don't trust them?" she asked deliberately. 
 
    Do I trust them? Her question raced around my mind, but ultimately, I knew the answer.  
 
    "I don't trust myself, because I can't be sure what will happen if I make any mistakes," I corrected, standing up and moving to the riverbank as the surge of reality felt like a kick in the tail.  
 
    "So that's why you remind me of him," she observed, raising her hand to her chin. 
 
    "The moment I heard your voice, you reminded me of Father. Although you sound nothing like him, now I can see why. The way you act and talk, you're not so different," she elaborated, and the idea swiftly eased my racing mind despite my avatar’s instant attempt to weaponise it.  
 
    She's right, I hardly protect my friends in a different way. But is that a good or a bad thing? Letting out a shallow breath, I ruffled my wings.  
 
    "Blaze," she continued, "out here I think I'm one of the leading experts on being different. Back home, we always thought we were in charge, and I thought I knew everything about the world when really, I was only part of the smallest, most pathetic group to live in it," she admitted, shuffling over and crouching beside me.  
 
    "Tarwin, you’re far from pathetic," I assured her, forging a smile across her face.  
 
    "Blaze, we were afraid of what we'd forgotten, and now that it's finally come back to us, we're ignorant of it. Father told me there was nothing but danger in the world, and yes, he was right, but he used that to hide the fact that our people had given up long ago," she went on, placing her hand on top of my helmet.  
 
    "Don't give up, because I know this world we've hidden from needs you," she finished, wrapping me in a hug.  
 
    "This world used to be a smaller place," I muttered as she released me and leaned back.  
 
    "I know, but it grew a whole lot the day I found you."  
 
    I looked at her, allowing the armour encasing my head to slide away over my neck. All of the loss and sadness I'd suffered without her focused into one moment as I hugged her back.  
 
    "Then, for me, it could never have been any better," I assured her as she brushed a hand over the back of my neck.  
 
    I'd no idea whether she could hear the words without my helmet, but it was clear that neither of us had to say anything more. As truthful as her words were, they didn't change the fact that, at dawn, I'd have to lead my friends into battle.  
 
    "Come on, it'll be dark soon, we should be getting back," she suggested, standing up and looking to the darkening sky.  
 
    "I know, the council is holding the last war meeting tonight," I informed her as my helmet slid back into place.  
 
    "Well, that makes it all the more important," she declared, motioning for me to follow as she moved back towards the camp.  
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    Council of the Elders 
 
      
 
    On the way back it seemed the camp guards weren't so dismissive, and the sound of beating wings signalled the approach of a larger dragon.  
 
    "Good, I’ve been looking all over for you," Soaren proclaimed, words battling through exhaustion as he straightened himself. "The order master and Elders request your presence at tonight's council, you and your friends are all to attend," he explained.  
 
    "What about her, she's my friend?" I asked, motioning at Tarwin.  
 
    The look on her face told me she'd heard; it was a look of pride. Soaren glanced between us, as if forced into a position not detailed in his orders.  
 
    "I am sure the order master will see fit to oblige your request, bring the mordrin, if you wish," he sighed, turning away.  
 
    "Her name's Tarwin," I corrected, but he simply grumbled to himself as he departed.  
 
    "Thanks," Tarwin whispered.  
 
    "Not everyone around here has given up on you, besides, even if they did, you'd be the last person I'd give up on."  
 
    "Say that to me again when you’re with your blue friend," she teased.  
 
    Verbally chastised, I blinked in confusion, before she waved goodbye and urged me to take off after Soaren.  
 
    "Boltock and the faldron will meet you there. Ember is already inside," the air dragon instructed, but his words were almost lost to the currents of my mind as much as they were the wind.  
 
    "What about Risha?" I asked, the absence of her name the only thing I picked up on.  
 
    He banked right, toward the keep as the larger of the tents began to pass by beneath us.  
 
    "I'm sure she'll be there too," he added.  
 
    The memory of her last words and her current feelings made me question that, and my eyes fixed on the vast tent bearing the healing glyph of the water order.  
 
    "I'm going to go find her," I argued, banking away. "You'll have to tell Zephyra that every race in the camp is coming, and I mean everyone!" I added before he could question.  
 
    Not that I'll listen if he objects. His expression telling me he knew as much. He's more like his order master than he knows.  
 
    "Very well, but be quick, and be quicker if your friend has already left!" he insisted begrudgingly, flying off toward the ruined keep.  
 
    I took him up on that last request as I dropped in front of the healing tent and stepped inside. A multitude of eyes watched me, be they dragon or otherwise. I didn't pay them much attention as I glanced about, catching no sign of Risha.  
 
    Maybe she's already gone on without me? I thought as I noticed a familiar face amidst the crowd.  
 
    The wounded man lying upon the bed of moss glared at me as I cautiously approached. Tarwin had been right when she'd said whatever treatment Yorik had received was working, but that didn't change the fact he'd once thought to kill me. Despite his stern expression, he looked incredibly weak.  
 
    I expect he doesn't want any of his kind to see him this way. Otherwise, Tarwin would have probably been here rather than with me.  
 
    "You, I know you can understand me," he coughed, and several griffins lifted their heads.  
 
    "I think you've always known I can," I offered, and what I thought would be shock was replaced by a laugh.  
 
    It was clear he'd accepted this strange new world for what it was. Just as I'd done.  
 
    "No, that was Tarwin's thing, that's why she's in charge," he responded, words broken by slight rasping. 
 
    "She's in charge because of her father, not anything to do with me," I stated firmly, but once again, he laughed.  
 
    "Obviously she knows far more about you than you know of her then," he answered, the suggestion irritating and intriguing me in equal measure.  
 
    "I was supposed to be in charge. After she got rid of you, her father deemed her ready to marry and I was to become the new chief," he began, immediately turning my thoughts to disbelief, anger and a cold, crushing realisation that such a thing wasn't so farfetched.  
 
    Tarwin hasn't told me any of this. What else hasn't she told me? I almost felt like I could rip the man's throat out for treating my friend in such a way. How dare he show her so little respect!   
 
    But what would that achieve other than turn me into the monster his kind has always feared? The more rational part of me interjected.  
 
    "But who should show up days before such a union could pass?" Yorik went on knowingly, his glare growing sharper.  
 
    "She'd never have done anything like that," I insisted, but he shook his head.  
 
    "I think without you she'd have done anything her village needed, no matter how much she didn’t want to," he countered.  
 
    I was on the verge of growling, when his expression softened.  
 
    "I see now that such things may have been hasty. Don't think that I don’t blame you for what became of the village, but those things matter little now."  
 
    He's not wrong, it was my fault. The memory of my old home in flames sent a jab of pain through me. 
 
    "You saved her that day, dragged her from the fire and then she saved us. The first time I saw you, I thought everything she said was stupid. I now know that was the narrow-minded view of a blind man," he confessed with a look confirming he'd deny ever having said this if I ever told anyone else.  
 
    I glanced down at my paws, battling not to allow Mordrakk access to his words, lest he turn them against me.  
 
    "I fear that, if not for her, we'd still be stuck in the mountains, preyed upon by beast-men until we were nothing but scraps and bones," he went on.  
 
    "Who says this is any better?" I asked.  
 
    "I do, and not because I trust you, but because she trusts you – enough to put the lives of our people in your care. Her judgment, no matter how strange, has never led us astray," he continued bluntly. "We were to be married, and whether I liked it or not, I have to trust her," he added, words cut off by a cough.  
 
    Thinking about that, I knew I should trust Risha in the same way. 
 
    But it's not that I don't trust her – I just don't want to hurt her.  
 
    "There is the one thing I never saw in you until that night in the fire," Yorik added.  
 
    "And what's that?" I asked.  
 
    "That you'd do anything to protect her."  
 
    He's right; I'd do the same for any of them. Though he spoke as if he almost demanded it as a promise.  
 
    "Blaze?" Risha's voice broke my concentration, her tone slightly touched by confusion.  
 
    I looked back to see her standing behind me as she asked.  
 
    "What are you doing here, shouldn't you be at the council?"  
 
    "I came back to get you. I mean, after everything I said, I just…" My voice trailed off, and her look became sympathetic. "Well, when it comes to talking, I still think you’re far better at it than I am," I admitted finally.  
 
    "At least I know that’s not a lie," she joked, moving away with a flick of her tail.  
 
    I raised a forepaw to my muzzle, where the fin at the tip of her tail had caught me.  
 
    "Look, Risha, I…" My words died once again.  
 
    The truth's there and yet so far away. Just tell her, tell her! My mind screamed. She's your best friend, you can trust her more than anyone.  
 
    The confession was more distant than the stars, and Mordrakk sought to ensure it stayed that way. Meanwhile, she glanced back, hanging on my fading words, before shaking her head.  
 
    "You're right, we should be going, the council will be meeting soon," she proposed, changing the subject, moving toward the exit.  
 
    I watched her while the truth burned like hot ashes in my muzzle, and swallowing my confession, I followed hesitantly.  
 
    Trust is a two-way thing, and if Yorik's right, I have to trust her. But I promised to never let anything hurt her again too. 
 
     My mind craved a distraction from the mental conflict, and glancing skyward, I focused on the flocks of winged creatures passing overhead. The sounds of the camp preparing for the next day’s battle drifted to my ears on the cold wind as my gaze panned over, eventually falling on the keep. Meanwhile, Risha looked back, her concern visible no matter how stoic she tried to appear.  
 
    "I take it you're not going to try and stop this?" she asked.  
 
    Uncertainty filled my mind. I didn't want to take them into battle, that was true, but would it stop them flying into a war without me?  
 
    That's hardly any better. If I'm there, I can keep them safe at least.  
 
    At the back of my mind, I already knew the answer, and the same thoughts that had allowed me to hide away for weeks and justify my desertion, were busy working on a way to save them, without risking their lives or any other than my own.  
 
    "It doesn't matter what anyone says, I'll never be fond of this idea," I admitted.  
 
    "I don't think anyone here is fond of the idea," she reasoned.  
 
    I stared at her, knowing there were a number of responses she wanted to hear, and yet I was fully aware that she expected only one, the one that left my muzzle.  
 
    "What about you?" 
 
    The look she gave confirmed my suspicions. She sighed, opening her muzzle to respond, but I raised a forepaw to stop her.  
 
    "I don't need to know," I informed bluntly. "I can't stop you; you were right. I know I should never have come back, knowing I'd have to risk your lives," I confessed. "I just want you to know I'd never do anything to hurt any of you."  
 
    "I never thought that. I know you’d always do best by us," she assured.  
 
    "I just hope I don't come to regret anything," I uttered, shying away.  
 
    "You won't, I promise," she replied sincerely.  
 
    As much as I appreciated her words, I knew she couldn't stick to them indefinitely, much like my own promises.  
 
    She has no idea how tomorrow will play out; this could be our last night alive.  
 
    "There you are! Come on, they won't wait all night," Boltock’s exasperated voice called as he appeared from the crowd.  
 
    The moment he made his presence known; the intensity of our conversation dispersed.  
 
    "Well, you're not in there either," his sister commented, drawing the green dragon to a halt.  
 
    "I wasn't going to turn up alone, and I found you two before Neera," he answered defensively, turning his tail to her and marching toward the keep before she could respond.  
 
    Even so, her promise held its station at the forefront of my thoughts, and my weak smile broadened. 
 
    "About tomorrow... I... I'll hold you to that, you know." 
 
    "I have no doubt about it," she responded with a wry smile, before the two of us followed her brother. 
 
    * 
 
    The meeting room for the council sat beneath the main keep, accessed by a large set of stairs below the wall. The remnants of a metal gate, shaped to mimic water, sat within a vast archway, while formidable icicles loomed down like clusters of frozen bats.  
 
    Like the rest of the strange ruins, it was similar to those I'd seen in Valcador, although it was worn and rusted. The tower of the main keep loomed above it, illuminated by flaming braziers and torches, as were the two smaller flanking towers, each bearing a griffin guard upon their ruined summit. While small gullies of what may have once been water features snaked down on either side of the stairs as they descended.  
 
    I tried to imagine its former beauty, adding running water to my mental image. The opportunity to take in more of the detail was stolen when we reached the bottom of the stairs, and found ourselves amidst a crowd of winged creatures.  
 
    "There you are," a voice cut through the noise.  
 
    Before I could determine who'd called out, I redirected my eyes to Neera and Ember. The latter of the pair stood beside one of the larger doors, while the other tried to enter without drawing too much attention.  
 
    "Glad to see you could find this place," Ember joked.  
 
    "You can say that again," Neera added as she straightened her cobbled armour and ruffled feathers.  
 
    "Forget about being noticed, it's hard to avoid being stepped on down here!" she flustered indignantly.  
 
    Her actions drew a laugh from Boltock, which seemed to be more like a way to avoid having to acknowledge Ember, though he clearly wanted to.  
 
    "So, I see you're all together at last," an older, instantly recognisable voice announced.  
 
    All eyes turned as Vulkaine strode into view. Behind him, the other Elders made their way through the crowd, everyone stepping aside to allow them passage as they exchanged a set of silent glances and nodded to their fiery companion.  
 
    "Elements of fire, water, earth and air," he stated wisely, looking to us all respectively, even encompassing Neera.  
 
    I guess her fire is at least half air, after all. I reasoned, glad to see someone didn't have a problem including her in all of this.  
 
    As expected, the faldron radiated pride, while the others bowed their heads in recognition as their elements were stated. I did no such thing. Instead, I locked eyes with his clouded spheres, instantly recognising the centuries of wisdom, assuring him he was doing the right thing.  
 
    Is it really the right thing, or the necessary thing? Before either of us could break the silence, another voice cast itself between us. 
 
    "It is good to meet you again, Guardian." It was a gruff, hardy and vaguely familiar sound.  
 
    We all turned, and my memory put a name to its owner, a large black griffin, one of his eyes clouded and crossed by a deep scar. Plated metal armour trimmed with gold adorned his body, distinguishing it from those of the formidable-looking griffins forming his guard. Without his throne, King Halfbeak appeared slightly less intimidating, though he still didn't look like a creature I wanted to cross. Even so, raising a talon up against his feathered breast, he lowered his head in a subtle bow.  
 
    "It’s good to meet your friends once more too," he added, looking at Risha with a particular hint of respect.  
 
    "Good to see you again too, your highness," I offered, motioning toward him with a forepaw.  
 
    "I was glad to hear of your triumph over the Dark Guardian. Even if the news came almost three seasons later than anticipated," he commented, waving a talon in emphasis.  
 
    I smiled, but with no clear response presenting itself, I remained awkwardly silent.  
 
    "Nevertheless, it would seem my efforts were not in vain, nor were yours. Perhaps the old alliance does indeed have more standing than we thought," he said, glancing at Vulkaine.  
 
    The older dragon nodded, but at that moment, his eyes fixed on something beyond me. The moment I noticed, I turned to see another figure appear beside the Elder, and the difference between them was incredible. Clopping hooves, hidden under a regal blue robe covering their white feathers and haunches, confirmed it was a hippogriff.  
 
    Their eyes glistened like the calm sky of a spring day, betrayed by a sharp, black beak. Instead of the armour worn by their half-feline counterpart, they wore a light frame of golden rings, necklaces and jewels, while a robe covered their rear legs and equine tail. King Halfbeak gave a subtle nod as the hippogriff noticed him, although their focus was fixed on me.  
 
    "Guardian, may I introduce Queen Eirian Silverwing, ruler of the hippogriff realm of Mistwind," Vulkaine continued, putting a name to the majestic creature while motioning toward her with a forepaw.  
 
    I gave a subtle bow, as did the others. Unlike the griffins, Eirian seemed far more interested in me than any formalities.  
 
    "So this is the one of which the Sigils’ legend spoke, the one of unnatural blood, the reason we are all here?" she asked curiously, her divine voice almost putting Zephyra's regal tone to shame.  
 
    So why does that feel more like a statement than a question? I thought as I nodded, somewhat anxious that I'd pollute the smoothness of her voice with my own.  
 
    "Yes, your majesty," I responded.  
 
    She closed her eyes and raised a foreleg, bowing in a way so fluent it made every other form of respect I'd seen look like a rockslide.  
 
    "I am pleased to say that the pleasure is mine, and on behalf of the rest of my kind, I must express my utmost respect."  
 
    When she raised her head, something nudged at my side, and I saw Risha motioning at the queen.  
 
    "T–Thank you, your majesty," I stuttered, awkwardly repeating myself. 
 
    "The lands to the south have long waited for the day the creators would return, and not to a griffin after all," she mused, a smile parting her beak as she glanced at Halfbeak.  
 
    It took a moment for him to realise she was addressing him, at which point he huffed.  
 
    "I merely hoped, Eirian. If the creators decree that he be a leatherwing, then so be it," he responded, puffing up his feathers.  
 
    She nodded and turned to Vulkaine. 
 
    "My pleasure, Elder one." 
 
    The Fire Elder nodded, the first smile I'd seen upon his face, appearing for the briefest moment, before fading as Eirian turned away.  
 
    "Guardian, may silver mist’s safe shroud find you," she added, before vanishing into the crowd.  
 
    What just happened, it's like she had me in a trance!? I sat there, stunned at the compliment.  
 
    "Long-feathered spell-spitters," Halfbeak muttered under his breath. "I shall take my leave, farewell, Guardian," he finished, nodding to the Elder and I before following after her with his guards.  
 
    Is it just me, or is there some awkward tension there? Regardless, silence endured until a stunned Neera interrupted.  
 
    "Do all royals treat you that way?" I caught her looking at me like I were a king.  
 
    "You have no idea," Risha answered for me.  
 
    "All but my own kind's, it seems," I sighed.  
 
    "I wouldn't be so quick to judge the one who has forsaken us all, for the Sovereign still has a part to play in this," Vulkaine stated wisely. "But such things do not matter right now. Now come, we should begin," he finished, waving a foreclaw toward the hall.  
 
    The others followed gradually while I paused, the gravity of our situation gripping my mind as the confusion of my recent introductions faded.  
 
    "Blaze!" a rushed voice announced, as if trying to steal my attention before I moved on.  
 
    Tarwin stood with a few other humans, and without a thought, I darted over.  
 
    "I still haven't quite gotten used to not understanding what is being said around here," she panted, crouching down to meet me. "Not to mention your leaders want to meet in the hardest place to find!" she stated, before standing to move on, muttering to herself. "This is going to be the strangest night of my life."  
 
    As they shuffled by, a final few stragglers edged past. Before finally, I was surprised to see Zephyra.  
 
    "I thought you'd have been first to enter?" I suggested as she approached.  
 
    She smiled, waving a dismissive forepaw. 
 
    "I thought you were the last one to have any expectations?" she replied. "No, this is the Elders’ council – and yours," she added respectfully. "So, with that in mind, shall we enter?"  
 
    If I say no, will she stay out here with me? Alternatively, if I ask her to call this off and let things take their course, will she do so? That dark reality flashed through my mind, and I knew it was something I couldn't do. No that future, that's not ours.  
 
    "This is how every end that came before began," Mordrakk boasted.  
 
    I gritted my teeth, nodded slowly to Zephyra and ignored my mind's dark words.  
 
    Then let this end be the end of that. I thought as we entered.  
 
    * 
 
    Narrow grooves and intricate markings, reminiscent of those I'd seen outside, covered the corridor beyond the archway and a pair of large wooden doors. As we passed through, the chamber opened out and I noticed it was slightly reminiscent of Dardien’s elder chamber. The smoothed outer walls rose up to a roughly domed, more natural-looking ceiling, while the architecture of the room appeared to be older than the ruins above.  
 
    Brazier light illuminated the space, and at its centre, a long table provided a sitting space for the few bodies it could accommodate. At the far end, the wall appeared to fall down into an ordinary cave, adding the sound of running water to the orchestra of noises.  
 
    Griffins occupied the seats closest to me. King Halfbeak perched on a large stone pedestal protruding from the crowd. The hippogriffs sat opposite, with Queen Eirian sat upon a similarly large pillar. Beside them, were the humans, closest to the rear of the chamber and lacking a pillar altogether. 
 
    I was unsure how to feel about that, yet was at least sure I should be glad they were here at all.  
 
    After being outcasts for so long, I can't expect them to be welcomed with complete open arms so soon, can I?  
 
    Regardless, the assembly all stood as Zephyra made her way to a throne on the far side, and except for the sound of gushing water, the cavern fell silent.  
 
    Four large pedestals rose up and curved about the back of her, separating the chamber from the cavern below. The space before them was reminiscent of the platform on which I'd stood before the Elders upon our first meeting, while a fifth forward podium loomed over the table and crowd. More strange markings decorated its surface and the more natural features. Yet both dripping sediment and vegetation had taken their toll, fading the ancient symbols.  
 
    This place is older than I thought. I noted as my attention moved to the Elders sat upon each pillar. I wonder if they really care as much as they say.  
 
    I moved around to the larger set of seats behind the podium, one of which was an old, stone throne. I noticed my friends, the Cartographer and his phoenix among them, while Apollo was perched beside the assembly and Soaren stood opposite like a silver extension of the ancient stonework. Risha and I exchanged glances, and I noted the seat next to her was vacant.  
 
    Don't need to guess who she saved that for. I thought, happy she'd not completely given up on me.  
 
    "Don't tell me you got lost," Neera joked, seemingly proud of her position at the most esteemed end of the chamber.  
 
    I shook my head and smiled, taking some relief from the break in the serious mood.  
 
    "We were beginning to wonder the same," the Cartographer muttered from across the arch to my right, giving me a knowing look as his second voice sniggered.  
 
    "Who's that?" Risha asked, peering round me to see the old dragon. 
 
    "A friend... Well, an acquaintance," I muttered, taking the seat next to her.  
 
    He looked pained, his eyes fixing on me in particular before glancing back to her and smiling.  
 
    "We are the Cartographer, at your service," he announced, the phoenix shifting to balance on his staff as he offered a subtle bow.  
 
    Risha looked as if she were trying to accept the kind greeting the way she would with any other dragon, and yet the confusion on her face grew somewhat.  
 
    "Cartographer of what?" she asked.  
 
    "Don't ask," I interrupted, and to my surprise, he looked proud that I'd done so.  
 
    By the creators, I'll never understand that dragon.  
 
    The sudden appearance of Zephyra from the archway silenced our conversation. She moved between us to take her place on the foremost podium, nodding to Apollo.  
 
    "Would you do me the honour of translation?" she requested, and without hesitation, he hovered forward, positioning himself above the central table.  
 
    "Greetings, noble races of the old alliance, my fellow leaders," the princess began while the construct translated and amplified her voice for all to hear.  
 
    The room fell silent and all eyes fixed on the princess, yet she looked at Apollo, and with a flash of light from his eyes, the golden hawk cast a flickering projection over the table. Like in the Taldran temple, it formed a shimmering image. Only instead of other worlds, what I assumed were the ruins above Dardien materialise before everyone. It was sad that the first things I identified were the cankerous orkin structures and the swarms of beasts coating the place like a carpet of insects.  
 
    How can anyone deny that this isn't going to work? I thought, noticing that even those most stoic were seemingly unsettled by the orkins’ numbers.  
 
    "This is the most recent assessment of the Brazen Horde's occupation of Andruid," Zephyra declared. "As you can see, it is a situation unlike any since the treachery of the Guardians. This is why you have all been called here, for this night we must once again decide how to act against this evil, lest it claim us all."  
 
    A feeling of dread washed over me – this is it; this is real and there's no turning back.  
 
    A new, more respectful silence gripped the chamber as each pair of eyes focused on Zephyra, many seeming to judge the young leader, especially the griffins. The gem-like eyes of the hippogriffs gleamed with more of a sense of pride and ancient tradition, while Tarwin and the rest of her kind just looked daunted.  
 
    It was at that point, I realised, that beside the Elders, the Cartographer, and maybe a few older dragons, none of them had ever attended such a meeting. It may have been because of that notion that the sense of remaining true to a long-forgotten treaty lay so heavy in the air, but Zephyra ignored the tension as she continued. 
 
    "The plains to the south have become infested by the enemy. The ruins have become a fortress for the brazen warlord and his commanders, the forces of which, I am pained to say, number in the tens of thousands, if not more."  
 
    A chorus of hushed tones and voices filled the air as advisors whispered into the ears of their leaders and higher-ranking soldiers muttered about the dire situation. On the griffin side, the stamping of armoured talons cut off the whispering as a random featherwing spoke up.  
 
    "Maybe the ancestors should have been wiser than to leave the defence of the city to your kind alone."  
 
    Within moments, more voices rallied about the accusation.  
 
    "Indeed! Leatherwings have always been arrogant!" 
 
    "You'd never slay a single orkin, unless it was within your own nests," another griffin added.  
 
    "I did not think your kind would be one to accuse others of arrogance," a hippogriff cut in as she stood up, and all avian eyes instantly set upon each other.  
 
    "And what would you know about any of this, you haven't set a claw north of the cursed lands in over a hundred years!?" a griffin challenged, causing several hippogriffs to scowl and puff up their feathered chests. 
 
    "I will have you know that the world does not revolve about the northern lands," another hippogriff stated. "The south and east bear many dangers you are lucky to be ignorant of."  
 
    "Well, maybe you should have stayed down there with the rest of those who abandoned the old alliance," a griffin retorted swiftly.  
 
    "The notable word there is old. This alliance has not been called upon in our lifetime, nor has it within those of two generations," one hippogriff cleverly replied.  
 
    They seemed to have their verbal adversaries beaten at that, and in their defeat, the griffins turned toward the princess.  
 
    "And what of your kind, what do leatherwings have to say on this matter?"  
 
    "Indeed, your kind saw the passing of the last great age, surely you know more of this new plight?" came more questions.  
 
    "Enough!" a loud voice boomed, heralded by an almost godly stomp of metal talons.  
 
    "All of you remain silent. Senseless babbling will not see us closer to the orkins’ defeat," Halfbeak declared, looming like thunder clouds atop his pedestal, the glare he shot the hippogriffs like lightning.  
 
    The queen of the avian-equines stood, waving her graceful wings to gently silence her restless subjects without a word.  
 
    "Indeed, he is right; we will make no progress this way." Eirian nodded at the griffin monarch, dismissing his glare with one of her own. "We have waited long enough to make our move against the orkin, for if Dardien falls, nothing will stand between our enemy and the cursed lands.” 
 
    An uneasy feeling fell over the room, a sensation only amplified as the hippogriff queen added.  
 
    "For should Mordrin's foulness rise again, there will be no hope of victory."  
 
    A low grumble left Halfbeak's throat, yet even he seemed to fear those implications and both he, and the queen, turned their attention to Zephyra.  
 
    "There's also the situation involving your father. Dealing with this should have been his task to begin with," the King added, a clear hint of bitterness in his tone.  
 
    Zephyra collected herself and straightened. It was no surprise when her answer came.  
 
    "So it should. It is clear that Dardien’s current Sovereign is unfit to rule. He points accusations of betrayal at his own subjects, to safeguard his crown. If we are to win the day, he will be relieved of his position," she admitted somewhat shamefully. 
 
    "And what of Dardien’s armies?" Queen Eirian asked, ushering an unsettled glance from both Halfbeak and Zephyra.  
 
    "What remains of our forces are stationed here, and as for those who remain in the city, we have no word. A small resistance force still battles within Andruid, but beyond that we cannot rely on Dardien’s soldiers to aid us," the princess admitted, and a small, golden patch appeared upon Apollo's projection highlighting the band of armoured dragons trapped inside the city.  
 
    There's so few of them down there? I observed, heart dropping, as Mordrakk asked why I should save the dragons who'd betrayed me.  
 
    Because it would be the right thing to do but... My thoughts trailed off. How can I risk the lives of so many, to save so few? Heated arguments began anew around me.  
 
    "So tell me, how do you expect to face the armies of the Brazen Horde and those of Shadow Fen? Even with the Guardian’s return, there are simply not enough wings," Halfbeak stated, glancing to Tarwin and the others before adding with uncertainty. "Or arms."  
 
    I sank back at the mention of my title, his statement compounding my fears and bringing to light how many lives would be lost if I didn't do something soon. Moreover, it was clear that Zephyra's resolve was also beginning to waiver, as she glanced from face to face with uncertainty. All the while, Apollo desperately tried to keep track of every word as he darted from left to right in an effort to translate everything. I heard the Cartographer huff and saw him lean forward, resting his head upon his staff.  
 
    "There’s no longer any respect in the world – and they wonder why darkness flourishes," he muttered, glancing at me.  
 
    He sounds like Mordrakk. In that moment of chaos, it was hard to stop the dark image of my mind forming over the old dragon as I wished I could simply fall through my seat into the cave below.  
 
    This is exactly what he told me would happen!  
 
    The arguments went on until, with a booming roar, a storm of red-hot flame filled the roof of the cave, causing the rock to hiss and glow.  
 
    "Silence!" Vulkaine boomed, drawing all eyes toward him and his Elder companions. "Your arguments are meaningless; your fear is simply another weapon our enemies will use to their advantage."  
 
    Despite a few disgruntled looks from the griffins, and a look of frustration for the intervention having taken so long from the hippogriffs, everyone sank back into their seats. Meanwhile, Vulkaine’s faded eyes scoured the room, before he folded his wings and looked down at Zephyra.  
 
    "Your highness, if you please," he proposed, and she nodded, stepping back with a regal bow into the archway between the Cartographer and I.  
 
    "Good job," I whispered to the princess as Vulkaine swooped down onto the podium in her place.  
 
    Zephyra smiled, and nodded, while I could see the Cartographer appeared to share my adoration.  
 
    Not everyone is against her. She's worth ten of every other king and queen in here as far as I'm concerned. I thought, as Vulkaine addressed the gathering.  
 
    "To confirm the princess’s words, yes, there is an army out there whose numbers vastly exceed our own. Nevertheless, they are a crude mockery of the noble kind they once were, and they are now nothing but savages." There was a series of grunts and nods at that statement, and the Elder paused for a moment before going on.  
 
    "Long ago, this alliance stood for peace and tranquillity in the world, enduring for many an age before the Guardians were challenged. But we defeated that age of darkness, and I doubt that you would dishonour your ancestors’ sacrifice to make this world a better place by letting such cruel and deceitful creatures claim it for themselves while you sit here squabbling."  
 
    His tone calmed, but his prompt to respect burned like a fiery passion within. The crowd shifted, and even the humans looked unsettled. Even so, it was Halfbeak who finally spoke up, bowing his head before the words left his beak.  
 
    "With all due respect, sentiment will not be enough to claim victory."  
 
    "Of this fact, we are aware. Yet we must ask that you trust in each other. For that is the reason we are here today." The Elder acknowledged after a brief moment of contemplation.  
 
     "I am sure you are all familiar with the legend the Sigils received from the creators themselves upon the eve of last age's twilight?" he went on, and there was a series of muffled voices before most heads nodded in union. "It states that when darkness falls, one of unnatural blood will be born among the nine great races of our ancestors’ legacy."  
 
    I felt the great weight of everyone's expectations fall upon me, and that desire to disappear grew stronger.  
 
    "This whole world is that legacy. The very ground upon which we stand, the water of the oceans, the air we breathe, everything the elements have sway over is that greatness, and through tyrannical ages past, our ancestors did not leave us so defenceless," he continued, and I felt those expectations shift, his revelation pausing the judgment I'd been dreading for so long.  
 
    That was at least until his eyes fell upon me.  
 
    "Guardian, if you would?" The question was paralysing.  
 
    How can I stand before everyone here and act like I'm the hero? My mind raced, at least until each of my friends stood, and I realised the fire Elder wasn't just looking at me.  
 
    Seeing them at my side was all the reassurance I needed, and we all took a step forward together. More whispers filled the air, forcing me to focus on my friends to block them out.  
 
    "Old friend?" Vulkaine went on, and at the summons the Cartographer placed the Fallen Star before him with a dusty thud, and immediately the Elder set about finding the page he'd shown me.  
 
    "I am sure some of you have heard the legends regarding the elemental pillars, the foundations of all elemental magic that dwells within our world. As the descendants of our masters, dragon kind was bound to them, yet still the shards were shared amongst four of the nine races," the Elder elaborated, earning proud looks from the hippogriffs, and somewhat begrudging confusion from their half-feline counterparts.  
 
    "Only the leaders of each race were permitted to know of their true existence, unless more dire of circumstances arise," he explained, glancing knowingly at Queen Eirian.  
 
    "You speak as if the pillars are more than a legend. We had more reason to believe the Guardian would return than to put stock in the stories of magical crystals," Halfbeak scoffed, waving a talon dismissively.  
 
    "Quite the contrary, your highness, I think you will find a great many things are as far from legends as you or I," Vulkaine countered, pressing on despite the griffin’s scowl. "All living races still loyal to the alliance of the nine were called upon, Queen Eirian knows of this, her kind being the bearers of the pillar of air. The watchers of the water pillar are long forgotten, and those of earth long extinct."  
 
    Halfbeak’s expression stiffened further at that, as he pressed.  
 
    "So that of fire, you have it, don't you? It's in Dardien?"At that, the fire Elder nodded, and the griffin king laughed bitterly.  
 
    "You had a power like that all this time and failed to utilise it?" he growled.  
 
    Vulkaine nodded again, but before the royal featherwing could continue, the water Elder spoke. 
 
    "One cannot simply access the power within the pillars – only the founder of dragonkind herself and one other were ever able to open one without the use of a magic most dark. To enter any elemental realm, one must be worthy of Goldfire’s legacy," she explained, and behind me I saw Zephyra shiver, glancing down at her foreclaws.  
 
    She doesn't think she's worth any more than I do? I thought, as I knew without a doubt, the Elders only needed me as Acrodan once had.  
 
    "And after eight hundred years, one of your kind hasn't been worthy of this? How do we know that this isn't just a show?" Halfbeak replied caustically, the rest of his followers backing him up with a chorus of cheers.  
 
    "Not since the days of Aria has there been a dragon worthy of the golden flame, true," Vulkaine explained, unfazed as he glanced at me.  
 
    "Then the Guardian will open our salvation?" Halfbeak asked.  
 
    "Would you prefer it were a griffin?" Eirian's graceful voice interrupted, a sharp edge to her tone.  
 
    The feathering king scowled. 
 
     "I would prefer to know why we would waste so many lives in an unwinnable battle if our hopes rest solely upon one dragon," he countered.  
 
    He's right, how many will have to die? Even if I get this done as fast as I can, it'll be a blood bath!  
 
    The look in Risha's eyes showed that she knew exactly what I was thinking, but as I turned to ask the Elder, he spoke first.  
 
    "Because, as you know, the armies of the orkin are not our only enemy," he stated abruptly, and at the mention of some higher power, everyone fell silent.  
 
    "An evil greater than even the traitorous Guardians has returned, it hides behind the veil of the Brazen Horde, its dark agents manipulate the orkin and its ebon serpents kill wherever they wish. But I assure you that when the battle begins, the Darkness will no longer be able to hide," he stated, glancing over at Apollo.  
 
    Without a word, the construct steadied his hover and focused on the projected image as the Elder directed everyone’s attention with a nod.  
 
    "As we know, the orkin are unaware of our location and our plans to attack. We have identified three strong positions within the city as well as an area of resistance from Dardien's defenders. If we can breach the outermost defences with an aerial assault, the most important thing will be to assassinate their leaders, leaving the rest to fall into anarchy. At that point, the true Darkness will have no choice but to battle in their stead," he began, the scenario playing out perfectly upon the projection as a series of golden spots and arrows.  
 
    "And what of the soldiers already in the city, could we not gain their assistance?" Soaren questioned, his eyes fixed upon the marked area within the ruins.  
 
    "I agree, I will lead an elite force to aid the defenders. We will need as much of Dardien's support as we can muster, if we are to relieve my father of his position," Zephyra added, stepping up beside Soaren.  
 
    Is it just me or do those two look at one another in an odd way? I observed.  
 
    Glancing at the rest of the room, I noticed that while the other rulers still looked reluctant about what had been proposed, they nodded in agreement.  
 
    "Then there is but one task remaining: The Guardian and his wing must reach the temple, for it is beneath the elder chambers that the pillar is hidden," Vulkaine added, and once again, the idea of dragging my friends into battle was crushing.  
 
    Mordrakk's illusion watched from across the room, his fiery eyes visible from the shadows. Yet I said nothing of my thoughts as I recalled the pit in the Elders’ chamber from the first day I'd arrived in Dardien.  
 
    That must be where it's hidden, that pit looked very deep. Assuming as much, I stepped up, looking down at the projection. But in the time it takes me to get down there... No, I have to do more, I have to stop the orkin first.  
 
    "I agree, but I get to kill Balgore, he bears armour that no blade but my own can match," I stated firmly, looking at the centre-most tower.  
 
    Each pair of eyes peered at me as if I was about the only one in the room that no one dare question. 
 
    "So much for the secret passage," I heard the Cartographer mutter from behind me as Vulkaine turned.  
 
    He watched my friends and I closely, and I could sense a wave of uncertainty wash over them before he nodded.  
 
    I'm hardly worth that level of respect, but if it gets me what I need, then so be it.  
 
    "Very well, it would seem a smaller sized wing will attract less attention; does anyone object to this?" Vulkaine asked, glancing back to the crowd.  
 
    "No, my wings stand ready to do their part and die, should the time come," Eirian stated proudly, the rest of her kind mirroring her stoic pose.  
 
    "Very well, you have our support. My wings and Talon Guard will fly at your command. May this make for a better world, should we win the day," Halfbeak huffed, bowing his head respectfully. "I just hope this elemental magic of yours is as potent as you claim."  
 
    "Hey! You're all talking about a city under a cliff, only accessible by flight. Spirits be damned if we are sitting this out, but you may notice that we've got no wings," Tarwin suddenly hollered, and my head rose at the sound of her voice, heralded by the bang of her father's axe against the table.  
 
    A chamber full of the most powerful rulers and she shouts at them like fools. That's Tarwin, for sure.   
 
    Everyone glanced back at her, but she stood firm, occasionally glancing to me while Apollo gave an interpretation of her words.  
 
    "It would seem your kind is as determined as you are stubborn. I admire your resilience," Vulkaine offered.  
 
    Tarwin glanced at him with an aura of understanding she'd reserved only for me all those winters past.  
 
    "I used to wonder why it was that the Dark Guardian of Mordrin endured for so long, and now I do not," he added with a knowing smile.  
 
    Yet despite Tarwin's insistence, no one really offered any solution.  
 
    She's right they certainly can't fly into Dardien with the rest of us. I thought, yet it was at that moment that Halfbeak finally spoke up.  
 
    "In honour of the old alliance and those that still stand by it, I will see that every soul willing to fight gets their due," the griffin told the Elders, his words encouraging Eirian to add her own agreement, before both the elderly dragon and Tarwin nodded.  
 
    "Very well, then, it is decided – tomorrow, on the eve of the longest night of water's season, we fly upon Dardien as our ancestors once did. May they smile upon us," Vulkaine finished, stepping back with a bow.  
 
    "See that your forces are prepared for battle at dawn, for soon thereafter, our fate will be decided once again," Zephyra added, and at that, the other rulers bowed and the crowds began to flow out of the chamber.  
 
    "Well, that was interesting," Boltock observed.  
 
    "I think I'll leave the politics to you guys," Neera added, inspecting her foreclaw as if that were far more important.  
 
    "Come on, we should all get out of here and rest. We'll need it," Ember advised sensibly as she began to walk out of the chamber.  
 
    There were no arguments, yet I waited for all of them to pass, before moving to Risha's side.  
 
    "I don't know if I can do it," I admitted, shying away from her gaze.  
 
    "Do what? What Vulkaine asked?" she questioned.  
 
    "That pillar, if it's true. I know what it is, and if that was their plan all along, they're using me the same way Acrodan did," I told her. 
 
    She paused.  
 
    "If it's true, you'll be saving everyone, not dooming them like you think you did the last time," she assured me. 
 
    "I know, it's just... All this happened because I opened that sphere."  
 
    No all this happened because I failed. I still couldn't tell her the full truth. 
 
    "You did that to save us," she replied, not hiding the fact she was glad I'd chosen their lives all that time ago.  
 
    What I'll not do to save any of them is beyond me, she knows that.  
 
    "I have to speak to them, there are some things I need to know. You go back to the nest, I'll catch up," I requested.  
 
    Initially, she seemed reluctant to leave, but a moment later, she nodded, gently brushing my muzzle with her wing as she departed.  
 
    "Please don't go too far," she asked with a weak smile.  
 
    "I won't, I promise," I assured, nonetheless recalling how bad I was at keeping promises as I turned away.  
 
    "I suppose you're happy now, are you?" I interjected suddenly, interrupting a conversation between Vulkaine and the Cartographer as I rounded on them.  
 
    I caught Soaren and Zephyra glance back from the door as they departed, but neither of them intervened before vanishing. The only one who looked as if he may have something to add was Apollo, who was still slightly flustered from having to translate an entire argument.  
 
    He glanced at me, and as if reading my thoughts, said nothing, choosing instead to follow the princess and Soaren. The only dragons left to witness my frustration were the other Elders, yet a gesture from Vulkaine urged them to leave too. 
 
    "I'm starting to think you planned this whole war from the start," I accused the two remaining dragons.  
 
    They exchanged glances while the phoenix fluttered onto Vulkaine's horns, giving a coo that held a hint of dissatisfaction. I didn't even know that feeling was within the bird’s range of emotions, but if it was, then such disapproval wasn't directed toward me as it peered down at its fiery master. Even so, the older dragon finally sighed.  
 
    "To wish for a war is a fool's choice, no matter the cause," he advised calmly.  
 
    Yeah, and even a fool would know that's true! My expression didn't soften one bit, but that didn't seem to surprise him. 
 
    "This darkness had been coming long before we knew of you," he said, "but when you were found, we saw a chance to change that forever."  
 
    So I really am just a tool to everyone? I thought, and much to my frustration, there was no hint of shame or sympathy in his voice. 
 
     "Since the Guardian War, the world has stood shattered and segregated. The tension you just witnessed is a testament to how far we have fallen from the days of old," he continued.  
 
    "So why not just use this pillar to save them, surely there are other worthy dragons? Why not just use it like the last time you had to?" I reasoned.  
 
    Vulkaine opened his muzzle to reply, but I dismissed his words with a wave of a forepaw and went on.  
 
    "So many have died because of what you failed to tell me, and tomorrow, many more will follow. If you'd told me about all of this on the day we met, it would have saved so much. Please don't say you didn’t trust me, because everyone else trusted that stupid legend the moment they laid eyes on me," I snapped, closing in on Vulkaine with little regard for his larger size.  
 
    He and the Cartographer did nothing but look back at me, however, and I felt a strange sensation I was just playing into their claws even more.  
 
    "The elements are not weapons to be used so eagerly," the earth dragon interrupted, his first and most sensible voice taking the lead. "Nor are those who command them. Only twice have their powers been called upon – once by Seraphine herself and again by Aria at the end of the Guardian War." 
 
    I glanced between them, the expectance in their eyes no less than it had been the day on which we had met.  
 
    "And what of the amulet? You failed to mention that to anyone," I countered, unable to put Mordrakk's real plan into words as I added bluntly. "You know that if he finds it, he'll kill us all?"  
 
    "That's for you to decide," Vulkaine responded.  
 
    "No, it isn't enough. Even if you did convince the others, you can't expect any of this to work," I insisted, recoiling like an angry viper.  
 
    I felt my mind freeze as Mordrakk's image wrapped itself about my thoughts, as if he were a snake ready to suffocate its prey. The action forced the truth to the tip of my tongue, but only at that point, did I at least feel I was in the presence of those who could understand and maybe fix it, or at the very least guide me.  
 
    The only problem is I don't trust them. I thought, though out of sheer spite I felt like telling them I wasn't a hero. But if I do make them reconsider, will it save the lives of my friends and every good creature left?  
 
    "I can't, because he's as much a part of me as any of the other creators, whether you knew that or not, and if I have it... I know I can't stop him," I finally confessed.  
 
    Vulkaine opened his muzzle to speak, but the Cartographer intervened, waving his staff between us, motioning toward the exit and adding. 
 
    "The princess is right, old friend, you should make ready before dawn."  
 
    The Elder remained silent, then nodded and departed.  
 
    I watched him and the fiery bird leave, waiting for his long tail to snake around the corner before glancing back to the Cartographer.  
 
    "Come, walk with me," he proposed, motioning to another of the arches.  
 
    I hesitated for a moment, unsure whether I could, or even wanted to take him up on the offer. However, I'd just told them the truth I feared more than anything, and if there was something he knew that could save all I cared about, I had to know. So I followed him out along ever-longer corridors and stairways that wound their way under the ruins, mixing with natural caves, caverns and walk ways.  
 
    Some were collapsed, and after a short time, we approached a set of small stairs leading up onto the walls of the fort. To my right, the old ramparts met the cliffside walkway I'd walked on with Zephyra. While to the left, it curved around the front of the keep. Directly ahead, it wound out over the shore of the lake, meeting a small isle of snowy grass and pebbles before curving back slightly.  
 
    At its end was the ruined shell of a tower that looked to have been some form of signal fire. It seemed lonely, cast out into the cold as if the rest of the fortress didn't care for it. Even so, the Cartographer began to walk toward the crumbling extension, and I reluctantly followed. The moon had shed its cloudy veil, allowing majestic blue light to radiate down over the lake’s icy waters as it illuminated my escaping breath like a ghost.  
 
    It may not be the midnight plains, but the moon here is so beautiful.  
 
    Icicles and mounds of snow-covered rocks sparkled like glass, as if to add to the glittering display of the stars. The only break in the tranquillity was the darkness amidst the mountains and the flames of braziers dotted over the shore at our backs. From which, radiated the sound of hammering metal and laboured exertions. Amongst it all, I could hear the singing and the rhythm of merriment as many of the creatures celebrated.  
 
    So much for resting? I thought to myself as I glanced back.  
 
    "I'm sure that this, for many, will be the last chance to have such a time," my guide commented as he noticed my attention was diverted.  
 
    I shuddered at the thought and turned back to see we were standing before the ruined beacon, like two fallen leaves cast adrift on the water. I peered up at the crumbling stonework, overcome by vegetation and snow, then my head sank as I realised just how right he was.  
 
    The old dragon seemed all too aware of the effects of his comment – avoiding the deaths that were certain to come at dawn wasn't an option. Yet I didn't know if I was sad or angry as I realised that it was nothing new to him.  
 
    "Of course, for many, it will also be a day of glory," he added.  
 
    He peered out over the calm water, ruffling the satchel containing the book that had led me to the truth. Yet I didn't manage to recover any joy from knowing that.  
 
    How can I think even a single positive thought on a night like this?  
 
    "No, you fool, tell him what you told all the others. You know it is right," the Cartographer's second voice muttered, sounding somewhat reasonable for the first time ever.  
 
    That caused my attention to perk, and I stared at him as he sighed.  
 
    "We cannot pretend to know how you feel," he began, eyes fixed on the inky darkness. "We have lived for millennia, and yet throughout all we have seen, we see that one's soul is what cannot be lost," he told me sincerely, surprisingly sympathetic.  
 
    "Who are you?" I asked once again, knowing there was no longer any hiding behind secrets.  
 
    A dragon that does nothing but map knowledge in an archive can't be capable of all of this mayhem.  
 
    He seemed to acknowledge my summation as he glanced my way, one half seemingly surprised I'd asked, the other honoured.  
 
    "We are old, very old, far older than any dragon should be, old enough to know tales that have become myth, and to have seen many legends unfold before our eyes," he explained.  
 
    My mind fought to dismiss the idea; he was mad, I knew that for sure, but as he'd demonstrated, he was far from useless. He was one of the major reasons I was here, be that for better or worse. As I inwardly debated, he glanced down at the gold segments adorning my wings and tail.  
 
    "Etherium gold, arcane armour forged by the star dragons of old," he commended admirably, eyes glowing like gems.  
 
    I felt the urge to shift it from his sight, but a combination of it being a futile gesture and the way he looked at the magical metal, subdued the idea.  
 
    "Who are you, really?" I pressed.  
 
    "One of the few to see the dawn of our kind, we are a first-born dragon," he answered, his eyes fixed on mine, and all but his wisest tone fell completely silent.  
 
    I may have mistaken him for one of Dardien's Elders, if not for his twitching tail and muzzle. Yet I shook my head, knowing it wasn't the answer I was after, and not offending him was off my list of concerns this time.  
 
    "So... you're one of the first dragons?" I pressed and both of his personalities seemed intent on taking time to contemplate the eternally distant memory.  
 
    "We once told you that it was beyond our memory," he explained, his second voice scoffing at the idea. "And for the most part, we were honest, which is why we gave you the tome of the Fallen Star – it was a record of many events to transpire over the twilight of the last age, before the Darkness, before the dawn of the Dark Guardians," he explained.  
 
    My eyes narrowed as my mind began to work on his words and fragments of my memories fell slowly into place.  
 
    "You're one of them, aren't you, one of the star dragons that became mortal?" I challenged. 
 
    "No, not entirely. We were hatched in the years after the ancestors liberated this world, long after the Age of Tyranny and Goldfire's original sacrifice," he explained, voice trailing off as he looked to his claws. "Our father was of the stars, our mother of the mortal drakaran, we were born of both worlds." 
 
    So he's half star dragon? I thought, still putting things together as he continued.  
 
    "We differ little from mortal kind, as we are bound to the elements, just like our mother. However, a first-born life is not the same as a star dragon's immortality, since we grow weary and tire without death, unlike the ancestors of gold," he sighed, looking past his foreclaws as if his reflection in the water were a ghost.  
 
    "Enishra, our great legacy," he mumbled, glancing up at the darkened mountains as if they were a grand gem in a treasury. "We do hope you do right by her, as they once did," he added with a smile, his second personality nodding in agreement.  
 
    My eyes trailed up to the sky, almost as if I didn't deserve to look upon the treasure on which I stood.  
 
    "You know there's a way to stop him, don't you?" I stated, while inside I hoped and begged for an answer that would prove me wrong.  
 
    "There will come a time of sacrifice, such things face us all. No matter what you believe or what you're told by your gods, mortal or otherwise, you stand here as you – and it is you who must choose."  
 
    "How could I have even let any of this happen?" I confessed with a weak sigh. "I should be dead, and he should have been locked away in the sphere forever," I added, recalling Mordrakk's revelation about the first time we'd fought millennia previously.  
 
    The Cartographer peered at me, almost as if angered that I'd think such a thing.  
 
    "And give up your life, all you have? If that were so, you would not have all that you have fought for: your friends, family… love," his voice faded for a moment.  
 
    "It was never my life, though, was it? It's just his last hope at victory. I'm nothing more than what I was made to be," I stated, and again he appeared frustrated.  
 
    "The same could be said for any of us, but we choose to make ourselves more. You can beat him because of the very fact that you are more, and if that were not so, you would be no different from an ebon wing," he continued, jabbing at my shoulder with his staff. 
 
     How different from them am I really? They're slaves to Mordrakk, I'm a slave to the creators? Even so, I tried to force a smile, but it ultimately wilted.  
 
    "If he's right, are we all so different in the end?" I asked, the image of the orkin coming to mind, followed by the heated debate back in the council chamber. 
 
    "The creators make blunt accusations of those they see as nothing more than toys. Yes, mortal kind are fleeting, savage and unruly, but they are also loyal, kind and caring – you know this better than most. That is why you are more than they are, because you feel, you think, you see more, and you truly care," he stated matter-of-factly.  
 
    "An immortal being can never see the world like that, which is why, when the time comes, you can overcome even the Great Master," he went on, gesturing out to the darkness with a forepaw.  
 
    "This night is a testament to that, the longest night of winter. Upon this night, the tyranny of the Overlords was conquered. The night upon which the first dragonfire was lit," he explained, as if it were some kind of fairy-tale. "We too have looked upon the stars, and the same image that greets us every night would have greeted Seraphine, as it does all dragons."  
 
    "Mordrakk thinks freedom is what makes us weak." He glanced at me knowingly. "That is the Darkness speaking through him. We doubt the true Great Master would agree. But what do you believe?"  
 
    "I think they're all wrong." 
 
    "For what they did to you?" he asked, but I shook my head.  
 
    "No, for how they treat everyone, even those who follow them."  
 
    He smiled.  
 
    "And yet those who follow you...?"  
 
    "They never should have," I interrupted before he could finish. "I've already cost one of them everything and the rest a great deal because of what I did."  
 
    "I see, the ebon wing troubles you?"  
 
    What, how does he...? At that, I didn't care what he knew or how he knew it.  
 
    I didn't know whether it was anger, sorrow, fear or weakness, but at the mention of Pyro, I felt completely powerless.  
 
    "No! I saw him die, and it haunts me every day. I know he's gone, I'm just afraid it will..." My words faded. 
 
    "Happen to everyone else?" he questioned.  
 
    "The truth is, the idea of my friends dying is not the only thing that scares me. I am terrified that, given the choice, they'll abandon me like Aries. I know Mordrakk would do anything to them to break me, that's why I cannot stop him, not with them at my side."  
 
    The Cartographer didn't seem to have any words to dissuade my horror, and I respected that he remained silent instead of feeding me false hope.  
 
    "It is a feeling that no god could ever have, to fear the loss of those who you hold most dear. It makes you more than them, and while we know you may not listen to us or the other Elders, you should listen to your own feelings," he advised, patting my shoulder with a wing as he moved by and added.  
 
    "Fear not the dawn, do not pity those who would follow you to it. Know, that pity should be directed to those that would stand in your way." He offered a smile, his second personality muttering about how many orkin were going to learn that lesson.  
 
    I gave him a weak nod as he disappeared back into the keep, leaving me alone in the cold.  
 
    How can I believe him, how can I think he's right? I took one last glance back at the camp, the sounds of merriment persisting. My pity's right where it should be: all the lives lost because of me, because I've failed so many times.  
 
    I couldn't let any of them do this, not the Elders, the princess and especially not my friends. I was the immortal champion of the creators, the weapon the gods crafted to save their mortal creations. I'd no care for that responsibility or for that which Mordrakk had charged me. I knew one thing though. 
 
    I have to save them alone.  
 
    * 
 
    Soft snow slowly parted under my weight as I set down amidst the trees, cold wind blowing as my wings settled at my flanks. The night air felt still about me, and not even the trees rustled as I glanced about. The torch light and merry din drifted across the calm waters of the icy lake behind me, but as far as I could tell, no one had followed me.  
 
    I was leaving them again, just as I always sought to, only now there was no stopping what had been set in motion. I was the only one who was going to die because of this war. I would tear through the whole orkin army, if I had to, and battle anyone that got between the temple and I. After that, I'd have to figure out exactly what the pillar of fire was and how to use it, but given my experience with shards of its kind, I didn't expect that would present too much difficulty.  
 
    As for Balgore's forces? I was immortal and had the power of a god. I'd become a daemon to the Brazen Warlord himself and I would live up to that name. My only other concern was Mordrakk’s desire for the amulet. I'd no intention of hunting it down or letting any of them take it. That self-assurance gave me even more incentive to do this on my own, sparing every life in camp.  
 
    "You would trust this new power; one you know nothing of?" the dark fiend's rasping voice questioned.  
 
    I looked to see him sitting on a crooked branch to my right, fiery eyes peering at me as if I were more a fool than he'd previously thought.  
 
    "I don't, but I do trust myself, and if I'm as powerful as we both know I am, there's no need for them to act in my place." 
 
    "Then why even consider it?" he asked.  
 
    I opened my muzzle to respond, faltering before I spoke.  
 
    "You know you can't win this without embracing your whole self," he interjected, a flash of fire taking the shape of my amulet within his wicked claws.  
 
    I turned sharply, flinging snow into his illusion, which faded only to reform before me.  
 
    "You should go, give up. Go back to them and revel in their false merriment!" he growled.  
 
    I staggered back, my paws slipping in the snow as I stumbled. He recoiled, his tail and wings curling about him.  
 
    "Why do you even care what I do?" I asked, but his smile grew slightly. 
 
    "What will you do?" he countered. 
 
    My eyes locked onto his as my scars burned.  
 
    "I'm going to destroy him; I’m going to destroy Mordrakk," I stated, without a single doubt.  
 
    Yet he didn't flinch, not even a hint of shock crossed his expression before he mockingly snorted a jet of embers.  
 
    "A very bold ambition, one I think you were never intended for, and yet you have wanted it since the beginning," he began, moving toward me. "All of that anger you have harboured, the frustration that your life was never yours to live. First you blame the Elders, then the Sovereign, my own children, as I did, and yet all those times you were unable to unleash that rage..." His lecture was cut short as I swatted his smoky form aside with my wing.  
 
    "You can't stop me," I hissed. 
 
    "I have no need; for once we agree on something. The Darkness must die," he responded, reforming on top of a jagged stump. "But tell me, what will become of all of this, should you succeed? You cannot hide from the truth forever," he challenged, motioning to the camp with a foreclaw.  
 
    I glanced away, thinking of my friends and my family, all of them consumed by the Darkness.  
 
    Even if I win, there's still that truth; my own lie will surely turn them against me, just like Pyro.  
 
    "I still won't let them charge into battle because of me," I stated, and he looked at me as if the argument was becoming pitiful.  
 
    "You can keep saying that, but you will not stop them from following you – that is a curse you brought solely upon yourself," he assured. "Besides, they are no strangers to battle," he added with a sly grin.  
 
    "Oh, and you'd know all about that," I snapped.  
 
    "I would not, nor would I care for it if I did, for their kind is still weak," he responded, as if insulted.  
 
    "Then tell me, why corrupt dragons? You have your vulpomancers, so why not just kill them instead of making ebon wings?" I asked, and once again, he looked disgusted by my comparison between him and the Mordrakk commanding Pyro.  
 
    "Their kind is an ancient design, moulded in my image. Do you not wonder why my children take such forms, why their drakaran servants look as they do?" he questioned, his flaming eyes narrowing. "They have been diluted over the millennia, but they are still the best conduit through which the Darkness may spread its influence," he explained, frowning at me as if I were a chick who'd failed to listen so many times before.  
 
    "Perfect for killing, you mean," I added with an air of unease. 
 
     "That's just it though, isn't it? I never wished to kill you, nor did your fallen friend. He just wanted you to lead him home," he added with a cynical tone, and with a flash of smoke, he vanished. 
 
     Home? what does...? I looked at the camp as my heart jumped into my mouth.  
 
    Without thought, I burst into the air, scattering snow from my paws as I rushed across the water. Like some cruelly arranged plan, perfectly timed and targeted, I saw a dark shape slash across the starry reflection below. Beating my wings harder, I opened my muzzle to shout out, but it was too late. It hit me like a knife from the dark, slamming into me with such force that, if not for my armour, my whole skeleton would have shattered.  
 
    The pain doubled as I struck the shore, landing in shallow water by the island’s pebbled beach. I staggered, but before I could move, something landed over me and a sharp claw forced my head against the rocks.  
 
    "Leaving so soon?" a horrifically familiar voice asked, and as I looked up, I stared into the purple, fiery eyes of the black dragon I'd led right to his target.  
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    The Truth 
 
      
 
    "It seems that all that time alone has done nothing to dampen your observational skills," Pyro sneered, lowering his fanged muzzle to the left of my head as he whispered into my ear. "I must admit, while seeing you make a mockery of Sceptre and watching you dance about this place completely oblivious was most entertaining, I think it is time we stopped with the games."  
 
    Thrashing, I was no better than a beached fish under his metal claw. I could almost feel the glee radiating from him as I glimpsed the reflection of his glowing eyes in the water.  
 
    He's too strong to fight like a normal dragon. Just calm down and think!  
 
    I fell limp, and then with one great flap of my wings, I flipped up, blades sparking into life as I slashed at him. He leapt back as I stumbled to my paws; fixing me with a glare, lowering his body and baring his sharp teeth. 
 
     "I almost admire the fact your little band believes they have a chance," he hissed as two more shapes descended from the night, shadows pouring from their skeletal bodies.  
 
    "Did you really believe you could hide away up here without us knowing?" he asked, waving a forepaw dismissively while adding mockingly. "No, my fellow ebon wings and I will ensure that orkin fool is ready for you, thus making your annihilation all the swifter."  
 
    I focused on my defence as he strode about me, my eyes fighting to watch him and his shadowy companions all at once. I may have been outnumbered, but I still didn't sense killing me had ever been their intention.  
 
    "I do pity them, you know? To resist the inevitable is folly, and yet still they fight," he went on, glancing at the camp.  
 
    "They don't know that, they haven't given up like you," I challenged.  
 
    He glared at me, fire burning in his one good eye.  
 
    "No, like you!" he snapped.  
 
    Although my blood ran colder than ice at those words, my resolve stiffened. I didn't say another word, but Pyro let out a long and chilling laugh.  
 
    "That's what we are, isn’t it? You and I, every ebon wing and dragon, we have all given up and we don't even know it, because..." He paused, moving his head closer to my own. "Not one of us was ever created to understand."  
 
    I staggered back, falling flat on my face with a splash as the vulpomancers suddenly slashed at my hind legs.  
 
    "You could say that about anything," I coughed, looking up at his scarred head as he snorted purple flame.  
 
    "That may be so, but if it’s true, let's see if we can prove it," he stated, beating his wings and disappearing into the night.  
 
    The sound of merriment became that of panicked commotion. Several blasts of fire erupted from the tents as dark shapes spiralled down.  
 
    No, not again, not like the village!  
 
    The moment I saw the vulpomancers I darted forwards, only for those behind me to leap up and drag me back. I struggled in the water, thrashing my wings in an attempt to escape. They stayed just out of reach, mocking my struggle as they circled.  
 
    "I've waited a long time for sssome blood," one hissed, its rasping words slithering through dripping fangs.  
 
    "Careful, this one'sss flesssh is far from mortal," the second added, lips quivering below its eyeless gaze.  
 
    The former of the pair didn't seem eager to take that advice and lunged with outstretched talons. I swung to meet it with the sharp edge of my wing blades, leaving myself open to the claws of its companion.  
 
    What's a few more wounds? All I'll have to do is sleep them off! I thought dismissively as I cut a burning gash through the spiked head of the first creature.  
 
    It screeched, shadowy smoke gushing from the glowing wound as it fell into the water.  
 
    The second brought its dark claws across my muzzle, black talons cutting at my armour and scales as I staggered back. It gave a horrific shriek, before charging forward, but I jumped back, darting aside as its bladed tail thrust forward like a spear.  
 
    Spinning round, I seized the spiny mass in my jaws and pulled hard. The shadow burned my mouth and stung my nostrils, but my strength proved enough to drag the thrashing creature toward me. Retching and coughing, I tossed it into the water, reared up and smashed down onto its spiny head with all of my weight, splintering its horns and bony skull.  
 
    The sound of splashing behind me warned of the other creature’s recovery as it took to the air in a flurry of smoke and water. I took a deep breath, cleared my throat and collected myself. I could see more of the beasts gathering above the camp and darting down into the confused crowds. They had adopted the same fireball tactic they had used to burn down my home, and while flames weren't as effective against dragons, they were against the camp’s other residents, not to mention the tents themselves.  
 
    I have to find Pyro. Driving off the ebon wings seemed to disperse them last time.  
 
    Without a second thought, I beat my wings hard and leapt into the air, blasting several of the swirling beasts aside as more winged fighters shot up from below. It only took a few moments before the calm night sky became a brutal aerial battleground of fire and slashing claws. I tried my best to evade most of the combat, not to mention the arrows, flames and magical bolts that lanced through the air.  
 
    How am I supposed to find anything in this!? I thought, narrowly avoiding a monster's talons, before realising. If Pyro's here there's only a few dragons he'll really be looking for!   
 
    I needed to reach my friends! My first assumption was that Risha and her brother would be at their nesting tent, and I just hoped Neera and Ember would be close by too.  
 
    I re-evaluated my priorities when I looked down on the fortress’s ruined courtyard. The few dragons trapped on the ground were like fish in a barrel as the vulpomancers dove into them.  
 
    This is not how it's supposed to be – the battle's not supposed to be here – not now! Mordrakk's cackling echoed through my mind, his dark tone perforated by the sound of tapping stones. I need to find my friends and keep them safe... No, I need to keep everyone here safe!  
 
    Mordrakk believed I was capable of doing whatever I wanted, even if he frowned upon it, and while the images of the battle played through my mind, he didn't let go of that ambition.  
 
    Gritting my teeth, I swooped toward the attacking creatures. I let out a great breath of white fire as I darted through the shadowy throng, setting many vulpomancers alight and eliciting a chorus of horrifying shrieks. Those spared from the inferno swiftly came after me, and I twisted back, sending another explosive bolt into them. The blast tossed several aside, but many more persisted.  
 
    My instincts were urging me to fly away as fast as my wings could carry me, ignoring the urges I swooped toward one of the ruined towers. The vulpomancers had no trouble matching my agility as they swarmed after me. I swerved and dodged crumbling peaks and decrepit bridges until something in the corner of my eye grabbed my attention – one of the larger towers had a hole right through it.  
 
    The space was barely the size of an adult dragon, but tucking my wings at my side I flew straight through it. The confined walls ripped at my wings, and for a moment, I thought I would lose a limb or two.  
 
    The cold night air burst open around me and I spread my wings once more, swerving back to face the hole as my pursuers poured through. The blast of white fire I sent back at them struck cleanly and the whole tower buckled under the force of the explosion, crushing them under its weight as it toppled over the waterfall's edge.  
 
    Not so immortal after all! A wry smile broke over my muzzle as I imagined the look of a certain human's face.  
 
    It seemed I wasn't the only one focused on the tower, and as I swooped back toward the cliffside, I felt the force of heavy wing beats above me.  
 
    "You're really starting to bother me!" Pyro growled, lashing his claws at my wings. 
 
    "Likewise!" I replied, dropping lower, spinning up and cutting the underside of his armour with my talons.  
 
    He roared as he recoiled and I swerved to avoid the rapidly approaching arches of an aqueduct, forced low to the lake. Pyro’s shadowy reflection appeared beneath me, pushing me closer to the glistening surface, and then, as my legs struck the freezing water, I fought desperately to avoid crashing.  
 
    With a flick of my wings I shot out from beneath him, the beach ruins lying before us and just beyond that, the area used for training. It was still bustling with battle, and almost immediately, my eyes fixed upon a red tent.  
 
    It's not on fire! Was my immediate thought, even as the glow of flames and enveloping smoke covered everything.  
 
    Pyro caught up and once again fought to kick me down into the rapidly passing dirt. Swerving around the ruined walls, I dropped as low as possible, but despite the oncoming obstructions, neither of us moved aside.  
 
    He's waiting for me to bank. I predicted, so instead my wings flared. Good thing I know how to be unpredictable!  
 
    Pain erupted through the leathery membranes as they caught the air and I stopped sharply. In a flash, Pyro tried to do the same, but his greater size and momentum carried him straight into a wall, shattering the cobbles with a loud thud as he disappeared in a frosty cloud of dust.  
 
    Despite my quick thinking, I fared little better; and unable to maintain my flight, I ground into the dirt, rolling to a stop in a shower of debris. Pain pulsed through me, until the sound of battle remerged in my ringing ears. I staggered to my paws, glancing around, first at the darkness of the lake, then at the fiery battle consuming the keep. 
 
    The blazing inferno horrified me, and even if the majority of my friends were indeed fireproof, my urgency to find them intensified.  
 
    I limped as fast as I could to the far end of the training field, where something else caught my attention. I'd never heard such a desperate scream, filled with fear and yet so quiet it was hard to detect above the commotion. I looked to the source, spying a vulpomancer upon a small pile of rubble, its attention focused on a small hole. As it pulled at the rocks with its sickle-like claws, I heard another cry. This time I was sure I recognised those frightened voices, and instantly my mind snapped into place.  
 
    Those are the hatchlings Ember was training!  
 
    I charged as fast as my wounds would allow, lowering my horns. The monster's head shot up, eyeless gaze meeting mine as its fangs flared and its wings beat in an effort to escape. I slammed into it long before it could get airborne. Falling back into a flailing heap, it let out an angry hiss and spun back to its feet with unnatural swiftness, smacking my muzzle with its tail.  
 
    "How many timesss do you expect usss to fall for the sssame tricksss?" it rasped, pressing a claw to my muzzle.  
 
    "For as long as there's still some of you left to kill!" I mumbled around its deathly grip as I kicked up at its underside.  
 
    Another manoeuvre anticipated, it jumped out of reach, but what it failed to see, was my tail and the blade at its tip, which swiftly cut a deep line down its bony body. The beast gave a breathless howl, turning to dust as it fell over me.  
 
    Try avoiding that next time! I thought bluntly, shaking away the residue. 
 
    "Whooo... that was incredible!" an eager voice suddenly cried in excitement, and I looked to see blue wings fluttering like those on an insect as the young dragon leapt into the air.  
 
    Teal, Scarlet, Brass and several other small dragons, all cheered in amazement.  
 
    "Can we see it again!?" the red dragoness asked eagerly.  
 
    I'd no idea about the mix of emotions I was feeling at her request, be it pride, sadness or anger that they had to be here in a war zone like this. Those ideas changed when Pyro’s dark shadow rose up over the rubble behind me.  
 
    "You most certainly can," he growled, battered and panting.  
 
    The young dragons sank back into their hiding place when his glowing eyes passed over them, and I instinctively spun to place myself between the two.  
 
    "Now, why does this seem familiar?" he asked, raising a foreclaw to his muzzle.  
 
    "Oh right, leave them alone," he taunted. "The hero until the end, it seems. I wonder what will happen when you watch me tear the life from their bodies!"  
 
    I assured myself I'd never let him do such a thing, and for that moment, I didn't doubt I'd rip the rest of his limbs off, if I had to. He exploded forward, his wings flared and claws poised to rip me apart. I coiled back, ready to strike, when another shape leapt out from a ruined wall and slammed into his side.  
 
    He fell against an opposing wall in a shower of dust and snow as his attacker jumped back, beat her wings once and landed neatly before me.  
 
    "Just try it, traitor!" Ember snarled in the most fearsome tone I'd ever heard.  
 
    Her nostrils flared and snorted spouts of flame, smoke curling up from her bared teeth as her dark armour shimmered like black glass in the light of the inferno. Pyro lifted himself up and turned to face her with an equally ferocious hiss. But the moment he laid eyes upon her; his fiery aggression faded.  
 
    Oh no, this is it...  
 
    A long, wicked smile crept across his scarred muzzle, and in that instant I knew his teeth, claws and dragonfire were the last things I had to fear.  
 
    "Blaze!" an alarmed voice I knew all too well bellowed, and before I knew it, Risha appeared above me, seeing the smaller dragons and swiftly jumping down to the hole.  
 
    "What in the creators’ name are you all doing here? Boltock, move these rocks and get them somewhere safe!" she ordered when her brother swooped down next to her.  
 
    "We saw the Guardian fight; he took on one of those things and showed them who’s boss with his fire and his claws and..."  
 
    "Do you have any idea how dangerous this is!?" Risha cut off the eager hatchlings’ babble as they appeared out of the hole Boltock had cleared.  
 
    "Why not just let them enjoy the show?" laughed Pyro as he began a slow prowl around us.  
 
    Ember shifted to face his every step, a glare that could melt dragon scales beaming from her narrowed eyes.  
 
    "Leave, traitor, you're outmatched!" she hissed.  
 
    Pyro ceased stalking and raised his head, and I felt my heart stop as his eyes met hers. 
 
    "I know you won't attack me," he purred. 
 
    "Try me," she challenged, spitting a jet of fire.  
 
    Risha glanced between the pair, all the while keeping a wary eye on the hatchlings as Boltock pushed the little ones behind him.  
 
    How can she not recognise him? How can I fix this!?  
 
    My urge to run was almost inescapable, and yet my legs felt like trees rooted to the ground. Another instinct told me to charge and kill him, before he could tell them what had transpired. All the while, Pyro laughed, and Ember stiffened.  
 
    "Look at you! Look at us, all together again at last. It's a shame that feathered thief isn't here, I really wanted to kill her first," he declared, fuelling my urge to take his head off.  
 
    Ember seemed slightly unsure, as did Risha, and even Boltock paused to peer at the black dragon as he grinned wickedly.  
 
    "You'll do no such thing!" my sapphire companion snapped, jumping down to take a defensive position beside Ember.  
 
    Boltock remained where he was, seemingly torn between helping his sister and protecting the hatchlings, while I felt no different from the statues dotting the camp.  
 
    "Now, now, is this any way to treat an old friend?" Pyro mused, peering at Risha in particular. "You were always so kind, so understanding," he reasoned, before glancing at Boltock, "But so irritating, and yet not unlikable like your…"  
 
    He trailed off, glancing my way next, before his eyes fixed on Ember.  
 
    "He hasn't told you, has he?" he purred, his fangs flashing as his grin widened. "Now, what kind of saviour would lie?"  
 
    That was it, and at those words, I didn't look like the only one who was about to collapse. Risha staggered back, but Ember merely relaxed, shock and disbelief overwhelming her fearsome expression.  
 
    "Pyro?" she stammered. "You... they said you were... you..."  
 
    "Said I was dead?" he finished her sentence, taking a step forward.  
 
    She made no effort to stop him as his tail coiled under her chin and he lifted her head so they could look eye to eye.  
 
    "You saw the death of a weakling. I am more," he boasted. 
 
    "The ebon wings... they, you..." she stammered, and he slithered onto a small mound of rubble, posing proudly.  
 
    "And does everything you've heard about us compare?" he asked, spreading his wings, pressing a metal foreclaw to his chest and lifting his head proudly.  
 
    Risha managed to steady herself and Boltock seemed to forget about the others as he watched Pyro with a look I couldn't decipher. Ember's stupor vanished and she shook her head.  
 
    "You're one of them, a traitor!" she exclaimed, and I saw a flash of irritation pass across his face.  
 
    "According to whom, may I ask? The Sovereign? This poultry rabble you call an army?" he snapped.  
 
    "These innocent lives you would so readily slaughter!" she challenged, and his frustration began to mount.  
 
    "It differs not from the fate they will all find upon the dawn," he countered, creeping back toward her.  
 
    No one had so much as glanced my way, and almost instinctively, I began to creep back. While, deep in my mind, Mordrakk's dark form was celebrating as he assured me how right he'd been all along.  
 
    "You don't need to do this, come back, fight with us and we can stop this," Ember pleaded.  
 
    Risha glanced at me, the glare in her eyes stopping my racing heart.  
 
    "Oh, but I do, you see? Anyone who defies the Great Master will meet a fate worse than death, and every dragon here, every featherwing and snake still in Dardien, even the orkin, will fall under his rule. I have merely ensured my place within the new world order, a place by the side of the true master of this creation!" he ranted, his proud mask fracturing like glass.  
 
    "And I now come with the liberty of extending that opportunity to you, so you may live," he offered, stretching out a forepaw.  
 
    Boltock's expression turn to a scowl, while Risha glanced between them, her muzzle working, yet seemingly unable to speak.  
 
    "Come with me so we may rule together at the Great Master's side," he insisted, almost begging her as if he feared leaving her to Mordrakk's cruel wrath.  
 
    Does he still care about her, how is that possible? I wondered, the moment so tense, even the darkness inside my head fell silent.  
 
    "You and I together?" she asked quietly, and as she spoke, my heart sank.  
 
    The idea that the truth of his fate had been revealed was forgotten as I imagined them all becoming like him. Pyro nodded and gently took one of her forepaws with his.  
 
    "There is no stopping this darkness, it will consume all," Mordrakk hissed inside my head, ushering me forwards to finish Pyro, as I should have done at Ilivar.  
 
    "I don't know you," Ember answered unexpectedly, swatting his forepaw aside. "Pyro would never have done such horrifying things. He'd never betray us!"  
 
    She took a slow step back, like she'd seen a ghost. "You're right about one thing. I saw him die, and I would rather know that than consider ruling beside one who would do this."  
 
    She stared at him, harbouring no sign of aggression, seemingly searching for any shred of the dragon she once knew. Pyro stared back, his face uncertain for the first time, until something snapped within him.  
 
    "You're still blind!" he roared, slashing at her with a foreclaw.  
 
    She ducked, but she was unprepared for his unnatural swiftness and his metal limb threw her to the side as it came down again. She was flung into Risha, knocking the pair to the ground. In a flash, Boltock jumped forward, landing beside me, but even he hesitated when Pyro glared at us both.  
 
    "I know neither of you has the nerve to face me!" he hissed.  
 
    "No, but I do!" another voice interrupted.  
 
    Before any of us could react, several sharp darts cut between the plates of Pyro's armour.  
 
    "Sorry I'm late, I thought the battle was tomorrow," Neera announced as she flipped in the air and landed between us.  
 
    "You!" Pyro growled as he shook off her projectiles. "You filthy feathered wyrm!"  
 
    "Not just me," Neera retorted with an unexpected air of confidence, as, as if on cue, another larger dragon slammed into Pyro.  
 
    "Try doing battle with someone your own size, traitor!" Soaren declared as he pinned the ebon wing down.  
 
    "Hello, old friend," Pyro replied, swinging his tail around to sweep the air elemental's legs from under him.  
 
    The grey dragon floundered over his aggressor, and Pyro seized him in his claws, throwing him aside like a rag.  
 
    "How has the order been treating you? Can't imagine they’re any better now they've fallen apart," he hissed.  
 
    "Better than whatever dark monsters you've made pacts with," Soaren countered, swiping his tail to trip up the ebon wing.  
 
    The dark dragon anticipated his counter, and with a swift lunge, he caught it in his mouth and bit down, tearing the bladed armour off, leaving blood dripping from his fangs and Soaren howling in pain.  
 
    "The Orders are a joke, a mockery of our true potential. If only you knew what our kind really was, you'd understand that you are wasting your lives on a futile existence!" he berated as he spat the blade out.  
 
    Neera jumped up, sending several more darts into him as she leapt from boulder to boulder. Even so, he shook the bone blades off as if they were nothing more than biting insects.  
 
    "You know I'm right, all of you! You follow this weak coward!" he shouted, pointing an outstretched wing at me. "He's done nothing but lie to you. Even your Elders have lied to you for centuries, and your leader is a sly snake. Join the Great Master and he will show you the truth!" he exclaimed. 
 
    He makes good points on all accounts, is there even a good side left?  
 
    Soaren staggered to his paws, his head held low as if he may actually be considering Pyro’s offer.  
 
    "You were my friend," he coughed, voice strained by bitterness.  
 
    Pyro hissed purple fire through flared teeth, before lashing out to grab Soaren's neck in his jaw, tossing him back at us with more ferocity than a raging manticore. Jumping aside, I fell to the floor while Ember and Risha leapt up in horror. Emptiness filled Boltock's expression, and Neera's futile determination endured as she tried to battle the monster alone. Blood trailed through Soaren’s armour, and Pyro relished in his triumph.  
 
    "What are you waiting for?" Mordrakk demanded. "All you have ever wanted is to protect your friends. Now they know the truth, you cannot save them from it any more, only from him."  
 
    Without thought I slammed my horns into the ebon wing's midsection, while in the corner of my eye, I saw Ember and Risha rush over to Soaren. I drove Pyro across the open field, slamming him against a crumbling wall. He coiled back and lashed out with his tail, but I jumped over the scything weapon, landing on top of him claws first and wrapping my golden gauntlets about his neck.  
 
    "Good, good, he can't hurt them if he's dead, show him real power!" Mordrakk purred.  
 
    Forcing his head against the wall, I sank another paw into his empty eye socket, while seizing one of his horns in my mouth and with all of my strength, twisted him round until he ended up beneath me.  
 
    "Go on! Do it! You failed once, show them what you really are – you can’t hide it forever!" he spluttered, narrowing his eyes as if he were more than prepared to revel in the knowledge his death would beat me.  
 
    I froze, panting heavily and staring into his baleful eye, I staggered back.  
 
    "No! I’m... I told you before, I'm not like you!" I cried, desperately trying to believe that.  
 
    He growled, sprang up, and wrapped his metal claw about my neck, dragging me up to meet his fiery glare.  
 
    "Yes, you are, show them what you really are!" he bellowed.  
 
    My wings opened as I tried to escape, but he wasn't about to allow me another strike and slammed his other claw into one of my flapping limbs.  
 
    "I can't believe you would be so dishonest, and all this time you thought you were protecting them. You are no better than any of us, just like the Great Master always said," he proclaimed, slamming me into the wall over and over, before throwing my limp body to the others.  
 
    "Look at him! Your saviour, the one you chose to follow. Where has he led you? You're nothing more than a stricken band of weaklings with no hope of salvation!" he declared, as if to capture the attention of all of those battling about him.  
 
    The words almost seemed to silence the conflict, his message reaching the hordes of vulpomancers who unexpectedly retreated into the sky.  
 
    "And you!" he declared, pointing a foreclaw at me. "You’re nothing, you’re as much part of the darkness you seek to destroy as you are the one destined to stop it," he elaborated for all to hear. "If you follow him, you’ll all die! You believe in those legends and you will find a world no better than those described within them awaiting you!"  
 
    I opened one eye to see my friends around me. Not one of them dared glance down at my beaten and blooded form, and yet all at once they stepped forwards. Pyro scowled, fidgeting, and before he could add anything more, a torrent of fire consumed him.  
 
    "You know nothing of us anymore... You're a monster!" Ember growled as she coiled between us, her wings spread and teeth bared.  
 
    "Is that what they would have you believe?" Pyro asked as fire lapped his dark scales. "There are no monsters, just those that will endure and those that will die," he warned.  
 
    "You betrayed us all! We were your friends, I loved you and you had no reason to give that up," she countered, as if still desperate to reason.  
 
    "I do only what I must, and I know he will betray you all in the end," he explained, pointing at me again.  
 
    "Like you?" she retorted, and he returned a weak laugh as she pressed. "I don't see you battling to save us from extinction."  
 
    "Do you really think he's going to either? I never thought you were so naive, my love," he added with a hint of dissatisfaction.  
 
    She neither answered, nor moved. She simply stared at him with the same expression she'd bore the moment she'd found out the hatchlings were in danger.  
 
    "I didn't wish for it to come to this," Pyro finally sighed. "You’ll all die, if not by my claws, then by those of my master. You may bring your army upon the dawn, but I assure you there will be no victory."  
 
    "We'll take our chances," Neera hissed as we all watched him vanish like a ghost into the darkness without another word.  
 
    The sounds of battle faded as swiftly as they’d began, and I knew he'd achieved exactly what he'd come for, to expose the truth.  
 
    Then that's it, it's over. Not even my reputation's left to give them hope.  
 
    In the stillness, I shifted back to see Boltock and Neera. Soaren was picking himself up from behind them and Ember turned back to us with an utterly hopeless expression. One set of sapphire eyes in particular looked at me as if I were some kind of stranger, but she didn't say a word. I'd tried to save her from the truth, and now she knew.  
 
    I just hope it doesn't destroy her like it has me.  
 
    After what felt like an eternity of silence, I staggered away from them, running with no care for the pain coursing through my body or the blood trailing from my wings. I ran and never wanted to look back, but it was too late, running wouldn't save me this time.  
 
    * 
 
    Moonlight poured over my battered scales as I flew toward the stars. Regardless, my bleeding wounds swiftly caught up with me, forcing me to land within the ruins of a watchtower high upon the snowy mountainside. I crashed within a crumbling circle of arches, scattering snow and frost as I came to a clattering halt.  
 
    This stupid armour, stupid body, stupid powers, stupid gods! Shaking off my arcane prison in a fit of rage, I sent the golden shards flying about me like autumn leaves. I don't want it; I don't want any of it. I just want things the way they used to be!  
 
    Panting hard I stared out over the fiery scene that marred the midnight plains. The thought of dawn crossed my mind and scorched it like the wave of flames I'd seen blast across this world in my dreams.  
 
    It can't be real. I can't let it be real! I staggered, feeling like I'd been stabbed. But what can I do to stop it? I can't save everyone!  
 
    "You know, once it might have been a beautiful view," Risha whispered, landing beside me.  
 
    I didn't even bother to lift my head. I'd heard this routine before.  
 
    "Before all of the smoke, the fire and whatnot," she added, a regretful expression gracing her face.  
 
    I found myself wishing for that beauty to return – the way I'd looked up to her, before the war and all the fighting. I recalled how I'd felt in the golden temple the moment she'd told me how she felt, my promise to her and how I'd broken when I saw her in my dreams.  
 
    "Pyro's alive, that's what you were hiding, wasn't it?" she continued.  
 
    "You know there are a lot of things I didn’t tell you," I finally admitted, not daring to look at her.  
 
    "I know and... I'm sorry," she responded. "I thought it was just you... After all, I saw Pyro die," she added, as if still trying to believe it herself.  
 
    "That's not it, though, is it? He isn't dead, and I know he should be because I was the one who…" I stuttered, my voice fading. "I did that to him. I've done this to all of you. I caused all of this," I cried, gesturing out over the fiery horizon.  
 
    She shifted toward me, a determined and completely fearless look in her eyes as I went on.  
 
    "I did that to him the night they sent me to stop this. The Great Master had us fight at Ilivar, and I..."  
 
    She placed a wing on my trembling shoulders.  
 
    "You did more than any other dragon could have done," she offered.  
 
    "That’s the point, isn't it? I'm not a normal dragon, I never was," I replied, wishing nothing more than to scream the words for all to hear, and yet my voice felt weaker than ever. "I didn’t want to tell you, because I made myself promise that I'd never let anything hurt you again."  
 
    "I guess that makes my lie to you no better," she admitted, swallowing the irony with a small laugh, before adding, "but nothing you did ever hurt me." 
 
    "Yeah, but I know you well enough to know that you'll just tell me exactly what I want to hear," I retorted.  
 
    She remained silent for a moment, and I forced myself to look at her.  
 
    "And why would that mean those things aren't true?" she reasoned.  
 
    I paused, only to lose my words as I saw my reflection in her beautiful eyes.  
 
    "Even if it is, it doesn't change anything. Pyro's still right about me, and if you knew everything that's at play here, you'd agree," I muttered.  
 
    "No. That wasn't Pyro. I know he could be demanding at times, but he'd never hurt any of us," she confessed.  
 
    "What about the night he died?" I asked, almost instantly regretting it. "You know the answer," I pressed, but still she said nothing. "If I hadn’t gone running off trying to save everyone, he'd still be alive."  
 
    "You did the right thing," she assured.  
 
    "Did I?"  
 
    "To you, everything I did was the right thing, you said it yourself. Every other soul I meet tells me that everything I do is some divine action! Tell me how they were supposed to be the right decisions, when so many of them have led us to this?" I finished.  
 
    She remained silent, watching me as if I were a stranger. Even so, I knew she wasn't afraid of me. 
 
    She's terrified of the fact I'm right.  
 
    "I should have stopped Tarwin leaving that day, because if I had, none of this would have happened."  
 
    "If that were the case, we'd have had to face this war without you, without hope of winning," she reasoned with more confidence and belief in her words than ever before.  
 
    I knew then that she wasn't speaking to me as she'd done for the past few weeks, but as a friend. I closed my eyes and opened my muzzle.  
 
    "I'm like them, no more than a glorified ebon wing. The day the creators made me, the Great Master was there, and whatever they did to make me, a part of him was drawn into the mix. I'm just as much a part of him as I am the other creators," I explained, hoping that the little information I had would help her understand.  
 
    "It's me. It’s always been down to me. Acrodan, the Sphere, the Great Master, they always needed me. That stupid amulet and me," I finally confessed. "From the moment he was defeated, he's been planning this. The Guardian War, what Acrodan did, all of it was just part of his grand plan. All that time he was waiting for me, he's the only reason I am here like this and not some energy drifting about the stars!" I struggled to even stop for breath as I gasped and jabbed a wing at the sky.  
 
    "I only exist to be his last hope of destroying everything. If we go to battle tomorrow and he gets that amulet, he can do exactly what he's been planning for thousands of years!" I confessed, trembling so much it was a wonder the ruin wasn't shaken to rubble.  
 
    Even so, I felt as if I didn't deserve anything more than to be buried in the darkness that pooled deep in the valley below. Yet the rustle of her wings broke the silence, her paws shifted and she finally looked up at the stars.  
 
    "You know, I never thought I’d be able to look at them in the same way again?" she observed. 
 
    I shifted, my gaze tentatively finding its way back to the night sky.  
 
    "I wish I could see them the same way I used to," I responded, and a smile parted her muzzle.  
 
    "No, before I thought they were nothing more than lights in the night, maybe a canvas filled with holes that had a bright glow behind it," she responded, her smile growing, before finally adding, "but that's not quite how I see them now. Now they remind me of you and how you've changed everything."  
 
    "You should have stayed back in the city that night I first left, you'd have been better off," I added. 
 
    She spread her wings, draping one over me with little care for the blood upon my own.  
 
    "Is that what you really think? You wouldn't even have made it to the southern edge of North Rim without me," she teased, edging up to my side.  
 
    I felt my mind conflicted as the warmth of her smooth scales met my own and her tail coiled about mine.  
 
    "I don't want anyone else to die because of what I've done. I want things to go back to how they were when everyone was happy."  
 
    She nuzzled my neck lightly. The warmth of her breath like soothing water, the touch of her wings like a smooth silk blanket across my back.  
 
    "You make me happy, and no god, no Great Master and certainly no white dragon that doesn't realise how important he is to his friends, can tell me otherwise," she stated with a firm and yet gentle tone.  
 
    She can't be... No, just forget it, be with her, just for this moment. Is it not what you want? A weak expression of happiness broke across my muzzle.  
 
    "What about you?" she asked knowingly.  
 
    I turned to her, our snouts nuzzling against one another.  
 
    "You know that you all mean everything to me. Far more than anything the creators could give me," I answered as our eyes met.  
 
    She nudged me back before glancing away with a wide smile.  
 
    "I doubt this big bad Great Master would be able to say that," she mused.  
 
    I fought not to allow myself to deny her the victory, but ultimately, I had to tell her the truth.  
 
    "He's only waiting, and I'm not his slave like Pyro or the other ebon wings, but..."  
 
    "But you are a dragon." Risha cut my speech short with a firm nudge. "You're kind, caring and the most loyal dragon I've ever met."  
 
    She really believes that, doesn't she? I looked at my forepaws as they shifted. How can I tell her she's wrong? 
 
    "That's just it though, if I live and anything happens to you, what will I have?" I asked.  
 
    She pressed a forepaw to my chest, before taking one of my own and pressing it to hers.  
 
    "I'm as immortal in here as you are," she declared simply, and I could feel a weak smile parting my muzzle.  
 
    "It doesn't change the fact that nothing lasts forever," I argued. 
 
    She let my paw go, and with a flick of her tail, moved my head so our eyes met again.  
 
    "Then you're my nothing."  
 
    Her tone was firm, without anger or the same whimsical joy I'd always seen in her. There was more truth and commitment in her words than a whole universe worth of life and knowledge.  
 
    Is this what the gods can't feel? This power is like nothing I've ever known, and yet it feels nothing like the rage and anger that's allowed me to burn down swarms of enemies or battle my way to victory.  
 
    I glanced away, casting my eyes over the fiery plains below, until finally, a small laugh left my muzzle.  
 
    Down there, across the cliffs and amidst the fire and smoke, was where she'd stood; a dragoness I hardly knew who'd refused to let me take off into the night alone, and for what?  
 
    "You know, for what it's worth, I still have no idea what love really is. I mean, I know, but..."  
 
    She cut me off by placing a forepaw over my snout, lowered it to the ground and settled her head down beside me. She slowly sank down, snuggling up close and spreading her wing to cover the pair of us.  
 
    "That only makes you all the better at it, you loveable idiot," she teased playfully, her snout resting right beside my own.  
 
    "Risha... whatever happens tomorrow, I want you to know... I love you."  
 
    "I think the feeling's mutual," she added, and with that, the pair of us drifted to sleep side by side.  
 
    * 
 
    Dawn arrived faster than I ever would have liked. I awoke to the sight of a red sunrise, beset by the fires of Andruid far below. Dark smoke rose slowly across the scene like a black scar over the otherwise peaceful landscape as the orkin poured out like dark water into a tidal bay. The crimson sky held far less beauty with the knowledge of what lay ahead; almost as if marred by the bloodshed that was soon to come.  
 
    I took in a deep breath, watching the wispy vapours escape my nostrils as I exhaled. Over the sound of clanking metal and wing beats, a multitude of voices filled the sky. I stood and glanced back toward the fading smoke of the overlook to see most of it reduced to nothing more than a smouldering field of blackened tents and charred wood. The tower I'd destroyed was clearly visible, as were several others that had fallen in the attack.  
 
    If the orkin didn’t know where we were before, they certainly see us now. I thought as I spread my wings, my armour swiftly reforming about me.  
 
    "One day, you're going to have to explain how that works," Risha interrupted with a curious expression.  
 
    "I’m still waiting for Apollo to explain it to me," I responded.  
 
    The pair of us moved to the edge of the tower, the wind blowing at our backs.  
 
    "How do you know they'll still believe in the legend?" I asked, focusing my eyes upon the mass of winged bodies gathering before the main keep.  
 
    "I don't, but what does it matter?" she answered, spreading her wings. "Besides, I can think of a few dragons that definitely will," she added as we took off.  
 
    * 
 
    Cold wind battered the frosty stone, spinning the dry straw cover into small flurries about us as we landed atop the main keep and made our way inside. The light of dawn poured in through a breach in the wall, illuminating the crumbling remnants of an old room. It was there Risha paused and glanced back at me as something else caught both our eyes.  
 
    "Good to see you're back," Boltock stated, his voice far from his normally humorous tone.  
 
    Risha wrapped her brother in an embrace as both Neera and Ember appeared beside him.  
 
    "Glad to see you aren't too eager to leave without me," the sapphire dragoness joked with her brother while I tensed at the sight of Ember.  
 
    She can't think of me as a hero anymore, not even a friend. I thought, head sinking as I shrank back and stammered.  
 
    "I know why some of you might be angry – and you have all the reason to be – but..."  
 
    An armoured wing settled on my shoulder, silencing my wittering.  
 
    "Nothing you did made that choice for him," Ember assured me, glancing back at the others. "The dragon he was died that night. I regret it, but it’s better that way," she added, focusing her attention on one green dragon in particular.  
 
    "He'll be down there, you know," I advised her reluctantly.  
 
    "I know," she answered, her eyes looking toward the exit. 
 
    My eyes followed, and as I slowly began to walk, the rest of them fell in behind me.  
 
    * 
 
    "We must strike fast and hard, we cannot waste time on saving the others, not now they know we're..."  
 
    An intense debate between the leaders halted as the heads of griffins and dragons rose from the war table.  
 
    Several more griffins, Ice Feather and Meadow Hide among them, were putting on steel armour, marked by countless glyphs and patterns – Halfbeak's Talon Guard I assumed, taking note of the curved metal hooks some of the creatures held between their foreclaws. 
 
    On their backs were what remained of the able-bodied humans, and a wave of relief washed over me to see Tarwin was also present. Yet her eyes were about the only pair that looked unafraid of me.  
 
    Is this it? Has the truth really made them all terrified of me? I slowly made my way into the room, passing the crowd until I was only a few steps from the edge of the opening that looked out over the rest of the camp.  
 
    Silence consumed the crowd gathered amidst the ruins, and all eyes turned to me. The Cartographer watched from the corner of the room with far more curiosity than the others, until one dragon stepped forward.  
 
    The sound of metal claws tapped upon the stonework as Zephyra appeared. I stiffened, blocking out every pair of judgmental eyes and lowered my head in respect as I admitted.  
 
    "I'm here to fight."  
 
    She didn't take her eyes off me.  
 
    "As are we to stand beside you," she stated, falling into a regal bow, quickly followed by the rest of the griffins, hippogriffs, Tarwin, Elders, the Cartographer, his phoenix and Apollo.  
 
    The whole room bowed before me, yet it didn't stop there, and like a wave, the gathered crowds all bowed in respect. I looked over them all with an expression that belied the battle of awe and dread raging inside my mind.  
 
    It's... Not possible?  
 
    Finally, I looked back and saw my friends dropping to kneel and spreading their wings. Until I finally saw Risha, the only dragon to remain standing. I peered into her magnificent sapphire eyes, and for the first time, I asked her the question for which she'd waited.  
 
    "Will you follow me?"  
 
    She lowered her head to join the others, her bow exceeding the respect and hope the rest harboured, but it meant nothing compared to her words.  
 
    "To the very end." 
 
  
 
  
   
    Part III 
 
    Age’s Twilight 
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    Chapter 13 
 
    The Battle of Dardien 
 
      
 
    "Welcome to the end of the world," Mordrakk hissed from deep inside my mind. 
 
    A cold wind polluted by the stench of smoke and fire buffeted against me. The sun rose high above the gathering clouds and the air carried an unsettling chill. I stood in the midst of ruined walls, no more than four small mounds upon a jagged outcrop at the edge of the grassy sea that was the Midnight Plains. Beside me, were my friends and Apollo, opposite, Zephyra, the Elders and the other leaders.  
 
    Stretching out far along the small cliff to either side of us stood a long line of armoured dragons, griffins and hippogriffs, all backed up by two more rows of armour-clad bodies, each one smaller than the one that preceded it. Before us, the snow-dusted grasslands of the plains stretched out to the smoke-marred horizon, the desecrated ruins of Andruid just visible below the black shroud and the fiery glow that beset them.  
 
    A vast carpet of writhing black stone and dark armour spanned the whole breadth of my vision, flaming torches and monstrous weapons scattered amongst them. Huge trolls stood in line with their back-mounted cannons. Ogres, giants and goblins broke up the squabbling ranks. While swarms of manticores and chimeras filled the sky.  
 
    The smell of death hung above the vast orkin army like carrion above a rotting corpse, but it was nothing compared to what every soul stood about me knew was coming. The rattling of metal plates and the light ringing of blades sounded rhythmically as the waves of uneasiness coursed through everyone.  
 
    I glanced to my left, toward a slightly lower part of the ruined walls, where I saw Mordrakk's illusion staring at me knowingly. I looked past him and his darkness faded, albeit another sight took its place.  
 
    "I never thought it would come to this," I told Risha, and despite her evident fear, she glanced up at me.  
 
    "Guess we haven't crossed that bridge yet," she responded.  
 
    It's not a bridge I ever intend to cross. I thought, as the thunder of drums began, accompanied by the roar of the orkin war chant. 
 
    "One force's numbers do not make up for another’s superior skills," Halfbeak observed. 
 
    "No, but I'm confident it doesn't harm their chances," Zephyra answered, before rounding on all of us.  
 
    "Halfbeak, take your talon guard down the right flank, get the Mordrins through so that their explosives can deal with the far right tower. Queen Eirian you and your sorcerers see that the left tower falls," the princess commanded, and the pair moved without question to opposite ends of the battle line.  
 
    "Vulkaine, you and the others should stay with me down the centre. Once the orkin lines are broken, we make straight for the palace," she added, looking to the old fire dragon and the other Elders.  
 
    All clad in their own sets of finely-crafted armour, bearing the same seal as the temple banners.  
 
    "Guardian, you and your wing deal with the centre tower and draw out their leader," she finished, and I nodded.  
 
    The wind settled, leaving a brief silence as the princess turned and stepped forward, claws tapping on the frost-laden stone until she reached the peak of the ruin. As her gaze passed from face to face, I could see the uncertainty in her eyes. But as she raised her head high, she dismissed any doubt I had.  
 
    "Soldiers!" she began, tall and proud before the lines of battle-ready warriors.  
 
    "Warriors of Dardien, Storm Peak and the Silver Winds, all who now stand before me, all who would fight to fell this evil, rise up now!" she continued, and as she did, all heads rose tall, armour chiming as a hundred wings spread.  
 
    "Our alliance has stood for over a thousand years, and this is not the dawn we will see it fall, not while any one of us still draws breath. No! Today is the day we fight for what is right, today is the day we strike a blow at the heart of darkness itself and make it known to the world that the kingdoms of old have not faded into the night, have not been broken! We will make sure all who would oppose us know that we shall not stand idle, that we will not give in to be forgotten!"  
 
    A courageous cheer overcame the distant chant, but any will to add my own voice to the chorus was stolen by what I knew was about to happen.  
 
    "Today, we will step back into the light! Fly steady, my brothers, sisters," the princess roared, before pausing and peering down at those standing directly before her. "Friends." Her voice grew soft, before rising to a crescendo.  
 
    "Let this day be remembered as the day we took back our legacy!" She turned to face the smoke-strewn horizon, silver flames flickering from her nostrils. "For victory!"  
 
    Her wings exploded like lightning from her sides before she dropped over the edge. There was a roar of fire and an echoing wave of eagle calls as everyone around me followed like a great wave erupting from the mountainside.  
 
    "And it begins," Mordrakk rasped.  
 
    I closed my eyes tight, and even though a thousand wings thundered like a hurricane about me, the world went silent, muting every moment that followed. The roar of the wind was quiet as it tore past, the calls of those about me lost in a frozen void. My heart beat like a drum, putting those of the orkin to shame, and my dragonfire burned like the flames of a furnace, occasionally purging white vapour from my nostrils.  
 
    The long, drawn out hail of a horn and a rattling wave of armour crossed the sea of orkin below as they took up battle-ready stances. The first strike came from the great cannons, as multiple booms rang in harmony, the bright flashes that followed swatting dragons from the sky like flies as they exploded into miniature suns. I plunged forward, swerving to avoid the steel hail, arrows and ballista fire. The rest of what I guessed I should call my wing by now followed in perfect, fluid motion.  
 
    Others around us weren't so lucky, and all I could do was watch dragons, griffins and others alike being blown apart. A tally etched into my vision as I saw the spiked balls explode, while crude arrows impaled others. Fearsome manticore calls signalled the engagement of multiple feline hunters, their claws, teeth and stinging tails thrown into a frenzy as their riders opened fire with poisoned arrows and dark magic, plucking more allies from the sky.  
 
    In retaliation, a virtual rainbow of fire burst through the swarm as dragons, griffins and manticores clashed together. Amidst the storm of beasts, the far larger and stronger chimera proved to be more dangerous, driving us closer to the army below, forcing me to avoid an intense hail of arrows. Without conscious thought, I coiled back, breathing a white-hot torrent of fire. The wall of bristling spears was reduced to ash as many more dragons joined the burning assault, searing any arrows that were fired in retaliation.  
 
    Several hippogriffs swooped into battle lines, their regal flight formations becoming an arrow of pulsating lightning and magical wind, casting the enemy aside like autumn leaves. As arcane sparks lanced through the horde like an incinerating web.  
 
    Griffin formations proved just as lethal as they cut swathes through the orkin with talons and razor-sharp beaks. All the while, I struggled to maintain my attention on anything for too long as a far larger adversary appeared before me. I'd never seen a troll so close before, but the great brute reared up on its hind legs to meet me.  
 
    Darting aside, I narrowly avoided the crushing blow of its mighty fists, while several orkin weren't so lucky. Taking the opportunity, I swerved about its flank, blasting the mass of platforms supported amongst its dorsal spines with a surge of fire. The crude structure ignited like a dry bed of leaves, consuming the lethal siege weapon before the whole thing exploded with a fiery boom and the creature toppled. 
 
     The explosion threw me out of the archers’ range, the others remaining close behind me, cutting down a pair of manticores and turning a chimera into a ball of fire as we ascended back into the aerial fray. Up here, the air was cold and brutal, filled with the thunder of wing beats.  
 
    As we fought our way through the sky-borne combatants, the snowy plains slowly slipped away, replaced by the dense ruins of the cliff top city. The world moved at such a pace it resembled a great sheet being pulled out from beneath me, each beast I cut down leaving another mark upon that endless scroll of Mordrakk’s tally.  
 
    Such a vast number of winged creatures cast a shadow – it was as if one great monster were swooping down from the stars to smash against the world with a cosmic fist. As the rising sunlight broke, illuminating each armoured body, it was as if the plates and scales of each warrior were like gleaming stars.  
 
    Never what I had in mind when I wondered if dragons could fly to the stars.  
 
    Even so, the sky grew darker, filling with the smoke and pungent stench of the orkin’s crude industry. Another pack of manticores forced us down toward the city, where we narrowly avoided the blast of cannon fire as we entered the polluted air directly above Andruid.  
 
    The river channels flowing through the tight ruins provided the best means of avoiding fire and getting around quickly. Yet the many bridges spanning the shore also became good firing positions for the orkin artillery, as did the wooden frames clinging to the crumbling structures. It was like Taldran all over again, and just as I'd once seen that wretched city burn, I didn't hesitate to set the foul place ablaze.  
 
    This time there's no holding back. I assured myself as the great wooden tower came into view, and I began plotting a course towards it.  
 
    That was when I heard the boom of more cannon fire. I swerved up with the others close behind as more blasts followed. The first, sent a storm of smoking projectiles through our formation. Although I hated myself, I prayed for those emitting the painful shrieks behind me, while selfishly begging that it was anyone dear to me.  
 
    As the initial shots subdued, I saw more flying formations drop down over the city, arrows bouncing from armour and scales alike. With wings locked tight at their owners’ sides, claws outstretched, dragons and griffins in union plummeted toward the smoke and fire, tearing into the orkins’ savage battalions, ripping them from boardwalks and bridges, while destroying cannons with arcs of magic and blasts of dragonfire. 
 
    The orkin were swift to retaliate with volleys of arrows and ballistas. Large, cumbersome ogres strode amidst the hordes, throwing chunks of ruined buildings. The weapons mounted upon the trolls proved more of a challenge. More of the great beasts reared up, shielding the artillery within their spines and slamming their fists down upon anyone who flew too close.  
 
    I forced my attention away as the clatter of armour, the flash of cannons, magical fire and the sharp ring of clashing blades battered my senses with their horrifying symphony. I focused on my racing heart, each sharp intake of breath, and despite the carnage, the small shadows closing in about me confirming the presence of my friends.  
 
    As if taking one deep breath, the air about us seemed to pause, and I looked up just in time to see a swirling storm of hippogriff sorcerers. Blue lightning gathered around the left-most tower, blowing the great orkin structure into ruin and hailing the distant cries of victory from our forces. 
 
    They got one? Good, just two to go! I noted, fully aware the battle was far from won.  
 
    Another booming horn rang out from another of the towers, and from the centre of the ruins a new swarm of manticores bearing elite orkin riders flew up like angry wasps from a hive. They rose in formation, blocking out the sun and my view of the centre tower, before forcing us to dive down amidst the ruins.  
 
    "Go under them!" I called, as I swerved abruptly.  
 
    I found myself flying inches above the frozen river. The others followed close behind, as did at least half a dozen manticores swoop down into our path. Orkin laden bridges flashed by overhead, forcing me to turn back toward our pursuers as they struggled to navigate the tight terrain.  
 
    "Do you really want to be flying straight at them!?" I heard Neera shout, and by the look on everyone's face, I was sure they all thought the same thing.  
 
    I just nodded, opening my wings, slicing the first rider clean in half, engulfing two more with fire, while Ember and Boltock's claws cut down a third. Another found out just how sharp Neera's weapons really were, and ice encased the last as Risha flew by, the extra weight ensuring the orkin became very familiar with the frozen river below.  
 
    "Yeah, I'm pretty sure!" I called back the moment we were free, while the faldron simply appeared pleased she’d had the opportunity to kill more orkin. 
 
    "Come on, we still need to get to the tower," I urged, looking up at the structure in an effort to formulate another way through its defences.  
 
    I wasn't given long to ponder, as a hail of arrows and rocks flew down from the walls on either side of us. Several of the crude projectiles glanced off my armour, before I unleashed a torrent of flame onto the battalion of archers. The swarming creatures stood no chance, but as they writhed and heaved in the fire, many more projectiles forced us higher.  
 
    I sent another fire bolt into a tower, forcing the orkin to rain from it like a flaming waterfall. Torrents of coloured flame consumed several more barricades as my friends came round at my rear, their armour holding up well against the arrows. The same could not be said for the thrown rock that crashed into me, knocking me from the sky.  
 
    Several buildings clipped my wings, sending me into a frantic spin, while in my blurred vision, I saw my attacker, – a large, pale-skinned humanoid creature, with swollen features and a vaguely angry expression. Dust consumed the image when I crashed through the roof of an old building, throwing the world into the chaos of a loud ringing and a pounding in my head. When I opened my eyes, the dust was settling about me. I could barely make out the outlines of several dark figures, the sound of heavy armoured boots heralding their charge.  
 
    The blades on my wings flashed into life, illuminating the dust around me into a glowing mist. The first orkin swung at me through the cloud, missing as I jumped aside and swept a blade across his front. My tail struck a second, and a third felt the force of my other wing. As a fourth charged, I coiled back, the ensuing blast escaping my muzzle just as another jumped down from the level above, throwing me off balance. My fire breath missed, striking the roof and causing it to collapse, burying several more in the process.  
 
    The one on my back threw a wooden shaft around my neck and pulled back in an attempt to drag me to the floor. I bucked up, throwing him over my front and snatching the spear from his grip with my mouth. The creature writhed on the floor before I finally stuck his crude blade through his chest.  
 
    Even so, four more orkin rose to their feet before me, shaking off debris as they brought their weapons to bear. Before any of them could move, they were consumed by a torrent of fire as Ember burst in through one of the windows.  
 
    "Are you okay?" she asked, but before I could answer, a shadow moved in behind her. 
 
    The large orkin lifted his hammer. I moved to strike him down, but a large piece of rubble beat me to it, slamming into his face. Ember and I glanced to see Boltock in another of the windows, rocky projectiles levitating around him.  
 
    "Thanks," Ember offered in swift appreciation.  
 
    He simply nodded as both Neera and Risha appeared next to him. Before anyone could take a moment’s reprieve, something caught all of our attentions.  
 
    "Flyin' things make meh mad, I smash flyin' things!" the ogre's angry voice boomed, lifting another ruined chunk from the wall.  
 
    I instinctively coiled back, blasting the wall beside the dull creature before it could take aim. A bridge between us shook as the ruins exploded and the large brute fell forwards.  
 
    "No, stop that, flyin' things no play fair!" it howled, effortlessly ripping a stone pillar from the foundations. "I smashes you's all into the ground!" it yelled, before charging across the bridge.  
 
    "I think moving would be a good idea!" Neera warned.  
 
    I agree completely. I was swift to think, when without warning, the bridge gave a firm shake before kicking upwards like a bucking horse, throwing the ogre into the air before the brute knew what was going on.  
 
    "What? Ogres are stupid," Boltock shrugged as his concentration faded and we all looked at him. "And this city is made of stone?"  
 
    He's just full of surprises, isn't he? I thought, feeling oddly taken back to the first time I'd really seen him use his power.  
 
    Another loud boom immediately demanded our attention when the whole building shook. We all peered down to see that the beast had fallen directly on top of a cannon, which immediately exploded, as did the troll on which it had been mounted.  
 
    "I suppose you aimed for that too?" Neera joked, and Boltock's look neither denied or confirmed.  
 
    As the dust and smoke settled, I looked out over the raging battle outside, to the distant tower.  
 
    "We need to get up there, find Balgore and kill him!" I declared, unable to help my growing impatience.  
 
    "No arguments here," Neera added, straightening her tail feathers and hidden weapons.  
 
    Ember and Boltock both nodded and Risha moved up beside me. I glanced back at her while my eyes wandered to something in the smoky background. Above what looked to be a large, domed building, I could see a host of silver-armoured dragons, including Zephyra and the Elders.  
 
    "That's the ruined temple of nine, where the survivors from Dardien's defensive wings are held up," Ember informed as she moved over to get a better view.  
 
    I glanced between the temple and the tower, when something else caught my eye. Despite the battle raging all about us, many of the cannons were aiming at the temple, only they weren't loading explosive shells. At first, I couldn't tell what the chain balls and small orbs were, until I looked down to see the same thing splayed out in the wreckage below us.  
 
    They're nets! I looked back at the temple in alarm.  
 
    "What is it?" Risha asked.  
 
    "It's a trap. The temple is a trap!" I exclaimed, spreading my wings. "They left those survivors there for a reason!"  
 
    She glanced over the ruined structure, and it was clear she saw it too. I didn't give anyone time to argue, not that I thought they would. I took off toward the ruins as fast as I could manage; Balgore's tower will have to wait.  
 
    * 
 
    Battling beasts of every kind filled the air around us as we finally came upon the temple. I swerved and weaved through the fight, once again coming dangerously close to the swarm of blades and arrow fire. Amidst the crumbling stonework, I saw the fallen being swiftly hacked apart by the orkin. While those that fought back were quickly overpowered before they could take off again. Jets of flame, bursts of magic and sharp claws killed orkin in the hundreds, but it did little to reduce their numbers.  
 
    We have to break them soon, there's too many to just kill them all! I noted, yet as much as I thought about killing Balgore, I knew we'd be no better if we lost our own leadership.  
 
    I saw the central tower loom above like a mountain as we crossed the open courtyard before the temple, and another flock of manticores forced us to dart about the ruined statues surrounding it. Flying between the towering stone impersonations of dragons, griffins and other creatures, we circled back on our pursuers and blasted them with flames, before rising over the shattered roof.  
 
    Through the crumbling dome I could see a large force of dragons within the ruined basin, most of which had formed a protective circle about the princess and Elders, while a guard of griffins reinforced them. With a crescendo of gargled hisses, my friends and I broke through the attacking manticores that had been circling above. 
 
     "Come on, now's our chance!" I cried, diving towards the ruined roof as the others rallied behind me.  
 
    "You may want to double-check that," Neera responded, her words cut off by a booming roar.  
 
    All eyes fixed on something else amidst the chaos as a shadow and loud wing beats passed over us. I recognised that sound, and it filled me with rage. The shadow was the only warning I had before the wyvern tore into me. Its claws swatted me aside, its wings tossing my friends about like gnats as it grasped me in its jaws and lifted up into the sky.  
 
    "I's got's some scores to settle with you's, demon, and no black wyrm’s goanna stop me's this time!" Balgore declared from the creature’s back, his spiked, golden armour rattling as the beast beat its wings.  
 
    I squirmed, but the wyvern was careful to keep my bladed wings and claws at a distance.  
 
    "You's goanna know the full power of..."  
 
    Before the warlord could finish, several sharp blades cut through the air, lodging between the plates in his neck. He merely grunted at the inconvenience, turning towards where the shots had originated.  
 
    What met him was a wall of flame, forcing the wyvern's grip to loosen. Able to spread my wings, I jumped from its teeth, before slashing at its armoured head with all my strength. The etherium plates proved more than a worthy adversary for my weaponry, glowing red-hot until they finally broke, leaving enough time for the beast to bat me away. 
 
    As I fell, the wyvern moved to grab me again. Several shards of glistening ice and a shower of stone tore at the underside of its wings, throwing it off balance. Recovering from the rough descent, I swiftly avoided a towering statue of some great humanoid lizard. Unfortunately, my spinning momentum forced me toward the rapidly approaching temple wall, and unleashing a blast of explosive fire, I slipped through the narrow hole it blasted and into the shadowed interior.  
 
    Spreading my wings, I steadied my landing amidst the dusty rubble the best I could, before finally hitting the floor, bouncing to a halt against a small pile of rubble. I could see my friends forcing Balgore away with volleys of fire and elemental magic, before rushing down to join me. 
 
     "Nicely handled," I offered, shaking dust, soot and bloody grime from my dented armour.  
 
    "I always tell you you're not the only one who can fight," Risha assured with a wry smile, her own armour marred by scars and scratches.  
 
    The sounds of the ground-based battle raging about us stole the conversation, growing louder as we swiftly climbed across the rubble to see the small circle of Dardien guards. All the while, more dragons swooped down, instantly cooking the orkin hoard with torrents of fire as they circled and finally landed to reinforce the soldiers.  
 
    There's just more wings flying in here! We're gathering like fish in a barrel! The moment I saw Zephyra step out from the group, I ran toward her to declare such a revelation.  
 
    "Brave soldiers of Dardien, we have come to aid you in the..." the princess began.  
 
    "It's a trap!" was all that escaped my muzzle as I almost skidded into her.  
 
    "What are you doing here? I thought you were supposed…" Zephyra asked, but I silenced her question immediately as every set of eyes turned to me.  
 
    "Balgore’s not in the tower, he's trying to lure you all here!"  
 
    "Indeed, it would appear the Guardian may have a point. This site would make for the ideal ambush," Apollo chimed as he hovered behind her.  
 
    "He's right, your highness, the orkin are preparing cannons to bombard the temple as we speak," Ember reinforced.  
 
    Come on, she has to believe us! Zephyra glanced up at the shattered ceiling, then nodded.  
 
    "Defensive formations, make for the sky!" she commanded, and instantly an armoured wall of dragons formed about her and the Elders.  
 
    The wyvern’s recognisable roar and the crash of Balgore slamming through the temple wall punctuated her command as the warlord swiftly batted aside a battling flock of dragons and griffins. One leatherwing wasn't so lucky, and Balgore's mount plucked him from the sky, before landing on the crumbling head of a large draconic statue. Bloodstained, the squirming dragon in the wyvern’s grip struggled until, with a loud crack, the beast shattered his spine and dropped him like a rag at the feet of the sculpture.  
 
    "At last you show yourself, fiend!" Zephyra called firmly as she locked eyes with him.  
 
    "I's been waitin' to get you's all right where I’s wants you's!" he growled confidently. "I's got a little present for you's all!" he added, as I glanced around for any sign of what he may be up to.  
 
    "You's all's think you's can beat's us!" he boomed, raising his golden hammer high, a cracked grin parting his rocky face. "Instead's, I's goanna watch you's all die!"  
 
    With a heavy flap of its wings his hideous mount battled back toward the centre tower. I lurched forward when the deep boom of cannon fire thundered, sending a rain of nets down over us. Many snagged on the rubble, but those that made it, pinned us like a fisherman's catch. 
 
    I lashed out, my glowing blades making easy work of the chains, before I cut my struggling companions free.  
 
    Is that all he's got? I thought, turning to take off after Balgore.  
 
    Before any of us could spread our wings, the ground shuddered as the rubble below the statue erupted in a shower of dirt, forcing the temple floor to sink into a newly-yawning pit.  
 
    "You need to get out of here!" I insisted as a feathery slash from Apollo cut the princess and her guard free.  
 
    "I'm afraid I must agree," the construct announced, cutting himself free with several more blasts.  
 
    The ground shook again, and with a deep, reverberating roar some kind of stone monstrosity spewing green flames crawled up from the pit. The moment I saw it my mind instantly considered the monstrous silhouette I'd glimpsed deep within the ice fire foundry of Valcador, only now there were no chains to hold it back.  
 
    It was a huge, worm-like thing with a body formed from pulsating rows of sharp stone and molten green barbs. Two clawed legs supported its vast bulk on either side of its spiked, metal-clad head. While crude orkin armour was grafted to its stone hide by welded chains and metal rivets.  
 
    Shifting like a great serpent, it twisted and coiled. The ground gave another shudder as part of the temple collapsed and the beasts spiked tail whipped around. Green fire crackled under its stone hide, while an eyeless helmet covered a huge jaw and a great beak of rock.  
 
    That confirms how the orkin dig their burrows so quickly. I noted as someone amidst the crowd called in terror.  
 
    "Basilisk!" 
 
    The hideous beast roared, sending a torrent of green fire into the chamber’s far side. The baleful flames singed the air as smoke would one's lungs, filling it with a sickening, horrific scent. It was then that its true nature struck me as I looked in horror to see the flames reduced even dragons to nothing but charred bones glistening with green embers.  
 
    But... Dragons are fireproof? I thought as their deaths drew cheers from the orkin onlookers.  
 
    "Basilisk fire is the most potent known. Its poison will kill anything it touches!" Boltock explained with a frightened eagerness.  
 
    "Go, find Balgore and kill him, we’ll handle this abomination," Zephyra ordered.  
 
    "Princess or not, I'm not about to leave you all down here with that thing!" I declared, but she spread her wings and looked at me confidently. 
 
    "Today is not the day upon which we find our deaths, not by this evil's hand. Now go!" she insisted, and without another word, she took off, rallying at least half a dozen dragons, including Soaren and Apollo behind her as she flew claws-first into the basilisk’s head.  
 
    I felt the urge to fly up with her, but as they captured the creature’s attention, something tugged at my wing.  
 
    "They won't last long against that thing; we have to break the orkin now!" Risha demanded.  
 
    I glanced between her and the aerial battle, before nodding reluctantly.  
 
    "Stay close," was all I added as I beat my wings and took to the sky.  
 
    There was no argument from any of them as they emerged from the temple’s shattered roof behind me. Manticores and arrow volleys surrounded us once more, but the tower loomed just ahead. Surging upwards, we circled round the mass of wooden beams and scaffold supporting the bulk, blasting archers with jets of flame before the beasts and their ratty goblin allies scattered as we finally landed on the wooden sprawl.  
 
    A large web of blackened beams, taught ropes, tattered cloth and rattling chains covered everything around us. Swiftly moving forward, we carved our way up through the maze of walkways towards the armoured platform at the summit.  
 
    It didn't take long for the orkin to regroup, and before I knew it, several manticores swooped by and another large orkin cluster scaled the ramp behind us, while more took up firing positions on the opposing walkways. With no thoughts other than command, I looked to Boltock and Ember.  
 
    "Do you think you can handle them?" I asked, harbouring no doubt.  
 
    "No problem," both nodded eagerly in agreement.  
 
    "Can you deal with them?" I asked again, this time directing my words at Neera while nodding to the archers on the walkways on either side of us.  
 
    "Consider it done," she confirmed, immediately taking off, darting amidst the wooden structure with skill and precision.  
 
    As fire engulfed the pathways behind us, I finally looked to Risha. Her expression told me she knew exactly what I was about to say. It was fortunate, because the manticores crawling down toward us didn't give me much time to say anything more.  
 
    "Follow me." 
 
    The feline beasts let out angry roars, forcing their chitinous tails forwards like poisoned lightning bolts. I swept at one barb with my wings, cutting it to a sizzling stump. As the creature recoiled, I ducked low, cutting at its forelegs with my claws as Risha jumped up and over my back, colliding claws-first with its rider.  
 
    The orkin swung wildly as his mount staggered, while Risha sank her claws deep into his hide, coiling her tail around to stab him in the back with the blade at its tip. She leapt back to me with a neat flap of her wings as the thrashing manticore rolled off the walkway, taking the dead rider with it.  
 
    We had little time to rest, the moment the first was out of the way, another pounced. Risha jumped back, her tail kissing the fiery combat behind us as I leapt across to another beam. The orkin looked between us with an air of indecision, before he finally fixed his attention on me.  
 
    Good to see they still consider me the better prize. I thought as with one kick of his spiked boots, he ushered his mount on to an opposing beam.  
 
    The weak timber gave an uneasy groan as I lowered myself, and did my best to stay balanced. The orkin laughed as he crept closer, while I focused on his every movement and eventually, tucking my wings at my side, ran straight at him. He appeared perplexed for a split second, but hurriedly readied his weapon and pulled at his reins to flash the manticore's sharp teeth.  
 
    I leapt into the range of its claws, the sudden movement dislodging several large icicles. The first one hit the feline beast’s raised paw, knocking it off balance, while the rest sank deep into the top of its head.  
 
    As his mount collapsed, I ripped the shocked rider from his saddle, sinking my teeth deep into his neck. Vile black ichor flooded my mouth as he gargled and went limp, until I released him to fall after his mount into the pit below.  
 
    "Good work," I concluded, unable to hide my satisfaction, as I landed next to Risha.  
 
    She nodded once, as we glanced back to see Boltock and Ember had the orkin on the run, while Neera had torched most of the archers. Another group ran up a stairway to our right, intent on cutting us off.  
 
    We have to stay together! I started to move toward the others, but Risha caught me before I could.  
 
    "Come on, the way is clear, it's our best chance," she urged.  
 
    I glanced between her and the others, and it was clear I wasn't the only one who didn't want to split up.  
 
    Then what's the difference? Our levels of faith in them? I wondered, aware Risha was right. If we don't go now, it may be too late.  
 
    "They can handle themselves," she added reassuringly.  
 
    "You're right," I finally admitted, but not before sending a blast of fire into the oncoming horde, shattering the stairs.  
 
    * 
 
    It wasn't long before the two of us found a route to the higher levels. With the monsters distracted below, it was clear, just as Risha had suggested, and we soon emerged onto a small series of steps running around the square rim of the tower’s peak.  
 
    "He has to be up there," I proposed, nodding at the platform.  
 
    "I wouldn't doubt it," she added.  
 
    Sheets of scaled hide and rough furs covered the metal-reinforced summit, while the scent of death and decay filled the air. Meanwhile, flares of toxic-green fire burst up from the temple far below, while silver flashes indicated that our forces still fought back.  
 
    Even if we kill Balgore, what's to say they won't still be stuck in there with that thing?  
 
    It was at that point I looked down at the flaming tower below us, the sight reminding me of the orkin mining structures back in Valcador. The centre was some kind of crude mechanism boring into a pit below the foundations, bearing the smouldering characteristics of something that could explode.   
 
    If my time in Valcador taught me anything... I began to formulate an idea.  
 
    "Stay close," I insisted, taking a cautious step up to the roof with Risha close behind.  
 
    The unexpected sound of metal talons upon wood forced us to freeze. I listened intently as the sounds came closer, but I noticed something else – the footsteps were light and sharp, unlike those of any brutish warlord.  
 
    "You're too late, little hatchlings," a silky feminine voice hissed.  
 
    I glanced up at the snake-like form of the ebon dragoness coiling down from the rafters. The one Pyro had sent to guard the warlord.  
 
    "Omisha, I presume?" I muttered. 
 
    She smiled, flexing a forepaw as if to offer a patronising pat on the head.  
 
    "I admire your eagerness to fulfil the master's great plan, but this is not where you're needed," she hissed, waving a wing as if to direct an ill-behaved chick to their nest.  
 
    I narrowed my eyes, stepping forward without a hint of the fear her glowing eyes were clearly seeking.  
 
    "Where's Balgore?" I demanded.  
 
    She coiled back, raising a foreclaw to her muzzle in mock contemplation.  
 
    "Let me think. Oh yes, he's at the switch on top of this tower, but I wouldn't worry; he'll be dead the moment it's triggered," she laughed.  
 
    I fought not to allow my confusion to show, but nonetheless, she revelled in my perplexed emotions.  
 
    "Couldn't your brave friends figure out what these towers are for? We don't want to take Dardien, we want it gone, and when these towers are activated." She raised a forepaw, clenching it tightly, "well, the hanging city shouldn't be too much trouble after that," she hissed, opening her paw and silently mouthing the word Boom.  
 
    Wait... So these towers are supposed to explode!?  
 
    I had no time to consider what she had said before she slammed into me with a speed that put Neera's to shame. Her claws raked at my armour and her fire caused my scars to burn red-hot. She had me pinned, but with a hiss Risha leapt up and wrapped all four claws about her neck, pulling her backwards.  
 
    "That's my mate, you monster!" she declared, slashing at the traitor's wings with her tail blade.  
 
    The ebon wing recoiled like a spring, and in her struggle, failed to notice that Risha was directing her toward the edge of the platform. Smashing through the row of spiked rails guarding the edge, she plummeted into the battle below, her tattered wings barely able to hold her as she flailed in the air. Risha leapt back beside me as I staggered to my paws and glanced at her in utter bewilderment, only to speak before she could quip.  
 
     "Yes, yes, I know... You fight better than me anyway." 
 
    Quickly moving on we scampered upwards, a large square platform greeted us, laden with piles of munitions and several cannons.  
 
    That at least makes one part of my plan easier. However, in light of the new information I had to consider. I don't want to blow up the whole of Dardien doing this.  
 
    Smoking chimneys and fires sat around the platform, while a tall spire draped in chains and slowly shifting machinery sat at the centre.  
 
    That has to be the top of their drill?  
 
    A thunderous gust of wind shook me from my thoughts, prompting me to look into the distant horizon at the gathering mass of clouds.  
 
    The lack of Mordrakk telling me anything since the start of the battle made me feel uneasy, especially when I saw the gathering storm. In the same instant I observed several orkin guards abandon their cannons, rushing forward in an attempt to subdue us. Fortunately, they were no better than those who had preceded them, and when we finally finished them off, I looked back at Risha.  
 
    "Come on, if he's not here, we still have to destroy this thing before they can use it," I prompted.  
 
    The central mechanism whirred and rattled, as if it were winding up for its fatal blow. My guesswork was further corroborated when I saw what looked like a gigantic lever before a crude throne at its base, its handle wickedly forged from the same golden metal as my armour. There was no sign of Balgore, or the black dragoness.  
 
    Maybe he doesn't want to sit on top of the explosives intended to kill him?  
 
    "We need to ensure no one activates this thing, before we figure out how to destroy it!" I instructed.  
 
    Risha nodded reluctantly, making her way over to the throne while I strode out onto the open platform. Making myself look as proud and confident as I could manage. Spreading my wings, I sent several blasts of magical fire into the air where they exploded amidst the gathering clouds.  
 
    "Where are you? I'm here, come and get me!" I shouted as loud as I could, adding several more explosive bolts.  
 
    We waited in strained anticipation; nothing but the low din of battle filling the air until a thunderous roar boomed. The whole platform shook as the silhouetted form of the wyvern-mounted warlord appeared. His vicious steed hissed and its dorsal spines rattled, while its rider let out a confident laugh.  
 
    "I's been waitin' for this," he growled, waving his golden hammer.  
 
    My wings flared wider, the arcane blades flashing to life as his mount dropped to the wooden platform with a tremendous thud. Risha watched from the throne, as if every part of her body was urging her not to stand idly by. Yet she knew what she had to do. As did I.  
 
    "So have I, you filth."  
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    The Brazen Warlord 
 
      
 
    I charged forward, drawing his attention away from Risha and the lever. His wyvern clumsily spread its wings, surging upward as it fumbled toward me. Without hesitation, I darted left toward one of the cannons. The confused beast swung round, its armoured neck far more agile than I anticipated, and before I knew it, my tail exploded with agony as its strong jaws crushed around my armour.  
 
    It dragged me out from behind the cannon and threw me against a pile of scrap metal, my armour cushioning most of the impact. Balgore laughed, ushering the thing forward once more. I coiled back and blasted fire at the creature’s right wing, turning it into a tattered rag of burnt flesh. It let out an angry roar, lunging as I darted around its opposite flank, torching its other wing with another burst of flame.  
 
    Let's see how tough you are when you can't fly! I thought, as it went from flailing in pain, to a fit of rage, sticking out its burnt right limb.  
 
    The speed at which it moved the charred appendage caught me off guard, and I landed flat on my face when it knocked my legs out from under me.  
 
    All the while Balgore bellowed a barrage of angry insults, continually forcing the wyvern forward. I staggered to my paws just as it swung round, its horns thumping into me like a battering ram. Nevertheless, I sank my claws deep into its putrid, scaly hide and slashed at its eyes with my wings, drawing great gashes across its golden armour.  
 
    Whipping its serpentine neck around, the beast reared up and it was all I could do to hang on as I was dragged into the air with it. Inevitably thrown aside, crashing to the floor beside the throne.  
 
    "Blaze, what are you doing? You can't fight him alone!" Risha shouted.  
 
    Rising from the dent I'd made in the frail metal structure, I looked back at her. 
 
    "No, but if he gets to that lever, everyone down in the city dies!"  
 
    "Isn't this romantic," a mocking voice announced.  
 
    I peered past Risha to see a dark shape materialise behind the throne, shadowy scales gleaming in the last beams of sunlight as distant thunder began to rumble.  
 
    "It is such a shame I have to intrude!" Omisha announced, before she leapt at Risha.  
 
    "Look out!" I called, coiling back.  
 
    Before I could take a breath, Risha spun round, bringing the blade on her tail across the underside of the ebon wing.  
 
    "Why, you are a bold little thing, aren't you?" the dark dragoness mused as their wing blades locked in a clattering parry.  
 
    "You have no idea!" Risha challenged, blasting a plume of fire into her opponent's face.  
 
    The ebon wing hissed, but as Risha fell back Omisha swept her paws out from under her.  
 
    "You focus on him, I'll take care of her," my blue companion instructed, jumping back to her paws with a snarl.  
 
    Torn between helping her and tackling the warlord, I felt stunned. Fear and dread gripped me more than ever. 
 
    No, not here, not now. I'm in the heart of battle. I have to focus!  
 
    As I deliberated, the wyvern was busy battling with its tattered wings, much to Balgore's rage.  
 
    "Having issues?" I taunted, prowling back towards him. 
 
    "The only issues I's has is with you's!" he growled, slamming his hammer down on the wyvern’s head. "Go gets him, you's useless wretch!"  
 
    The monster licked its bloodied lips, fixing its yellow eyes on me before it charged once more. I backed up against one of the cannons, craning my neck to face the pile of spiked orbs beside it. The beast’s mouth opened wide and I exhaled, jumping up from the explosion with a beat of my wings. The blast wave consumed the wyvern as both the cannon and its munitions exploded. 
 
    How do you like that, you... I'd almost cleared its spiny back when a heavy golden mass swatted me.  
 
    Balgore's crude hammer was more than a match for my armour, the force of its strike shattering bone and plates alike, and I crashed into the floor before rolling to a painful halt. All the while I could hear Risha battling Omisha, and a loud creaking through the tower as it shuddered. The explosion had shattered one of the main support beams, causing the whole thing to list. As it slowly shifted, the temple roof loomed into view.  
 
    One more explosion like that and this whole thing's going to topple! I thought, locking eyes with my opponent.  
 
    The wyvern swung round, its face and front half now matching its charred wings.  
 
    How in the creators’ name is it still alive! The idea sickened me, yet as I thought, another fiery explosion lit up the sky behind Balgore, when the second tower came crashing down.  
 
    Tarwin did it! Despite everything, I inwardly cheered as several armoured griffins bearing riders swooped away from the destruction. Two down, last one is on me!  
 
    Balgore took one look at the flaming remnants, his face contorting as he growled and snorted a stream of green embers.  
 
    "You's really are starting to anger me's, wyrm!" he roared.  
 
    Coiling back, I blasted several bolts at the wyvern’s head, but despite scorching its scales, it was as if it didn't feel the pain anymore. In a flash, it swept out a bony wing and pinned me under its snout. I kicked up, pressing all four of my legs into its muzzle and letting my claws sink deep into its exposed hide. With all of my strength, I forced its mouth shut, very much aware that being eaten wasn't on my list of things to experience. All the while Balgore grinned down at me.  
 
    "Little demon... No more's than a wyrm under my boot!"  
 
    He should really learn to stop taunting! Despite the wyvern's newfound energy, it couldn't ignore the heat of my claws as they turned white-hot. 
 
    With a shrill yelp, it reeled back, flames erupting from my armour and igniting the floor beneath me. Balgore's smile simply grew wider.  
 
    "This is what's I's after, demon!" he declared loudly, lifting his hammer. "A reals good fight!"  
 
    Suddenly, the sky let out a thunderous boom and arcs of lightning lanced through the dark air. With a stark flash, a purple bolt split the clouds, followed immediately by another as a light rain began to fall. I looked out over the distant plains as purple lightning strikes began to ignite fires and split the heavens open.  
 
    This is no natural storm. I noted, as where lightning struck, it opened smouldering holes in the earth, their depths illuminated by more purple flames. Just like under the brazier back at the celebration!  
 
    Balgore looked to the sky, seemingly far more angered by the interruption. In that moment, I took my chance and leapt onto the wyvern's head, running down its snaking neck toward him. He met me with a stone arm, wrapping his fingers around my wing, holding his grip for a few seconds until the heat forced him to let go and I brought a searing claw across his chest.  
 
    His golden armour buckled and warped, but remained steadfast. The warlord took one look at it, and I recoiled, ready to fire. Before I knew it, his hammer slammed into my side. More of the wooden platform ignited as I rolled to a halt, the flames hissing in the growing rain.  
 
    "I's sick of this, demon. I's goin’ to kills you's!" he bellowed.  
 
    The ever-darkening clouds began to swirl and the wind blew wildly. It was as if the air itself was fleeing the storm as it consumed the last shreds of sunlight with another thunderous boom. I took one look at the molten holes the lightning had created and felt my blood run cold as the dark forms of winged beasts swarmed out like pitch-black rivers.  
 
    Vulpomancers... There's so many of them!  
 
    Moving like the writhing tentacles of one great beast, illuminated by flashes of purple lightning, they began to coil within the clouds. Another soul-tearing shriek burst from the sky as a purple light swirled into existence within the storm and the wind blew harder, rattling the tower to its foundations. I battled to keep my footing as the structure's gradual descent toward the battle-strewn ruins accelerated.  
 
    Mordrakk laughed within my mind, before slipping away into the shadows amidst my thoughts. His time to act had finally come. Fear gripped me, and even Balgore appeared uneasy as the dark swarm began to gather, their shadows spreading across the snow-covered plains like a vast plague. 
 
    I wonder if he realises who he's been serving all this time? I had to wonder, yet with a chilling war cry, he surged forward.  
 
    His battered wyvern staggered, while I did my best to steady myself. Before he could get close to me the wooden frame splintered, metal supports twisted and wailed, lengths of taught chains snapping back like whips as they broke. I glanced back at Risha, to see her desperately avoiding Omisha's attacks. Every fibre of my being was telling me to help her, and yet I knew if either of our adversaries got to the lever, it was all over. A fresh burst of lightning illuminated a new form, and seconds later, a jet of red flames hit the ebon dragoness.  
 
    Several bolts of green fire and shards of bone followed, as Boltock, Ember and Neera all appeared in the sky above Risha. Omisha’s face contorted with anger as they forced her back, her attention caught between them.  
 
    "You seriously think you can best me?" she challenged, receiving a blast of blue fire for her trouble. 
 
    "Try us!" Ember snapped as she landed with Boltock by his sister's side.  
 
    "As you wish," Omisha growled, surging forward.  
 
    I felt another urge to rush over, but the sound of a thundering charge met my ears, as did the shaking of the platform.  
 
    "You's forgetting something, demon!" Balgore called out as his wyvern rammed into me.  
 
    Once again, his mighty hammer swatted me aside. The moment I was tossed into the air, my instinct surged, and I darted back with a beat of my wings. Narrowly avoiding the wyvern's jaw, I landed as the beast twisted back, frantically shaking its charred head. Balgore roared, his words disappearing into a beastial chant as he tried to usher the wounded monster forward.  
 
    That thing's almost spent, there's hardly any fight left in it. I noted, readily raking my claws across the wood with a flurry of sparks.   
 
    Before either of us could charge again, the storm of wing beats drew closer and a dark cloud of vulpomancers swarmed overhead.  
 
    "What's this?" Balgore demanded, locking eyes with Omisha.  
 
    The ebon wing took a courteous glance at the swarm, her eyes passing between the warlord and I.  
 
    "I believe your services are no longer required, nor are you," she informed Balgore with a condescending sympathy.  
 
    His anger waned for a moment, the green fire in his eyes flaring. Omisha ignored him, focusing on her own adversaries as several vulpomancers appeared over the edge and set upon the warlord. The otherworldly spawn ravaged his wyvern with little more than a few strokes of their dark claws. It gave a sharp shriek before dropping, burying Balgore under its weight. I stared as the swarm passed on, before glancing back at the others and the black dragoness. 
 
    "Now to see if this beast’s work is worthy," she stated, blasting a bolt of fire into my friends and forcing them back as she prowled toward the lever.  
 
    I leapt forward, but before she could lay a talon upon the golden handle, it froze solid, just as a pair of ice blades tore through her wings. She crumbled into a heap of scales, floundering down the stairs before the throne. Boltock and Ember recovered and Neera swooped low as Omisha stood, rustling her torn limbs in frustration. Risha appeared at the top of the steps, ice blade levitating at her side.  
 
    "You'll regret that!" Omisha hissed, leaning back like a deadly snake ready to strike.  
 
    Risha stood firm, taking up the blade like a master would a spear.  
 
    "Not as much as you'd regret pulling that lever," she challenged.  
 
    Omisha smirked.  
 
    "We'll see about that, little one."  
 
    Lunging forward, she spread her wing blades, and my heart stopped as I saw them closing down on my closest friend. Risha was far from defenceless, and focusing all of her elemental magic, she spread her wings, instantly forging the rain pouring around her into a wall of ice. Her attacker hesitated, beating her injured wings in an attempt to back away. Two blasts of flame and a pair of sharp stones hit her from behind, along with a hybrid torrent of grey and red fire, sending her crashing through the ice wall.  
 
    Recovering, she rose up, only to have her wings pierced by another pair of sharp ice spears. It all happened so fast, and my instinct urged me to join my friends, but as I staggered, Balgore’s hammer caught my shoulder. 
 
    "I's not going down so easy!" the warlord growled. 
 
    Keen to avoid him I jumped back, avoiding another wild swing, leaving it to smash a hole in the floor where my head had just been. Struggling to free the blunt weapon, the dismounted warlord threw a stone fist my way, punching another hole in the wood as I rolled away.  
 
    My crackling blades hissed in the rain as it became a torrent, water dripping from my armour, turning to steam as it touched my blazing scales. I could see Risha's battle continuing in the corner of my eye as I leapt at Balgore. He didn't hesitate and I met the golden shaft of his hammer with my crossed wing blades. The weapons sparking like freshly forged steel as I held back the hulking brute.  
 
    Balgore laughed as he pulled back, only to hesitate in anticipation of me releasing a bolt of fire. In that moment, I turned on the spot, slicing my tail blade across his knees and dropping him to the floor. I didn't give him another opportunity to strike as I sliced his left arm clean off. 
 
    He bellowed a mixture of pain and anger as the limb fell to the rain-drenched platform, his etherium hammer slipping from his limp grip. His cries turned to a booming sound of pure rage as he tried to bludgeon me with his remaining fist. Grabbing it with my claws, I twisted hard; the rock cracking to splinters as I looked straight into his fiery green eyes.  
 
    "Is that all you've got?" I challenged, abruptly cutting off his bellowing roar when both of my wings surged forward like blazing scissors, slicing his head from his shoulders.  
 
    The cold rain hit his face as he fell silent and his head rolled down his spiny back onto the soaked platform. All that remained was a cauterised stump, still whistling with his last violent breath, before his body dropped to the floor. I drooped, panting hard as the nervous twitching of his remains faded, and I realised I'd done it. There was no more Brazen Warlord, Balgore was dead.  
 
    Before I could contemplate my victory, the tower heaved. I sank my claws into the moist wood and forced my wings closed, battling the wind as it clawed at the structure. The beating of battling wings drew my attention toward Risha and the others still locked in combat.  
 
    "We have to get off, this whole place is about to come down!" I cried out, trying not to think about the sky-bound onslaught into which we would have to fly.  
 
    They all looked reluctant, but as I charged at the throne, Boltock and Ember joined Neera in the sky. I didn't care what Risha told me, or what we were to one another as I barrelled horns first towards her ebon-scaled attacker. Omisha leaned back to strike the blue dragoness with her tail, but Risha jumped aside, the wind dragging her down the stairs before she could steady herself. Omisha smiled at the opportunity for a swift blow, but as she stalked her adversary, I knew she'd caught a glimpse of me.  
 
    Her wing opened like a flash of dark lightning, striking me in the face with incredible force. Blood filled my mouth followed by sharp pain as I staggered.  
 
    "I don't see why you are so prized, you're no better than a hatchling," she sneered, swatting Risha aside with her tail and rounding on me. 
 
    She swiped her foreclaws and I ducked, her bladed gauntlet scraping at the armour over my back as I pressed to the floor, desperately clinging to the slippery surface as it shifted further.  
 
    Meanwhile, she landed and spun, moving to grab Risha before my friend could counter. I took the opportunity to sink my claws deep into her scales. The ebon wing howled and kicked me aside, giving Risha time to jump up from the stairs and wrap her claws over the dragonesse’s back before biting down on her armour. Pulling back with all of her strength, and several heavy wing beats, she ripped one of the protective plates from Omisha's neck. All the while, the ebon wing kicked and bucked, but Risha remained unfazed as she sent a sharp spear of steaming-cold ice right through the back of our opponent's neck and out of the other side, purple dust and dark magic glistening in a faint spray.  
 
    Omisha gasped, fire surging from her muzzle as her last breath escaped and she fell to the floor with a heavy thud, before rolling off the tower's slanted surface. Risha gasped as she fell upon the throne, and I rushed over holding her up as she panted.  
 
    "Thanks," was all I could offer through my exhaustion.  
 
    She gave a weak smile.  
 
    "What are friends for?" she questioned as the ice she'd conjured dissolved into the rain.  
 
    Unfortunately, the tower didn't intend to allow us the luxury of recovering, and with another mighty heave, the whole thing was ripped from its foundations in a cacophony of groaning steel, crumbling stone and splintering wood.  
 
    "You two, get off that thing now!" three voices called in unison as the tower toppled toward the temple ceiling.  
 
    We both leapt up, just as the floor fell away, throwing us into a frantic swarm of beating wings as orkin, dragons and griffins scattered like insects from the falling structure's path. Even the horrifying Basilisk gave a deep wail as the vast wooden frame crash through the roof, exploding with a resounding boom and blowing the whole temple apart.  
 
    Let's see that monster survive that! I thought triumphantly as the bright glow of the explosion consumed the battlefield and the shockwave tore through the rain-strewn sky.  
 
    Then, for a brief moment silence fell over the scene. Nothing but the sound of the storm filled the air as the echoing blast faded. Then the din of battle gradually resumed and we steadied ourselves into a hover above the smoking wreckage.  
 
    "Did you get him?" Boltock asked eagerly. 
 
    "Yes, Balgore's gone," I confirmed.  
 
    "And the black dragoness, who was she?" Ember asked.  
 
    I shook my head.  
 
    "A lackey to ensure Balgore carried out his orders."  
 
     "She certainly made a mistake messing with you, Sis," Boltock added admirably, glancing to his sister,  
 
    "She made the mistake of messing with all of us," Risha responded, glancing at me.  
 
    She's not proud of it, is she? I understood how she felt, that dragoness had been like her once, no matter how dark she'd become. They all know at least one other ebon wing's still out there.  
 
    "Come on, this isn't over yet, we still need to get to the temple," I urged, motioning to the swarming mass on the horizon. 
 
    No sooner had I mentioned it, than a large wing of dragons and griffins flew up to us from the ruins. Although I was pleased to see Zephyra, Soaren and Apollo still among them, I also noticed that they were more than a few short. The Elders no longer looked so unscathed, nor had the horror of battle spared the radiant grace of the hippogriff queen, as the black marks of orkin blood tarnished her snow-white feathers.  
 
    Even Halfbeak bore several new scars as he and a wing of talon guard emerged from the midst of the battle. I felt a wave of relief to see Tarwin and several other humans still riding the survivors.  
 
    "Good work, I doubt he'll be causing us any more trouble," Zephyra observed, glancing down at the smoking ruins.  
 
    I nodded, but could tell that beneath her beaten armour, wounds and firm expression, the dragoness I'd met back in the archive was smiling.  
 
    "Now, we must rally what we can of Dardien's guard. We still need to deal with my father," she commanded.  
 
    "We should make for the temple. I fear it will take more than simple strength of wings to repel what is coming," Vulkaine added, glancing up to the gathering storm.  
 
    Hovering at his side, the Cartographer's expression was halfway between anger and fear, and even Apollo looked more concerned than usual. 
 
    "Very well, we make for the palace, and then you are to escort the Guardian to the temple. Let us pray that your elemental pillar is as strong as we all hope it is," Zephyra responded. 
 
    All of her wing shadowed her as she took off, followed by the Elders, the griffins and their king. I gained an impressed expression from Tarwin as she and the griffin she rode vanished into the great fissure, and without further hesitation, we followed.  
 
    Zephyra's not the only one hoping the Elders’ proclaimed salvation is right. I thought, knowing what Mordrakk could do, and the swarm of dark beasts amassing in the sky could only be the beginning.  
 
    * 
 
    The darkness of the great lake looked especially foreboding, as did the silent city that hung above its deceptively tranquil surface. Except for the dimly glowing mosses and scattered braziers, the many looming stalactites were devoid of light. Occasionally, a muzzle or two would emerge from a nest, sinking back into the protection of their cave at the sight of the battle raging in the stormy sky.  
 
    Can't blame any reasonable dragon for staying in their home. I summarised, strangely relieved by the fact.  
 
    Nevertheless, even if one wished to fly, the air was still, the wind-written currents that had once flowed through the city were non-existent. Dardien's beating heart was dead and blood ceased to flow through its veins, and if not for Zephyra and the other wind elementals, it may have been impossible for us to fly down here.  
 
    Nevertheless, banking around one great stalactite, the palace’s dimmed cliffside entrance came into view. The four flaming braziers at its front still burned with their elemental fire, as did the great order banners hang down from their grand pillars.  
 
    "Set down before the walls, let’s hope my father's stupidity does not grip him still," Zephyra called, before swooping down toward the large plaza before the palace steps.  
 
    We all followed, and with a light clatter, the princess landed first. I noticed her eyes linger over the unlit brazier directly before the palace's main doors as I landed. I knew what she was thinking. If the dragon to light the fire of unity was worthy, the brazier should hold a flame comprising all four elements.  
 
    I know how she feels, expected to live up to something.  
 
    The remainder of the armoured wing and the Elders landed just behind the princess. Halfbeak and several talon guard swooping in beside them. I couldn't help but notice the bewildered look on Tarwin’s face as she saw Dardien for the first time, and despite everything, a smile broke across my muzzle.  
 
    That's a feeling I certainly know. I thought, recalling the stunned vertigo I'd once felt.  
 
    "The throne room is sealed, as always," Vulkaine observed, peering up into the shaded depths of the palace.  
 
    "Then let us see that my father's precious privacy is interrupted," Zephyra responded firmly, stepping up next to the Elder.  
 
    Despite her response, the doubt and reluctance in the princess’s expression was clear to see as she stepped forward. I, on the other paw, had no problem with overthrowing the snake that had betrayed me, and eagerly ascended toward the steps.  
 
    Unfortunately, not all shared in our intentions, the clattering of armour and metal-clad paws signalling the emergence of guards from the palace pillars. Vulkaine took a step back as they surrounded us, leaving only the cliff edge at our backs.  
 
    "Stop, in the name of the great Sovereign!" the lead guard commanded as the armoured group parted, allowing a tall, blue-scaled dragon to stride forward.  
 
    At first glance, I recognised him as the water dragon that had been beside Aries in the throne room, the one who had led me out of my cell. I also guessed he was the type of dragon who, without all of the soldiers, wouldn't even think about doing what he was about to.  
 
    "How dare you come back here and bring this war with you," he spat, his tone sharp and fluent, as if he wished to simply say the words and move on before anyone could challenge them.  
 
    "Tell your soldiers to stand down Irving, and step aside," Vulkaine requested, putting a name to the dragon with an almost tiresome expression.  
 
    "And who are you to order me, Elder?" he responded with a dismissive flick of his foreclaw. "You rallied this traitorous band and fled the city like cowards!"  
 
    "You may dismiss his instructions, steward, yet you are sworn to mine," Zephyra interrupted.  
 
    Stepping up to face him, it seemed she came too close for his comfort, and he snaked back like a snail into its shell. Some bolder guards edged forward, but most were hesitant and failed to confront or even hinder their princess as she pressed.  
 
    "Your forces within Andruid are rallied by my side. The orkin warlord is dead and his army scatters as we speak. Yet the day is not yet ours. I must speak with my father." There was a tense moment, until, without hesitation, she swept through the guards.  
 
    "Your father will not agree to anything you have to offer; besides, if the warlord is dead, there is no reason for you to remain here," Irving answered, cautiously eyeing her armoured talons.  
 
    "The orkin are the least of our concerns, have you not looked to the sky?" she asked sternly, waving a wing in the direction of the battle.  
 
    Irving didn't say a word, while the guards exchanged glances with growing unease. The silence endured, until something unexpected shattered it. 
 
     "Did you not hear your princess? There is an enemy out there that won't hesitate to cast this city into oblivion if you don’t listen," one of Zephyra's armoured wing suddenly spoke up, and we all looked as Soaren stepped up beside his leader.  
 
    "Don't tell me that you've never doubted Aries during your time in the order, don't tell me that you can sit by and let this city fall because of his blindness. Would you not see the restoration of what we once were and fight for what you all know is right?" An uneasy wave of chatter spread amongst the armoured dragons.  
 
    "Bold words from a simple soldier," Irving muttered.  
 
    "I could say the same of your words, simple steward," Soaren countered sharply, causing Irving to flinch.  
 
    "If that’s what you think of any dragon, you’re no better than my father. Those who stand with me are not just soldiers; they’re friends, all of them!" Zephyra urged sternly. 
 
     Irving's gaze lingered on her as he struggled for words.  
 
    "The princess is right!" a voice called from the crowd.  
 
    "No more hiding!" another shouted.  
 
    "No more dead dragons!" others added, and before long they were all turned against their orders and rallied behind Zephyra.  
 
    "This is outrageous, you will all be charged with treason!" Irving threatened.  
 
    "Perhaps, but you fail to notice that the world is falling apart," Zephyra countered, moving up next to him unhindered. "You will take me to my father, now," she added with a slight growl.  
 
    He frowned and reluctantly turned, trudging back up the stairs with his tail between his legs. Most of us were ready to follow until a vulpomancer’s horrifying shriek drew our attention to the tattered beating of black wings and shrill cries echoing through the city. Several swarms descended from the sky, spiralling toward us like living swathes of shadow.  
 
    Irving took one look at them and bolted into the palace, while I spun around as a wave of fear washed over all who remained.  
 
    "Fly steady warriors of Dardien! Defend our home to the last," Zephyra roared from the stairs.  
 
    Spreading my wings brought my blades crackling to life, and I glanced at my friends, knowing there was no way I'd let those things anywhere near the palace while I still had them to protect. Regardless, the vulpomancers’ deadly claws struck, cutting away armour and flesh like paper from a book as they plummeted into our closed ranks. I leapt up as blasts of dragonfire erupted around me, wing blades flashing as I carved several monsters into shadow.  
 
    Arcs of electrical magic engulfed many, but those that broke through the elemental barrage landed amidst the crowd in plumes of choking shadow, cutting down anyone within their reach with swift strikes of their claws and tails. Beating my wings to hover, one of the creatures tore me from the air and dragged me up, its claws like ice upon my scales as its mere presence caused my scars to burn.  
 
    "Guardian, we meet again. What a pleasssant sssurprissse," it hissed as the pair of us fought in the air.  
 
    It slashed at my eyes, but my helmet stood firm against its grim talons. In response, I twisted, cutting a deep, glowing wound in its underside with my wing, forcing my release. The sudden pain didn't stop its eagerness to strike me again, so much so, that it was reasonable to assume it had only let me go to have the pleasure of chasing me.  
 
    By the creators, I really hate these cursed things!  
 
    A piercing arrow struck its eyeless head, and it howled as it grabbed the wooden shaft, turning it to dust. Seizing the moment of distraction, I flicked it aside with my tail, sending it tumbling into the midst of combat below. The force was also enough to knock me off balance, my armour hardening against the unplanned impact, as I crashed and rolled to a halt.  
 
    "Blaze!" I heard Tarwin cry.  
 
    I snapped round to see her sat atop Meadow Hide's back, sending arrow after arrow into the swarm. Almost all were clean hits, but the mortal weapon was no match for the harbingers of death. I backed up as close as I could to the pair, my wings spread and weapons battle-ready as I focused.  
 
    "Steel yourself, leatherwing," the griffiness warned as several more vulpomancers plummeted toward us. 
 
    I twisted back, sending blast after blast as more and more joined the surge. Bursts of blazing fire reduced them to shadowy residue before fading into oblivion, but upon vanquishing the first wave, more took their place, their claws outstretched and fanged jaws open wide.  
 
    I continued fighting, cutting them down as if they were nothing more than meddlesome flies. Despite my efforts, several managed to land around us, and I was hopeless to stop a pair of dragon soldiers being cut down before my eyes.  
 
    "This is starting to turn into a really bad day!" Meadow Hide called in frustration as she batted one of the beasts away with a sweep of her talons.  
 
    I had to agree, especially when two more creatures snapped at me. One wrapped its claws over my head, slamming me to the floor before I could swing at a second. Nonetheless, I was still stronger than they were, and with a firm thrust of my legs, I burst upward, sending one flying as I struck the other with my tail.  
 
    Free, I moved to assist Tarwin, only to have more materialise in my path. Occupied with shooting arrows, Tarwin couldn't see me; however, Meadow Hide had me in full view, and with an eagle-like call, she raked her talons through the beasts, cutting them down like weeds.  
 
    Letting out a gruesome hiss another leapt toward her chest. I sprung up to meet it, but before I could, its claws ripped through her patterned armour, turning the feathers and flesh beneath into crackling purple flames and dust. With a final noble shriek, she reached out, her talons batting the dark fiend aside before the life left her eyes and she fell. I rolled to a halt as the vulpomancer skidded across the stone before me, a dull thud and rattle of metal sounding as the griffin and Tarwin hit the ground.  
 
    I could see the sorrowful look in my companion's eyes as she realised what had happened, but a rasping laugh broke over the sound of the battle as the vulpomancer rose to its feet.  
 
    "Foolisssh, girl, I'd have thought you would have learned from the lassst time," it hissed mockingly, coiling its tail as it rounded on her.  
 
    Tarwin reached for her bow, but it had been thrown from her grip, leaving her with only her father's battle-axe. Grasping the finely-crafted handle, she narrowed her eyes. The monster lurched forward, as if believing such a nonchalant movement would be enough to steal her mortal soul. Tarwin moved quickly, ducking under its claws, drawing the axe up and cutting a deep gash in the outstretched limb. The creature recoiled, hissing like a snake before inspecting the wound.  
 
    "I sssee you grow tired of gamesss. Very well," it mocked as its wounds regenerated.  
 
    This time it wasn't holding back, and it leapt forward without hesitation as Tarwin raised the axe high. 
 
    "Not this time!" I called, the rage of a hundred failures burning inside me as I leapt over its back, gripping its tattered wings with my molten claws.  
 
    It hissed and writhed as my weight dragged it to the stone, when all of a sudden, its movement ceased and the axe landed firmly in the top of its head. It gave a final, drawn out hiss before fading away beneath me, leaving the axe to clatter to the floor amidst the crackling dust. I looked up at Tarwin as she panted, moving as close to her as I could manage.  
 
    "Good job," she gasped, looking down over me before scooping up the axe and kicking aside the dusty remains. 
 
    "You too," I responded, rolling onto my paws. 
 
    "Consider this lesson learned," she added, addressing the dusty remnants of her adversary before glancing at Meadow's remains with a pained look.  
 
    I felt another tally etched into my mind, taking its place among the many recently gained, and yet this one felt far more poignant.  
 
    "Fall back to the palace, fall back!" several calls bellowed over the din of combat, and I looked to see a wall of soldiers breaking away toward the pillars.  
 
    "Blaze! Blaze! Come on!" I heard another set of voices cry and realised with relief that my friends were still alive and very much in the middle of the fight.  
 
    I didn't hesitate to fight my way to them, while Tarwin retrieved her bow and followed close behind as I cut down several more vulpomancers.  
 
    "Into the palace, quickly now," Vulkaine warned as he and the other Elders took up positions at the front of the retreating group, their muzzles bursting with fire while powerful elemental magic coursed over their aged scales.  
 
    I've never seen a dragon look like that! It was now clear that they'd become masters of their elements, especially when their jewels lit up like stars and began to pulsate with the same elemental flames.  
 
    I was hesitant to leave any dragon behind, but the force of my friends pulled me behind one of the pillars as a great flash of colour exploded down the palace stairs. The pulsating wave of elemental magic washed over the vulpomancers, sending the swarm into a burning frenzy, scorching them back to the oblivion from which they'd crawled. I peeked moments later to see the steps burning red-hot as the Elders’ magic faded, leaving all four exhausted and gasping for breath as they fought to stand.  
 
    I felt a strange sympathy for the ancient dragons. Their taxing assault had warded off our attackers, for now, but the vast field of dead bodies covering the palace plaza knocked me sick with guilt.  
 
    How many more does there have to be before this is over? I wondered, as Mordrakk etched more tallies.  
 
    The sight of my friends and the knowledge I'd saved Tarwin from the same fate was reassuring enough, urging me to stand as I looked over them.  
 
    "Come, this slaughter has gone on long enough," Zephyra commanded, her voice reassuringly stoic as she turned to the throne room doors.  
 
    I couldn't imagine how the sight of so much death was affecting her, but she marched on with more determination and commitment than that with which she'd flown into battle with.  
 
    "She’s right, you must go, we will follow," Vulkaine advised as he and the other Elders moved to the cover of the pillars to recuperate while the Cartographer appeared beside us, ushering us along.  
 
    "Now we shall see Aries' fault removed from our kingdom," he muttered.  
 
    "Come on," I urged the others, as they recuperated their shaken, battered and battle-scarred bodies. 
 
    Except for rattling armour, the inside of the hall was silent. The fires of the elemental braziers burned low, and tapestries fluttered in a light breeze. Zephyra marched ahead, Soaren and her guards by her side, while the Elders and the Cartographer moved up through the group to join them. Before long, they stood before the throne room’s firmly-closed doors, but I doubted any lock would keep them out.  
 
    "How are you doing?" I asked, turning to the battered dragons that walked beside me  
 
    "Well, we're not dead," Neera eventually answered with a hint of determination, ruffling her singed feathers. 
 
    She's right, and I have to be grateful we've made it this far, at least.  
 
    "What about you?" Risha asked, stepping close to my side.  
 
    As always, she was able to care more than I ever could. She understood the feelings and emotions racing through my mind, and she knew exactly what to do with them.  
 
    I just wish I could understand those things so clearly.   
 
    Nervously, I ruffled my wings and glanced at the door, but before I could summon up an answer, the huge slabs of stone gave an almighty groan and a surge of green magic forced them open. The internal mechanisms creaked and groaned under the strain until finally they snapped to reveal the splendid light of the throne room, as pristine as the day I'd left.  
 
    I diverted my eyes from a specific scorch mark in the marble, recalling polished stone melting under my paws as Aries told me what I really was.  
 
    I could have killed him that day, though that would have only succeeded in proving him right.  
 
    I wasn't the only one to notice the damage, although neither the princess nor the Elders paid it any heed. Nor did they acknowledge the cowering guards lingering amidst the pillars about us. I doubted any of them would follow an order from either side at this point, and the battle above was the only thing keeping them from fleeing the city.  
 
    Irving stood next to the golden throne, looking down over us with a similar dread in his quivering eyes. To his left a very different pair of eyes observed our entry. Peering from under the helmet of his royal armour, they were like diamonds – hard silver spheres that felt as if they could cut steel with a single glare.  
 
    "You have a great deal of courage coming back here, especially with such wayward beasts," Aries hissed, spite dripping from his words.  
 
    A loud slam punctuated the tension as the door snapped closed behind us, but all attention remained focused on the brooding Sovereign. My eyes dared not meet his, and as he surveyed us, my gaze lingered on his golden neck brace and its encrusted gems.  
 
    He's not worthy of that or any of this, why does anyone here still follow him? Why do I care that such a wrong, deceptive snake called me the monster!?   
 
    While my mind raced, it was clear that Zephyra wanted to step forward. Her paws shifted nervously, but her expression remained firm as Vulkaine finally stepped up.  
 
    "It is over, Aries, Dardien is no longer yours, step down," he ordered.  
 
    "You do not tell me what is to be done, traitor," Aries hissed, and for the first time, I saw true anger break from under his cool facade as he bared his gleaming white teeth.  
 
    Vulkaine didn't flinch as the silver dragon uncoiled from the throne and flowed down the stairs like liquid silver.  
 
    "You would dare speak of treachery, when it was you who betrayed Dardien with your selfish arrogance?" Vulkaine countered.  
 
    Aries snarled, forcing smoke from his flared nostrils.  
 
    "Do not speak to me of such things, or would you deny that the creators themselves chose me to rule?" he challenged.  
 
    Vulkaine continued to stare as he'd done for the majority of the Sovereign’s rule, as if his former master were no more than a pouty hatchling.  
 
    "An unfortunate turn of events you twisted to your favour, nothing more!" he responded finally, much to the Sovereign's distaste.  
 
    Aries splayed his wings, allowing gleaming blades upon his regal attire to shimmer in the light.  
 
    "If you still fail to see the truth, then all of you must be replaced, may your successors show more loyalty to their Sovereign!" he declared.  
 
    As far as combat went, the royal dragon was clumsy, though his blades were sharp and finely crafted, leaving me with no doubt they could cut through dragon scale with ease. A number of us lurched forwards as his blades came down, but Vulkaine didn't budge. The resounding ring as another blade parried the Sovereign's confirmed the Elder knew exactly what he was doing.  
 
    Zephyra forced herself between them, and her father froze as she shoved and sent him sprawling to the polished floor.  
 
    "Enough!" she hissed, folding back her wings as she glared.  
 
    Her father let out a deep growl, and for a moment, I truly believed she was right about how he saw her as nothing more than a statement of his succession.  
 
    "My dearest daughter, are you still led astray by these fools?" he asked, glaring at the Elders.  
 
    "The only fool here is you, Father. You have allowed this city to fall into despair and misery to ensure your own rule. I shall allow it no longer," she proclaimed.  
 
    "And what will you do? Do you think you could do better than I? You are my blood; we are the same. You are no more a direct descendent of Aria than I am," he told her with a hint of satisfaction.  
 
    Her stern expression shifted, and for a moment, I recognised her fear, the fear that she too would be unworthy of Dardien. Unlike her father, however; the princess’s doubt quickly faded and she stretched out a wing. The gleaming silver blade scraped against his jewelled neck brace with a distinct chime, and the whole room seemed to take an anxious breath.  
 
    "It is not our blood line that makes us special. It is about worth and commitment. And you, Father, lack both," she confessed. 
 
    "So what now, my daughter?" he spat in disgust. "Kill me and be done with it? Take the throne for yourself? See how long you can hold it against the darkness you have so foolishly brought to this kingdom," he challenged, as if begging her to deliver a blow, if only to destroy her ideals.  
 
    She released a stream of smoke as she raised her wing high, slashing it down across his chest. The onlookers gasped as the blade fell with a clean strike, harmlessly glancing his scales but seeing his neck brace fall into her foreclaw.  
 
    "No! No dragon's life is worth less than my own, even one such as yours."  
 
    At that moment, I saw genuine fear cross his muzzle.  
 
    "Consider yourself relieved, dear father," she finished, with a jet of clear flame, before pulling back and turning to the Elders.  
 
    The ancient dragons nodded, and all of the draconic guards, griffins and hippogriffs about her bowed in respect.  
 
    "All hail Zephyra, great Sovereign of Dardien," Vulkaine and the other Elders declared in union, everyone else in the room repeating the declaration, including my friends.  
 
    I offered her a subtle nod, and it felt good to have someone to respect in such a way for a change. Even so, I hated being treated like that, and if there was a way I could spare her from its torment, as she'd once asked, I would do it.  
 
    She's still my friend, more than she is a sovereign.  
 
    Zephyra stood tall for the briefest instant, before she waved a dismissive forepaw, ushering everyone to stand.  
 
    "Save your formalities, there is still a battle to be won," she proclaimed, approaching the Elders as I moved over to join them, motioning for my friends to follow.  
 
    "You must get to the temple, I fear time is growing short," she instructed in a hushed tone, handing Aries’ neck brace to Vulkaine.  
 
    The Elder nodded and stepped to the Cartographer’s side.  
 
    "Take them, old friend. Your eyes deserve to gaze upon the halls of Goldfire once more before the end," he announced, handing the kooky dragon the neck brace.  
 
    Accompanied by Apollo, the old dragon nodded and hobbled up to me with the aid of his staff.  
 
    "As you wish. Now, you and your friends come with me," he commanded, looking over each of us in turn, his eyes lingering uncomfortably on Neera.  
 
    I glanced to the battered faldron and her burns, and then something in my mind fell into place.  
 
    I've no idea what the realm of fire is, but it has to be hot and, well, full of fire.  
 
    "I think you'll have to stay here," I told her reluctantly, the order feeling as if it tore away a deep, essential part of me.  
 
    She looked pained, and yet I knew she understood. She opened her muzzle to say something, but as she glanced at her burns, her words faded and she reluctantly nodded.  
 
    "Don't you dare have too much fun without me," she finally joked, tapping at my shoulder with a feathered wing. "Good luck, and if I don't see you before this is all over." She paused and smiled, "thanks, for everything."  
 
    "If anyone will be the last of us left, it'll be you," I assured her.  
 
    "Indeed, it would seem that despite your barbaric nature and lack of scales, you are an admirable warrior. I am glad to have been acquainted with you," Apollo chimed, expressing what could only be interpreted as a smile across his golden beak.  
 
    "You too, Goldy," she laughed as she raised a humbled paw to her chest.  
 
    At that, more wishes of luck were exchanged before we finally departed, following the Cartographer and Apollo out of the palace toward the Elders’ temple.  
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    The Realm of Fire 
 
      
 
    The tunnels were empty, only the occasional panicked dragon or rushing guard passed us, scurrying forms silhouetted by the light of glowmoss.  
 
    The din of the battle raged on above, and I had no idea of the state of the conflict. I assumed neither the orkin nor the new order could stand against the dark swarm if its full might was unleashed. It was a sinister blessing that the vulpomancers hadn't overwhelmed the plains already.  
 
    Even so, save for his constant tallies, Mordrakk had failed to talk to me since the battle began, as if he were focusing his attention elsewhere. 
 
    They can't be one in the same, surely he'd have acted by now. Tricked me, manipulated me...  
 
    It was a horrifying thought, but as much as I wanted to fight, the tunnels were about as far from the battle as I could be. The Cartographer walked at my side while the others strode behind and Apollo hovered above. The old dragon had the golden brace slung across his back, and as I looked at the gleaming gemstones, I began to think.  
 
    "We suspect you see them in much greater light than most," he interrupted my contemplation, and it took a moment for me to lift my eyes away from the magical gems.  
 
    "Something else I wasn't supposed to know about, I suppose?" I answered bitterly.  
 
    "Really? And why would that be?" he asked.  
 
    I sighed, looking at my own golden armour.  
 
    "It's like the pillars, each one of those gems is a piece of one. That's how a sovereign can command all the elements," I elaborated my suspicions.  
 
    "Your mind works swiftly, Guardian," he replied with a somewhat proud smile. "And yet that is not all," he continued.  
 
    They're just part of that ancient heart, the same as the Sphere of Eternity, why is the world so engrained with things that can destroy it?  
 
    Our guide seemed to know exactly what thoughts were spinning around my mind and swiftly began to correct them.  
 
    "You see, unlike those you have witnessed, the elemental pillars do not trap the essence of monsters." His words reminded me of what Nakir had told me in the drakaran ruins.  
 
    As if I need to recall how much I hated that conversation. Nakir did say what the heart was once used for.  
 
    "They contain the souls of the dead, don't they?" I added, and he once again, gave a proud nod.  
 
    "In simple terms, yes. When a dragon or any being bound to some form of elemental magic leaves this world, their soul is caught forever in a paradise that resides within the shard," he explained.  
 
    "Sounds too good to be true," I responded glumly, and he frowned a little.  
 
    "Many scholars have tried to uncover the truth of the elements, but they remain a power unknown to most. Even we do not fully understand them," he confessed.  
 
    "And yet you still think they can save us?" I asked curtly.  
 
    He glanced back over his shoulder.  
 
    "Perhaps our hopes lie in a different form, and so they have for a long time," he admitted.  
 
    "I've heard that one far too many times recently," I grumbled, but he smiled at my dissatisfaction.  
 
    "Perhaps you have, and yet it has done nothing to deter you, has it?" he asked.  
 
    Is he joking, he's lucky he could even drag me into this war? I opened my muzzle to voice that concern, but he continued.  
 
    "Still, it matters not. We know you will do what is right – you will not allow more of the mortal realm to fall into shadow," he added, and for some reason I imagined a whole series of glorious paradises consumed by darkness.  
 
    I looked about for Mordrakk's image, expecting him to have more than a little to add on the subject, but there was no sign of him.  
 
    "One day, I'd really like to know why everyone is so willing to put their faith into only one thing," I replied, and as the Cartographer opened his muzzle to respond, I raised a forepaw to stop him.  
 
    "Please don't give me any philosophical explanation, I've heard enough today."  
 
    "Very well, Guardian," he acknowledged.  
 
    We made our way through corridors, dungeons and crafting rooms until we finally found ourselves in the empty training cave, the one in which I'd unknowingly discovered what made me different. Memories of battling Thunder flashed through my mind, along with the laughably distant lack of trust toward my friends. 
 
     If there's one thing that's not changed since then, it's the fact I'd stand against everything the universe can throw at me for them.  
 
    Nonetheless, we moved swiftly through, emerging into the empty halls of the Elders’ temple. It was certainly in a sorry state, toppled braziers spilled coals and cracked pillars leaned precariously, while the black soot of flames masked the decorative wall carvings, and a barricade covered the main entrance. 
 
    Just how much fighting happened here after I left? I began to wonder about the true scale of the Sovereign's accusations against the Elders.  
 
    Singed and torn, the tapestries had fallen from their hangers. While, scratches and dents marred the points where someone had tried to force the great golden door open. For an instant, I wondered if the gold came from the stars, like my armour. It wasn't hard to believe, and as I looked upon it again, it filled me with hope.  
 
    If that's true, no wonder they couldn't force it open.  
 
    "Come, we must be swift before any demons can discover our whereabouts," the Cartographer instructed as he made his way to the golden door. 
 
    "How marvellous, this mechanism is reminiscent of the most ancient drakaran architecture. It truly is a sight to behold," Apollo observed as he eagerly hovered over in a hurried effort to consume every detail.  
 
    Meanwhile, cogs and gears began to whirl, just as they'd done that first day, as the large locking mechanisms spun and twisted, animating the door’s murals. The large bar in the centre clicked forwards and parted, before sinking away into the walls on either side. With a final great whine, the metal slabs pulled apart to reveal the darkened Elder chamber.  
 
    The Cartographer walked through with little concern as braziers exploded into life either side of him, illuminating the long walkway toward the empty pedestals upon which the Elders had sat. Apollo hovered to the far end of the room, circling about the space like a firefly, taking particular interest in the ancient carvings that adorned the cave’s natural ceiling.  
 
    The last time I'd looked at such things, I'd seen nothing but scribbles in the stone. It all looked so different now; after everything I'd witnessed. I now understood the meanings behind many of them, most of which were darker than I could have imagined. Even so, I was distracted by the gasp of awe as the rest of my friends entered behind me, and I glanced back to see them staring.  
 
    "Haven’t you ever seen this place before?" I asked, their stunned faces telling me otherwise.  
 
    "Never for real. It’s rare for any dragon to receive the honour," Risha replied, and I looked back to the pathway.  
 
    No dragon other than me. I thought sourly. Given my true nature, I guessed the Elders’ reputation hasn't gone untarnished in that regard.  
 
    "What's wrong?" Risha asked.  
 
    I had to fight to look at her.  
 
    "I should have found the truth the day I first came here. Then none of this would have happened," I answered, not entirely sure that was true, even now.  
 
    "You can’t think about how things might have been," Risha admitted, as she hurried her pace to my side.  
 
    "I know," I uttered.  
 
    "Do not despair, we doubt many who enter these halls know all they are destined to be, not even we. For there are a great many secrets here," the Cartographer called back, as he reached the rounded platform at the path's end, surrounded by a deep pit on all sides. 
 
    "The vaults of gold flame," his second personality announced respectfully, as he gazed up at the Elders’ pedestals.  
 
    My eyes followed, flashing back to the day they'd told me to give up on all I cared for.  
 
    And it was all part of their test? Why did I ever trust them?  
 
    Regardless, the Cartographer raised his staff and placed the jewels about his neck, muttering strange incantations, before tapping the wooden stick on the platform. Apollo watched with great curiosity as the old dragon ushered us all to stand close behind him, before placing one forepaw flat on the stone.  
 
    The whole room began to radiate a faint hum, and the markings that covered the surface beneath our paws began to glow with an ethereal blue hue.  
 
    "Hey, does this thing remind anyone of...?" Boltock began suspiciously, right before the floor gave a loud jolt and cut his sentence short.  
 
    It's like one of the lifts in Taldran! I steadied myself, when the same realisation struck me.  
 
    The platform gave another firm shudder before sinking steadily from the chamber. Darkness rapidly encroached, and as we descended, the grinding stone and the rumble of ancient mechanisms echoed through the halls until we began to slow. 
 
     The light of Apollo's eyes and the dull flicker of green from the Cartographer’s staff were the only things to illuminate the cylindrical walls about us, until the platform lowered into a vast chamber. Braziers burst into life at our presence, and with a final, heavy thud, we came to a halt.  
 
    A cold chill hung in the air, and even the roar of battle didn't penetrate so deep into the earth. That was both welcome and unsettling, but thankfully, the chamber wasn't completely devoid of sound. At first, I struggled to make it out, but as I listened, I noticed there was a faint chime emanating from a long corridor.  
 
    Down here, the rock flowed to form towering arches, similar to the magnificent golden archways of the drakaran sanctum. Small, rounded grooves decorated the stone on either side, each one holding gleaming treasures or long-forgotten artefacts.  
 
    So much for the idea that dragons don't like hoarding gold. I thought as we stepped from the platform and began walking down the corridor.  
 
    The Cartographer seemed somewhat bemused and impressed by what he saw, and for once, Apollo appeared baffled by the fact that he'd no idea what he was seeing. The same surprise filled the eyes of my friends as we passed the plethora of ancient items.  
 
    "You've kept all of this down here, all this time?" Risha asked, edging closer to the Cartographer.  
 
    The elderly dragon glanced at her, tossing back his hood with a flick of his head.  
 
    "Indeed, the treasures stored here are older than many care to recall, a testament to our past and our ancestors," he explained proudly.  
 
    I inspected several of the grooves, filled with piles of gold and beset with gemstones that dwarfed even a full-grown dragon. Other artefacts that seemed almost out of place sat among the glistening piles, and I realised that to warrant a place down here, their importance must be greater than their appearance belied.  
 
    One such oddity was a towering pillar of black rock, taking on the shape of a great fang. Its tip almost touched the ceiling, and glowing veins of red magma covered its gnarled base. At first, I thought it to be the elemental pillar, but the Cartographer passed it without concern.  
 
    Another out of place relic took the form of several worn pieces of parchment, displayed upon a stone pedestal. Whatever they'd been ripped from was long gone, and by the looks of the pages, such a thing had been taken millennia previously. All that remained upon them were ruinous anagrams and demonic-looking scribbles. It had a deeply sinister look to it, an evil I failed to recognise, and so I swiftly diverted my gaze.  
 
    What I saw next did nothing to ease my tension. Like a ghost, hidden within the shadows of its archway, was a suit of black armour, similar in design to that belonging to the princess. Crafted blades of reddened silver underpinned by a blood-red trim tipped the tail and wings. It was another thing I sought to divert my attention from, and upon looking away, another groove housing a set of golden attire stole my focus.  
 
    It was almost as regal and complex as my own. However, the belts and straps holding it together suggested it was far from the arcane metal that adorned my scales. Nevertheless, that didn't detract from its magnificence, as fiery red gems accentuated its surface and its horns were a seamless mix of gold and starlight silver, as were the decorative shoulder spines, hips and back. The Cartographer looked upon it with more respect than anything else we had passed; in fact, the armour seemed to demand everyone do the same.  
 
    What some of us would not give to know everything about what's down here. I thought, glancing at Risha and her brother.  
 
    Nevertheless, the corridor opened into a larger chamber, almost identical to those of the drakaran sanctum, if slightly less noble. A set of golden arms were visible in the gloom above. Hanging limply, they resembled a gigantic spider, while strange glass lenses tipped the end of each, their sparkling rims crafted to resemble beams of sunlight. A large, golden core, scarred by deep etchings and fiery red runes, marked its centre and a large red crystal hovered perfectly beneath, while smaller gems orbited slowly about its girth.  
 
    A similar golden formation reached up from beneath it, forming a smooth spire resembling a neat stalagmite. The whole thing looked like one of the strange arcane contraptions I'd seen in the Arcanum. Yet instead of a magical pool of glowing blue liquid within its centre, there was another of the rune-covered platforms. 
 
    Does that mean we have to ride it deeper? I began to wonder. How far down do these tunnels extend?  
 
    The idea strengthened when I looked about and saw nothing that struck me as the almighty elemental pillar. Yet amidst the mounds of treasure, a golden structure at the far side caught my eye.  
 
    The latter I recognised as something similar to the gateway Apollo had sent me through, although, if it was such a thing, it was completely dead. Its curved edges crawled with ravenous black stone, which seemed to have scuttled its way through from the other side. Though it wasn't upon the sight of the dormant portal, that my heart froze.  
 
    Levitating above a stone pillar, surrounded by a flickering blue field of magic, a small golden chain twisted and warped about a glowing star of gold, flowing like some kind of small eel. The gleaming white gem at its heart shone with a heavenly light, and hummed, almost as if it were calling to me. The amulet, the eight-pointed star, the perfect shape to fill the empty socket in my armour.  
 
    Is it really our last salvation or Mordrakk's last hope of victory?  
 
    I stopped before the pillar, staring into the core of the glowing gem, gripped by a feeling of completion. Now I knew it was more a part of me than I could ever imagine, and yet I hated it. Even so, I reached out a forepaw, slowly sliding it through the weak magical barrier and placed it upon the amulet. The sound of paws and the tap of a wooden staff drew away my attention. The Cartographer stepped up beside me, lazily resting his head upon his staff as he peered at the gem.  
 
    "You know what happens if I take this?" I asked. 
 
    I take it and Mordrakk's just one more step closer to winning. The desire to turn away and leave it there for good was stronger than ever.  
 
    "Indeed, we do..." he answered with a nod, "but do you?"  
 
    I looked past him and at the four dragons who had followed me without question. Memories surfaced of all the others: Tarwin and the village, Zephyra, the Elders and all of Dardien, Neera and the griffins, even Apollo. Was I about to let all of that end and take back the part of myself I'd lost? Or was I finally going to use it for what it was made for and fight for what I knew was right? I finally glanced at the Cartographer, the old dragon clearly waiting for my decision, and mine alone. Apollo hovered above him, and for the first time since I'd known him, the arcane hawk said nothing.  
 
    I'm not like them. I'm not their slave, weapon, creation or salvation.  
 
    I looked back at the amulet, fixing my eyes on the lustrous white gem and the ghostly starlight projecting from its core. Now I knew that it was the light of a million souls, all committed to making me what I was, a sacrifice that led to this moment. The only thing I knew for sure was that I wasn't going to fail anyone again.  
 
    I seized and pulled it to me with one swift stroke. Its weight returned as it left the pillar and fell into my forepaw, the chain falling loosely over my claws. I stared at it for a second, before lifting it to my armour. The loose chain vanished in a stream of white light as the amulet sprang into the air. Hovering before me, it turned, and in a burst of speed, flew into the empty socket, fusing itself to the metal with a triumphant hiss. I felt a wave of power rush over me, followed by a clarity I'd not felt in an age. It brought control, determination and reasoning to everything.  
 
    It's the truth for which I've been searching, no matter how I feel about it.  
 
    Apollo's expression lit up with glee while I stared down at the glowing gem, waiting for some kind of unholy assault that would see me fulfil Mordrakk's plan. To my surprise, no such event occurred, nor did the dark fiend appear to torment me.  
 
    "Guardian," Apollo acknowledged with a subtle tilt of his head.  
 
    "Nicely done," the Cartographer congratulated with a tap on my shoulder, before he turned and moved back toward the centre of the room.  
 
    I motioned for Apollo to hold back on the formalities as I followed the old dragon.  
 
    "You look... good," Risha complimented. 
 
    "Yeah, but I think I’ll feel better when this is all over," I responded, brushing an uneasy paw over the amulet.  
 
    Mordrakk knows – he has to know – what's he up to?  
 
    "The Guardian is right; even with this power, we do not have the strength to repel the servants of the Great Master indefinitely," the Cartographer advised as he approached a small dent in the central structure, placing his staff on it.  
 
    While he muttered some magical incantations, the royal gems about his neck began to glow. I spent a moment looking up at the crystal, waiting for something amazing to happen.  
 
    "Guardian, the altar awaits one of worthy blood. Please come," he called, and with a slight hesitation, I stepped over.  
 
    A surge of cleansing relief washed over me upon contact with the altar, as a fiery-red light glowed through my outstretched forepaw. It felt like something I'd once experienced in a dream, a pleasant feeling, which almost allowed me to forget all about what was going on about me. The Cartographer looked down at my paw, his second personality laughing with a joy it hadn't had the luxury of experiencing for such a long time. I pulled back sharply as the whole thing gave an almighty shunt, accompanied by the sounds of buckling metal and grinding stone.  
 
    Okay, so what now? A magical vortex like the last shard I opened? My eyes shot upwards, but there was still no sign of movement.  
 
    "You will find nothing up there, for that is not the pillar of fire," the Cartographer's wilder voice cackled amidst jovial laughter.  
 
    As I considered his words, the centre of the structure opened in a flash of flames and a roar of ancient machinery. A great light filled the room, exposing a pool of bubbling magma. We all staggered back, almost tripping as a great shard of fiery-red crystal slowly rose from the lava, hovering graciously while its surface radiated a potent glow.  
 
    Smaller crystal fragments orbited about it, settling as the whole thing came to a stop and the fiery doorway beneath it slowly closed. Its uneven surface was a deep, swirling orange, flickering and pulsating as if it were liquid. Once again, it reminded me of the sphere, only this shard was larger and more majestic. A surging hope replaced the darkness and despair I'd once seen in one of its kind, lapping over us in refreshing waves of rejuvenation as we all marvelled in its radiance.  
 
     The golden arms began to descend, encircling the pillar until they found seemingly random positions and stopped. Three pointed at the empty gateway across the chamber, each one positioned before the other, with the largest lens at the rear and smallest at the front. 
 
    It’s similar to what the Cartographer wore in the archive, a magnifying lens?  
 
    In a crescendo of noise, the crystal above burst into flames and a beam of red light shot down into the pillar’s jagged peak. The crystal twisted and pulsated as if it were alive, projecting a second beam directly at the first lens, before bouncing to the next until a virtual web of red light danced about it, finally striking the trio aimed at the gateway.  
 
    The three of them glowed, focusing the beam to a fine point, perfectly striking the dormant portal, where it bloomed into a swirling shroud of flame. Opening the doorway into the realm of fire. We all stood in awe at the sight. Even Apollo was speechless as the Cartographer laughed with joy.  
 
    "We have not seen such a feat in this lifetime," he cheered, before his joy faded and he fell back into a stern, respectful tone.  
 
    "Come, we should not keep the Elemental Queen waiting," he proposed, walking over to the stairs at the gateway’s base.  
 
    Elemental Queen? I wondered, looking back at my slightly uneasy friends.  
 
    Despite their nervousness, they looked as ready to follow me as they ever were. I dared not break that determination with any of my selfish doubts, and without another word, I led them toward the portal. The Cartographer nodded as I reached his side and slipped through the gateway without hesitation, his tail disappearing into the swirling flame before he vanished. Apollo zipped through after him, like an eager moth to the brightest of flames. Meanwhile, I swallowed my fear, trying not to recall the sickening experience of the last time I'd been through such a portal.  
 
    Come on, you’ve been through far worse than that. I assured myself, and firmly placing my paw into the flames, I stepped forward, giving myself no time to hesitate before moving through into the unknown.  
 
    * 
 
    It felt as if the world had fallen away about me, leaving nothing but a swirling abyss. The roar of fire and swirling light danced in my blurred vision, while bolts of crimson lightning illuminated a long tunnel of ethereal energy. Then, suddenly and unexpectedly, I stopped, my paws landing firmly on solid ground.  
 
    The light faded behind me, and as I staggered forward, the sensation of falling abruptly vanished. An intense heat washed over my scales and there was a moment in which I refused to open my eyes. Even so, through the darkness of my eyelids, I could see a flickering light.  
 
    When I eventually cracked them open, I found myself looking across a new landscape, unlike anything I'd ever seen. Nothing of the world outside passed through to this realm – there was no ground or sky, only great cliffs, canyons and levitating islands of fiery red crystal, resembling grand extensions of the pillar itself.  
 
    The mass of walls and twisting rocks stretched up high, vanishing into a hazy red, while a sea of glowing fire and bubbling lava flowed in great rivers far below, crossed by natural bridges and arches. Jets of flame spewed from the rough terrain, burning trees bloomed with molten fruit, while creatures resembling fireflies and phoenixes darted through the scorched air like comets.  
 
    A large golden platform supported the open portal, and from this side I could see why the black rock bordered the edges of the vault’s gateway. Charred flows of hardened lava crawled all over the crystalline landscape, while more slowly dribbled down from the cliffs to forge molten channels. Masterfully crafted, the streams marked either side of the steps leading down from the portal, while levitating braziers lit the way with a fire more potent than any I'd ever seen.  
 
    This place it's... Beautiful. I couldn't help staring in awe at stairways and channels cut into the crystal, marking out a pathway as it crossed the crevices via golden bridges. Was there a place like this inside the sphere too?  
 
    Numerous golden buildings loomed around us, each one a great tower spanning several layers of crystal, boasting arches, landing platforms and tunnels similar to the structures within Dardien. However, there was no sign of any dragons amongst them; in fact, despite their pristine appearances, they were devoid of life, save for the smaller fiery creatures of the realm.  
 
    What does it matter, we still have a job to do? Setting aside my shock I focused on the pathway snaking its way up toward the grandest tower.  
 
    It resembled a great blade, piercing several tiers of the vertical world before it disappeared into the haze, its walls so vast and detailed they could be a city in their own right. Below, a smooth wall surrounded the structure like a fort and before that, the road led to a staircase marked by three grand arches. More lava flows decorated the spans in a similar way to the gateway, whilst a flickering orange shield covered its doors, flanked by several golden statues of armoured dragons.  
 
    That looks like the magical field that my armour was held in.  Realising the architecture here had to be star dragon, I stepped forward.  
 
    "Spectacular, this is truly beyond belief! I often theorised about the appearance of tesseract dimensions, and yet this... Well, this is beyond my ability to describe!" Apollo babbled uncontrollably as he hovered higher to get a better view.  
 
    "Indeed, construct. You all would be wise to gaze upon these spires with respect, for you will probably never set sight upon this realm again," the Cartographer declared, before hastily stepping down the steps. "Come, the queen's palace is a short walk, we must be swift," he added as he began to traverse the winding path.  
 
    I glanced back over my shoulder to see that everyone had followed us through, and although a little shaken by the experience, they were unscathed. As we followed the old dragon, all eyes scoured the towering realm ebbing and flowing around us. On one side of the path, the cliff stretched up, forming a small overhang from which lava poured, dribbling by the path in a morphing pillar before plummeting lazily into the depths.  
 
    Crystals hovered just above our heads, lighting the way as the path meandered around cliffs and crossed deep crevasses, before finally reaching the front of the wall via a beautifully-crafted golden bridge.  
 
    "To think, they kept all of this hidden under Dardien all this time," I heard Ember mutter, ruffling her wings in what I sensed was mild frustration.  
 
    "I bet it makes you re-think what it means to be a fire elemental," Boltock noted.  
 
    She glanced at him, and without any hint of anger, she nodded before returning her gaze to the golden fortress. 
 
    "I can't imagine what the realm of earth would look like. Or water," Boltock added curiously, glancing at his sister.  
 
    She gave him a subtle smile, seemingly lost in the idea of other elemental realms. The thoughts of great earth and water worlds swam through my mind too as we approached the end of the bridge, where yet another set of stairs led up to the fortress’s arcane gate. An archway covered by a solid blockade of fire marked the entrance, guarded by a pair of dragon statues adorning two towers.  
 
    Their glowing-red eyes peered down at us, while fine gaps in their armour glowed with the same fury and their claws simmered like steel fresh from the forge.  
 
    Is it just me or did one of them just move a little? My thoughts were cast back to the memory of the ghostly trees around the Paragon. I hate feeling like I'm being watched.  
 
    The only one who didn't seem either amazed or wary was the Cartographer as he hurried up the vast stairway.  
 
    "You've been here before, haven't you?" I enquired.  
 
    "We have gazed upon the halls of flame once before in our lifetime, but it is good to have the pleasure of seeing them once again," he admitted, his dual tones harmonising in agreement. 
 
    "What of the other realms, the pillars of wind, earth and water?" I asked curiously, hoping to get some information for my friends.  
 
    "Oh, we have not seen any other elemental realms. It is forbidden for any race other than those to bear the pillars to enter. Save for the ancestors themselves, of course. If you wish to know…" He looked back at me with a knowing grin, and I nodded.  
 
    "From the works of many scholars and the legends of the ages, we suspect that those elemental realms that remain uncorrupted are no less spectacular than this," he explained proudly, and I felt my face contort with confusion, followed by mild understanding, although it didn't stem the tide of my questions.  
 
    "But, if dragons are forbidden to enter any realm other than this, why and how are there more than just fire elementals?" I asked, glancing at the others.  
 
    The older dragon smiled and rustled his own green wings.  
 
    "Our kind is bound to the elements by our heritage, for a dragon it is nature, not magic. While those among the other races can learn to master the elements with great training, those of our kind inherited their power from the first mortal dragons long ago."  
 
    I nodded, despite my flourishing confusion. Unfortunately there was no more time for lessons, we had reached the archway, stopping at the face of its flaming gate. The Cartographer was first to approach, his cloak dancing in the hot wind as he stood close to the blazing barrier. Stretching out his staff, he muttered more ancient incantations, encouraging the gems about his neck to glow and the flaming barrier to fall away, revealing a large, open courtyard. Glowing-red seams of fresh lava etched their way through a smooth marble floor, while long flows of molten rock decorated its edges and more large dragon statues stood upon great plinths on either side.  
 
    Smaller constructs lay in the shadows beneath them, boasting great swords and smooth shields similar to some bipedal statues I'd seen in Apollo's sanctum, and as the hovering construct passed by, his ramblings confirmed my thoughts.  
 
    "I see this position boasts a well-maintained force of defenders, and yet I am detecting no presence of an overseer," the hawk-construct stated, hovering to the face of one of the warriors as if inspecting an old companion.  
 
    "There is no need for such things here, these warriors are fuelled by the flames of the realm itself," the Cartographer explained as he reached the far end of the courtyard, pausing at another set of stairs leading up toward the shielded archways of the main structure.  
 
    "What now?" I asked as we stopped behind him, but he merely sat down. 
 
    "We wait." 
 
    Wait... that's it...  
 
    A flash of light above the central arch caught my eye. A symbol depicting a flaming pyre, similar to that on the Elder temple banners, flashed brightly before fading, while the sound of heavy metal feet clanged rhythmically upon marble. My first instinct was to defend myself, recalling the orkin and their twisted metal limbs, and yet this sound was nothing like that. The firm and imposing footsteps seemed to ring out in triumph, like the swords of champions clashing.  
 
    At their call, a tall, humanoid figure emerged, forcing me to back away cautiously. Forged from a multitude of smooth golden plates, it resembled my armour, and yet no bearer lay beneath, only a body of pure celestial flame, similar to Apollo. Its shoulders were large and smooth, and its chest bore a fiery red ruby at its centre. Its head resembled a heavy helmet, eyes hidden away behind slits in the protective gold, forcing regal horns of flickering fire from its temple.  
 
    Stopping at the stair's summit, it peered down at us with a judgmental stare, and then, reaching forward, it opened its left hand. A small, golden shaft of fire, lapped by fragments of metal flowed from its open palm, slowly enclosing the magical flame. The molten blade became longer than my whole body, looking as if it could carve through the stone hide of a troll with just one swift swipe.  
 
    "I am the Watcher. Who is it that so boldly enters this realm?" the construct challenged, its voice reverberating against the cliffs in a way that betrayed its ethereal nature.  
 
    The Cartographer gave a faint bow before answering.  
 
    "We are here to seek aid from the lady of gold flame, as a servant of our great mistress of light, and a first-born of her mortal legacy, I beseech you, ancient one."  
 
    The construct fixed its attention on him, stretching out its empty hand.  
 
    "You bear the mark of the drakaran, their blood flows within you, first-born," he stated, before diverting his attention to us.  
 
    I thought his gaze would settle upon me, just like that of almost everyone else, but another stole his attention.  
 
    "Amazing, absolutely amazing!" Apollo chimed as he flew right up to the Watcher's face. "You are of an ancient design. I have not seen a construct of your like before," he went on eagerly.  
 
    The Watcher looked puzzled, although his stern expression didn't change as he stepped back to inspect the smaller version of his kind.  
 
    "An overseer, here, what is the meaning of this?" he rumbled.  
 
    "Please forgive me. I am Arcane Personal Overseer One-One-Zero, designated ‘Apollo’ by my former masters, pleased to make your acquaintance," he announced in exactly the same cheerful way he always did.  
 
    Only this time, what he said seemed to matter as the Watcher responded. They babbled nonsense for some time until I thought to intervene.  
 
    We don't have all day, surely, he'll think highly of my presence too.  
 
    As I stepped forward, I felt something odd brush against my mind, as if something new was calling to my thoughts. At first, I tried to block it out, the same way I did Mordrakk, yet it persisted until I heard a faint voice.  
 
    "Guardian, child of transcendent will, born of unnatural blood," it whispered faintly 
 
    It was calm and soothing, flowing through my thoughts like water. I recognised it, and putting up little resistance I allowed its influence to take hold and draw me closer.  
 
    "Long have the descendants of flame awaited your arrival. You walk the pathway of heroes and bring to us a hope lost for millennia. But there is a great evil within your thoughts, seeds of the Darkness!" With that the voice faded with a sharp hiss, leaving me to stagger weakly.  
 
    I felt myself falling but did nothing to stop myself. Only the quick reaction of my friends stopped me from hitting the floor, and I found myself next to Risha when something else silenced us all.  
 
    "Step aside, Watcher," a fiery voice reverberated through the blazing realm.  
 
    The tone was as hot as flowing lava, as hard as steel, and yet as magnificent as the brightest of summer dawns. Watcher immediately did as instructed, with no regard for Apollo's rambling as the tap of metal claws on marble followed, each one carrying with it a paw step of such beauty and grace it felt as if the world itself could melt away at the sound. The final sight was almost unbelievable – a dragoness with sleek features bound within a suit of flickering golden shards appeared above the stairs.  
 
    It was as if the sun had descended to the world and taken on draconic form. Her eyes were like white-hot gems, golden flames formed her scales and her wings were like those of a phoenix, crossed by dancing patterns of liquid gold. She looked like one of the creators, and yet she was more magnificent than they could ever be.  
 
    She spread her wings and looked proudly over us all, raising her head tall and allowing the fiery rubies adorning her armour to sparkle like crimson stars.  
 
    "Greetings, children of Enishra, I am Seraphine, lady of gold flame," she declared radiantly, her introduction the most unnecessary thing.  
 
    I know who this is, who in the world could fail to recognise her? I'd heard her in my dreams, she filled my memories, and for me there was no doubt that this was the immortal founder of all dragonkind.  
 
    She stood tall at the top of the stairs, her gleaming eyes passing over us with a regal grace that few could ever hope to match, before she paused, glancing at me before her eyes finally came to rest upon the Cartographer.  
 
    "So you have come back to me at last, first-born," she cooed, her muzzle curling with a warm smile.  
 
    The old dragon nodded respectfully as he fell into a bow.  
 
    "Yes, my lady. But we can say time has not been so kind upon our scales as it has upon the mistress of goldfire," he replied, admirably gazing upon her as if the sight were a blessing he thought he'd never see again.  
 
    "It matters not what ages have come to pass, you have fulfilled your duty beyond all that was expected of you," she praised, and once again, he could do nothing but agree with the utmost respect, his eyes seemingly hesitant to draw away from her gleaming figure.  
 
    "This... this is remarkable, Lady Seraphine. Your fate is finally known," Apollo babbled in shock as he was forced to land.  
 
    Seraphine's expression didn't fade at his words. Instead, her tail flicked playfully, as if she were mildly amused.  
 
    "Indeed, and yet my fate was known to some," she responded, and at that the golden hawk fell silent.  
 
    Funny, that's almost the same way he respects me.  
 
    I felt a wave of uncertainty wash over me, and by the subtle apprehension of my friends, it was clear the feeling was mutual.  
 
    "So these are the four? Those who set out upon the dawn of the dark sun and vanquished the traitorous mortal Guardian?" she questioned knowingly, waving a foreclaw in our direction.  
 
    "Tell me, which one among you had the bravery to face such a fate?" As she asked, I could hear her voice inside my mind echoing her words.  
 
    "You are the one of unnatural blood, the hero, the saviour." It made me believe that her audible question was pointless, her thoughts were like an extension of my own and she knew exactly who I was.  
 
    All eyes turned to me, and my friends parted, allowing her to focus. Her head tilted curiously, and despite the dread welling up inside me, I felt her warm thoughts against my own. They were like a beacon, the welcoming heat of burning fire upon a freezing night. Swallowing my hesitation, I responded.  
 
    "That was me, your highness, although not one of us has more worth than another," I responded, glancing back over my shoulder at the others.  
 
    "Wise words – the making of a good leader is to see that he is worth no more than his followers," she responded, raising a foreclaw to her chest as if to sympathise.  
 
    "A dragon of the stars, the last of their kind... Yet different. You're not like them." Her thoughts spoke as if she only half knew me, and I felt a nervous shiver run through me.  
 
    "But I'm not a dragon, I'm... I'm something that shouldn't even be here," I stuttered nervously, earning a few confused glances from those that weren't privy to our mental conversation.  
 
    Yet there was a similar pain in her too, one I didn't entirely understand, though I could feel it as if it were my own. It was like a great flame that burned away every good thought I had. Meanwhile, she studied me closely, undoubtedly aware of her mind's fire seeping into my own. A look of sympathy once again graced her face, even as her own eyes trembled with the pain of a millennia’s worth of memories.  
 
    "What's going on, what are you doing to him?" I heard Risha suddenly demand as I staggered, backed up by her brother as they flanked me.  
 
    "They are loyal to you, Guardian, they fight in your name, not for what you are," Seraphine's thoughts added, and at that they faded sharply.  
 
    "What one is, does not define them. For once, not even we were of mortal kind. It is what one does that makes them who they are and the sacrifices one is willing to make for what is right... and you... you have had no shortage of such noble feats," she outwardly explained, before pausing.  
 
    "Yet, I sense that is not the subject that troubles you," she added, looking at all of us as she stepped forward. "The Great Master has been a plague upon your mind for some time. You believe your life is not your own," she proposed.  
 
    Her words echoed in my mind while the roaring flames of her own turbulent emotions died away, replaced by the rejuvenating heat that radiated from her flaming body. Risha and Boltock exchanged confused glances while I didn't even feel worthy enough to look into her eyes as she stood before me, no matter how kind and understanding they may be.  
 
    "You think that despite all you are and have done, you mean nothing to anyone but those who would wish ill upon you and your kind," she continued, her eyes narrowing as if she once again knew the answer and yet was seeking something different.  
 
    "He means a lot to us, your majesty," Risha spoke up.  
 
    "Yeah, not just anyone could have done all the stuff you did, Blaze," Boltock swiftly added.  
 
    "There's a reason why we follow him," Ember declared, nodding in agreement.  
 
    I wanted to look back and tell them how much they meant to me too, and yet their words didn't change my thoughts, nor steer them from the darkness that swarmed in their midst. That was when I felt the warmth of Seraphine's tail coil under my chin, and with a subtle shift, she lifted my head so our eyes met.  
 
    "What of you, Guardian?" she asked, without speaking. 
 
     Her thoughts radiated through my mind; the burning memories replaced by a calm tranquillity.  
 
    They're right... I care for no one more. I responded mentally; my own thoughts projected into her mind. But it doesn't change my fate, or theirs. 
 
     She seemed to recognise the situation, moving her tail from under my chin as she continued to speak solely within my head.  
 
    "Your thoughts dwell upon what you will do. Will you end this world or save it? I cannot say. Your time came long after my own, and yet I see something in you that I have not seen in others." She turned her head and time seemed to slow around her.  
 
    "You are unlike the misguided creators of old; you may bear their power and their spirit, but they are as far from you as they are from me. You worry about who you are, and what will become of you should the day be won and this world survive the darkness set against it?"  
 
    Once again, I could feel her sympathy, sense the pain she had felt when she'd doomed the world to an age of tyranny and oppression. I felt the sacrifice she'd made to save those she'd loved millennia past, and it hurt more than a knife to the chest.  
 
    I don't know, I just want them to be safe. Safe and happy. I thought and she smiled.  
 
    "Not the goal of the creators then?" she responded swiftly.  
 
    I felt the darkness in me fade, and focused on her as time crawled to a stop.  
 
    "You are the Guardian, child of the Ethereals, and yet you live among my dragons and you have stood true to them without fault. You should listen to them as I once did, for when they tell you the answers lay here..." She took a step back as her tail coiled and its bladed tip tapped against the gem stone amulet locked to my chest plate. 
 
    "They are right," she finished, peering at the sparking gem with longing interest.  
 
    "The souls of a thousand drakaran lay within you. Many are kin to those that dwell here within the realm of flame, and yet you say you have no potential for a life of your own, a life that is not bound to them?" she observed, looking up into the endless realm of fiery crystals about us. "Such things are earned, and it is for me to decide who is worthy of life, no other," she assured firmly, as the mental connection between us faded.  
 
    I shook my head and looked back to see my friends observing me in another mildly concerned way. Meanwhile, Seraphine withdrew her tail from my amulet, drawing a lasting trail of bright embers from the gem, before setting her attention on the Cartographer.  
 
    What did she just do to it? I thought, glancing down at the stone as it flickered with a red light, before fading back to its former white glow.  
 
    "You seek aid in the battle against the Great Master?" she proposed knowingly.  
 
    "Yes, great lady," the old dragon answered with a nod.  
 
    "You bring one worthy of my legacy, one to unleash the warriors of flame," she offered, with another knowing glance toward me. 
 
    The old dragon also glanced my way, but the time of him knowing exactly what to do was over. It was now up to me.  
 
    "Though it seems you already lead one of the most loyal wings I have ever laid eyes upon. Guardian, know that it is not your purpose or destiny that earned you such respect," she commented, motioning to my friends.  
 
    The three of them shifted, their wings ruffling, each of them standing tall and proud. Finally, she nodded and turned to the towering cliffs. That was when I saw them upon the countless walls, bulwarks, towers and other structures, a vast army of fiery draconic shapes, all bound within golden armour like a mirror of their elemental queen.  
 
    "This will be the last great battle of our time, for age's twilight draws near and dragonfire will burn brightest before the coming night," she announced, spreading her wings. "Go forth, children of Enishra, warriors of the golden pyre, my blessed descendants! Meet our great foe in glorious battle and send this darkness back into the abyss forever!" she commanded, and as she did so, the dragons opened their muzzles, raised their heads, and unleashed jets of flame.  
 
    The atmosphere became alive with a storm of fire, before the first dragon vanished in a burst of light, followed by more until the whole army began to disappear in a series of fiery puffs. The Cartographer laughed with joy and amazement, while Apollo remained quiet, his open beak looking like it could fall off. I too felt a wave of prideful determination wash over me, and while I may not have been a pure-blooded dragon, I was proud to be here, in their most sacred place.  
 
    "The Darkness will once again know the wrath of those it thought defeated!" Seraphine exclaimed, looking at the last of her vanishing army. "Go now, fight for what is right," she directed as her gaze lowered.  
 
    The Cartographer nodded, before rapidly leading us out. My friends, Apollo and I all gave a bow as we turned to follow, and yet as I walked away from the founder of all dragons, I felt her divine will scratching at my mind once more.  
 
    "Remember, Guardian, you are who you choose to be. The Darkness has yet to meet a mind it could not call its own, and yet you are strong enough for all those who have fallen. Never forget yourself," she projected while physically nodding.  
 
    I paused, thinking on that for a moment, before I returned the gesture.  
 
    "We will soon meet again," she added, before turning back toward the arches, with the Watcher at her side.  
 
    Why do I feel so good, so happy, knowing what's about to happen? I didn't have time to consider my feelings for long. 
 
    As I was about to follow after the others, Seraphine's head turned back to me, the blades upon her wings flashing to life.  
 
    I felt my heart stop. She was no longer the considerate leader I'd just met. Her expression was as fearsome and fiery as her realm, and within an instant, I knew why – a horrifying shriek tore through the air.  
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    Dragon’s Legacy 
 
      
 
    Black wings unfurled and beat furiously as a swarm of vulpomancers materialised through the reddened haze, dark plumes of smoke twisting about them. I ducked as several flew low overhead, their claws skimming my horns. A storm of fire dispatched the foremost creatures, turning them to dust as they approached Seraphine; her flames far more potent than anything I'd seen before. Those she missed swerved up and then swooped down low to bear their claws over us once again.  
 
    "How dare you enter here, dark spawn," the lady of fire growled as her eyes focused on the creatures.  
 
    "Run to the gateway, the Great Master's power must be growing if his servants are able to breach this place," she demanded, and with a flash of light, she leapt up into the air, cutting a pair of creatures in two before pursuing the rest.  
 
    "Impudent creatures," the Watcher stated with a blatant disgust as he held out his empty hand and grasped the air, pulling one of the vulpomancers into his crushing grip with an invisible force.  
 
    His sharp golden fingers melted the thrashing monster like a hot blade through butter, before it burst into cinders. Several more swooped down, standing no chance against his monstrous sword. Those left alive circled ready to dive at me, and with the sudden realisation I was dragged from my stupor.  
 
    "Come now, we cannot remain here!" The Cartographer called, yanking me back toward the stairs. 
 
     I wanted to stay, to fight for such a magnificent place, but he was right, and as the Watcher distracted most of the creatures, we fled.  
 
    "How did these things even get in here?" Ember asked, maintaining a swift pace with the Cartographer.  
 
    He's spry for someone who's over a millennia old. I noted, but uncertainty regarding my allies was over as more vulpomancers passed overhead.  
 
    "It would seem that the numbers outside are growing. Their power will increase exponentially as reality begins to break down," Apollo answered.  
 
    I only understood the direst meanings of his words as another screech signalled the arrival of more creatures. I stopped, scraping my claws on the crystalline surface as I leaned back to release a bolt of fire into the swarm. The impact sent one spiralling into a column of falling lava as the rest were set ablaze. Instead of disintegrating, as they had done before, the fire melted into the shadows surrounding them.  
 
    What... But my fire has always been their weakness! I thought, staggering back as one struck the ground, exploding against the crystal like a drop of putrid rain.  
 
    I thought that would be the end of it, but every burning vulpomancer began to do the same, slamming into each other in shadowy explosions, before consolidating, bubbling and blooming out into a whole new form. The bony shape of limbs, a coiling tail and a larger pair of tattered wings fused into existence, followed by a spiny crown and a hissing jaw melding together from what remained.  
 
    They're morphing together!?  
 
    Purple fire sparked into life within its skeletal chest, burning brightly in the back of its fanged mouth. As it leapt forwards, I leapt back, its claws sinking deep into the crystal and drawing molten magma like blood. In one swift motion, the new goliath swung round to face me, smacking me aside with a lash of its serrated tail.  
 
    "What did you do to it!?" Risha and Ember asked simultaneously. 
 
    The giant beast yanked its claws free of the ground and began to charge, smashing through the crystal pillars like they were frail glass.  
 
    "I don’t know, I didn’t think they could get any worse!" I exclaimed, jumping to my paws.  
 
    No one had time to argue before its talons smashed down, shaking the ground and rupturing it in a flash of fire. The force sent us flying, throwing Risha and I toward the cliff’s edge. Boltock fell back along the path, while Ember jumped into the air, unleashing a torrent of flames over the monster's spiked crest. Before I realised what had transpired, another hissing and snarling vulpomancer targeted me, earning a deadly slash from my tail.  
 
    I really didn't think they could get any worse!  
 
    No matter how potent Ember's flame became in the realm of fire, it broke upon the giant monster's hide as it would upon a shield. All she succeeded in doing was drawing its attention and angering it even more. Meanwhile, I leapt to my paws, sending another blast into the abomination’s exposed flank. Risha did the same, but once again, the fire did nothing but frustrate the monstrosity as it focused its eyeless gaze on Ember, twisting its tail to swat Risha and I aside.  
 
    Fighting to steady myself, I was cast over the cliff’s edge, beating my wings and sinking my claws into the crystal to save myself from the fall. Several more shadows passing overhead stole my attention and another pair of smaller, yet no less angry vulpomancers set upon me. Hopelessly exposed, I kicked up onto the ledge, but before they reached me, a beam of bright green magic lanced across both, consuming them instantly. I noticed moments later, that it wasn’t fire, but a mass of green roots, knotting up their wings and ripping them apart as they plummeted down into the sea of lava below. Apollo opened fire on the rest with several strikes of eldritch lightning, before forcing the larger beast to recoil away from Ember.  
 
    "I thought you were supposed to be good at flying," Risha stated as she appeared above and dragged me back onto the pathway.  
 
    "I’m sure that only counts in the real world," I retorted.  
 
    She didn't look so convinced, but as more green beams of elemental magic joined Apollo's arcane fire, it was clear neither of us had time to debate the matter.  
 
    "Come on, there is no time for this!" the Cartographer hollered, directing us toward the gateway, his outstretched staff the source of the earthly magic that had struck the vulpomancers. 
 
     As he fired, Apollo's magical barrage forced the giant vulpomancer back further, and seizing the moment, we bolted.  
 
    "It would seem that the true darkness is beginning to reform," Apollo observed, pulling his attention away from the beast and hurrying after us. "I fear if reality continues to deteriorate at this rate, these creatures will not be bound to such simple forms for much longer."  
 
    "You think?" was all I could say as the larger vulpomancer recovered.  
 
    We reached the front of the gateway before it could catch us, and as the others stopped before the swirling wall of fire, I positioned myself at the top of the stairs, sending blast after blast of flame into the pursuing monstrosity. My efforts did nothing more than slow it down as it raised a bony limb to shield itself against the assault.  
 
    "Quickly, we must get back to the palace at once," the Cartographer demanded, rushing through the gateway with Apollo close behind.  
 
    I motioned for the others to follow as I sent another bolt of fire into the creature’s head, melting several of its spines and causing it to pause, snarling as fiery breath flickered from its gnarled throat. 
 
    By the creators, please don't tell me they can spit flames! I prepared myself to stand against the full force of its purple fire, but in that instant, it disappeared in a cloud of dark smoke and beating wings.  
 
    "What... where?" I gasped in surprise, expecting it to re-emerge.  
 
    "Where did it go?" Boltock finished breathlessly. 
 
    Before I could reply, a sharp wing beat and a set of dark claws sliced across my front, forcing me back across the floor and away from the stairs. Risha rushed to my side as I staggered to my paws, as a dull, mocking laugh filled the air and black wings erupted into the fiery sky. 
 
    That hit, that wasn't a vulpomancer.  
 
    "Leaving so soon? I'd have thought this realm would have warranted at least a little more of your time," Pyro proposed, circling around before thudding down to block our exit.  
 
    My heart was racing as he hissed, purple flames spouting from his muzzle like the forked tongue of a wyvern. He gave a wicked snigger as he strode forward, as if nothing had ever come between us. A wave of uncertainty seemed to cross us all, yet this time, the ebon wing didn't look so willing to toy around.  
 
    "Ember?" he mused. "Not the least bit glad to be here?"  
 
    His purple gaze fixed on the orange dragoness; sharp tone still riddled with a deep longing.  
 
    "You have no right to even speak my name, not after all you've done!" she growled.  
 
    "All I've done?" he asked, raising his metal forepaw to his chest. "Do you still fail to see that there is no hope for anything but what is to come? The petty band you ally yourself with is doomed!"  
 
    "If you truly believe that, then why come back?" she demanded. 
 
    "I came back to save the dragoness I loved from oblivion!" he finally confessed.  
 
    She stared into his eyes as they bore down on her, her gaze as hot as her breath.  
 
    "Loved? If I really meant that much to you, you wouldn't have become a slave to evil. You would have just come back to me!" she declared, even as sadness began to chip at her resolve.  
 
    Pyro shook his head and snarled. Flames burst out from his flared nostrils as the metal half of his face cracked like cooling lava.  
 
    "I am no slave. I am an ebon wing, the first of a new dynasty. I am the first of our kind’s future, and if you cannot see that future, I cannot allow you to threaten it," he argued, proudly opening his wings and throwing back his head with a breath of purple flame.  
 
    "You're insane," Ember replied, stepping further back. 
 
    "So be it," he finally snapped, exploding forward without another word.  
 
    Ember raised her wing as a futile defence, still hesitant to strike him no matter what he'd become. I rushed to come between them, but he was too close. The sound of rock on metal rang out when a block of dark stone tore itself from the gateway and slammed into the right side of his face, throwing him to the floor in a fit of anger.  
 
    Ember staggered back as the shattered fragments fell over her, and glanced to where Boltock stood. The green dragon appeared unsure about what he'd done. I could tell he knew he might be forcing her further away – and that dread filled his eyes. However, there was also no doubt that he wouldn't let any harm befall the dragoness he'd loved for so long.  
 
    Not that it matters, I'll kill Pyro myself before I let it come to that! I inwardly declared, as the ebon wing wrapped one claw about his glowing wounds.  
 
    "Come on, we have to get out of here!" Risha hollered, finally managing to force the words from her muzzle with one panicked breath as she pulled me back toward the gateway.  
 
    Ember gave Boltock a fleeting glance, before she bolted through the flaming portal.  
 
    "Boltock, come on!" Risha called, pulling her brother back.  
 
    Pyro jumped to his paws, spitting flames.  
 
    "Go, I'll hold him off!" I instructed the pair of them, but neither appeared willing to leave, especially Risha.  
 
    I ignored my own frustration and flared my wings, forcing them back with me as we all leapt through the gateway in a flash of fire.  
 
    After a second of molten chaos, we all fell in a heap upon the stone floor. Staggering to my paws as fast as I could, I glanced around to see the chamber had become a battleground.  
 
    The light of the pillar and its surrounding mechanisms illuminated the dancing shadows of vulpomancers, as they swirled and darted. It was almost as though the shard was alive and defending itself, as sparks of lightning erupted from the crystal to strike any beast that swooped too close. In the air, several dragon shapes defended the chamber as Seraphine's elementals materialised in bursts of flame. Their roaring fire burned brighter than any dragon’s, casting the foe back into oblivion.  
 
    The Cartographer stood at the base of the stairs, his staff glowing as bolts of energy lit his features with a vibrant green glow. Apollo was above him, the construct's wing tips glowing white-hot as he expended the last of his shots and fell back to recuperate.  
 
    Meanwhile, Risha and Boltock staggered up just ahead of me, while Ember recovered first and jumped before them. Shaking off my daze, I moved forward, and the Cartographer glanced back, striking another pair of vulpomancers from the air without even looking.  
 
    "Go... get back to the palace!" he instructed, motioning at the exit. "Quickly now, all of you... We will follow!"  
 
    Spreading my wings, I was hesitant to leave.  
 
    "Go now!" he demanded, while effortlessly striking another vulpomancer.  
 
    "Come on!" I shouted to the others, my determination fading as I caught Ember's sombre expression. 
 
     Spreading her wings she followed the rest of us up into the air.  
 
    Creators curse this place; the air is so still! It made flight incredibly hard, not to mention avoiding the swarming vulpomancers. I can hardly get off the ground!  
 
    Without warning, a furious roar overwhelmed the sound of battle as the gateway exploded in a surge of fire. Pyro's wings emerged draped in flames, driving the black dragon forwards like a hurricane of blazing shadow. I dropped below the others, twisting back as I spun in the air, half focused on trying to keep myself airborne while the furious ebon wing surged at me.  
 
    He swerved to avoid the first bolt I sent his way, leaving the blast to scatter treasure and stone in a cloud of clattering riches. The explosion knocked him off balance while the shockwave launched the four of us towards the surface. Scraping my claws against smooth stone, I came dangerously close to slamming into the shaft's cylindrical walls, before emerging into the Elders’ chamber.  
 
    "Go, head for the doors!" I ordered, noting the golden metal had been bent and warped.  
 
    Pyro and those monsters must have forced their way in. I noted, sparing no more than a fleeting glance at the ruined architecture.  
 
    Passing the destruction, I beat my wings harder, catching up with the others as they flew toward the temple's main entrance. Several vulpomancers prowling about the pillars prevented us from slowing, torrents of fire all that stopped them from ripping us from the sky. Those caught in the flames began to melt into one another in the same way as they had done below, while those spared the fire leapt into the air. I cut down at least two as they took off, only for more to swiftly emerge from the shadows.  
 
    How did so many of them get down here!? Claws and bladed tails lashed at me as I battled through the temple's main door and out into Dardien’s open sky.  
 
    The air reeked of smoke and death, the stormy skies awash with torrents of rain cascading down from beyond the great overhang. The world was a battleground of writhing tendrils, each formed from thousands of vulpomancers surging down like the twisting limbs of one great beast. Plumes of dragonfire met their descent as waves of Seraphine's fire elementals materialised to form great glowing swathes of fire. Their gallant efforts began to push back the dark tides, all the while offering hope to what remained of the New Order's battle-worn soldiers.  
 
    While the swirling masses of vulpomancers recoiled and began to morph into more horrific forms, the lashing blades of griffins and hippogriffs magical blasts met their transformation. Our defence looked to be stronger than I could have hoped, but as more vulpomancers poured in, my flicker of salvation began to dwindle.  
 
    We have to find a way to put an end to this soon, or there'll be too many of them. I thought, twisting back and preparing to send a blast into the streaming shadows pursuing us. That was when something slammed into my back.  
 
    Pyro said nothing as he hooked his teeth around my neck and tried to twist. I folded my wings, yanking them away from his claws, sending us both spiralling toward the archways within one of the great stalactites. Through flashes of lightning, I caught glimpses of the vulpomancers shifting their attention from me to my friends, harrying them up toward the rain-strewn battlefield above.  
 
    Kicking up against Pyro’s underside, I tossed back my head, slamming my horns into his metal mask. The armoured plates hardened upon impact, forcing purple fire to erupt over my neck as he roared and jumped away. The moment I was free, my own wings snapped open, halting my descent dangerously close to the vast walls of stone. Immediately, I swerved, darting into one of the arches. Navigating the rapidly passing maze in an adrenaline-filled flurry of sharp twists and turns as my wings caught on the pillars and tunnel walls, before I finally emerged into the open sky.  
 
    Free, I did nothing other than surge upwards after the others, until I passed the cliff top. Rain lashed over my scales and harsh winds forced me up higher. A sea of explosive colours illuminated the spinning image as blazing elements waged war on the night and lightning lanced across the cloudy maelstrom. Within the ruins of Andruid, fierce fires burned the last of the orkin to ash, and within the midst of the chaos, like a set of gleaming jewels, I saw my friends. Their armour was battered and drenched, while a pair of vulpomancers still harassed them. In the limited time I had to glance back, I saw no sign of Pyro, and didn't hesitate.  
 
    I slammed into the foremost shadow monster like a comet. It gave a shriek of surprise, its tattered wings flaring as it floundered away. In the same moment, a great gust of wind caught us both, forcing it back toward me, and I seized its horned head. My claws cut deep wounds of glowing white through its hide while the magical light of my amulet dispersed its shadowed cloak. It hissed and thrashed, but I opened my muzzle wide, unleashing a river of white flames, turning its body to oily ichors.  
 
    The second of the pair wouldn't be taken so easily, and spinning round, it slashed its tail across my face. The trident blade narrowly missed my eye as it cut a deep wound across my armour. In retaliation, I kicked it away with a buck of my rear legs, sending it swirling at the others.  
 
    "Look out!" I warned. 
 
    The creature used the burst of speed to steady itself, but it was too late. The combined rainbow of flame from my friends dissolved it in an instant. I dropped down to fly alongside them, panting heavily as exhaustion caught up with me.  
 
    "We need to get back down to the city!" I wheezed.  
 
    Our hurried conversation was cut short when Pyro tore through us, blasting us apart like frail insects in a breeze. I spun in the turbulent air, battling to right myself as purple fire and the force of the storm forced us further away. Spinning around, he barrelled at me with tremendous speed, wings tucked at his side and claws outstretched, turning him into a gleaming arrow of black scales. Fire flickered from his muzzle and his scarred metal features shimmered in the flashes of lightning. I heard a plethora of shocked and panicked voices amidst the howl of the wind and pouring rain.  
 
    I opened my muzzle, yet his claws sunk deep into any part of my scales they could find, and with a great heave, he forced me from the sky, like a falcon dive bombing its prey. The force knocked the wind from my lungs, weak flames and smoke hacking from my throat. I squirmed in an effort to escape, but every movement forced his talons deeper.  
 
    "This was entirely your fault!" he roared, flames flying from his muzzle as his eyes narrowed. 
 
    Emphasising his words, he tore away one of his claws, leaving a visible stream of blood trailing from my wounds. With all of his fury and rage, he slammed his razor-sharp talons deep into my scars, and searing pain lanced through me, igniting every nerve ending like lightning. The sensation felt as if it did far more than hurt on a physical level, as if he was ripping out my soul and I could do nothing to escape. With a final surge of his wings, he tore his claws from my scales and sent me flying like a rag into the ground. The sound of wings snapping open boomed like the crack of thunder, and he vanished into the darkness.  
 
    I battled through the intense agony in an effort to steady myself, but it was too late, and with an almighty crash, the cracking of stone and an explosion of dust came the inevitable impact. Rock crumbled under the force, while my armour strained to protect me. The pain was unbearable, and darkness almost took me there and then as my mind fell into a muffled silence.  
 
    In the fiery light of the smouldering ruins, the dancing rain, smoke and flames surrounded me. Another surge of agony coursed through my body as the rock crumbled under me and I slid down to a bloody ditch, my shattered wings and back against a pile of wet rubble. All the while, I could feel the battle between pain and healing as my body rapidly repaired itself, my amulet glowing in harmony with the new feeling.  
 
    Before long, a dark shadow ignited a ring of purple fire around me and Pyro reappeared, wings folding to his side as he landed with deceptive grace.  
 
    "Great Master or not, I'm going to finish this," he snarled.  
 
    I wonder if he knows he can't kill me, no matter how hard he tries. I found myself thinking again. He doesn't care about any of that, does he?  
 
    Shivering with pain, I pushed myself to my paws, mud and water falling from my battered scales as my scars throbbed. Pyro swiped at me with his metal claw, the dark blade smashing into my head, tearing another deep wound through my shattered armour and exposed scales. Before I had a chance to react, another blow struck from his tail, the force of the impact throwing me over the rubble and into the waterlogged pit.  
 
    At its far side, the ground fell away at the cliff's edge, and I could just about make out the fleeting lights of battle in the sky. He prowled into the pit like a dribbling torrent of shadow, silhouetted by the flashing battle behind him as he loomed over me with a cold empty stare.  
 
    "You never were one to harbour any faith," he sneered, jabbing his metal talon at me and smiling cruelly.  
 
    I felt the pain in my scars flare again as an invisible weight began to crush me.  
 
    "And you still fail to fight back with any nobility," he added, flicking the blood from his claw. "Say good bye to your legacy."  
 
    He rose up on his hind legs, ready to come down on me with both foreclaws.  
 
    "Pyro, stop this!" a desperate voice called as a jet of fire erupted overhead, reducing the rain to a cloud of steam.  
 
    His attention instantly focused on its source, as the others landed around us – Risha and Boltock close to me, while Ember landed to block the ebon wing. 
 
    "Stop it! Your words hold no meaning to me," he growled, stepping back.  
 
    "I know that Pyro would never do this. This is not you; you don't have to do this!" Ember insisted, stepping toward him without any hint of fear.  
 
    His blazing eyes narrowed. 
 
    "I wouldn’t have thought you'd have been foolish enough to believe any of us have a choice," he answered, tail brushing against the edge of the cliff.  
 
    Meanwhile, I stood with Risha's help, but I was little more than a shivering wreck. The more I rose from the floor, the more the intensity of my pain forced me back down, until it felt like the only thing holding me together was my battered armour.  
 
    "You won't win," Pyro continued.  
 
    "And you think you have? By giving up everything you fought for, all you cared about?" Ember countered.  
 
    The dark dragon scoffed at the idea, snorting a jet of flame.  
 
    "I fought for nothing but a blind leader, a power that quells that of all those beneath it. The Great Master does no such thing. He promises all the power in the world, all that we want will be ours, and we must only serve him as our true ruler," he stated, the faintest hint of a plea in his tone.  
 
    Ember looked away, raising a paw to her eyes as she shook her head.  
 
    "I really don't know who you are any more," she whimpered.  
 
    He smiled, a weak and hopeless gesture wrought by madness. It was the look of someone who'd lost everything and had now finally sacrificed any care for such things.  
 
    "I told you, I won’t be like you. I know the dragon I loved would never have done so either, and for him I'll do what I have to," she admonished, stepping back and opening her bladed wings.  
 
    Surprisingly, I could see the conflict in Pyro's mind. His former mate was right – this wasn't him; he'd died long ago.  
 
    This is just the darkness using him the same way it used Mordrakk.  
 
    "So be it!" he growled once more, bounding forwards.  
 
    Ember spun, darting aside and slashing at his metal leg with her blades. The sharp edge glanced against the metal, and Pyro landed where she'd stood with a hard thud, before knocking her legs out from under her with his tail.  
 
    "Ember!" Risha cried, springing to her friend’s aid, leaving me to bear the crushing weight of my scars.  
 
    Pyro instinctively swiped at her with his metal claw, but before his strike could land, I bolted forward, forcing myself between them. The power of his swipe flung me back into her, throwing us both close to the edge of the cliff. I sank my claws into the stone to avoid slipping over, but the rain-soaked ground made it difficult to get a grip and we slid slowly to a halt only inches from the precipice. I collapsed in the water, little more than a panting wreck as the pain oppressed me like a great dragon’s claw. Risha stood, gasping for air as she glanced about.  
 
    Pyro returned his focus to Ember, knocking her to the rain-soaked rubble, glancing back at us and raising his metal claw for a final blow. In that moment, a bright bolt of lightning lit up the scene perfectly, and I dared not close my eyes. With a low whoosh, a block of rubble suddenly struck Pyro's head, forcing his intended blow to fail. Block after block followed, each one striking his head, bending metal, snapping crooked horns and cutting purple wounds into his scales. With a wicked growl, he whipped round, swatting another boulder aside with his tail.  
 
    "Leave her alone!" Boltock warned, focusing on the shards of rock levitating about him.  
 
    Pyro scraped a metal talon upon the ground, drawing purple sparks as it raked stone.  
 
    "Oh, how long I have wished I could tell you the same," he hissed, coiling his legs and springing forward.  
 
    His wings sprung open, propelling him through the air directly at his target. Boltock released one of the boulders levitating at his left before darting to the side. Pyro, swerving to avoid the rock, crashed down into the rain-filled pit. With more stone projectiles hovering about him, Boltock’s attention shifted, conjuring rocks and soaked sediment out of the watery pit, to swarm over Pyro like ravenous ants.  
 
    The ebon wing squirmed as the manipulated earth pinned him to the ground. Throwing back his head, he unleashed a torrent of flame, and with a forced flick of his tail, struck at the rubble beneath the earth elemental's paws, bringing the pile down. With Boltock's concentration broken, the rubble about the ebon wing returned to loose debris. Free, he jumped up to face his attacker as the rock fall almost buried Boltock.  
 
    "I have waited a very long time for this," he growled, striding slowly toward his partially buried adversary.  
 
    "So have I!" Boltock shouted as he opened his wing and launched all of the rubble he could into Pyro's face.  
 
    Staggering back with a cry of fury, the ebon wing shook his head, raising a defensive forepaw to his one good eye. In the same moment, Boltock jumped up, landing atop Pyro’s head.  
 
    "Boltock!" Risha cried, rushing to help her brother.  
 
    Under the pressure of my searing scars, I couldn't stop her as her elemental marks flared, forcing the water around Pyro's paws to spiral up, encasing his legs with solid ice. Her efforts to reach her brother were halted when the dark dragon swept her aside with his tail and Boltock’s grip failed as the ebon wing threw back his head.  
 
    In an effort to secure his grip, Boltock took his chance and bit down on Pyro’s armoured neck, bracing himself as the larger dragon tried repeatedly to throw him toward his jaws. Each attempt forced the green dragon’s claws deeper, until they finally pierced his scales and Pyro shrieked in pain. Pure purple light and dusty ichors erupted from the wounds as he threw his head forwards with enough ferocity to finally cast Boltock over his muzzle like a drape. The moment he realised where he was, the earth elemental fought to get away, but it was too late, and with one furious snap, the black dragon seized him and bit down hard.  
 
    "Boltock!" Risha cried, her tone of my nightmares.  
 
    Battling against the force of Mordrakk’s scars, I fought to get back to my paws, while Pyro glanced at Risha leaping at him with a fury equal to his own. The ebon wing was too quick and forced her aside, sending her rolling back into a pile of rubble.  
 
    I... I have to do something! Battling the pain, I glanced between them, but with my mind in so much turmoil I couldn't focus on anything.  
 
    Dragging myself toward Risha, I collapsed by her side gasping for air. The determination in her eyes burned brighter than the most potent fire, a look even Mordrakk would do well to fear. Yet there wasn't enough strength left in her mortal body to support it as her quivering legs struggled to lift her.  
 
    "Get off him!" Ember suddenly demanded as she jumped from the rubble.  
 
    Despite being battered and bloody, she moved with the strength and prowess of the Fire Order’s finest, and with one flick of her muzzle, she ignited her scales into a coat of flames. With one heavy beat of her wings, she slammed into Pyro's side. He lurched forward as the wind left his chest and fire burst from his muzzle, sending Boltock’s battered body crashing into the rain-swept rubble. In response, he spun, smacking his former mate with a wing, knocking her to the floor.  
 
    "Enough!" he bellowed, raising his metal claw. "There will be no more of this, Ember!" he spoke her name through gritted teeth as he swung his metal talon round with newfound ferocity.  
 
    In that moment, it felt as if time stopped. I saw her eyes close and his claw shimmer against the dark, rain-drenched scene. Risha sat up, eyes wide and horrified, as Boltock leapt up between them and in a flash of lightning Pyro's claws sank deep into his chest. The green dragon's eyes widened, and as he gasped, a cruel smile crossed Pyro’s muzzle as he plunged his claws deeper.  
 
    "Boltock!" Risha cried again, launching herself at them, no care or realisation of her wounds as she charged, half-limping, half collapsing.  
 
    Pyro glared, and with a flick of his talons, tossed Boltock at her, the pair falling in a pile over a mound of rubble.  
 
    "Boltock... Boltock!" she cried, standing over her brother’s limp body.  
 
    I felt as if every scale had been ripped from my body, as if all the hope and joy that I'd ever felt was no more. I felt dead, and worst of all, I couldn't do anything while the pain and ferocity of Mordrakk's will forced me down.  
 
    All the while Pyro peered down his snout at us, as if finally satisfied.  
 
    No, He... I... I lurched forwards, but my broken body made no effort to carry me. He can't...  
 
    Just ahead of my grounded muzzle, I saw Boltock gasping for breath under his sister's focused gaze, and that fearsome determination in her eyes completely stole her from the world.  
 
    I saw Ember beyond them; she'd moved enough to see the green dragon that had come between her and Pyro's formidable strike. A cold realisation dawned on her face, and her eyes grew wide.  
 
    "You monster, you’re horrifying, you…" Her words died as she lashed out, striking Pyro with her tail.  
 
    Raising a forepaw to the large gash across his face, the strike caught the proud dragon by surprise. Spreading his wings, he flew back toward the cliff edge, but Ember leapt down to face him, her teeth bared, fire dancing across her scales and eyes filled with rage.  
 
    "You are not a dragon! I will have nothing to do with you, murderer!" she roared, striking him across the chest.  
 
    Batting her paw aside, he cut a deep wound through her left wing. Ignoring the pain she hissed, flinging herself at him, their wing blades clashing in a flash of flames. Pyro forced her back, and with a fearsome growl, raised his wide-open muzzle ready to come down mercilessly on her. She ducked, her wings slicing along his, allowing her to surge forward in one swift motion, and with a sweep of her tail she knocked his legs out from under him. She received a deep cut across her chest in return as his metal claw ripped through her damaged armour.  
 
    Blood trailed from the new wound and she panted heavily, while similar gashes marred Pyro's body as he stood and shook himself off.  
 
    "I'm disappointed, maybe I'm better off without such a dragoness at my side," he taunted.  
 
    Without a word, Ember launched herself at him once more, and as expected, he raised a paw to meet her attack. Flaring her wings, she rose up slightly and with a firm kick of her hind legs, she sent her bladed hind claws into his face. He screamed as she clawed his eyes from their sockets, falling back, as he staggered to the cliff’s edge.  
 
    "No, I am disappointed – disappointed with you!"  
 
    She coiled her tail back, and with a final intense strike, she thrust its bladed tip into his chest. He gasped as the obsidian scythe sank through his scales and deep into his heart. All of his limbs went limp, he shivered, and looked at her as no other dragon could, until, with a final rasping breath, his muzzle closed. Ember retracted her blade, and with a swift flick she stepped back.  
 
    Her eyes and muzzle quivered, there was no hiding the pain in her expression. The last Pyro saw of his former mate was fiery determination, before the life left him and his body slipped from the cliff into Dardien’s depths. It left only Ember stood with rain dripping from her scales while I stared hopelessly. 
 
     Risha’s meek voice broke through the chaos.  
 
    "Boltock," she whimpered.  
 
    Forcing myself up I clawed my way over, only to feel sick with terror. We both looked down at her wounded brother while the rain battered our scales like a million ice blades. His armour was twisted and mangled where Pyro’s claw had penetrated, and a steady stream of rain-diluted crimson seeped from his heaving chest. Risha placed a forepaw onto his head, focusing all her efforts on pressing the water against his wounds.  
 
    "Risha," he gasped as blood escaped his muzzle.  
 
    "Yes, it's me, I'm here," she assured, clutching his forepaw against her chest.  
 
    "I'm sorry," he coughed with a smile.  
 
    "Sorry? Sorry for what? You don't have anything to be sorry for," she whimpered.  
 
    I could see she was fighting the greatest mental battle she'd ever faced, pain emitted from her like the heat of a fire.  
 
    "I'm sorry for breaking promises," he added, the sparks of life fading in his eyes.  
 
    "No, no, no, I told you I would look after you, we…" Her words failed her.  
 
    "We look after each other," he interrupted with a gasp.  
 
    She nodded, tears mixing with rain as they rolled down her quivering muzzle.  
 
    "But not now, not any more, you have to…" His voice trailed off, his eyes meeting mine.  
 
    I swallowed, rejecting the burning pain that coursed through my aching limbs. As much as I didn’t want to, I knew what he was telling me, and despite all that was going on in my mind, I nodded.  
 
    "W–Where’s Ember, is she okay?" he asked.  
 
    Risha nodded.  
 
    "Yes, you saved her, she…"  
 
    "She's the one who's sorry," the fiery dragoness interjected, rushing over as fast as her injuries would allow and settling at his side.  
 
    He shifted the best he could to look into her ruby-red eyes.  
 
    "You saved me... you, you..." Her words faltered.  
 
    He looked at her as if she was the greatest thing in the whole world, then finally something seemed to flash in his mind and his muzzle opened.  
 
    "Ember... I never told you how much I…"  
 
    She leaned forward, silencing his words. Taking his forepaw in her own, she pressed her muzzle to his and kissed him. I'd never seen it before, and yet immediately I understood. Risha let go of him, leaving them both in their embrace, muzzles locked and eyes closed until, finally, Ember leaned back, tears filling her eyes.  
 
    "I know, I've always known," she smiled at the confession. "And I am sorry," she admitted.  
 
    Boltock gasped as his head fell back.  
 
    "Does this mean we're friends again?" he asked.  
 
    "We've always been friends," she answered.  
 
    He smiled as his final breath escaped, his head slumped gently against the wet stone and his eyes faded.  
 
    "No..." Risha whimpered, her voice so quiet it was almost lost to the storm.  
 
    Turning back to me, she pressed her head into my shoulder, shivering violently as tears filled her eyes. I wrapped my wing over her back and lowered my head over hers, closing my own eyes. When they opened again, I saw Ember quivering as she looked over Boltock. She gently placed his paws back on his still chest, stepping back as tears started to leave her eyes.  
 
    "I love you too," she whispered almost silently, bowing her head.  
 
    I had no words for either of them. I had no words for anything. My own horror and sorrow didn't register in the barren wasteland that my mind had become.  
 
    An almighty crack of thunder exploded above us, shattering the grief as lightning and purple fire flashed across the sky. I felt my scars burn when the flickering clouds erupted into flame and a great shockwave burst out, sending the rain into a frenzied tempest, shattering all that remained of the battle above like flies in the wind.  
 
    The vulpomancers turned toward the hurricane from which they'd emerged as it began to swirl and flicker, flames growing within its heart. Ember and I peered at the firestorm, when, with a burst of light and a deep roar, two great wings emerged from its sides and a draconic shape formed from the swirling clouds.  
 
    Even Seraphine's elemental army couldn't withstand Mordrakk's dark, ethereal body as it poured from the fire like a great serpent set on devouring the world. His eyes scoured the battlefield with casual interest, while his wing beats forced the ground to shudder violently.  
 
    Risha pulled herself away and I raised a paw to the gem in my chest.  
 
    This is it; he's finally come for it. Only now, I was the last dragon in the universe that was going to let him win. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    Virtue of Selflessness 
 
      
 
    Staggering back from Risha in an agonising recoil, I felt a wave of pain surge through me. While the swarm of vulpomancers coiled around the storm’s glowing core, releasing another great flash and a deep rumble. There was a brief moment of uneasy silence, as if the world itself was holding its breath in terrified anticipation. Then the brightest of lights exploded in one great wave, ripping at the ground and tearing buildings from their foundations.  
 
    "We have to go!" was all that escaped my muzzle as I battled the surging pain.   
 
    "He's right. We need to get back to the others," Ember added, eyes still filled with tears. 
 
    Risha's gaze remained locked on her brother, and for a moment, I feared she'd never leave him.  
 
    Who am I to tell her otherwise, who's anyone to take her away?  
 
    Ember rustled her wings nervously and I motioned for her to go. Her expression shifted from pained sorrow to mild disapproval as she hesitantly took off and I tentatively limped towards Risha.  
 
    "Risha, we can't stay," I urged, hating myself for uttering the words.  
 
    I dared not look at Boltock’s body as my mind struggled to come up with any outcome that didn't involve leaving him here.  
 
    "He wouldn't want you to stay here," I offered, my request becoming more of a plea.  
 
    She gave another soft whimper as the earth-grinding roar of devastation rapidly thundered closer. I glanced up to see the wall of vulpomancers sweeping aside all in their path, be they mortal or elemental. Risha lowered her paw to the stone beside her brother, looking at him for a moment before closing her eyes.  
 
    "Never again. That is what I said, never!" she hissed, staring up at the sky.  
 
    As encouraging as it was, her determination alone wasn't going to stop the encroaching destruction, and as the rubble around us began to tremble, I staggered back.  
 
    "We can't stay here!" I cried desperately as shards of stone began to lift into the air.  
 
    She looked at me with a cold, empty expression. I'd no words for her, nor could I avoid the feelings welling up inside. Spreading my wings and ignoring the pain, I caught the fierce wind and was dragged back into the battle-strewn sky. Risha took one last look at her brother, quiet words leaving her muzzle before she reluctantly took off after me.  
 
    How can I ever make things right again? How can I ever talk to her again?  
 
    I flew toward the city through a sky filled with fleeing dragons, griffins and elementals, the latter of which swooped back toward the oncoming swarm to hold it back as their mortal allies flew toward the cover of Dardien's hanging spires.  
 
    Despite their efforts, the bursts of elemental flame were no match for the sheer force of Mordrakk's will. The cliff top behind us almost collapsed as the wave surged forward, sweeping aside everything in its path. Writhing masses of beasts coiled out from the oncoming horde; I sent blasts of flame into as many as I could, but the vulpomancers simply morphed together and reformed into ever more horrific monsters, as if each one was an integral part of something greater and unimaginably terrifying.  
 
    As we reached the cover of Dardien's overhang, the swarm followed, coiling back, before smashing through rock as if it were dry sand. They had no care for their bodies as they ploughed into stone, shattering whole spires under their sheer weight and numbers. I heard screams and frantic cries, walls of fire burst out from every crevice and archway, and yet none was enough to stem the tide.  
 
    I almost felt myself drop from the sky as the physical and mental pain ravished my body. The burning from my scars clawed at my soul, and the idea of how many would die made my blood run cold. 
 
    The palace’s vast face lay ahead of us, and we rushed for it as fast as our wings would carry us. We hit the stone pillars of the main hall in a less than dignified landing, while I caught a glimpse of Ember as she slipped through the main doors, the huge slabs slowly closing.  
 
    "Go, get through!" I shouted to Risha, as the dark tide swiftly consumed the palace plaza, vociferously followed by the steps.  
 
    To my horror, a swift gust of wind extinguished the elemental flames and the pillars began to buckle as the beasts surged through. I sent repeated blasts of flames into the relentless wall of claws and teeth until my fire became nothing more than a smoky sputter.  
 
    "No, not without you! I'm not losing anyone else!" Risha growled.  
 
    I knew that wasn't negotiable, and so bolted toward the door, the full force of the swarm gnawing at our tails in an effort to drag us back as we snaked around the seal’s edge moments before it slammed shut.  
 
    I fell to the marble, gasping for breath. Risha landed on top of me, sorrow and shock still torturing her mind as she half wept and half-panted. With a loud clunk, the door's mechanisms fell into place, drowning out the symphony of scratching claws on the other side.  
 
    That door... It won't hold them back for long. I noted, recalling the temple's shattered defence.  
 
    I felt Risha shift as she rolled to her paws, her eyes closed tight while she spent a few moments coming to terms with all that had just transpired.  
 
    My body screamed for me to stay down and recover. My armour clattered weakly as it forced itself back together over my bloody wounds as I tried to reach her with a forepaw.  
 
    What can I do? He's gone, and nothing I can do or say will ease that pain.  
 
    I pulled back my forepaw and gave a low growl, a warning to any darkness that may be lingering in my mind as I slashed at the ground. There was neither shame nor guilt, there was only rage. I gritted my teeth, bared my fangs, shook my head and fixed the door a glare I hoped could melt through it.  
 
    The sound of scratching claws from the other side sounded like a swarm of chattering insects. But as I focused, they faded and an eerie silence filled the hall.  
 
    "Are you two okay?" Ember called, rushing over. 
 
    My anger faded at the sight of the battle-scarred dragoness, her face still wrought with pain, and yet her mind focused more on the current situation than the past. A small crowd of soldiers, the Elders and the princess gathered behind her. The Cartographer was with them, and Apollo hovered overhead. Ember looked at me, but I nodded to Risha, redirecting her attention. There was a brief exchange of regrets, before Risha curled into Ember’s wings and continued to whimper.  
 
    I have no right to be there for her, I'm the last one who deserves to comfort her.  
 
    "Greetings, Guardian, I am glad to see..." Apollo began, only to trail off with a hint of emotion that betrayed his magical nature. 
 
    He paused, his beak sinking into what appeared to be a frown. Meanwhile, Neera pushed through, rushing over to us.  
 
    "You're back, by the skies you... Hey, where’s... where's Boltock?" she asked with a chilling realisation.  
 
    Her expression instantly filled with dread, her ears sinking as Apollo glanced between us while dipping into a landing.  
 
    "I am sorry, Guardian," was all he said as Neera looked at me in shock.  
 
    "You... I..." Was all she managed through the storm of emotions racing behind her eyes. "What happened...?"  
 
    Our mourning was overwhelmed when something more significant slammed against the door behind us. Whatever it was caused the rock to quiver and crack slightly. Jumping to our paws, we turned while slowly stepping back toward the others. Countless soldiers jumped into a defensive position about the chamber, claw and wing blades bristling as the banging ceased. 
 
    I found myself between the Elders and Zephyra, while Risha appeared at my side. I glanced up at the princess, guilt filled her stare, guilt that dwelled on the loss of thousands.  
 
    Beyond her, I didn't care for any empathy the Elders may have offered, to them this was probably just another opportunity to test my loyalty. All I could think about was Boltock. If I'd done what I was supposed to do sooner, there was a chance he may still be alive. Zephyra seemed to notice the conflict in me, her eyes demanding I do more than feel sorry for myself. 
 
     "How do you expect us to win now?" she asked, directing her question at the Elders.  
 
    "The elemental fire will hold them back for a time. But their numbers are greater than anticipated," Vulkaine explained.  
 
    "Indeed, it would seem they number nearly as many as the day the Golden City fell; it will take a great power to cleanse this area," Apollo added, unaware of just how demoralising his bluntness was.  
 
    Zephyra stepped back, her head drooping as she desperately tried to think. What was left of her order stood around her, glancing at one another with an air of uncertainty.  
 
    "Well, well, my daughter, it seems you are not as strong as you expected, what now?" The sound of metal claws on marble heralded Aries’ appearance.  
 
    Zephyra met her bedraggled father with cold stare.  
 
    "What would you have done? Cower down here, waiting for them to take you, without offering anyone a chance to fight?" she challenged. 
 
    He glared over the uncertain and questioning array of faces.  
 
    "Does that really differ from what you’re doing now? Besides, no one is without their price – we simply give them what it is they're after and they will leave," he stated. 
 
    "And what is that?" she asked sharply.  
 
    "Oh, I think you know, as does everyone here," he hissed, peering straight at me. "Not so much of a hopeful legend. Just as I said, the myth has doomed us all," he proclaimed, jabbing a wing my way.  
 
    "You won't lay a claw on him," Risha interrupted, stepping in front of me.  
 
    Aries dismissed her approach.  
 
    "You'll have to go through me too," Ember added, stepping out beside Risha and spreading her wings like a shield.  
 
    "And me!" Neera added, mirroring their move.  
 
    There was a light hum as Apollo settled above me, saying nothing as he did his best to express a scowl.  
 
    Tarwin stood beside them, oblivious to what they were saying, but by the way she gripped her bow, I'd no doubt about what she would tell the former Sovereign. Zephyra glanced at us all and smiled, before moving to block her father's view with her wings. He scowled and looked around in frustration.  
 
    "And will you all sit by and let this happen? Will you die when such a fate could be avoided?" he challenged the remaining crowd.  
 
    There was a sense of unease until one voice I recognised called out.  
 
    "Better to die with dignity than die a coward," Soaren declared, stepping forward, locking his eyes on the former sovereign as several more soldiers stepped up behind him. 
 
    "Your plea is futile, Aries, there is no reasoning with this foe," Vulkaine added, dismissing the argument entirely.  
 
    Aries squirmed, stepping back toward the door with a frustrated hiss. The deep rumbling that followed Vulkaine’s words made a sound as if the whole world was in pain. The noise not only radiated through the air but through my mind. Evidently, I wasn't the only one to suffer such a thing, as everyone in the chamber looked around in shock.  
 
    "You are all correct in only one regard. No soul will escape this day," a deep, booming and immediately recognisable voice warned.  
 
    "Cometh the one of unnatural blood, born to one of the nine great races of our legacy, all doomed to die, flawed and broken by their ambitions, betrayed by the beliefs of their creators. There is no hope for you now; your Guardian has failed you and I will reclaim what is rightfully mine!" Mordrakk spoke directly into everyone's mind. 
 
    The crowd staggered back, some desperately trying to shake his voice from their heads while a crazed laugh drew everyone’s attention toward Aries as he declared.  
 
    "Congratulations, my daughter, you have doomed us all!" 
 
    The door behind him bulged inward with an ear-piercing crack. For a moment, the rock itself liquefied, twisting and morphing until it exploded, giving way to a tide of choking black smoke. The darkness wrapped about Aries like a hurricane of gnashing teeth, flashing crimson and instantly turning him to dust.  
 
    A plume of deep red fire disintegrated the remainder of the door into charred ash. Pillars shook and came toppling down, roof braziers clattered as they fell to the floor and scorched marble cracked into sharp splinters as it was crushed by the weight of what should have been weightless.  
 
    I saw Zephyra lurch forward as her father dissolved before her eyes, yet the storm swallowed his muffled screams, and an invisible force pushed her back while the swirling mass slowed and Mordrakk’s draconic figure finally materialised.  
 
    His wings were almost indistinguishable from the smoke, but what was clearly visible was the flaming heart burning like a furnace at its centre. His claws clutched at the floor, cutting deep molten gashes through the marble. While his head stretched forwards upon his slender neck, his mouth filled with fire behind rows of razor-sharp fangs. Embers snorted from his flared nostrils, and the fiery glare of his eyes pierced deep into my soul.  
 
    Unlike before, it felt as if he could kill us all with nothing more than a glance. Only this time I was far more terrified of what he'd do to those standing around me. He lowered his head to our level, his eyes scouring each horrified face with great satisfaction.  
 
    "Such courageous souls who dare to challenge me. Your efforts are almost admirable," he purred in a deeply patronising tone.  
 
    No one responded while his head snaked about, taunting further. Ember, Risha and Neera pressed slowly to my side, but his dark eyes didn't set upon me as I'd expected.  
 
    "Did you really believe that you could prevail? I am your creator, your master, the twilight and the dawn. I am everything you ever were," he condescended, pausing for a moment, as if he expected a response.  
 
    When he received none, he snorted a jet of fire and growled impatiently.  
 
    "Very well, I will see your deaths are as slow as your tongues," he snapped.  
 
    As he coiled back, I peered at him through the crowd, and without thinking, I stepped forward. I felt the others slip away; their attention focused on blocking Mordrakk’s imposing image from their minds.  
 
    "Now you will all burn in the fire!" he bellowed, opening his muzzle.  
 
    "No!" I declared, stopping between them.  
 
    With a sharp hiss, his muzzle snapped shut and his head swivelled, narrowed eyes fixing on me.  
 
    "Guardian!"  
 
    I stepped further forward as his head craned down to my level, his flaming muzzle dwarfing me as it glided up to my own. He peered at my amulet and snorted another plume of embers into my face.  
 
    "It would seem you have fulfilled your purpose perfectly," he goaded.  
 
    A terrified shiver ran through me, and I almost faltered. But forcing myself to remain firm, I stared back.  
 
    "Your purpose, not mine," I spat. 
 
    "It matters not to me what lies have filled your mind. I gave you your chance and you chose the way of my traitorous children," he answered, glancing to the others. "And now you will see the flaw of their ideals, you will feel the pain they felt." 
 
    No, take it! I screamed within my mind, knowing he could hear me no matter what.  
 
    The giant, shadowy form paused with a fiery grunt. No matter what I did now, I believed we would all perish.  
 
    "You would give up everything you have fought for, if only to spare these insignificant souls for a few moments more?" he asked in his infinitely condescending tone.  
 
    I stepped right up to him until the cold chill of his smoke forced my body to crumple and the flames of his eyes charred my soul.  
 
    "If you believe that what I do is a weakness, you should have no problem with it. Yes, I would give you anything to spare them, even for a few moments."  
 
    He stared at me, seemingly thinking deeply upon the offer.  
 
    "Very well, you will have your reprieve. If only so you can watch them die!" he growled. 
 
    His muzzle flashed, crashing down over me in a torrent of fire and shadow. The world went dark and icy coldness washed over me. I felt as if I was falling, before being plunged into a storm of purple fire that scorched even my fireproof scales. There was a distant voice amidst the destruction, cast upon a sea of screams and cries for salvation until everything fell silent.  
 
    * 
 
    My eyes shot open to a familiar place.  
 
    The world was dark, cold and shimmered under the light of distant stars, while glossy stone pillars gleamed around me. The great sphere of Enishra sat high in the darkness, flickering lightning storms covering its gleaming blue seas and vibrant green land. All were trapped in an eerie silence. Not even the tapping of stones or the dark spectre’s cruel, twisted voice could be heard. Despite the quiet I could still see him sitting on top of a rock, his fiery eyes fixed upon me while his bony tail twitched.  
 
    "That's it then, you've won?" I questioned.  
 
    He glanced up, his arrogance infuriating me. Clumsily, I staggered forward. My body was weak, but the pain of battle had left me, even my scars and battered armour were no more than a memory as I stumbled across the rocks, until one hurdle beat me, and muzzle-first, I fell to the glassy floor. I wrapped a paw about my snout as the pain of impact took hold, while a light drew my eyes up toward a pair of eyes.  
 
    "Isn't this everything you wanted?" I growled through gritted teeth.  
 
    The dark illusion cocked his head curiously.  
 
    "Is it?" he questioned sharply.  
 
    I rose to my paws.  
 
    "Don't bother with the games, I was stupid to think you were doing anything but deceiving me from the start," I replied. 
 
    A ghost of a smile crossed his muzzle.  
 
    "Really?" he began, looking back up at the starry ocean. "If that were true, why would I be here now?"  
 
     "It seems I was also wrong to think gloating was beyond you," I grumbled, and his eyes snapped back to me with a hint of insult.  
 
    I gave a weak smile of satisfaction while he shook his head.  
 
    "You know it is not over," he continued, turning away and walking off into the shimmering landscape.  
 
    "I said forget the games!"  
 
    "You assume I truly play such things?" His molten grin returned, and he scratched a claw against the smooth stone. "Indeed, you have followed every direction I have set forth, fulfilled your part in my plan without question, whether you knew as much or not," he began, trailing his claw from the stone before stopping just above it.  
 
    "Now the time for such things has come to an end and I find myself in a position I have not been in for millennia," he continued, and it became my turn to cock my head in confusion. 
 
    His sly grin deepened.  
 
    "Do not mistake my intent. I know you have one last fight left in you. You are not dead, not yet, and neither am I."  
 
    "You are the last one in the universe that I would trust right now," I replied, but his expression didn't fade.  
 
    "I've always counted on that; paranoia is such an efficient motivator," he added, pressing his paw back to the stone.  
 
    "Though, you cannot deny that we have always had one thing in common." He smiled at my increasingly perplexed look. "Our enemies," he added, and with a thrust of his outstretched forepaw, he sank his claw deep into the ground.  
 
    A pool of golden light blossomed from the tip and his dark image dissipated with a laugh as the light flooded outwards. I felt a brief sensation of falling, forcing me to instinctively spread my wings, but before I could even think about flight, I slammed into something hard.  
 
    Urgh… I hate that feeling.  
 
    My eyes flickered open to find a hall of silver pillars. Tangled vines wrapped about each, while levitating braziers hovered between them. A cold chill blew through arches on either side, beyond which the sky flashed and flickered as if the clouds themselves were furious.  
 
    Lightning lanced and thunder boomed, accompanied by swirling torrents of flame, shattering all that they struck. The stench of smoke hung in the air, and the sound of demonic laughter made a mockery of the death and destruction. A mass of tightly-packed silver thorns and vines, almost identical to that I had seen in another of my visions, covered the surface of a mighty door standing before me. However, one thing didn't match my dream, a flickering image of my amulet hovering in the turbulent air. 
 
    "It looks magnificent, I must admit. I never saw such a thing in my time," interrupted an unmistakable voice.  
 
    I turned to see Seraphine standing behind me, but she was not the flaming elemental queen I'd seen within the realm of fire. She was now a white-scaled star dragon, dressed in equally regal armour. Her scales gleamed like starlight and her eyes shimmered like jewels. Despite all her beauty and magnificence, I averted my gaze.  
 
    "Is this it, am I dead?" I muttered.  
 
    "I can think of many that would give you a long explanation on the feasibility of that, especially in your case," she replied with a light hint of humour.  
 
    The feeling wasn't mutual. 
 
     "This isn't it then, I'm not dead?" I demanded, angered by the idea.  
 
    As if in reaction to my rage, a deep boom shook the hallway, dust shuddered from above and the walls groaned in pain. I glanced up as the sound subsided into a deep grinding, beset by horrific laughter and a war chant that put the orkins’ vast legions to shame. Amidst it all, I heard the distinct calls of bedraggled soldiers and survivors, and it became increasingly hard to believe that this was simply a memory of events long since passed.  
 
    Seraphine paid no attention to the disturbance.  
 
    "Life is not a thing to be given up so readily," she proposed thoughtfully.  
 
    "It is if you're going to live forever. It's not worth anything," I muttered, shaking my head.  
 
    There was another loud explosion beyond the walls, and yet she smiled.  
 
    "You think only of the futility of your own life. While your soul is, without doubt, important, it is not everything," she reasoned.  
 
    The pain in my heart surged at the reality of just how many lives that were going to be lost, no matter what I did.  
 
    "Not that it matters, Mordrakk's won. He's the god of everything, so in what world was he not going to win?" I countered, waving a dismissive forepaw.  
 
    She peered at me curiously.  
 
    "Just because one stands against insurmountable odds, it does not guarantee defeat. Nor does one's power ensure victory," she explained.  
 
    I felt a fragile smile cross my muzzle, summoned by how little I cared at that moment.  
 
    "Like you did?" I asked.  
 
    Her expression remained curious and I feared either pain or anger may dawn upon it, but her smile persisted.  
 
    "There are very few who could understand, since it is far more complicated than that. There are fewer still that can see it is more than a simple choice," she explained, looking past me as another thunderous boom shook the pillars.  
 
    "Come, walk with me," she proposed.  
 
    I paused for a moment, watching her move toward the door, her claws tapping rhythmically on the floor. Another explosion shook the hall, causing suspended braziers to break free of their magical fastenings and topple to the floor. Moving quickly I arrived at her side as she stopped before the door.  
 
    "Age's twilight, long before the Guardian War or the Great Master's betrayal, came the day the Infernal Blade would wipe out all life upon Enishra forever," she began as the door untangled and started to open.  
 
    "For millennia, every soul suffered the harsh wrath of Ophelia's legions, all because of what I did in my efforts to save them from oblivion," she continued as the door vanished and we stepped through into a large circular room. 
 
    Its silver walls and stark, natural-looking design resembled drakaran architecture, while several pillars enclosed a levitating silver table, marking the centre. Except for the one holding the door, all the walls were open, the only thing separating us from the sky was a large set of silver columns and a fine, violet curtain. Armoured, silver humanoids with long silver hair and pointed ears that broke through their regal attire guarded the edges of the room. Among them, at least three old and worn golden sentinels stood, like in the realm of fire.  
 
    Several armoured dragons rushed about the room, their dulled scales lacking any evidence of elemental powers. While griffins and several other species I didn't recognise all scurried about alongside them. Each creature was scarred and beaten, their armour splintered, robes tattered and eyes struck with weariness. It only took one look to the outside world to understand why. 
 
    Below the tower upon which the room was perched, I could see the vast sprawl of a silver city. It looked peaceful and relatively intact, although I suspected that peace was awaiting an imminent disruption. A mosaic wall of blue magic bordered the sprawl, projected by a ring of towers spanning the outskirts.  
 
    The translucent bulwark flashed with arcane lightning as monstrous explosions repeatedly struck against it. The source of the disruption was a seething black mass of shadow, eagerly waiting beyond the protective shield. Bolts of scarlet flame rained from the angry sky as great swarms of winged monsters filled the air like flies about a corpse. It was an even more intense version of the reality I'd left, a literal nightmare, and I finally looked at Seraphine.  
 
    "This is Andruid, over three thousand years ago, the longest night, end of the Age of Tyranny and dawn of the Liberation war. Here is where the world was almost destroyed. If not for my decision to save it and the intervention of my star-born ancestors at the battle’s direst moment, the world would have been consumed by evil," she explained, a pained expression filling her eyes. 
 
    "Never have I had the courage to relive this memory," she added.  
 
    Three thousand years? It was hard for me to keep track of it all. Even before the Guardian War the world was almost destroyed?  
 
    "Every bastion of resistance, from Ilivar to Exilar has fallen, my lady," the voice of a dragon interrupted from the door behind us.  
 
    He was oblivious to our presence, passing through us like we were ghosts as he collapsed in an exhausted heap. In that instant, all the war-torn occupants of the room looked up in surprise when another explosion shook the distant shield.  
 
    Then a draconic figure stepped up from the crowd, to whom my ghostly companion nodded. The new dragoness had dull-brown scales and wore a set of battered golden armour. Most notable was the lack of any markings upon her head, making her little more than a glorified sand lizard with wings.  
 
    She has no element, none of them do. Even so, my eyes focused on her.  
 
    "My Lady Seraphine, I'm sorry, I wasn't fast enough," the collapsed dragon began as he looked up at her.  
 
    That's Seraphine? I wondered, glancing to the ghost dragoness at my side as she nodded. But she looks so powerless, so weak?  
 
    "It matters not. Know that your news is invaluable," past-Seraphine assured.  
 
    "So this is it, this is all we have?" the voice of a weary, dull-blue dragon interrupted.  
 
    "I know, Azorean, but there is little that anyone can do to prevent this now," the lead dragoness stated, her voice stricken with pain.  
 
    Azorean nodded uneasily as both he and past- Seraphine moved back to the war table in the middle of the room. 
 
     "Mortakine has entrusted his Overlords with the assault upon the city, Galro'th the Decimator comes to break the defences. Their legions could destroy the barrier any moment," he explained as past-Seraphine peered over the table.  
 
    "I can see," she answered as another explosion struck the shield.  
 
    There was a loud crack, and the magical barrier began to shatter as if it were nothing more than glass. I saw the look of horror pass over the faces of everyone in the room as more and more of their last defence fell. Another almighty explosion rang out from below the battle.  
 
    The earth itself trembled as a powerful surge blasted through the city. The ground heaved in a vast wave of rupturing stone and crumbling buildings, surging out toward the base of the shield. Finally, it flickered out and a wall of fire, magma and earth erupted from the surface, swallowing the edge of the city like a hungry beast.  
 
    Vast legions of shadow swarmed into the streets with little care as a mountain of fire and stone rose from the newly opened chasm. Everyone in the room glanced at each other, then at past-Seraphine as she stiffened and glared out at the oncoming tempest.  
 
    "I once felt like you do, staring into the face of an enemy we never had a hope of defeating. At the time, I'd no idea that our salvation would soon rain down on the foe, but it was at that darkest moment, that I truly felt like giving up," the ghostly version of the same dragoness beside me explained.  
 
    Before I could respond, the shockwave tore through the tower, forcing me to the ground. The dragons about me frantically took to the sky before the swarm of demonic creatures tore them down. I caught a glimpse of past-Seraphine battling amidst the chaos, but before I could consider what had happened, the tower began to topple. Dust and destruction consumed my vision as the world swirled into calamity.  
 
    "I never wanted any of this! I didn't want any of them to suffer because of what I did!" I called out into the storm as the vision of Seraphine beside me disappeared.  
 
    "There are very few out there who would want such a thing, and yet destiny has a plan for us all. Sometimes suffering is unavoidable," she determined as she re-materialised from the dust.  
 
    "So much for fate," I scorned, hating the idea of destiny.  
 
    "And do you think your fate is to die here alone?" she asked.  
 
    "My fate was to help Mordrakk win. He took what the creators made me for and twisted it, he's the only reason I exist," I replied, and she looked almost disappointed in me.  
 
    "I thought you were to stop him?" she corrected, but I gave a low growl.  
 
    "And I failed at that task the moment I hatched!" 
 
    "Did you?" she questioned, before elaborating further. "The part of Mordrakk that is within you was exposed to the world as you were, and whether he liked it or not, he was forced to see things as you do. You changed that part of him."  
 
    I opened my muzzle to argue that he'd simply manipulated me from the start, but I froze.  
 
    ‘You cannot deny that we have always had one thing in common.’ The words of the illusion came to mind. 
 
    "I have no idea any more, but I'm not anyone's saviour," I admitted with a sigh.  
 
    She smiled, seeming to understand far more than I did.  
 
    "Nor did I think I was anything of the likes," she confessed.  
 
    "Maybe the daughter of two hierarchs, left to live in the extravagant splendour afforded by families of noble blood, but no saviour," she reasoned, but swiftly corrected.  
 
    "But when the time came I needed to do what was right. I did not hesitate to do all I could, no matter the cost," she advised.  
 
    "That should have been the creators’ job – they are the gods, not us," I expressed, waving my wings in emphasis.  
 
    "Is it? Of all of the battles won and lives saved, how often do you hear their true names?" she asked.  
 
    I momentarily recalled all they had done: the Sphere of Eternity, the war of its creation, even the ancient battle I've just witnessed. It's all been down to them in one way or another.  
 
    Seraphine noticed my thoughtfulness, snaking her head in close to mine. A flash of flames coursed over her body and she went from a starlit drakaraness to the dull-scaled dragoness I'd seen staring up at us at the world's end. I staggered at the sight and the recollection of the sacrifice she'd made long ago.  
 
    She gave up everything.  
 
    "It is not for the gods to decide the fate of the world, for when their creation truly called on them, they failed. Their ignorance and inability to understand is why they fail. I too, did not see the world as it truly is before I became mortal, and yet you do. You understand, and when you believe in them for what they truly are, you can believe in yourself and achieve anything," she explained with a fiery passion, looking back at the flickering image of my amulet as it rematerialized.  
 
    "When the universe calls upon a saviour, that salvation will slip into legend, but when the world calls upon such a hero, they will be remembered," she told me as I followed her gaze to the gleaming gem.  
 
    "But I'm immortal," I pointed out.  
 
    "Perhaps, but the inability to die is only one definition of the word. In the drakaran tongue, it has more meaning. It’s a symbolism of attachment and commitment, love and care. Your care and commitment to them have made you far more mortal than any being of the stars has ever been, but you fear to lose them far more than any creature has ever feared death, and so while you are not truly mortal, you are indeed one of them."  
 
    "What about a soul? You said yourself I don't have one." 
 
    She gave a wry smile, flicking her long, slender tail in the air behind her.  
 
    "No, I said such things are earned, and even then, what defines a soul?"  
 
    I glanced about, as if the endless expanse of swirling dust would offer an answer. Seraphine watched with great care, flicking her tail again.  
 
    "If we knew the answers to such things, there would be no reason for them, for there is no definition of who we are, and yet you gave up all of that, did you not? Just now, for them," she added, and with that I realised, ‘sacrifices must be made.’  
 
    "It’s selflessness, isn't it? That’s what they can't understand," I asked simply, and her smile grew.  
 
    "A virtue you hold in very high regard, more so than the Great Master tells you, I suspect," she suggested knowingly. 
 
    "Of course I..." I started but faltered as my eyes fell to my reflection in the floor.  
 
    "I have to go back. If there’s even a small chance I can stop him, I have to try, no matter what happens to me," I finally admitted.  
 
    To my surprise, she shook her head.  
 
    "That is not for me to say, but the world is calling for a saviour, and it will only call for one alone. For the universe called upon salvation time after time, and those saviours faded into dust," she proposed, stepping back before moving off.  
 
    "Wait!" I called, stepping toward her. "Your decision, that day... did you regret it?" 
 
    "Many times, but why would that mean it was not the right thing to do?" she finished, then vanished in a fiery flash.  
 
    I looked at the image of the amulet.  
 
    Sacrifice, that's what litters my history, but it's not what defines me.  
 
    I was selfless, yes, but that alone wasn't my virtue, and I knew now why I had to try to do what gods and demons had failed to do.  
 
    I have to do it, not for me – nothing of the Guardian was ever meant to be for me – but for the ones the gods can never truly care for.  
 
    I reached out toward the amulet, grasping the image in my paws, and the ghostly world about me began to fade.  
 
    I’m not like them, I've never been like them, I declared in one intense thought. 
 
    * 
 
    The darkness became that of closed eyes, and as I felt the warmth of the world return, they gradually opened onto the cracked and scarred ceiling of the throne room. Dust settled about me, a low hum and the distant rumble of the storm echoing through the halls. The commotion was like a beacon calling me back, and I caught a glimpse of Risha's magnificent blue, fear-filled eyes staring down at me. I shifted my head and more dust fell from my armour as it came to life about me.  
 
    When my sapphire companion realised what was happening, a slight glimmer of hope replaced her dread, and she lifted my head in her forepaws.  
 
    "Blaze?" 
 
     My body ached as I rustled my wings and shifted the rest of my limbs. She stepped back when I rolled onto my front, rubble falling from my scales as I eventually stood. My armoured fragments levitated up from the floor, reasserting their positions over my battered scales. Risha remained speechless, before wrapping me in a winged embrace.  
 
    "Don't you ever do anything like that again!" she demanded, pressing her head against my neck. 
 
     I looked down at her and saw that the amulet was gone, as was Mordrakk and all signs of his vulpomancers. Yet I made sure to give her my full attention, no matter what. I didn't care whether I understood it or not, I just needed to share all of the love and compassion I'd always felt for her.  
 
    "What did you do?" she quizzed moments later, pulling back and looking at me.  
 
    "I gave him what he was after, and now..." I faltered as I glanced past her to the stunned crowd recovering from what looked to have been a shock of terror. 
 
    As far as I could see, Mordrakk had stayed true to his word and not killed any of them, if only so I could watch them die. I blocked that idea from my mind, recalling all that Seraphine had said.  
 
    "But that doesn't mean this is over," I assured, stepping back and looking beyond the shattered remnants of the door.  
 
    A fallen pillar lay between it and I, beyond which, the palace was in ruin. What I could see of the sky outside lay darkened by the storm of vulpomancers.  
 
    "You know what you must do, there is still time," Seraphine's regal voice whispered in my mind.  
 
    I straightened and looked back to the others. Ember, Neera and Tarwin stood in the foreground. I moved over to them first, each of them stepping aside before following me toward Zephyra and the Elders.  
 
    "There’s something I have to do, and there’s very little time left," I began.  
 
    Everyone fell silent the instant I spoke. Tarwin smiled and the Cartographer's muzzle broadened into a grin. He looked up at Zephyra, the dragons, griffins, hippogriffs and every loyal soul that still stood with her. Finally, the new Sovereign looked down at me and gave a weak smile.  
 
    "I have no idea what you just did, but you did it for us. What do you have in mind?" she asked. 
 
    I felt hesitant to ask anything of them, but forced the words from my mouth.  
 
    "I need to get to him. I need to get through the storm, it's our only chance to stop him for good," I advised.  
 
    I saw a wave of uncertainty wash over Zephyra. No doubt ordering everyone to fly into the swarm wasn't her idea of a battle.  
 
    "That's a lot of sky to get through," Halfbeak observed from beside her, and yet for all the doubt in his words, he didn't oppose the proposal.  
 
    "I thought it was a griffin’s goal to give all to achieve victory, or die with glory?" Eirian responded, a small smile crossing her dark beak.  
 
    I expected the griffin king to comment, but instead the signs of a smile also crossed his scarred features.  
 
    "Indeed it is," he said proudly, and both of them looked to Zephyra.  
 
    "It would not be a flight to victory," Vulkaine advised, and despite the warning in his words, he too bore no objection.  
 
    "But victory will not be our goal," Zephyra added, looking at me knowingly as her expression hardened. "We put an end to this today. We do all that we can to ensure that it’s over."  
 
    "An army against us, impossible odds... never imagined that's how I’d meet my end," Halfbeak added, yet he seemed strangely calm about the fact.  
 
    "Save your words, this is not over yet," the Cartographer assured, moving over to me.  
 
    "We would ask from whence this new determination came, but..."  
 
    I spoke before he could finish.  
 
    "I think you've known all along."  
 
    The second of his wacky voices chuckled as the sound of shifting paws signalled Zephyra’s acknowledgment.  
 
    "To the end," she proposed.  
 
    "To the end," I responded with a subtle bow.  
 
    It was the first time I had seen her smile at such a gesture, and she returned the formality before moving past me.  
 
    "If you get up there, can you stop him?" Risha asked quietly.  
 
    I knew she was one of the few who cared about me enough to voice such a concern, and for that, I was thankful. She was also the only one to see my uncertainty as I nodded.  
 
    "You're not going alone though," she demanded, ruffling her wings.  
 
    I felt the urge to stop her again, but I knew there was no way to deny her this.  
 
    "No, you're not," Ember and Neera added in equally courageous tones.  
 
    The orange dragoness approached, placing a wing over Risha’s shoulder.  
 
    "For Boltock," she declared, and Risha nodded with equal determination.  
 
    "Indeed, it would not be possible for me to allow you all to go alone. I am tasked with your protection and I am yet to be relieved of such a duty," Apollo informed as he hovered above us.  
 
    "You know, once I thought we were inseparable, but now..." Tarwin said as she approached.  
 
    "Now what?" I asked as I moved away from the others slightly.  
 
    "Now, Blaze, I'm not going to pretend I understood all that stuff that just happened, but I have a pretty good idea what my best friend would do at a time like this," she stated, gripping her bow.  
 
    For once, I didn't feel any dread for what was coming, though a part of me did feel sorry that she had to be stuck here on the ground.  
 
    If I could carry her, I would.  
 
    An unexpected tapping of claws marked Vulkaine’s appearance, and, as if reading my mind, he stated.  
 
    "I can see now why you put so much worth into this one," he observed, lowering his head and smiling at me for the first time.  
 
    Tarwin looked at him with a hint of confusion as he undid the straps of his armour, shrugging off the plates covering his shoulder to reveal the leather that usually cushioned the plate as he added. 
 
    "It would be remiss of us to leave such capable warriors behind." Tarwin glanced back at me, but I simply shrugged.  
 
    "I don't think anyone's ever ridden a dragon before," I stated, and her expression turned to mild shock.  
 
    "Don't be so sure," Vulkaine added knowingly as he lifted Tarwin onto his back with his wing. "Hold on tight, little one," he advised as he rose up. 
 
     "Ready for one last fight, old friend?" he asked, glancing down at the Cartographer.  
 
    The elderly dragons smiled at one another as the phoenix on top of the Cartographer’s wing cawed.  
 
    "Are you?" he replied. 
 
    "I bet this was the last thing you had in mind the day we met," I pointed out to Risha. 
 
    She merely brushed off the comment with a wry smile.  
 
    "It wouldn't have made any difference if it was," she responded. 
 
    Zephyra took up a position on top of a fallen pillar and looked down over us all.  
 
    "I know not all of you came here for this," she began, gesturing about the devastated throne room with her wings.  
 
    "And I know many of you suspect you will not see daylight again. I myself am uncertain, yet I know this. There is a darkness out there, and if we do not stop it, it will destroy all we know, love and cherish." She paused, taking a breath, allowing her message to linger.  
 
    "I know that one day, we are all going to die, be it tomorrow or in a hundred years’ time, but today we fight, and together we will show this evil that we will not be defeated, we will not be silenced and we will not be so easily vanquished!" She stomped an armoured talon on the stone.  
 
    "And if we are to die, we will all die united, as those who stood tall and dared to strike a blow at the heart of darkness itself!" she declared, her wings flaring and glowing fire bursting from her muzzle.  
 
    There was no lack of a response, as cheering, fire and the stamping of claws echoed out into the storm. Her eyes passed over everyone still willing to follow her.  
 
    "For our freedom, for our legacy!" she shouted, beating her wings, taking to the air and spinning out of the shattered door. 
 
    There was no shortage of wing beats as everyone jumped into the sky, and there was certainly no hesitation from any of us as we followed her to the end.  
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    Skies of Dragonfire 
 
      
 
    I made it my sole purpose to stay right behind the Sovereign as we cleared the broken cliff top. Most signs of battle had been wiped out and the sky had turned dark as pockets of elementals still battled back the tide. They were illuminated by flashes of lightning and battered by harsh winds that whipped up the pouring rain, making it shimmer like the scales of a dragon as it twisted and writhed.  
 
    The ruins below were still alight, orkin structures razed to the ground by the shockwave of Mordrakk's arrival. Despite the sheer devastation, the giant cataclysm before us stole my attention and that of all others around me. It resembled an immense, unnatural sun, its purple heart stirring and flickering within the dark clouds as if alive. A sharp beam stretched above and beneath the core, blasting a giant crater in the earth while simultaneously punching a hole in the darkening clouds.  
 
    What stone it hadn't devoured, swirled about the unholy spire like a staggered shoal of levitating islands. The dark shapes of vulpomancers flowed amongst them, their unimaginable numbers condensing into even more horrifying forms.  
 
    "By the creators," I heard several voices mutter.  
 
    "Fly steady, soldiers, this is it!" Zephyra called, glancing back at us. "Do what you must, Guardian, we'll do all we can to deal with these fiends," she nodded and banked down to the right.  
 
    The rest of the army began to follow, and I got one last glimpse of Tarwin pressed low against Vulkaine’s back, her bow ready as the Elder dove. I sincerely hoped he'd been truthful when he said he realised her worth. 
 
    I'd little time to dwell on the thought as we closed in on the swarm. Its fluent movements forged into several swirling tendrils, lashing out like tentacles. As dragons swirled about the dark limbs, flashes of lightning appeared about them as elementals once again materialised to aid in the new assault, while I fought the urge to break away and help as many as I could. 
 
    They know what they have to do, as do I! With that firmly in mind, I weaved and darted through the swarm, my friends close at my back.  
 
    I could see the levitating ruins ahead as several dark tendrils coiled to stand between us. Swerving to avoid their initial resistance, Risha and I both swooped to the right while Neera and Ember went left, splitting the swarm’s attention.  
 
    A large gap between two levitating shards opened up ahead of me, and I made that my destination as the two throngs of vulpomancers curved around to pursue us. I glanced at the others, but there was no time. Risha was close to my side, while Neera and Ember flew a few wing lengths away to my left. Before I could say anything, the pair spun and unleashed flaming torrents over the swarm. I didn't hesitate to add my fire to theirs as the narrow space between the levitating rocks came rapidly closer.  
 
    "You all go, I'll hold them back," Ember instructed, darting about in a fiery dance.  
 
    "Like the skies I'm going to let you take them all on your own," Neera eagerly added, swirling about the writhing mass with equal agility. "You go kick that dark lord's sorry tail, we'll handle these things," the faldron added, making an aerial mockery of several vulpomancers.  
 
    I'd no time to call back, and yet felt we all knew that this may be the last time we saw one another. I glanced at Risha, scooting between the oncoming shards as she sped after me. Moments later, both of us were fighting to steady ourselves in the air between the whirling spikes as a strong updraft caught and flung us toward the great central light. My vision swirled as I fought, until inevitably, with a loud clatter, we struck something hard.  
 
    I opened my eyes to find sleek stone and rose to my paws, looking about to see a desolated chamber unlike any other. The walls were shattered, yet the sound of the storm and battle drifted away upon an eerie breeze. Shards of broken earth and ruined buildings levitated, as if frozen in the midst of a titanic explosion. Even the ground on which we stood was at a crooked angle. Vines of purple light snaked about the destruction, but there was no sign of vulpomancers amidst the lingering shadows.  
 
    Risha staggered up beside me, shaking the dust from her battered armour while glancing back as two shards levitated together to seal the passageway behind us. I looked, and to my surprise, my eyes met with Apollo.  
 
    "Good to see someone else made it," I congratulated grimly. 
 
    "Indeed, I assured you it would take far more than this to keep me from my duty. Come, there is still much to be done if we are to stop this madness," he responded swiftly, before flying off into the desolated ruins.  
 
    As he moved, I caught Risha staring at the closed passageway with a distant look in her eyes.  
 
    "They'll be alright, we need to keep going," I assured her.  
 
    "I suppose it's just like old times now," she offered as we traversed a set of shattered steps and made our way into a crumbling hall after Apollo.  
 
    A series of ruined archways confronted us, each one crooked and out of place in comparison to its predecessor, creating the illusion of a long, twisted tunnel, its far end illuminated by a pulsating, purple light.  
 
    "There never should have been any old times like this," I admitted.  
 
    The look on her face told me that she wasn't free from regret either.  
 
    "There's at least one good thing to come out of it," she proposed.  
 
    I lifted my head, feeling a fleeting smile cross my muzzle.  
 
    "Thanks. For everything you've done. I just wish it could have been worth more," I stated. 
 
    She hesitated, it wasn't hard to believe that most of her optimism had finally died, especially with the death of her brother. Yet the thought didn't bring as much pain to me as I knew it should.  
 
    "You too." She nodded. 
 
    "Don't despair yet, this is not over," Apollo assured as we reached the end of the corridor, emerging onto a large rounded platform of smooth black stone. 
 
     A swirling storm of clouds mixed with more shards of levitating rock and ruins formed its walls. Most notable of all, a jagged pillar of stone jutted up from its centre, upon which a sphere of purple flame encased the familiar form of my amulet. Strangely enough, there was no sign of Mordrakk, and I cautiously moved forwards, battling against the magical gale pulsating from the central fire.  
 
    "I was beginning to wonder if you would make an appearance. Not that it matters," announced the distinctively grizzled voice. 
 
    Shadow poured to the floor before us, forming his familiar shape, now clad in the dark armour I'd seen in my visions. I stopped between him and Risha, the unnatural wind buffeting at my body.  
 
    "You even dare to bring this pathetic worm here," he added, a pair of eyes materialising to glare at Risha.  
 
    The dragoness bared her teeth and snorted fire, but the Great Master's stare moved past her and onto Apollo.  
 
    "And this, a lowly slave fleeing from its masters," he added.  
 
    Apollo's fortitude stiffened, his gleaming feathers bristling.  
 
    "You are not my master, nor will you ever be," he declared boldly.  
 
    Mordrakk's muzzle quivered as he let out a rasping hiss, flicking one of his mighty talons and sending the construct flying back with a simple blast of wind.  
 
    "I will not let you do this," I declared, stealing back his attention.  
 
    He peered down at me like I was no more than a pathetic speck of dust.  
 
    "What choice do you have? This was always going to be your fate," he mocked.  
 
    Blasting a burst of fire at his chest, I bolted at him, darting between coils of writhing shadow in an attempt to reach the amulet. The blast sizzled on his armour as it glowed white-hot, while he gave no more than an unimpressed growl before swiping me aside with a flick of his claw.  
 
    I hit the floor and Risha instinctively sent blue flames his way. The fire merely dissipated against his shadowed form as he morphed about it with cruel laughter. Undeterred, her blades cut two deep gashes into the hot metal of his armour, distracting him as he twisted back above her.  
 
    In the same moment, I summoned all of the fire I had left, blasting several bolts into his side. When the shots hit their target, his eyes snapped back to me, his idle paw knocking Risha to the floor while his other generated a wave of shadow, forcing me toward the edge. 
 
    No, not this time! Before I could falter, a burst of purple energy erupted from the amulet, drawing his attention.  
 
    "I need not waste my time with this trivia," he affirmed, casually swatting me to the edge, before turning back toward the storm's heart.  
 
    I clambered back onto the flat surface, focusing on Risha as Mordrakk raised a foreclaw to the amulet. The whole place gave a mighty shudder as his grip closed around it, and with a painfully bright flash, he thrust it into his chest. I reached Risha as he lurched, as if in pain, generating a surge of magical wind, flame and lightning from his molten heart. His shadowy scales seared like melting iron, as the amulet's celestial glow darkened, its gold becoming as black as the night sky as it branded its way into him.  
 
    "My power restored!" he proclaimed, his grisly voice harbouring a new ferocity as it reverberated throughout the petrified halls.  
 
    The spikes of his armour grew like winding roots as burning cinders spewed from his ethereal form. Then his molten eyes met mine.  
 
    "Gaze upon the true master of creation and be thankful that such a glorious sight was your last!" he bellowed, flaring his wings as he lashed his claws at the central pillar.  
 
    Without thought, I jumped over Risha and wrapped her in my wings. The world exploded and a violent wave of purple fire washed over us.  
 
    It receded seconds later, and all I could feel was the roaring wind and harsh clatter of the rain as it whipped against my red-hot armour, each drop hissing and boiling away. The levitating cloud of rock and rubble had fallen, leaving only the central light and the slowly crumbling platform upon which we stood. Yet there was a light cough under me as Risha rolled from my grip.  
 
    "Blaze?" she murmured, pressing a forepaw to her face.  
 
    "Are you okay?" I asked desperately, but she didn't seem to care.  
 
    "You're not the one who should be asking that question," she scolded looking over my steaming scales. "What in the creators' name happened?" 
 
    I looked to the sky. Directly above us, the clouds forged into a swirling maelstrom, its centre disappearing into a bright light, resembling some gigantic, upside-down whirlpool.  
 
    "I don't know, but it can't be good," I answered, a fleeting glimmer of hope in my voice as an idea filled my mind, an idea I dared not share.  
 
    "But we can still stop it, can't we?" she asked.  
 
    I glanced back at her with a lost expression, unable to answer. A sharp hum caught my attention and my head perked up as it came closer.  
 
    "What is it?" I asked Apollo as he descended.  
 
    "I do not fully understand, but it would appear the Great Master has opened a gateway, and without proper containment enchantments. At this rate it could permanently tear through reality," he explained.  
 
    "Is there any way to stop it?" I asked desperately.  
 
    "I do not know. But any chances of sealing the breach will not be obtainable from this end, the power source has gone through with the Great Master," he added solemnly.  
 
    "Gone where?" Risha asked curiously.  
 
    "The Golden City," I answered for him, and he didn't correct me as I turned to face her.  
 
    "Well, we have to go after him, we have to..." She stopped as she looked at me. "No, no, no, you're not going up there alone, no way."  
 
    Apollo had a different response.  
 
    "Indeed, the possibility of traversing the gateway is not impossible; there may still be a chance to stop him, although the transition will be treacherous and..." He looked over at Risha.  
 
    I merely sighed, shivering as cold rain ran across my scales. She saw the inevitable and made every effort to fight it.  
 
    "No, you can't, I won’t let you!" she stuttered, restlessly rustling her wings. "Not again!"  
 
    "I have to; this is what I was created to do. I can save you, all of you," I finally admitted.  
 
    "By giving yourself up, you're the only thing I have left and I..."  
 
    I put a paw on her shoulder.  
 
    "I'm not giving up anything," I assured with a smile.  
 
    She stared right at me, almost unable to speak.  
 
    "You have to come back, you..."  
 
    "I promise, I will come back," I assured, but she didn't seem willing to fall for the same thing again.  
 
    She glanced away and closed her eyes as I stepped back and spread my wings. The instant I did so, she wrapped hers over me, pressing her muzzle to mine in a tight embrace. I felt a wave of emotion unlike anything I'd ever known as our muzzles met, and I looked into her closed eyes, before my own slid into darkness.  
 
    She’s kissed me...? 
 
    I'd never understood, I still didn’t, and yet I knew if there was one thing left in the world that was worth flying into oblivion for, it was that. Her embrace lasted for what seemed like forever, and I was content with simply allowing the world to fall apart around us. But no sooner had it begun, did it stop, and reluctantly she pulled away.  
 
    "You were never good at promises," she laughed.  
 
    I was speechless, utterly stunned, the only sensation remaining; that of the cold rain trailing across my scales. Before I took a deep breath and stood tall.  
 
    "I love you." The words left my muzzle in a way I'd no care to control.  
 
    She didn't respond, but there was a furnace burning in her eyes the moment she heard the words. I nodded, glancing up at the storm as she smiled and finally added.  
 
    "I know, you're everything to me and more, but..." she paused momentarily, "go save the world." 
 
    Her expression was enough to show that she believed in me more than anyone ever had. I was her icon of goodness, her beacon of hope, the very thing that had allowed her to see a reason to believe the world could be something more than cruelty and corruption. No matter what I thought of her seeing me like that, it was all I needed to believe before I took off into the swirling wind.  
 
    Apollo was swift to follow, his form becoming a sharp golden arrow as we fought through the tempest. The light came closer, wind and rain cracked upon my scales like whips, and clouds wrapped about me until the only visible thing was the sheen of Apollo's frame as it moved through the swirling funnel.  
 
    Fiery images and the sound of voices whirled about me in the bitterly cold air. Until, with a thunderous crack, a new surface appeared below and the golden world materialised in a blossoming swarm of shimmering dust.  
 
    Before I could steady myself, I hit the floor, clattering against the marble as I bounced to a halt with my head against the polished expanse. I lay there for a moment trying to compose myself, until eventually, my eyes flickered open. As I sat up, the sight stretching out across the cosmic horizon stole my breath away. A sea of stars shimmered behind the great golden spires, bridges and towers of the Golden City. 
 
    So this is it... It's beautiful.  
 
    A rounded platform stretched out around me, connected to a vast network of walkways spanning the city like a magnificent, golden spider’s web. Bridges of glowing light and gleaming crystal sat amongst the numerous things that defied explanation. Yet the endless skyline was devoid of any activity, and despite their gleaming magnificence, the colossal spires lay in scorched ruin. I recalled brief images of the battle I'd once seen take place here millennia previously, and yet it appeared as if such a thing could have happened only the day before.  
 
    The sound of my claws tapping on the floor gave little comfort in the midst of the silence as I approached the edge and peered down into the endless expanse of advanced architecture. Then I looked up to the towering horizon, one great pillar dwarfed the others, surrounded by numerous smaller spires, each one enormous in its own right. Atop its highest peak, a flickering cloud of darkness swirled into existence, and from the depths of the city, another purple glow writhed in response.  
 
    "Remarkable, I have not gazed upon these skies for millennia," Apollo remarked happily. 
 
    Yet even as that joyous realisation struck him, he faltered.  
 
    "Where do we need to go?" I asked uneasily. 
 
    "The Great Master seems to have taken to the summit. It is the central point of the city, constructed directly above the great chamber that once held the heart. There, I suspect he will be able to disrupt the anchor between worlds," he explained, his voice fading a little at the latter part.  
 
    I nodded.  
 
    "Take me there as fast as you can."  
 
    "Of course, Guardian, right this way," he obeyed, darting off into the sky without hesitation as I followed.  
 
    * 
 
    I soon found that flying amongst the golden mountains and magnificent archways was quite easy. Despite everything, they were still some of the most beautiful things I'd ever experienced. The air was like a thick soup under my wings, but it felt completely normal, as if engineered for flight.  
 
    I recalled what Seraphine had said about living here, and it wasn't hard to imagine why she may have thought her life would have never been anything more.  
 
    Who in the creators' name would ever want to leave here, even for glory?  
 
    As I imagined what the city might have looked like previously, a great shadow blocked out the stars, and with several arcs of lightning, a rounded shell of magical energy formed about it.  
 
    I felt my heart fill with dread; it wasn't the only thing to catch my attention, however; as another thunderous boom rang through the air. A great gash of purple light tore its way across the sky, followed by several more. Each strike scarred the tranquil illusion of the stars as they allowed vast swarms of vulpomancers to pour into the city.  
 
    As we flew close to the golden skyline, I hoped they wouldn't notice us, that they were more concerned with finishing the destructive work they had started millennia ago. However, it was a hopeless dream, and one of the writhing masses directed itself toward us like a hungry predator hunting wounded prey.  
 
    "Get to wherever it is you need to go, I'll find you," I commanded Apollo.  
 
    Before he could reply, I dashed aside and curled about the peak of one of the towers. As expected, the swarm came after me, flowing about the pillars and arches marking the edges of the golden skyline like water over rocks.  
 
    Now that I have their attention... I fixed my eyes on another, larger tower, beating my wings hard to gain a lead on my pursuers.  
 
    I circled its peak and turned on them with a blast of white fire. The swarm broke upon impact with the flames, as if it had struck a wall. Unfortunately, their advance didn't stop, and soon they began to flow over the edges of the flame.  
 
    Realising that simply burning them had become as useless as trying to burn dragons, I quickly made for an open corridor, slowing slightly until I could see the open sky at its far end, and as expected, the swarm followed. 
 
    Try dodging this!  
 
    The moment I had them trapped within the corridor’s confines, I fired several more blasts. All that I could see of them vanished in a fit of flapping wings, smoke and roaring fire as chunks of the ruined golden structure came crashing down atop them.  
 
    Despite my success, a surge of darkness overshadowed me and the lash of a large bladed tail struck hard. A vulpomancer that dwarfed me, clawed its way forward from the fire, its skeletal form morphing and dripping with black ichor as it reformed and let out a furious roar.  
 
    I darted back into the air as fast as my wings would allow, heading out of the tunnel with the angry creature close on my tail. I heard it smashing its way through the archway like a living battering ram, crashing its way into the sky. Spinning back, I watched its huge wings uncoil into a tattered, black sheet, while narrowly avoiding its snapping jaw.  
 
    In my rush to escape, I caught a glimpse of Apollo on a platform just below the towering peak he'd called the summit, and sent one last distracting bolt of fire into my pursuer before heading down toward him. The giant beast gave a pained roar, and as if driven by the rage of their larger cousin, more vulpomancers dropped down from the sky.  
 
    All I could hope for was that my companion had a solution as I quickly set down on the polished marble beside him. More golden pillars marked the edge of the platform as well as the base of a large stairway winding up to the summit's peak, to which a magical wall blocked access.  
 
    "I really hope you've got a solution," I gasped, quickly moving to the energised barrier. 
 
     "Yes, it would seem that the Great Master has erected a barricade. I will try to disable it," he responded, inspecting the magical barrier as if it offered far more information to him than I could understand. 
 
     Not that I had time to argue. I did my best to keep the vulpomancers away, but their sheer numbers and the fact that one was larger than a fully-grown dragon made it difficult. I managed to cut several down before the larger one smacked me aside with its claws, cutting deep black wounds into my armour and scales. I winced at the pain as it turned to me with a low hiss of satisfaction, but jumped to my paws, only for it to pin me down.  
 
    "Any time now!" I called to Apollo from under its crushing talons. 
 
    He focused on the barrier, hovering back from it sharply.  
 
    "It would seem I am unable to access the barrier's enchantment matrix, I will have to find an alternative method," he declared, hovering toward a small crystal shard next to one of the pillars.  
 
    I forced back my frustration, slashing across the giant’s claws with my wings. The blades sliced off one of its talons, forcing it to recoil as the severed claw swiftly began to reform. In that brief moment of distraction, several smaller vulpomancers pounced, and I fought them off as they slashed at me with cruel joy. Meanwhile, Apollo glanced back, narrowing his eyes in determination.  
 
    "It appears I will have to overcharge the talisman," he acknowledged boldly.  
 
    I knocked down another vulpomancer and jumped back as the larger one snarled at me with a newfound eagerness. I'd no idea what my golden companion meant, but as one of the creatures leapt at me, I had little time to consider it.  
 
    "Whatever you need to do, just do it fast!" I called, holding the creature's teeth away.  
 
    He moved back to the magical barrier, and spinning swiftly he forced his avian frame into the magical wall. An explosive flash of light filled the world as sparks of lightning erupted from each of his splayed feathers, arcing across the whole barrier. The force of his intervention shattered the magical field into millions of tiny fragments, as the intensity of the energy burst forced the vulpomancers into the sky. With my dark attacker gone, I staggered to my paws to see that the barrier was completely disintegrated.  
 
    "You did it!" I called to Apollo, only to pause as I saw him.  
 
    His frame sat upon the marble floor like broken stones, emitting the weakest of hums, while his eyes still flickered like a dying flame. Regardless of the open stairway ahead, I rushed over.  
 
    "What did you do?"  
 
    "I expended all of my talisman’s power in one burst, overloading the barrier; it will only be disabled momentarily," he answered, as if I should know.  
 
    "What about you, you're going to be okay, aren't you?" I urged.  
 
    His frame weakly forged a frown.  
 
    "Under normal circumstances, I may recharge, but for my kind such circumstances have not existed in an age," he explained.  
 
    I told him to... but, it was all so fast... I felt my racing thoughts ease as the realisation finally hit me.  
 
    "You shouldn't have done that..." I began, but his frown shifted to a smile.  
 
    "Do not be ridiculous, it is my duty to serve. I am just glad that... I had a chance to rectify at least some of my mistakes."  
 
    "They were never your mistakes," I assured him, the thought of those still alive because of what he'd done firmly in mind.  
 
    Regardless, his glowing eyes rolled and flickered.  
 
    "Thank you, Guardian. I am glad to have met you. I do not doubt you are everything they meant you to be and more," he replied, before the last flicker of light faded and his frame slipped apart as the arcane light within him faded.  
 
    I stepped back, pausing for a moment of respect that would never have crossed my mind the day I'd met him.  
 
    So many of them gone... Just for me? I fixed my eyes on the tower, and spread my wings. I'm going to finish this, for all of them.  
 
    * 
 
    The peak of the tower was a vast, rectangular plaza lined by a squat golden rail, its floor a glistening marble etched with intricate golden patterns. Four pillars sat at each corner; their tops adorned by flaming dragon statues. Another golden plinth stood directly ahead of me, beyond which, the world fell away into a great scar of purple light and a vortex of swirling clouds.  
 
    An eerie sensation leaked from the void while strikes of lightning forked out and struck the spires. Each flash gave an ear-splitting crack as it ripped parts of the structure back into the abyss, reducing the gleaming etherium to nothing but dust. All the while, I had to battle to keep my paws on the ground, locking my wings at my side as the forces sought to pull me forwards into the yawning void. Before I knew it, together with the marble under my paws, I was thrown into one of the pillars and flopped to the floor.  
 
    "Your persistence is valiant," Mordrakk snapped, "almost admirable," he continued as his shadowy body materialised, "but there is nothing you can do to stop fate now."  
 
    I lifted my head, scars burning under the intensity of his glare. I looked up, assessing every aspect of his defences. Except for a few dents and chips in his armour, it appeared to be all but impenetrable. So desperation focused my attention on the hole his initial attack had ripped in the floor. All the while he paid me no heed as he placed a forepaw upon an altar at the tower's edge.  
 
    "How do I fare now? Has your great plan fallen into ruin?" he bellowed into the swirling storm, raising his head up as he spoke to the void itself. "And what of you, my children? What now becomes of your ridiculous plans?" he went on, glancing to each of the draconic statues adorning the surrounding pillars.  
 
    Then he turned back, glaring at me through his narrowed eyes. I closed mine tight, and every thought, every memory of all I'd done, all I was, and all I was fighting for flashed through my mind. With one great force of will, I lifted to my paws, bringing a scowl to his less than impressed look. 
 
    "Your determination is the only part of you that will be worth remembering," he proclaimed.  
 
    I flared my wings and opened my eyes, ignoring the increasing pain as my armoured blades flashed to life.  
 
    "I guess I can thank you for that," I responded.  
 
    No words heralded the roar that parted his muzzle as he charged at me. An invisible force threw me back toward one of the pillars. One swift blast of fire escaped my muzzle. It exploded at his feet, exactly where I'd intended. More of the broken floor fell through, collapsing in a cloud of shrapnel and white fire. Mordrakk disappeared in the debris, releasing his magical grip, leaving me to fall. Despite my best effort, I was unable to stop myself from sliding down the tilted surface after him as the splinters of broken marble gave way.  
 
    As I plummeted, I saw spinning flashes of a great chamber filled with towering columns and a high ceiling. My momentum threw me into one of them, leaving me battling to slow my descent by grabbing at it with my claws. Ultimately, I slipped to the floor with a significantly less painful thud, my eyes opening to the sight of an endless maze of columns.  
 
    "Where are you?" Mordrakk growled, his shadow swarming through the golden columns like a ghostly tsunami.  
 
    "To believe that any of this will achieve anything is folly, and for what? You will not leave here," he rasped, twisting back his neck, unleashing a torrent of flame, flooding the whole chamber with a great wave of heat.  
 
    As the fire gushed around each pillar, I pressed my back against the one I was hiding behind, listening carefully to each of his ground-shaking steps amidst the hiss of red-hot metal. I collected myself once more, marking each boom and groan of toppling gold as he smashed his way through. It took me back to years of hunting, waiting patiently for prey to come right where I wanted it. 
 
    My eyes flashed open.  
 
    "We'll see about that," I called as I spun out from the scorched cover.  
 
    The left side of his head sat directly between the pillars before me and I sent several blasts of fire into his molten eye. His face contorted in anger, fire and embers fleeing from his muzzle as he spun round, shattering several pillars with a swing of his vast wing, nearly bringing one down on top of me. The ground shook violently when the huge golden cylinder slammed down and his dark form strode over it effortlessly.  
 
    "I grow tired of this," he growled.  
 
    "Well, I wasn't planning on making you wait!" I retorted as I jumped at him.  
 
    My claws hit the top of the pillar and my eyes locked upon the small chinks in his armour surrounding the amulet. Reaching forward with my foreclaws, I flew through the air, but before I could even get close, his invisible grip tore me away. With a simple clasping motion – there was no doubt he could crush me like a bug. Drawing upon the last of my breath I sent a bolt of fire into his chest.  
 
    The explosion shattered and warped his armour, but the amulet remained firm. All the while, he growled, armour cooling as he willed it to reform, throwing me up into the air in a fit of rage. He opened his mouth to unleash a blast of flame. In the same instant, I fired back, glimpsing my bolt as it passed through the plume of purple flame and exploded in his throat. His shot swept me upwards like a leaf in a hurricane, melting my armour, scorching my fireproof scales and returning me to the summit.  
 
    My whole body felt heavy, and my scales particularly felt as if they were melting, searing with a pain so fierce I simply wanted to die. 
 
    I can’t, I made a promise.  
 
    The hole before me exploded and dark talons clawed their way out. Mordrakk's wings flared as his head and body snaked upwards, neck and chest seared by white fire, as he let out a low hiss. 
 
    "It’s over!" his deep, rasping voice boomed as he raised a foreclaw and seized me with his invisible grip.  
 
    This time he threw me up into the air and released me as his flaming muzzle opened. My assent slowed and then I began to plummet toward his flaming maw. Stretching out my claws, white fire sparked into life and my wings fell flat to my side as the blades upon them burned brighter than ever before.  
 
    Fire erupted from Mordrakk’s mouth as I fell directly toward him. The world became nothing but a swirling storm of flames, as the fire began to scorch the armour from my body and the scales from my flesh. I didn't care. I held my descent through the column of fire until I was sure I was deep inside his molten heart, and with every blade still stuck to me, I thrashed and kicked, cutting my way through the living shadow.  
 
    In that instant, just as the pain was about to consume me and the darkness of oblivion steal my sight, there was a small flash amidst the fire. Time slowed, almost to a standstill, and the light glimmered like a star in the clearest night, a beacon of warmth and happiness amidst the darkness.  
 
    It called out like a song.  
 
    Surrounding it were several molten cracks, like ruptures in a scorched river bed. Reaching out with one forepaw, drawing on all my remaining strength, I surged forwards, grabbing the light in my claws.  
 
    Gasping for breath, my scorched body fell to the mercifully cool marble. I opened my eyes and looked at my slowly opening forepaws, discovering a golden star, its centre swiftly turning back to a blissful white gem.  
 
    Reunited with my amulet, a burst of power surged through me, filling my veins with a new energy. I looked back to see Mordrakk shattered and broken, his armoured form destroyed by molten ripples emanating from the gaping hole in his heart. The dark dragon craned his head to sneer at me, trails of ethereal magma oozing from his wounds and muzzle.  
 
    He said nothing as he sprang forward with all the rage and energy he had left. I clutched the amulet tightly in my claws, ducking under him as he flew clumsily overhead and skidded to a halt before the altar. I rose to my paws, and as I loosened my grip on the amulet, it sprung into the air before retaking its rightful place within my own armour’s chest plate. More of its power filled me the moment it connected, and as I focused, my body and armour began to reform as if made from liquid light. Mordrakk watched with a disgraced snarl on his scarred face as the blissful glow of my new aura shone upon him.  
 
    "You know not what you’re doing. You are nothing, for I am the Great Master, I will last for all eternity!" he exclaimed.  
 
    "Nothing lasts forever," I replied.  
 
    Coiling my neck, I fired every ounce of flame my re-energised body could give, right into the hole I'd ripped in his chest. This time, there was no holding back, and as he staggered, I charged, tearing at his tattered wings, crippled limbs and traumatised hide.  
 
    The white light from my assault tore through the darkness of his body, ripping him apart, until finally all that remained was a smouldering hole through the middle of his frame. All the while he smiled wickedly, as he backed all the way up to the edge of the platform. His head quivered as he peered at me, his body like glass frozen in the midst of shattering.  
 
    "You... are all... doomed," he riled with one last rasping breath.  
 
    Without another word, he staggered back and plummeted into the swirling vortex. I stopped at the edge and collapsed, the molten marble solidifying as the golden fire receded from my scales.  
 
    It's done, it's over. He's gone... It didn't feel like I imagined it would, especially as I looked up at the gathering cataclysm, where a sharp gust of wind carrying a distant voice drew my attention toward the altar.  
 
    The four draconic figures on top of the pillars leapt into the air and bound together into the ghostly form of a spectral dragon that hovered over it, peering at me with silent curiosity.  
 
    "There, it’s done. He's gone," I declared, rising to my paws.  
 
    The ghostly silhouette said nothing; it simply looked down at the altar. I approached, and as I did the ghost's eyes came to rest on the amulet. Before I could do anything more, the sound of unimaginable agony echoed through the city. An impossibly dark presence began to well upwards like a bubbling froth, and a chill as fearful as my nightmares filled the air. The illusion was the first to look toward the great void as it parted, purple fire spewing from its deepest bowels.  
 
    Its image burned my eyes and I clawed at my head as an impossibly foul voice scratched at my thoughts in an ancient tongue. Every vulpomancer that still swirled about the city instantly turned and began to flow toward the new entity, steadily increasing the new feeling of utter hopelessness. Through my cowering gaze, the ghostly draconic illusion still motioned for me to move toward the altar.  
 
    Digging my claws into the marble, the wind tearing at my scales and my body lit up like a golden star, I reached the precipice and peered up into the abyssal heart of the Darkness itself.  
 
    This is it... The monster behind everything, he brought it back.  
 
    As I thought about all I'd done and all I cared for and loved to reach this point, its image was pushed from my mind. There was only one thing I could say in that moment, one overwhelming regret that consumed me.  
 
    "Sorry..."  
 
    I coiled back and sent blast after blast into the altar until the summit itself began to fall apart. The darkness gave an almighty scream as the void folded in on itself, shattering the abomination and sucking it back into the abyss. Lightning and flames danced about as if it were reaching out to find purchase before disappearing into the void. The calamity forced the world to tremble and the ground under my paws shook as the whole summit listed towards the void's gaping maw.  
 
    It’s done, it’s over, there’s no more darkness, no more Guardian. Was all that surged through my mind as the world around me ended with an explosive blast of light.  
 
    * 
 
    My eyes opened to the sight of a golden hall, long and regal with a small pedestal at its end. It was drakaran in design, illuminated by flaming pillars of varying colour. It felt as if my body had been ripped to pieces, and yet the sensation of pain had abandoned me. The whole place felt almost lucid, a weak veil of a world that could be cut with one light sweep, but I felt no urge to tear it down.  
 
    I sat up, looking over my scales, which were now devoid of scars and armour. Four glowing orbs circled above like hungry vultures waiting for me to die. I felt my eyes roll as I blinked, and they came close enough for me to realise what they were.  
 
    It's just like Mordrakk said, once he's vanquished, what need do they have of me beyond reclaiming their lost power?  
 
    Suddenly, they scattered like frightened birds, and a graceful figure strode out from the blinding light. There was no mistaking Seraphine, proudly smiling down at me.  
 
    "It's over, he's..." I began, but she shook her head.  
 
    "The fate of such evil matters little now."  
 
    She lifted a foreclaw and my amulet materialised in her palm. I stared at her outstretched limb as the golden star drifted inches above her gentle grip.  
 
    "The darkness has passed, and with it, the twilight of ages falls into the night," she explained, looking about the golden hall.  
 
    "So fades the Age of Legend and comes the age of mortal kind, its dawn ablaze with dragonfire," she continued, and my head slumped.  
 
    Is this it? Are they safe, have I saved them? I made no effort to ask, yet she seemed to know.  
 
    "What of you, Guardian?" she asked.  
 
    I had to fight back tears as I thought about what I'd done, the promise I'd failed to keep.  
 
    "You will be remembered," she added as she pressed the sole of her right forepaw to the floor.  
 
    The second her claw-tips struck the flat surface, there was a spark of light and a pool of gold spread across it. It took a moment for me to realise that the pool was settling, and as it did so, an image appeared. I could see my reflection and more: a vast darkness, rain pouring down upon the sea of gloom, snow and muddy grass. A storm flashed and rumbled, while a radiant pillar of sunlight broke through the gloomy cover like a sword. The image was how I'd imagined Apollo had once seen things as my perspective darted about like a moth, before it finally settled.  
 
    I saw a battle-torn cluster of armoured dragons, griffins and hippogriffs, all of them scarred, broken and covered by mud. I picked out faces from among the group – Halfbeak, Soaren, even the Cartographer. I saw two of the Elders, one of which was Vulkaine, yet it wasn't to the old dragon that my eyes were drawn, but to the girl that jumped down from his back.  
 
    Tarwin had always wondered about the world, and I suppose now she had that dream fulfilled. From the armoured group of soldiers beside her emerged another familiar face. Zephyra seemed as battered and broken as the rest of her troops, and that look of sadness still filled her eyes as the new Sovereign peered into the sky with a hint of hope and admiration.  
 
    "You will be remembered as a hero and a legend," Seraphine went on as the light beamed across their faces and a victorious cheer spread through them all like wildfire.  
 
    Even so, I noticed several of those I'd picked out were hesitant to join the rest of the victorious crowd, urging me to look up at Seraphine.  
 
    "Can you show me?" I asked desperately.  
 
    She didn't have to look into my thoughts to know who I was talking about.  
 
    The image shifted before settling upon two more recognisable faces. A relieved breath escaped my muzzle at the sight of Neera and Ember standing on a ruined rooftop. Regardless of the cheering crowds, neither joined in; instead, they looked to one another solemnly, forcing my heart to sink.  
 
    I glanced up at Seraphine, hardly daring move my head as she nodded at the final image settling into place, this time far from all others. The platform of Mordrakk's crucible had turned to rubble, strewn across the rainswept wasteland. One sight stood out amidst the dust and settling carnage, a lone blue gem amidst a sea of mottled grey and dirty brown as the sunlight shone down from where her last hope had disappeared into the void.  
 
    Risha's eyes bore no joy or happiness. They boasted nothing but a fleeting hope as the light of both a flickering purple and burning white star reflected briefly within them. I reached out, but the image fell from my claws like water, and when it settled, I felt that hole inside my heart sink deeper.  
 
    "No, I won't be remembered like that," I gasped, shaking my head.  
 
    Seraphine glanced at me curiously.  
 
    "Then what, Guardian?" 
 
    "Remember me as a dragon. A friend, and no more, I was no more," I begged.  
 
    She considered my words as if they were the most important things to meet her ears in the last millennium.  
 
    "You truly were those things, and more," she added respectfully.  
 
    I thought about that, about all my friends Tarwin, Ember, Boltock, Neera and finally Risha.  
 
    "I wish I could be there; I should be with them." 
 
    "And if you could, what would you do?" she asked as she plucked fiery light from my amulet’s core as she'd done in her realm.  
 
    My gaze finally managed to meet hers, and for a moment, she looked as far from the gods as I'd always wanted to be.  
 
    "I would tell them all how right they always were and how much I care for them. I would tell Risha how I’ve always felt and I..."  
 
    I trailed off as the thought blossomed, the image like a hopeful portrait upon the shrivelled canvas of my mind.  
 
    Seraphine smiled as a fiery light flashed in her outstretched foreclaw and her grip closed about the amulet. Finally, my muzzle quivered and one lonely sentence escaped.  
 
    "I’d tell them that, for centuries, I've looked to the stars for guidance. But sometimes the stars can guide us in more ways than we can ever imagine."  
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
    "Is that it?" the young voice asked abruptly, a pair of unsatisfied eyes peering up toward the blue dragoness holding the closed book.  
 
    With a slight sigh, Risha looked down at the dragon and smiled.  
 
    "Yes, Teal, as far as we know, that's it," she admitted, masking how she truly felt by turning to place the book behind her.  
 
    Teal cocked his head, shifting his webbed ruff. Beside him, another set of curious eyes focused on Risha.  
 
    "That can't be it. We all know how the battle ended, plus all the parties, the coronation and all that stuff. But a dragon like him couldn't have just vanished," a second young dragon added.  
 
    Risha's smile didn't falter, even as she shook her head and gazed up into the chamber in which the small class of bickering, young dragons sat.  
 
    "Well, Scarlet, I don't think there ever was another dragon like him," she said quietly.  
 
    Her forlorn look didn't go unnoticed, and the mumbling paused for a moment as the group realised what they'd brought up. Their heads drooped, as did their wings.  
 
    "Sorry, Risha, we didn't mean anything bad by it. It's just, after what we saw, it’s kind of hard to believe he's gone," the fiery dragoness apologised, her yellow eyes gleaming with the faintest hint of respect as Teal nodded beside her.  
 
    Risha shook her head slightly as she glanced back down at the pair.  
 
    "It’s fine, it's hard for anyone to believe he's gone." As she spoke, the sounds of parents arriving began to drift in from outside.  
 
    "Come along now, Vermillion, it's time to go," the voice of a tall dragoness beckoned a red-scaled hatchling to move off swiftly after her and wave goodbye to his teacher.  
 
    Risha smiled and waved a wing back as more parents swooped down, calling out names, and more of her class took off into the air.  
 
    "See, I told you stories always make the last session go faster," Scarlet told Teal, spitting her tongue out at the water dragon as he scowled back at her.  
 
    "Well, I never disagreed with you," another meek voice announced from behind the pair, and a small, bronze-scaled head appeared between them.  
 
    "Oh come on, Brass, you never disagree with anyone," Teal laughed.  
 
    The shy dragonesse’s muzzle parted with a small grin. 
 
    "No, just you two," she teased with growing confidence.  
 
    "Good to see I can actually find you three in the same place for a change." Each of the four heads perked up in recognition of a new voice floating in from outside.  
 
    Ember stepped in from one of the stone arches, her orange scales and polished golden armour gleaming in the radiant light of a pair of glowmoss lanterns.  
 
    Teal and Scarlet sank back into their folded wings as the fire dragoness approached, Brass meanwhile rushed up to her eagerly.  
 
    "Did you speak to them?" she asked, practically beaming at the older dragoness and resting her forelegs against her chest.  
 
    Ember smiled and wrapped her scarred wing around Brass's shoulders.  
 
    "I did indeed; tomorrow you can start training with Neera and the rest of her wing out in the woods."  
 
    As soon as the words left her muzzle, it wasn't hard to see that the mostly-timid little dragoness was battling not to jump up in glee.  
 
    Her two friends, on the other paw, clearly felt quite the opposite.  
 
    "What, how come she gets to train with Neera and the other survivalists?" Teal and Scarlet asked in perfect unison.  
 
    Ember gave them both a stern look. 
 
    "Because she doesn't go running off from class. Besides, Neera doesn't have time for all of the younglings that want to be part of her wing," she explained, only sounding a little chastising.  
 
    "I just think the order needs more faldrons, and they're like... A hundred percent more fun than regular dragons," Teal answered, folding his forelegs as he pouted.  
 
    "Well, I think the time of running off to hunt down fire flowers is over," Risha intervened, looking down at the sulking pair.  
 
    Ember glanced at her sapphire friend for a moment, their brief expression one of mutual respect.  
 
    "Hey, it wasn't that bad! I even found a red one, and we all know that finding a fire flower the same colour as your element brings you good luck," Scarlet declared proudly, raising a forepaw to her chest as both Risha and Ember rolled their eyes.  
 
    "You know that's a game for hatchlings, right?" Ember replied, and the red-scaled dragoness frowned.  
 
    "I'm eight, nearly nine, thank you!" she snapped, puffing up her chest to display her bright yellow markings.  
 
    "Besides, Risha never really had a problem with it when we brought fire flowers back to class for her," she added, pointing a forepaw at her teacher.  
 
    "Only when it wasn't during training time, I bet," Ember countered, shooting a knowing glance at Risha.  
 
    "You okay?" she asked, approaching her water elemental friend.  
 
    Risha shook off Scarlet's comment and smiled. 
 
    "I'm fine, just. Well, only about as fine as everyone else is these days," she admitted.  
 
    Ember nodded before moving over to place a wing on her shoulder.  
 
    "What about you?" Risha asked, looking back at her. 
 
    Ember sighed, glancing down at her gold-clad forepaws.  
 
    "The order's sending us back out to Storm Peak to clear up the last of the orkin. Skies know where else they are going to need us, especially with all of the ebon wings still out there. I don't think this war's going to be over as soon as we hoped," she confessed, but Risha shook her head.  
 
    "Ember, that's not what I meant. I meant how are you?" the sapphire dragoness elaborated, pointing a claw to Ember's chest.  
 
    It wasn't hard for Risha to notice her friend's reluctance to speak, but she knew if there was any dragoness Ember could open up to, it was her.  
 
    "Pretty much the same as you. I’ve got over the whole flying off thing," she finally admitted, and Risha nodded. "But if you're asking me about that, then how do you really feel?" she pressed, redirecting the question back at Risha with a glance.  
 
    The sapphire dragoness paused and shook her head.  
 
    "I... I miss them, both of them. They were all I had," she confessed, and Ember nudged her shoulder reassuringly before backing away.  
 
    "Well, you've still got me and Neera, and I don't think Queen Tarwin and the tribals would turn you away either," Ember reassured.  
 
    Risha smiled as a small laugh escaped her muzzle.  
 
    "Thanks, Ember."  
 
    The orange dragoness nodded, before turning back to the three youngsters.  
 
    "Come on you lot. Oh, and Teal, your brother is waiting down by the temple. He said you need some more practice with your defensive stance before going for dinner," she added, ushering a disgusted look from Teal. 
 
    "Oh, skies curse him! No dragon is supposed to be stood still for that long," he mumbled indignantly.  
 
    Meanwhile, a sly smile appeared on Scarlet's face as she walked beside him, while Brass just pranced merrily.  
 
    Risha watched them all leave, waving to Ember with a wing, as she and the younglings flew off into the crowded Dardien sky. Finally alone, she let her outwardly positive personality relax and peered down at the book she'd been reading only moments ago.  
 
    ‘Dragonfire’ was its title, and besides the blazing text, it bore the image of an eight-pointed star, with a long, serpentine dragon weaving between the points. It represented the Seal of the Guardian. The most well-known image throughout the city, through the entire order, in fact, even rivalling that of the Seal of Eternity.  
 
    For all of the fame garnered by the tale that ended the last age, she was the only one to possess a real copy of the book. She placed a forepaw on the cover as she thought about that, trying not to dwell too much on what it all meant. The words within had been copied by the Cartographer and the Elders from the Guardian's own memories, granted to them by Seraphine herself so they may remember it as he did. Honour him for all he did to save them from the evil wrath of what the order had come to call the Great World Dragon.  
 
    She loved reading out parts of their adventures together to the class, even if she had to leave out some of the more graphic details. Despite all of the celebrations, the festivals and even a whole day dedicated to remembering him, she still felt lost. Those feelings were all that were left of her hero and her closest friend. It was such melancholy thoughts that she tried to avoid, as depression was too easy a trap for a dragon to fall into.  
 
    She took the book, slipped a small satchel over her neck, placed it inside and began to walk through Dardien’s vast tunnels. She made the journey every day, the route providing her with a very good view of the renovation work and repairs going on throughout the city. All watched over by the new Sovereign Zephyra, and the newly founded Order of Enishra.  
 
    The city was far more alive now than it had ever been. Griffins, hippogriffs and even humans were permitted to fly about the great hanging stalactites, the latter forming close bonds with their escorts, while their new tribal kingdom flourished under the rule of Queen Tarwin.  
 
    Risha made her way into a large, open chamber, its roof smooth and its edges lined with towering pillars of gold. At the far end, a gloriously decorated arch opened out to the crowded skies, each side guarded by a golden-armoured dragon.  
 
    "Everyone has to change," the dragoness muttered to herself as she recalled just how different the intricate attire worn by the guards was from the sharp silver armour they'd once boasted.  
 
    Though, the soldiers weren't the reason she came here so religiously, and moments later, she turned to the opposite end of the chamber to gaze upon a row of magnificent statues. The sentinels flanked her on either side, their brave poses as heroic as those who’d inspired them. Many were dragons, but some were griffins and other races that had participated in the Second Great Battle of Dardien. At the very back of the hall, one great statue dwarfed all others. 
 
    The great masterpiece of stonework depicted four dragons and a faldron, each standing triumphantly upon a rocky ridge. The four figures had come to be known as the Dauntless Wing, four souls to mark the points of a star and one to stand in the centre. Even cast in stone, it wasn't hard for Risha to make out each face, even her own, and yet the dragon that stood in the middle was who always stole her attention. His scales were encased in the sculptor's best interpretation of magical, star dragon armour, and a large diamond was affixed to his chest plate.  
 
    Risha slowly approached the cylindrical base of the grand monument and sat down on the cool stone before it. Engraved in the smooth marble surface, around the circumference of the base, were many names, each one a small tribute to those who'd fallen in battle. Her attention was always drawn to two names in particular, at the very top of the list.  
 
    Raising a forepaw, she brushed a quivering set of claws across the names of her brother and the dragon she loved. Looking back up at their stone monuments reminded her of what she'd seen, all that changed that day they'd met. He'd been the best of the world, shown her all the good someone could do. He'd given everything for them right until the very end, even his life. With that thought, she stepped back, and holding back tears, straightened herself.  
 
    "I love you," she admitted to them both, glancing at the sky.  
 
    Peering at the crowded air, she wondered how long she could do this. For now, it was firmly set in her mind that she would do it for as long as she lived, but that would be a long time for such a young dragoness.  
 
    Then something else caught her attention and she looked to see a hooded dragon approaching. Assuming it was just another mourner, she didn't pay much attention as the tapping of their claws ceased and the figure stopped at the base of the statue beside her. There was a moment of silence, and for some reason she couldn't help but look at the mysterious stranger. Dark robes covered their body, and from what she could see, their scales were a distinct, fiery-red, tipped with sharp flicks of gold.  
 
    She caught a glimpse of something strange through the gaps in the cloak – three jagged markings of white along the scales on the left side of their neck and shoulder, shaped almost like claw marks. She assumed it must be some kind of strange hatchday marking; they were common among dragons, but their location on this occasion seemed oddly familiar. Regardless, as the stranger sat down and sighed, her curiosity was too great for her to keep her muzzle closed.  
 
    "Sorry, I don't mean to sound inconsiderate, but..." she began, and the dragon looked at her with a pair of sky-blue eyes.  
 
    She knew immediately how strange that was for a dragon of such an element, yet she paused, fearing she may have just done something stupidly disrespectful. The dragon merely looked at her until she finally plucked up the courage to look back.  
 
    "I lost someone too, if that's what you're asking. Actually, I lost a lot of things," the stranger admitted, his voice striking so many memories.  
 
    It was impossible; no way could she be hearing that voice again. Yet she was so sure.  
 
    "I'm sorry. I lost my brother in the battle, and... well, someone else I cared about," she admitted, and the stranger shifted his forepaws as if he were suddenly incredibly nervous.  
 
    In that moment, Risha caught a glimpse of something shiny within his robes. There was something around his neck, a fancy pendant maybe or an enchanted trinket? No, none of those things glowed with the faint light of a white flame. Overcome, she tilted her head to get a better look at the amulet, and finally the stranger mustered up the courage to look back at her. His hood fell from his four horns and the instant his red-scaled features were revealed, her mind went blank.  
 
    "I also made someone a promise," he admitted, his now familiar eyes fixed on her even as they shivered with guilt.  
 
    Stunned, Risha could only smile warmly as she finally responded.  
 
    "I imagine they'd hold you to it. But then again, there's always more bridges to cross." 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    The End 
 
  
 
  
   
    The world may be saved, but the lands of Enishra still hold many mysteries. The series continues in arc two:  
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    Arc One: Dragonfire 
 
    Book One: Sphere of Eternity 
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    Book Three: Age of Legend 
 
    Arc Two: Age of Dragonfire 
 
    Book One: Order of Enishra 
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